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PREFACE

For as long as they have been practicing their craft
professicnally, theater critics have endured reproach. They
have been called everything from parasites to gossip colum-
nists, and needless to say, some of these so-called makers
and breakers of plays deserve this reputation. Yet, there
are respectable critics: men and women who care a great deal
about what they write, and most importantly, about what they
see on the stage. The responsible critic doces not exist
simply to hack away indiscriminately at all theatrical works
as a means of acquiring profit and fame. Rather, he or she
approaches the theater with an open mind, and then analyzes
each play on its own terms, scrutinizing its particular
strengths and weaknesses. In this way, the responsible
critic makes a contribution to the art form by encouraging
the maintenance of high standards.

After devotiné over 40 years to the practice of criti-~
cism, Norman Nadel indeed has contributed his fair share of
time, effort and expertise to the theater. For Nadel, his
lengthy career has been a labor of love. It was his caring,
in addition to his deft analytical ability and lucid writing
style, which landed him a position as first-string critic

in New York in 1961. BAnd it is his compassion which manifests



itself so clearly in the hundreds of reviews he has written
professionally. But caring alone does not a critic make.
A reviewer also must be able to intelligently evaluate every
aspect of a production and have the talent to articulate
these insights in an interesting and understandable manner.
As a successful critic, Norman Nadel possesses all of these
abilities, and his skill is abundantly revealed in his work.
What follows is a pragmatic analvsis of Nadel's approach
to dramatic criticism, It is an attempt to expose the nuances
of his technigue which collectively produce a deceptively
simple result. The reviews that form the basis for this
study are drawn from the years 1961 to 1980, the period
during which Nadel was employed in New York. Such considera-
tions as the technical and stylistic aspects of his writing,
in addition to his critical treatment of the play and the
production, all have been taken into account. However, before
any kind of meaningful examination of his method can take
place, it is necessary to understand Nadel as a critic and
as a human being. Criticism is, after all, an intrinsic
reflection of the person who writes it; of his ideals, his
beliefs and his background. And who could be better equipped
to reveal these gualities than Nadel himself. Consequently,
the first chapter of this thesis is a personal interview
with Nadel in which he talks about his life, his philosophies

and his work.
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Though this study focuses on only one approach to
reviewing plays, it sheds light on the complexities of
dramatic criticism. Additionally, the steps in Nadel's
critical process could be used as practical guidelines to

help the novice critic in developing his or her talent.

vii



CHAPTER 1
BACKGROUND AND PHILOSOPHY

As a veteran drama critic, Norman Nadel labels himself
a "professional outsider." And without a doubt, the term
professional is aptly and easily applied to this man's insight-
ful, intelligent work.

However, on the surface, "outsider" seems less apropos.
Nadel is an outsider in the sense that he is not directly
and personally involved in the plays he criticizes. But
"outsider" also implies a certain uncaring attitude which
in no way relates to Norman Nadel as a man or as a critic.

"No critic can afford to hold himself aloof from his
chosen field. Of course, we must be impartial, objective
at a certaln stage of the process, and we must not let our-
selves get so involved with a particular event or artist to
risk sentimental influence. The critic always must be the
professional outsider, Nevertheless, unless we bring to our
work a passionate involvement with the arts, the sensitivity
to be outraged, if need be, by what is poor, and exalted by
what is noble and fresh and vital, we will miss feelings,
insights and understandings that we are professionally ob-

liged to take into account.“l



With an almost religious zeal, commitment and caring
for the arts, Nadel has worked as a professional critic for
nearly 40 years, 20 years of which he spent in New York.
Nadel's deep affection and compassion not only is evident
in his attitude toward the arts and in his criticism, but
in his feelings about all things. As a young man, Nadel
took career placement tests which revealed that he should
become a missionary, and as Nadel sees it, in a sense he
has followed that calling.

"When I was in school, whenever I took one of those
career placement tests, I always came out as either a clergy-
man or missionary, and I had no intention of becoming either
a rabbi or a missionary, but such are my enthusiasms, my
beljefs, that I am willing to go to bat. 2and being a critic
is going to bat, just taking a stand out there in public and
letting your intelligence, or your stupidity, show for all
to see. So basic to my philosophy of criticism is caring
about theater; wanting to make it better, and wanting to
spread the gospel.

"My nature is to care about things. If I see a play,
or something is happening in the theater or anywhere in the
arts that is important, I have a missionary zeal in writing
about it. My satisfaction in writing about a good play, or
a good performance, is that I am a born sharer. I want to
take everybody I know by the hand, and a lot of people I don't

know, and bring them to this event. Well, obviously I cannot.
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But, I can write about these things and spread the word, and
as a writer I've been able to reach a lot of people. If a
play is inferior the motivation is not that different, because
while I'm not trying to destroy the inferior work, I want to
maintain a level of theater that I think it should have."

This "born sharer" came into the world in Newark, New
Jersey in 1915, He went to high school in Rochester, New
York, where he also studied extensively at the Eastman School
of Music. Following high school, Nadel attended Denison
University in Granville, Ohio, acquiring a bachelor's degree
in both music and psychology.

"It might seem like odd reasoning, but it wasn't then
and it isn't now. I figured that whatever I did, the more
I could learn clinically about people, the better prepared
I would be. In criticism, in one respect you seem to be
judging such details in performance as the artist's brush-
stroke anéd how the violinist bows his fiddle, things like
that which seem to be of a technical nature. But basically
criticism deals with human values, because criticism deals
with the humanity of the communication between the stage and
the audience, the humanity of communication between the author
and the reader, between the listener and the musician and so
forth, So inevitably, in any writing you do, psychology
becomes important because you are dealing with people, with
human values."

Although Nadel received his college degree in music

and psychology, he has had a long and active interest in the



theater and some training as an actor. While a senior in
college, Nadel studied with the renowned Edward A. Wright,
a teacher and actor who has prepared many actors, including
Hal Holbrook, for the professional stage. Because of his
involvement in music and psychology, however, Nadel was
unable to take many theater courses in college and has
acquired most of his extensive knowledge about the theater
through self-education.

"In my work as a critic and all along I've continued
to study, so I suppose I have accumulated the equivalent of
guite a number of theater courses. I gained most of my know-
ledge about the different genres and historical periods of
theater through background reading for plays I've reviewed.
I'm a great believer in self-education.”

Though Nadel's theater education, both in and out of
college, has been an asset to him in his profession, Nadel
said he believes his life experiences have proved equally
valuable in providing him with the insights and perceptions
necessary to being a sensitive critic.

"Criticism is a technique which is very catholic, all-
embracing in the literal meaning. Before I began to earn
my living as a critic and since then, while I've been earning
my living as a critic, I have continued to work in as many
fields as possible to broaden myself. I've done a variety
of things, including acting, toward that end. I do not feel
at this point, at the age of 67, that my education is com-

plete, and I don't think it ever will be.
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"Everything I have ever done has been useful to me as
a writer, as a critic., And so in my college education, the
traveling I've done, my lecturing around the country, and in
my teaching, I continue to find things which I sort of tuck
away to use in my writing."

The critic, Nadel says, is only the sum of his resources,
which include native intelligence, direct experience and
vicarious experience. Though these resources increase the
ability of the critic to evaluate, reason and communicate,
Nadel adds that "there is no point at which you can say you
have all the experience you'll ever need to function as =a
critic."2

"What the critic must have is sufficient total experi-
ence to provide empathy with the characters in plays whom
he or she must write about. We need not have lived in a
brothel, been burned at the stake, seduced countless women
{(or men, as the case may be), contemplated suicide, written
poetry, bet on horses, murdered our parents or endured
divorce.

| "But it-is good if we have been around enough, have
locked intimately enough intc our own and others' experiences,
to recognize truth, to reject falsity, and to bring both
sternness and compassion to our appraisals."3

"I've often wondered how a Roman Catholic priest can
be a very good marriage counselor. He might be a brilliant

man and have studied it thoroughly, but how can you know about
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marriage without having been married? Half the time, when
you go to the theater you are dealing with love situations.
Well, if you don't know about loving, or have never been
involved, it's hard to grasp the force of jealousy, or the
anguish of separation, or the dilemma of being angry and
loving at the same time."

Armed with a basic ccllege education and eager to work,
Nadel graduated from Denison University in 1938 to launch
what would be a lifetime career in journalism and criticism.
Though his degrees were not specifically related to criticism,
Nadel said he always intended to become a critic.

"My intention was to stay in the area of the arts. I
was aware of the fact that the arts were terribly important,
but somehow there was a great lack of liaison between the
arts and the general public, and I felt that as a writer
about the arts, with an understanding of the public and of
the arts, I could serve a useful purpose."

Nadel actually began his career as a critic while work-
ing for the Columbus, Ohio Citizen, a job which he started
in 1939, but was interrupted by four years of military ser-
vice during World War II. From 1946-1961, Nadel served as
drama, film and music critic, and entertainment editor for

the Columbus Citizen~Journal. There he first tried his hand

at music criticism and then more or less drifted into criti-
cizing drama.
"My principal experience in the arts as a performer is

as a musician. I started out writing music criticism, and



7z
then was asked to do movies and gradually plays too. I just
sort of drifted intc it. It was my writing about the theater
that attracted the attention of the New York newspapers. I

was interviewed to be the critic of the New York Times, the

Long Island News Day and then the World Telegram. So, I got

to New York as a theater person, even though my principal
training was in music."

Accepting a job as drama critic with the World-Telegram

and Sun, Nadel landed in New York with his wife Martha and
their three children in 1961. He staved with the World-
Telegram until it ceased operations in 1966 and then worked

for a year as the drama critic for the New York World Journal

Tribune. From 1967 to 1980, Nadel served as critic and cul-
tural affairs writer for Scripps~Howard Newspapers, a 21
newspaper alliance with a circulation of about three million,.
In 1977, Nadel took on the additional responsibility of being
critic-at-large for the Newspaper Enterprise Association,
writing criticism and features on drama, music, literature,
the visual arts and other aspects of the culture for about
700 newspapers in the Uﬁited States and Canada.

Currently, Nadel is contributing editor for Horizon
magazine and arts writer for Independent News Alliance, a
feature syndicate serving about €0 newspapers. During his
lengthy career, Nadel also has lectured on theater and crit-
icism at colleges and universities, served as president and

is a continuing member of the New York Drama Critics Circle,



and in 1970 completed a book entitled A Pictorial History

of the Theatre Guild.

When Nadel worked in New York, he considered himself a
"rule breaker" primarily because he reviewed off-Broadway
productions at a time when virtually no other newspaper was
sending its first~-string critics to do so. Nadel says he
ventured off the beaten path not because he wanted to be a
nonconformist, but because he believed the experimental and
creative approacheé to theater which were taking place off
Broadway deserved attention.

"In New York I was one of the first of the so-called
first-string drama critics to regularly cover off-Broadway
and off~-off-Broadway. There was a little of this going on,
but until I was a critic there most of the Broadway critics
only covered the Broadway scene, and I was certainly one of
the revolutionarv ones. I went off-Broadway because I felt
exciting things were happening there, and they deserved the
attention of the first-string critic, not because I was neces-
sarily a better critic than my associates, but because I was
in.a prominent position where people were more apt to read
me, and my reviewing lent a certain prestige to it.

"I felt that creativity in terms of new ways of using
theater was more apt to occur cff-Broadway and off-off-
Broadway. I went to La Mama when it was in a basement and
then when it was above a do-it-yourself laundry. It was not

only a crummy space, but a crummy laundry. You'd go up there
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and pay a dollar to become a member of the ccffeehcuse, get
a cup of coffee and see plays."

The non-professional theater in New York alsc attracted
Nadel's interest, and occasionally he would bend the so-
called rules by devoting critical attention to an amateur
production.

"The general rule in New York among the critics is that
if it is paid admission then you cover it., I wviolated this
rule too sometimes, but generally if it was an amateur pro-
duction you didn't cover it. It was a logistics problem,
in a sense, because if you started covering non-professional
theater in New York ycu'd never rest. There is just so much
going on. But I bent the rules. When deciding whether or
not to cover an amateur producticon my judgement was based on
the value of what was happening in terms of theater and its
potential interest to a readership."

In addition to reviewing off-Broadway and non-profes-
sional productions, Nadel was unlike his fellow critics in
that he often participated in productions when audience
involvement was a required part of the performance. Such
participation, Nadel said, often made him and other critics
uncomfortable, but Nadel believed that if audience involve-
ment was necessary then he should take part because it
provided him with the proper perspective on the production.

"I would do it because if I am working as a critic and

they [the company] are going for what used to be called
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'happenings,' the total experience in the theater where you
go in and hold hands with other people and whatnot, and if
audience participation is reguired, then I do not have
the right to sit outside and be exempt from it. I should
participate.

"I don't want to set myself up in a judgemental position.
I am not a judge sitting on a bench removed from it. I cannot
get too involved, of course, because if I get too married to
a production it's bound to impede my judgement. But, likewise,
if I remove myself toc much from theater, as from life, I
decrease my effectiveness as a critic, and as a person.”

Though as a responsible critic Nadel does not often
give preferential treatment to plays of particular genres
and historical periods, Nadel has, over the years, developed
personal favorites. Of the types of drama which interest
Nadel most, he said he prefers plays which have a universal
gquality or make a sccial statement.

"If I saw two plays of egual dramatic value, and one
dealt with matters that touch a lot of people, a social atti-
tude kind of play, I would probably treat that with more
importance than a play which is sort of egocentric, where
the playwright is in effect writing about his own particular
hangups. I think every critic loocks for universality in a
play. I'm also interested in plays which deal with the pro-
blems of loving between a man and a woman because I suppose
the loving between a man and a woman is the most important

thing in my life.
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"Plays such as Shaw's St. Joan are universal because
they address matters of the spirit which people can relate

to. Death of a Salesman also is a universal play. Many

people lock at the problems of Willy Loman and understand
when in mid-life, or whenever it occurs, you realize there

is no value to what you've been deoing and the friendships

and attachments you've made are insubstantial and false. You
go along and suddenly the bottom falls out. A lot of people
for one reason or another have had the ground shot away from
underneath them. All of us.”

Nadel said he prefers plays with substance, which pro-
bably inclines him more toward serious drama than comedy,
though he added that even comedy can have the universal
guality which appeals to him.

"O'Neil's Ah! Wilderness has a universal nature because

it deals with teenage love and people getting older which
are universal experiences. It is still being played, even
though it is 50 or 60 years old, because it still speaks to
people."” '

Included among the playﬁrights whom Nadel finds most
fascinating are August Strindberg, Anton Chekhov and Henrik
Ibsen., Nadel said he enjoys almost any historical drama
because of its educational wvalue but added that plays of the
Elizabethan period, the social protest drama of the 1923Cs,

and the "angry young man" movement in England in the 1950s

especially appeal to him.
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"I am much interested in the plays of Strindberg and
the kind of world in which these were occurring and the
kind of life he was leading. I think Strindberg's plays
are still applicable today. The angry voung man of the
1950s in England is a very interesting movement to me for
several reasons. One is the period itself, and the other
is the change in writing style which took place. I am
interested certainly in the Elizabethan theater which was
so remarkably wvital. Even some of the bad plays of the
Elizabethan theater are sort of interesting bad plays.
Shakespeare, whether it was a strong play or a lesser play,
wrote so much to capture your interest and provide a chal-
lenge in acting and directing.”

However, no matter how compelling any of the past pléy—
wrights or periods micht be to Nadel, he said the theater
which interests him most is that which is taking place right
now.

"The theater period which interests me most is this
minute., The principal concern for me as a writer has always
been the new playwright, the playwright who is writing a
play right now, or the play that is being produced for the
first time this season. This does not mean I downgrade
historical theater, but as a critic it is more important
that I write about emerging playwrights than the established
playwrights."

Throughout his career as Nadel's insights and attitudes

about theater have grown, so have his ideas about his critical
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principles, and the role and purpose of the critic in
society. A critic is a human being, nothing more or less,
and a critic's ethics are closely knitted with his personal
values, values which began developing long before the person
became a critic. A critic's principles, then, are actually
a reflection of the human being, and such is the case with
Nadel.

"I don't think I ever said to myself 'I think I better
develop a set of critical principles.' In a sense, they
were there germinating even as a student out of the values
my parents taught me, and my teachers taught me and so forth.
The fact I was involved in the arts, I was truly, passionately
involved in the arts, made it a matter of deep caring with
me and it gtill is. I also way very much interested in truth.
What is truth, and how do vou define it? What is truth in
criticism? All these things appeal to me., I saw in the world
so much distortion of truth, or misinformation being passed
around, sometimes with very good motives, sometimes with
terrible motives, and I was concerned about this. So my
particular involvement with the arts and criticism is a
caring involvement.

"I was once asked 'I bet you enjoy writing a scathing
review.' Well I don't. I would rather that the play be good.
If it isn't good, I certainly say so, and I say so as effec-
tively and interestingly as I can. It is my duty as a critic

to be informative, to provide insights, but at the same time
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I don't enjoy beating anybody down. I'd rather celebrate
the theater than point out all the things it is doing wrong.
Scme people think that critiecs should not be too negative
because that will discourage people from going to the theater,
but those of us who do criticism professionally feel that if
we fail to come down on what's bad we are almost encouraging
the theater to lower its sights, where we should be trying
to make the theater raise its sights."

In Nadel's point of view, encouraging the raising of
standards in the theater means more than simply evaluating
a production in terms of its positive and negative qualities.
It means the critic should, in a sense, act as a play doctor
by providing suggestions as to how a production can be im-
proved, a belief which apparently is uncommon among most

critics.

"In John English's book Criticizing the Critics, he

talks about whether or not the critic should be a play doctor.
In other words, should the critic be concerned about making
the play better, or should he just do an evaluation of it?
Well, he said that the majority of critics he talked to said
they were not the play doctor, that it was not their respon-
sibility to make the play better except by being, well, as
Howard Teichman the playwright said, by being the conscience
of the theater. And this is a very good and necessary func-
tion., But, in English's book he says there are two critics

who care enough about the theater to try to make it better,
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who provide constructive criticisms when they can. One is
Elliot Norton in Boston, and he named me as the other."

To Nadel, however, providing constructive criticism and
raising theatrical standards are only the frosting on the
cake, sc to speak. At the vortex of Nadel's list of criti-
cal values is supplving practical insights.

"My basic critical principle is to provide useful in-
sights, and 1f they are constructive as well this is fine.
The critic should be useful, and I like to think of myself
as being useful, not just to the theater in terms of produc-
tions, but to playwrights and useful to the audience cer-
tainly, useful to my readers."

In his speech, "openings and Insights," Nadel says that
beyond a certain amount of straight reporting which must be
included to create the setting for the critical statement,
the most important aspect of a review is insight, which is
the heart of all criticism.

"Insight is the name of the game. It is, in the final
analysis, the reason for our existence. It is, or should be,
our primary and most substantial value. Often a critic
achieves popularity because he has a clever, funny, satiri-
cal way of cutting work and artists to pieces. If insight
is incorporated in such an approach, okay, but without in-
sight, such writing qualifies only as entertainment.“4

"Insight reveals and clarifies the usually indefinable

humanity of a work of art. It deals with those gualities
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which transcend measurement, and which even go beyond evalu-
ation of how well or poorly something was done, although
that is a necessary prelude to insight, as well as part of
it. If we cannot provide better insights than most people,
if we cannot help them to understand their own responses--
whether or not they agree with ours--then we shouldn't be
critics.“5

No matter how lofty a critic's ideals might be, the
public will use and interpret reviews in whatever way they
desire, and Nadel says this is a situation merely to be
endured, not changed. Though he does not intend to write
criticism as a theater shopping service for the public,
Nadel believes his and other critics' reviews are often
used in this way.

"I don't write shopping service critigues, although I
know perfectly well they are used in that way. And how they
are used doesn't really matter to me. If people read my
reviews to decide whether or not to go to a play, that's
fine if it serves that purpose, but I'm not doing a shopping
service on plays as such. I'm trying to write about the
theater in a way that will make people think about it and
be interested in it and make some of their own decisions."

Of all the prcblems which critics face, Nadel states
that one of the most difficult is the fact that there are
no fixed criteria which consistently and invariably apply

to the arts, and this often makes a critic's assertions
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uncertain and unreliable. Without an artistic yardstick by
which to measure the guality of a production, the critic is
vulnerable, though Nadel believes this wvulnerability is posi-
tive instead of negative.

"The only instrument of measurement [in the arts], the
only setter of standards, is the individual, functioning
either singly or as a part of a society, and his reliability
is subject to such variables as his or her digestion, sex
life, frustrations, antagonisms, pride, life experience, the
weather and whether or not the person had trouble finding a
parking space. This applies not only to random man, and ran-
dom woman, but to those of us who are professicnal critics,
and are supposed to know better. Perhaps we bring a degree
of self-discipline, preparation and objectivity to the job.
If so, it only lessens and does not eliminate the uncertainty
and unreliability of our evaluations."6

"Lacking precise measuring instruments, we are vulner-
able, and that is the way it should be. A critigque is not
and never should be a final statement, an Olympian judgment
handed down from on high. It should be the point of refer-
ence, for the reader or listener, who, we hope, will expose
himself or herself to the particular experience.“7

Taken as a point of reference, criticism becomes what
Nadel considers an important basis for necessary discussion
about the arts. Nadel said that providing a public platform
for private debate about theater, or any of the arts for that

matter, is one of his primary functions as a critic.
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"The critic is the conscience of the theater; this is
one of his functions. The critic also tries to maintain
standards, but most of all the critic maintains a public
interest in the theater. Critics aren't necessary to the
theater, but very useful to the theater. They provide a
point of departure for all the decision-making that goes
oh in the public.

"We all have standards about things, and a critic is
in the position to articulate these positions, or standards,
to make a public statement. The hope is the public state-
ment will excite a lot of private statements, pro or con
doesn't matter. What is important is the fact that all the
arts benefit from discussion.

"One of the worst things that could happen to theater
would be for all criticism to stop, because it's not just the
play that is important, it is all the discussion that goes
on, and criticism triggers all that discussion. Criticism
is like a fuse, it just sets things off. The theater needs
that. All of the arts need that."

Underlying all Nadel's critical values, including his
desire to raise theater's standards and encourage public
interest and discussion about theater, is his personal, pas-
sionate affection for the arts. Basic to this attitude is
Nadel's belief that the critic must approach the theater with
both sternness and compassion, because, Nadel declares, a

critic must care about theater to want to improve it.
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"I do not trust the critic who boasts that he hates
musicians, actors, artists and dancers. This is supposed
to infer that he is a good critic, because he will be stern
and unforgiving, and not settle for anything less than
perfection.

"No, give me instead the man or woman who is so pas-
sionately dedicated to the arts, or the particular art form,
that his or her disapproval will be crisply articulated and
will ring with righteous indignation and disappointment.
That same critic will be the first to detect and celebrate
the accomplishments that really matter.

"The arts address themselves to the spirit. As critics,

we had better be 1istening."8
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Footnotes

Unless otherwise noted, all gquoted material is taken

from two personal interviews conducted with Norman Nadel

on Feb. 22 and Feb., 27, 1983.

lNorman Nadel, "Openings and Insights," Lecture

Manuscript, p. 15.

2Norman Nadel, "The Incompleat Critic,” Lecture

Manuscript, p. 2.
3Nadel, "Incompleat," p. 3.

4Nadel, "Openings," p. 10.

5Nadel, "Openings,"”" p. 15.



CHAPTER 2

PREPARING FOR AND WRITING THE REVIEW:
TECHNICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Underlying the development of Norman Nadel's critical
philosophies and values are the years he spent in the theater
and at the typewriter composing reviews. Throughout the
volumes of his critical work is evidence of Nadel's passion
for the theater, passion which has been transformed from its
basic abstract state into words which meticulously convey
his feelings, insights and attitudes about the productions
he has experienced.

Criticism is a process which begins before the critic
sees a production and ends when the review has been printed
and passed into the hands of the reader, who may then use it
as the basis for further discussicn. The critic must explore
the background of a production, see the production, and then
translate his abstract feelings about it into concrete terms.
Beyond the actual analysis of the play and the production,
the critic also must grapple with the technical realities
of writing and organizing his review. Since writing is one
of the critic's most basic tools, the technical process of
writing, along with Nadel's approach to preparing for and
seeing the play will be examined before undertaking an analy-
sis ¢f the content of his reviews.

21
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Researching the background behind a production is the
first step in the critical process. This provides the critic
with information beyond what he sees on the stage to sharpen
and add depth to his insights about the drama. Acguiring
such knowledge may involve studying materials about the play-
wright or company, and especially in the case of classics,
reading the play and examining the historical context from
which it comes. Nadel does not, however, read new plays
before he reviews them because, he séys, this ruins the ele-
ment of surprise which is an important aspect in the critic's
response to a yet unseen play.

"If everybody knew what every play was about they
wouldn't go to the theater very much. The:e are exceptions,

of course. You love A Midsummer Night's Dream so you éo to

see it again and again. But, generally when you go to a new
play you want to be surprised by something. If a playwright
or producer offers me a script to read, then I do. I welcome
the opportunity, but generally I don't read new plays and I
don't worry about it.

"I do try to réad classics before I review them though.
I also try to read some commentary on the classic to give me
a point of departure for my review, but not to fix ideas about
it in my mind. If I go see a classic, I need to be alert to
alterations or cuts in the text."

Nadel said he also likes to familiarize himself with
the playwright and the situation out of which the play grew

when preparing to review both classics and new plays.
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"If there is an interview in the New York Times, for

example, with the playwright about how he wrote the play or
what led up to it, I do indeed read it. I like to find out

all I can about the playwright. 1It's not a morbid interest

or an idle curicsity, and it doesn't mean I'm going to review
the playwright instead of the play, but it helps. ZXnowing
where the playwright came from, whether he is young or old, and
what kind of background he came from is helpful in under-
standing a play."

Once background knowledge about the play has been
acquired, the critic must, of course, see the production.
Though this sounds fairly straight-forward, Nadel has indeed
arrived at an approach for viewing plays which he finds most
beneficial in his work as a critic. Essentially, Nadel said
he tries to "clear the decks" before going out on a reviewing
assignment. In other words, Nadel avoids developing precon-
ceived notions about a play before he sees it because he
believes this is unfair to the playwright who may be present-
ing new ideas.

"So I have to be flexible enough, eternally young enough
and eager enough in my approach to have my mind, my emotions,
my awareness ready for anything that comes down the pike.

Now this does not mean I'm going to love everything that comes
down the pike, but at least I will listen to it, accept it
into my conscience and my intelligence, and deal with it

critically as best I can. So I feel very strongly that an
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open mind is basic to whatever I do. It is important that
I go in with kind of a fresh expectancy.

"I don't go [into a play] and say I'm going to watch
this actor, and watch this. I go in and just let the play
happen to me. Then, depending on what happens, or what
fails to happen, then I begin the analytical procedure. I
might, say, be bothered by some aspect of the acting. And
then I have to ask 'Is the actor at fault? 1Is the director
at fault? 1Is the directorial concept bad?' Or maybe neither
is at fault, but the playwright has written a play which is
uncomfortable for the actors. So you have to make these deci-
sions. As the play goes along I will think about the lighting,
the stage setting and how the actors are moving. But most
of all I will think about what the whole purpose of the play
is. What is the playwright's intent? Does he realize his
intent, and how does he realize it? If he doesn't, whose
fault is it? If he does, who should get credit for it?"

Perhaps the clearest expression of Nadel's approach to
viewing a production and then moving into the analytical
process which follows is found in his lecture "Openings and
Insights." The critic, he says, must in essence be schizo-
phrenic. He must allow his intuitive self to dominate during
a performance, with his objective self emerging afterwards.

"I believe that the critic has no choice but to be
schizophrenic, to divide himself, or herself, into two per-

sonalities, although preferably without the loss of a sense
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of reality which usually accompanies schizophrenia. We
expose ourselves to the art event or object as totally sub-
jective, feeling, intuitive, emotional individuals. We are
intrigued or excited, or bored, or irritated, or provoked,
or satisfied, or dissatisfied. We are amused, Jr we laugh
ourselves silly, or we cry. We are lifted out of ourselves,
or are affected deeply within. We see the experience as
foreign to our own nature and experience, or we identify
with it, The evening at a performance goes guickly, or it
lasts forever. Our minds wander, or are riveted. We feel
no bodily discomfort, even when the seat is uncomfortable.
Or we sit in luxury and ache.

"None of this is intellectualized. None of it is rea-
soned, thought out. It all is as intuitive as_reacting to
pain or love . . . . In the arts, we have no intelligent,
or at least conscious, control over what happens or doesn't
happen to us when we encounter the experience. We experience
whatever is to be experienced subjectively. Art happens to
us. '

"Then, and only then, does the second seif, the objec-
tive self, step into the picture. That is when we begin to
ask ourselves the gquestions. Not 'should I like this?' but
'why am I liking it?' or not liking. it, or crying, or being
bored, or uneasy, or embarrassed, or angry, or exultant or
amused or sentimentally moved. It is at the moment when the
utterly human, utterly subjective response is subjected to

objective scrutiny that criticism begins.
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"Then we begin to search for reasons, and in those
reasons is the value of our critical intelligence and ex-
perience, whatever they might be. Too many pecple think
that criticism is merely a matter of finding fault, and of
course, part of the time it is. But a true critigque must
look deeply into all aspects of what is being done, and
that means not only noting excellence, or genuine creati-
vity, or daring innovation, or a meticulous observance of
tradition, but explaining how this excellence has been
accomplished.“l

The first step in Nadel's critical process, after he
has moved out of a subjective, intuitive frame of mind, is
analysis of the play and the playwright's intent. Nadel
does consider the intentions of the actors and director but
says that this analysis follows chronologically after dig-
ging into the play itself.

"I am a great believer in the importance of the play
and the playwright, because without the playwright, the

theater ceases to exist. The theater, even in-the most

.superficial kinéd of play, is dealing with ideas of some

sort, so there has to be a genesis, a beginning, & heart

or a core, and this is the play itself. Frequently I have
written reviews in which I've said, in effect, the play is
trash, but these performances are fine, or the director has
taken this very superficial thing and worked a skillful

entertainment out of it. There are times when a not very
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good play can still work successfully as theater, as enter-
tainment. However, these are the exceptions, and normally,
whether the play is good or not, the play is the starting
paint, "

After analyzing the play, Nadel then decides on the
focal point of his review, which, he says, is one of the
initial hurdles he must overcome as a critic.

"One of the greatest struggles I have as a critic is
deciding on the focal element.of my .review. Normally, it
will be the play, but sometimes it will be an element of
performance. But assuming that it is the play, even so I
have to decide what aspect of it I want to focus on. Is
it the way the playwright deals with people? 1Is it the
humanity of the play? The sgcial content?”

Nadel's belief in the play and the playwright is re-
flected in his reviews. The focal point in most of his
critiques is the dramatic work itself. For example, the

play was the central element in Nadel's review of The Subject

Was Roses (fig. 1), though he uses a discussion of the play-
wright's talent as a point of departure for his analysis of
the play. The focal point of the review is declared in the
cpening sentence, "From this day forth, Frank D. Gilroy is

a major playwright," after which Nadel launches into commen-
tary on Gilroy's previous play and his talent as a new play-
wright.2 From there Nadel segues into a discussion of the

play's numerous strong points, an analysis which he integrates
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Figure 1.

A review of The Subject was Roses
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-t
The silttns Sun
May 25, 1964

28

Frank Cilroy merges as

From cthis day
Frank D. Glroy 3 a msjur
playwright The promise 2e
showed |2
“Who'll Save
the Plow.

ner. the verdict is roses.
Gllroy has committed him-
salf torexceilence i tiis Aww
famuly comedy<dsama: he
public Wil expeecr Am 10
Aeep  wrinung plays wnich
wil memsure up 0 s own
standard and which wil ba
progressively bdroader in
scope. The American thester
neecs Gilroy, and [ judge
Zom the urgency of us
oMLY (e
medium A Qe stage Lal
Siroy neeas the leater.
Last nigat ae gave us more
than 2 me and beautiful
piay: ne alsg gave us e
Srospect 5f otners o Jome.
in .ta externais. “The Suo-
(ect 'Was Rpses’ s tne um-
siest of plavs: vou are 'n-

tined 0 wonger at the e |

Nadel, Norman.
New York Theatre Critics'

New Writing Giant

finming Just how mueh
sength can emanate Irom
mereiy three characters and
& sngls set.

Even thw situsdon would
seam to impose llmits on the
dramacst's resowce. A 2l
year-old son comes home
the Bronx after thiee Years
in the Army durmg World
War [I He otes to adjusc
ta his parents and they Iy
o adjust to having him back
How far can you jo wath
that?

To the most profound
depcns of the hwman heart:
that's how {ar Gilroy takes
us. Along the wey he diends
the humor and poignaney of
lamily relauonsmps into I
piny as beguiling as it S
qonest

Martin Sheen porirays
Timmy Cleary, the voung
man who better yndersiancs
nis parents after tie three-
year absence than e ever
dld before, Thar whicn he
previously coserved--and re-
icted o == about them, he
oW AN SRPCALse U1 4 ore
maturs context.

Most slaywrights rang ae
tors) would maxe Timmy a
renel, Mulding up a heag of
steam toward that moment
wren e'd rip als parenty o
ifiteds in an explomen of
righteous resentment. Not
here, Gilrov's Tlramy knows
about “Honor thy {ather and
thy mother,” and ne's an
atfectionate, cespectful son
even when ne's making them
face up to thewr own petti:
ness and covert oruelty. Ace
tor Sheen's Timmy is a boy
not often seer on stage, Hut
farmuliar in life.

There 1s no ungle dramatic
expiosion: the play builds
miore guietly, and if any-
hing, more powerfuily o
the suotiety of its revejas.
dons.

Jagk  Alvertsen as the
{ather and lrene Daunev as
the motner ceveal the Mmoat
INTiMate iNSIgRts in Superaly
detailed, yer wholly fluid ang
satural perivimances. 3he
nurses ner convenient psy-
chle inyury. nflicted by Mg
ntizelity, not readizing tnae
the disease stems fram somes.
ung taugnt her long 2efove

sne met hmm.

The father suffers her re
jectionm. and nurses hug own
assortment of old Zuilt feed-
ings — such as having been
turhed down far Werld War
[ service because he wes the
sole support of a family. He
aiternately covets his son's
uniform and is angered by it
a8 a reminder of his owm
fallure to serve nis county.

Gilrov’'s gialogue 15 50 sem
silve, 3o wise. The mother
3 crusned beczuse the son
Aad forgorten that walfles
uSed [0 be his favorite break-
fast. Her appraisai af e
husoand. in conmtrast o (ne
baker {rom Paterson who
aiso nad courted ner. as ihe
clamry of poetry

Ulu Grosoard girecies "Te
Subject Was Hoses as [ ¢
Aad lived wimn e Uvee
Jgople nvpived, For hdl
marter, Alpertson. Sheen and
Miss Daiiey piay it 'nat wav
[ canmnot imagine a .nr
adceq or aeleteg. a Jestule.
sroadened or imumsned. The
oroduction 18 |ust apoul per
‘ect, WRiCH 15 7o more T3
Gilrov s temder ang umn
olavy deseives.

"Frank Gilroy Emerges as New Writing Giant."

Reviews,

28 (1975),

254,



29
throughout the entire critigque. First Nadel provides insight

into the plot of The Subject Was Roses and its significance,

then, in combination with an analysis of the acting, expounds

on Gilroy's development of the main character. This is fol-
lowed by comments on the structure of the play, and in a later
paragraph Nadel makes note of Gilrov's ear for dialogue. Though
other aspects of the production are brought to light in the
review, they always are subordinate to the focal point of the
critique, the play.

Although the play and playwright usually take center
stage in most of Nadel's reviews, he sometimes shifts the
focus to other aspects of a production. This especially
holds true for better known plays or classics with which an
audience may already be familiar. Such is the case with

Nadel's review of Anton Chekhov's The Seagull (fig. 2} which

is substantially centered on the acting of the National

Repertory Theater. As in The Subject Was Roses, Nadel re-

veals the review's focus with crystal clarity in the first
sentencé: "once in a long while something in the theater
reminds ﬁs that acting is--or can be--a transcendent art."3
From this point Nadel establishes the conditions necessary

to make acting a "transcendent art" and then states that

both The Seagull and the National Repertory Theater fulfill

these conditions. To illustrate this point, Nadel develops
an extended example which constitutes most of the review.

With the exception of one paragraph which discusses the
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symbolism of the title, the entire critigque is devoted to
the acting. By detailing only one aspect of the production
Nadel adds insight to what an audience may already know
about a familiar play.

Once Nadel has determined the focal point, he begins
writing the lead, or opening paragraph, cf his review. The
lead is important, Nadel says, because it points the writer
in the direction he is going to take in his critique. In
fact, in many of Nadel's reviews, the lead and the focal
point are one and the same. Both of the previously mentioned

reviews, The Seagull and The Subject Was Roses, reflect this,

as do numerous other examples. Essentially, the lead com-
prises whatever elements of the play Nadel believes are most
significant or unusual. For example, in Nadel's 1962 cri-

tigque of Tiger, Tiger, Burning Bright he places a discussion

of the directing at the top and uses his directorial comments
as a point of departure for evaluating the weaknesses of the
play in the second and third paragraphs. Although Nadel does
not focus on the directing throughout the :eview, he appar-
ently believed it was one of the production's most noteworthy

elements.

Joshua Logan probably could direct a
play with one hand tied behind his back,
which is the way he should have done
"Tiger, Tiger, Burning Bright." If there
is such a term as over-directed, it applies
to the new drama by Peter S§. Feibleman
which opened Saturday evening at the Booth
Theater.

In Logan's defense, let it be under-
stood that he was nobly motivated. He has
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tried, in his cown vastly ingenious way, to
whip up an urgency about this play that
simply doesn't exist. He has attempted to
make &t seem both substantial and wvalid

In his review of Edward Albee's A Delicate Balance,

Nadel leads with a detailed discussion of the intellectual
process of analyzing a play and uses this as a basis for
dissecting Albee's work, In this review, the focal point
of the lead becomes the central focus of the entire commen-
tary. Although Nadel does not express his opinion about

A Delicate Balance in the first paragraph, he lays the

groundwork for making his judgement through the detailed
discussion of the analytical process. Even though he makes
no mention of the play at all in the beginning of the cri-
. tique, Nadel nevertheless leads with the most significant
element of the production--his response to it.

When a play is going well--and only
then--we assimilate it as a single, uni-
fied, emotional and intellectual experi-
ence, even though we permit ourselves
mental asides to admire a detail of per-
formance, the delivery of a line, or the
line itself. When something is wrong,
however, we tend to break the drama down
into components .to find out what is mal-
functioning, and why. A car is a car
when it's purring along the highway, but
when it falters, it becomes a carburetor,
ignition wiring, the distributor points,
a manifold gasket and sundry other parts,
one or more of which is faulty.

It was a while after the curtain rose
on Edward Albee's "A Delicate Balance,"
at the Martin Beck Theater, that I began
to separate it into components, and eval-
uate it part by part, to isolate the
reasons for my nagging discontent with
should have been a totally arresting drama.
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Nadel's leads not only draw into the light the most
important aspects of a production, but often reflect the
feeling, the ambience, of the play. These leads inspire a
response in the reader which may be similar to the response
generated by the play. This technigue is nowhere better
illustrated than in one of Nadel's earliest New York reviews,

that of Tennessee William's The Night of the Iguana.

Under the splintering porch, the iguana,
a glant lizard left over from an earlier
eon, struggles in almost noiseless panic
against the rope tied around his horny neck.
He does not know that in the morning Mexi-
can children will poke out his eyes with
sticks, burn his tail, and similarly amuse
themselves until it is time for the crea-
ture to be cooked and eaten for its tender
white meat.

The iguana does know that he is captive,
and that he cannot reach the dark security
of the rain forest only vards away. He is
desperate, and without resource, and he
struggles.

This is the symbol. Tennessee Williams,
a man of ominous symbols, is the playwright.
"The Night of the Iguana," which opened
last %ight at the Royale Theater, is the

play.

This descriptive lead is vivid and unsettling. It not
only conveys the meaning of the play, but brings the meaning
to life for the reader. The desperation of the tethered
iguana is symbolic of the desperation of the play's charac-
ters, and therefore is one of the play's most significant
elements. 8o, in keeping with Nadel's technique, the lead
focuses on the play's most important aspect while also re-

creating the feeling the play arouses.
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Another example of Nadel's ability to bring a play to
life is found in the opening paragraphs of his critique of

Inadmissible Evidence., In this lead, Nadel does not focus

so much on the play itself as on the technigue of the play-
wright, John Osborne.

First the skin. The other skin--the
finest membranes that can be peeled.
Square inch by square inch. The hair,
around the eyes, the sensitive and secret
places. Then the next layer. And pro-
gressively on to nerve strands, nerve
ends, tiny blood vessels, then the bigger
ones, sinews, and the organs, one by one.
The brain, the eyes, the whitening skull.

The dissector is playwright John
Osborne. Even dissector is not encugh
of a word. Inguisitor, confessor, tor-
turer, executioner, and withal, the
relentless beholder. The victim is
Bill Maitland--English, an attorney, a
lecher, a procrastinator, a man %mmersed
in the agonies of self-contempt.

This lead itches; it hurts. The discomfort it produces is

no doubt reflective of that which the production evoked in

the audience. Masterfully written, the opening of this

review becomes the launching point for Nadel's subsequent

exploration into play's plot and the other characters involved.
The lead, then, brings to the fore the most significant

aspect of a production, while -also, in some cases, creating

a sense of the play itself. However, the lead serves another

important function, one that is in fact primary to reviewing;

it previews or clarifies the critic's judgement of the produc-

tion, be that opinion positive or negative or a combination

of the two. Most productions, according to Nadel, are not
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subject to all or none judgements, but usually exhibit strong
and weak elements, both of which should be reflected in the
critique. Highlighting the negative and positive aspects of
a éroduction in a review is what Nadel refers to as propor-
tioning, a technigue which he believes is elemental to criticism.

"One of the things you have to say in proporticning is
this play was 75 percent ckay and 25 percent not sc good. You
do not necessarily have to give those exact proportions to
your review, but at least make it clear in the review that
while you are finding fault with certain areas, there are other
areas that are entitled to praise. Most of the time the play
is not 100 percent and it is not zero; it is usually in between

. + . The unfortunate thing is that in a review you do have
to make a kind of yes-no commitment, at least a qualified yes
or a qualified no. That happens more than you can imagine.
Unfortunately when a critic admits to this, he's called a
fence-straddler, but that is just not true. It is just try-
ing to be fair and accurate.

"Let's say you go to a bad play, and the direction is
terrible, so you really pan the whole thing. But, some actors
and actresses in there might have broken their tails to do
interesting jobs, sc you have to point this out. Otherwise,
they go down with the play. They go down with the play anyway,
in terms of economics, because the play closes and they are
out of a job. But, if an actor can say 'well, the play got

bad reviews, but Jack Kroll said this good thing about me,
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and John Simon said this, and Norman Nadel said this,' [the
actor will not have lost out entirely].”

When it comes to proportioning, Nadel practices what he
preaches. Even if the lead paragraphs of a review are nega-
tive, a discussion of the positive aspects of the production
will appear somewhere in the body of the critigue. The same
holds true for reviews with positive leads. However, in most
of Nadel's reviews, both the lead and body are proportioned
to reflect a production's strengths and weaknesses., This is
aptly illustrated in Nadel's reviews of the musical Jennie

and the play Entertaining Mr. Sloane.

The first paragraph of Jennie (fig. 3) is proportioned
to give the musical credit for having some redeeming gualities,
but indicates that the prcduction is far from saved. This
Nadel follows with three paragraphs which detail the musical's
assets, one of whom is Mary Martin in the title reole, and
the other is a melodramatic opening scene. After a brief
plot synopsis, Nadel puts his finger on the production's
downfall: the story is given a "hackneyed treatment, even
to the simple, singéble music and lyrics by Howard Dietz and

8 The characters are "conventional” though

Arthur Schwartz."
the acting for the most part is not, a point which Nadel

spends considerable space discussing. The music and choreoc-
graphy also receive Nadel's critical attention, after which
he nails down another of the musical's weaknesses, a lack of

continuity. So,while Nadel generally gives a thumbs down to

Jennie, he also bolsters "her" a bit by applauding the acting.
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A review of Jennie,

Cetober 18, 1963
Korman Nadel—The Theater
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The scale of judgement for Entertaining Mr. Sloane

(fig. 4) also is weighted heavily on the negative side,
although, as with Jennie, Nadel promotes the play's attri-
butes. Nadel's initial comparison of the play to a cesspocl
not only serves to make the review more pungent, but accu-
rately defines the strong and weak aspects of the production.
While the odor may be disgusting, a cesspool is constructed
of hardy materials, characteristics which are analogous to
the play. "Acting is fascinating, set is appropriately dis-
mal, dialogue is bizarre. Only the subject matter and the
characters are apt to unsettle the stomach, but actually,

9

they are quite enough.” This concise judgement clearly

defines the proportion of good to bad in Entertaining Mr.

Sloane, and the rest of the review expounds on these vices
and virtues., A lengthy discussion of the plot illustrates
the play's nasty smell, though Nadel commends the director,
Alan Schneider, for his straightforward treatment of the
story. Nadel also gives a pat on the back to members of the
cast., By detailing the perfcrmances of some of the actors
and actresses, Nadel gives weight to his previously stated
opinion that while all else stunk, the acting was "fascinat-
ing." The last paragraph of the review further pinpoints
the play's pitfalls, which adds appropriate balance to Nadel's
proportioning of the critique.

Along with proportioning, there are other technical con-
siderations which rank high on Nadel's list of critical priori-

ties. One of these is ccntinuity in writing.
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"One of the things I have to keep in mind is continuity.
I hate a choppy piece. Whether it's a review, or whatever
I'm writing, it begins by drawing the reader in, it involves
the reader in the ideas I want to deal with, gives the reader
information, it provides insights for the reader to think
about. Every critique should have a kind of logic so that
it covers what it needs to cover and it has a nice continuity
and is contained pretty much within itself. It is the same
set of criterié that are applied to writing a short story,
or writing a play."”

Nadel's reviews do indeed exhibit a great deal of con-
tinuity. The sentences and paragraphs in each critique flow
logically one into the other forming well-integrated pieces
of work. There is no excess bagéage in these reviews, only
finely tuned words and ideas. Each piece follows its own
unigue organizational pattern governed by the significance
of the elements of the play that are being discussed.

For example, in Nadel's review of The Subject Was Roses

(fig. 1) the playwright's expertise at taking a simple story
and treating it with strength and subtlety is the most signi-
ficant element. This focal point also is the critigue's
organizing principle. Though Nadel also discusses the acting
in his commentary, he subordinates this point to his analysis
of the play and the playwright's skill. ©Often, Nadel provides
a brief recapitulation of the plot prior to reviewing the per-

formances. This way he can develop the characters and their
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roles in the plot while alsc commenting on the acting. Such

is the case in The Subject Was Roses. This technique allows

the organizing principal tc be maintained because the com-
bined acting-character discussion is used to further the
analysis of the skillful playwrighting. Alsc, by unifying
the plot synopsis with his commentary on the characters and
acting, Nadel avoids writing in predictable patterns; divid-
ing his review into independent blocks, each devoted to a
different aspect of the production., A technigue such as
this, though it makes writing easier, destroys continuity
and unigueness of organization.,

Though the focal point in Nadel's review of The Seagull

(fig. 2) is different from that in The Subject Was Roses, it

is still the organizing principle. One of Nadel's tenets in
his approach to continuity is that a review should cover only
what is necessary and nothing more. Necessary could be defined
as what is most relevant or important to a particular play or
production. This practice of Nadel's is deftly illuminated

in his review of Chekhov's work inwhich acting is the focal
point, the necessary element. After ﬁriting a definitive lead
which establishes acting ashis critical focus, Nadel clarifies
the boundaries of his review: "Let me illustrate, not from

the sweeping scenes and the climactic areas of this darkly
luminous tragedy, but from the quieter, transitional moments."lO

This statement sets up an organizational framework that faci-

litates a great deal of continuity. Thus, the critique
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satisfies Nadel's principle that pieces should discuss only
what is necessary and be self-contained.

Entertaining Mr. Sloane (fig. 4) also uses the focal

point to dictate the organizational structure, but in addi-
tion relies on another technique to lend continuity to the
review; the development of a prevailing analogy. The compari-
son of Mr. Sloane to a cesspool is introduced in the lead and
throughout the critique there are references to the play's
"aroma," it pungency, and the fact that the characters "un-
settle the stomach." 1In essence, the analogy adds fluidity
and unity to the words and ideas being expressed.

Continuity, however, is only part of what Nadel considers
to be important in terms of the technical aspect of writing.
The journalistic function of criticism, that of reporting,
also is essential.

"We have to keep in mind that the critic, whether he is
writing for a newspaper, a weekly macazine or an academic
guarterly cor whatever, must keep in mind certain basic rules
of journalism. 1In the course of criticism you have to do a
certain amount of reporting, even if it's only saying this
is the name of the play and this is the playwright and it was
written in 1897 and there was a riot in the theater the first
time it was performed or something like that, and at least
something of what it was about. So there is an element of
reporting and being able to deal with these factual elements

concisely and accurately. 1It's important that you leave
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yourself room for the actual critical writing that must go
with it. 8o, I put fairly high on my scale the journalistic
function of criticism. You cannot hang your criticism in
mid-air. You have to say who, what, when, where and so forth."

Nadel, in fact, often has expressed aggravation toward
critiecs who work halfway through a review before reporting
on the name of the play and playwright. Consegquently, in all
of Nadel's critigques the who, what, when and where are pre-
sented early, usually in the first paragraph. In each figure

cited thus far, with the exception of The Seagull, this is

the rule. 1In The Seagull the names of the play, playwright,

acting company, and theater where the play was performed are
given in the second paragraph. Brief plot synopses also are
provided early in each of these reviews, excluding again The
Seagull in which only portions of the plot are discussed.
This, however, is consistent with Nadel's overall objective
for this particular analysis.

The amount of available newspaper space that can be
devoted to criticism is yet another journalistic reality
with which the writer must contend.

"The working critic also has to keep space and time
limitations in mind. Other things are happening in the
world, and a publication or brcadcaster cannot give more
than a certain fraction of its coverage to the arts. Natu-
rally, we don't think it is enough, but those of us who are

or have been editors understand the situation.“l1
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"Another reality to deal with is considering what the
performance is worth in terms of occupying the readers' time
and interest. Frequently, you will decide to give a certain
area of the review a very comprehensive kind of coverage at
the neglect of other areas, and vou regret this, but it's the
sort of decision that must be made. So as you write you are
editing because you only have so much space you can deal with."

All of the prepatory and writing techniques discussed
thus far are basic to Nadel's approach to criticism, and his
expertise in these areas has contributed a great deal to his
success as a critic. ©Nadel would, in fact, never have made
the leap from Columbus to New York without having mastered
the technical requirements of writing. However, there are
other aspects of Nadel's critical ability which have raised
him not only to first-strinrg, but first-rate status. One of

these is his ebullient style, and this will be the focus of

the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3
STYLE

Style is a perscnal way of doing things. It is, in
fact, as personal as whether or not someone hangs up his
clothes at night or simply drops them on the nearest chair.
In a more formal sense, style could be defined as the manner
in which means have been adapted to ends.l For actors,
artists, teachers, architects, and the rest in a long list
of professionals, style can be the discriminating factor
which separates their work from that produced by others in
their respective fields. Style distinguishes work that is
merely technically accurate from that which is excellent,
original and moving. For a writer, style can mean the dif-
ference between being condemned to life on the hometown paper
or making it to the major leagues. Though Norman Nadel's
writing is technically accurate and profoundly insightful,
it is his style which sets his work apart-from that churned
out by a multitude of critics. Style is not a technique that
can be contrived, it is rather an intrinsic reflection of the
writer's personality. Such is the case with Nadel., His
direct, personal way of communicating with people, and his
wry, refined sense of humor are mirrored in the reviews he

has written during the past 20 years.

46
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It is a difficult task to write about the theater for
a general audience whose theater education ranges from aca-
demic to none at all. BRBut it is even more difficult to
communicate with this same audience in an intimate, direct
manner. Yet, this is exactly what Nadel manages to do. His
style is not didactic or professorial, it is conversational.
Nadel does not declare, he shares. The conversational quality
of Nadel's writing not only is one of his stylistic hallmarks,
but an ideal which is very important to him,

"T don't think of the people out there as a mass. I
think of them as a lot of individuals, and I tend to talk
face to face with my readers, person to person. The fact
that I do this has been reflected in my mail response. People
say that when they read me it is as if I am in their living
room, and this makes me happy. If I can establish an aura,
an atmosphere of friendly conversation, I'm halfway home."2

Although Nadel reveres the conversational ideal in
writing, he believes that it is equally important to meet
the needs of his readers, rega}dless of their varying levels
- 0of knowledge about the theater.

"I know there are all kinds of readers. When you write
for a news service or general circulation newspaper you are
writing for some people who know a great deal about theater,
and people who know nothing about theater and you have to try
to encompass as many of them as you realistically can."3

Both of these gualities, the educational and the conver-

sational, are exemplified in Nadel's work. Take, for example,
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Nadel's critique of Anv Wednesday (fig. 5). Much like con-

versation, there is a natural guality to the language in this
review. Nadel does not rely on fifty dollar words and lofty
speech to give his ideas credibility. Rather, he uses com-
binations of simple, yet descriptive words which give his
prose a comfortable, easy feeling. Phrases such as ", . .
its comedy is deliciously satisfying" and "The charm is
largely in the fluttering hands of Sandy Dennis" are imbued
with insight while also retaining the conversational style.
Nadel also doesn't shy away from contractions and incomplete
sentences, both characteristics of natural speech. The lead
and the first sentence of the second paragraph illustrate his
use of these often shunned practices: "Any Wednesday for a
long time to come, the Music Box Theater is going to be full
of happy people. Also the rest of the week. 'Any Wednesday'
is there to stay. This doesn't necessarily mean last night's
clearly successful and very enjoyable opening unveiled a
magnum opus . . .“4 In addition to Nadel's choice of words,
there is yet another element of his writing style which con-
tributes to its conversational quality, his use of first
person pronouns. Instead of referring to himself in the
abstract as "this critic,” Nadel employs the pronoun "I."
Likewise, Nadel also often utilizes "us" to indicate the
audience. Because use of first person is natural in common

speech, it consequently adds a very personal flavor to Nadel's

critiques. Throughout the review of Any Wednesday, Nadel's
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Fig. 5. A review of Any Wednesday.

New York Worid-Telegram
: i
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February 19, 1964
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weights and mass) which saarts slowly,
sometimes hesitates. and only occasionally
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"Wednesday’ Fun

her trust ia him, despite all evidence %o the
contrary, that the play sustains ity comedy
so wellL Even when she ls obviously enjoy-
ing the attention and husbandly solicitude
of & personable young bachelor from Akron
{Gene Hacieman!, she keeps proclaiming her
1aith in John

The fourth character, of course, must be
John's wife, and Rosemary Murphy (with
playwright Awsnick) makes her so differsnt
from the mistress that both characters are
enriched. In fact, one of the best {eatures of
Miss Resnik’'s play {s that she’s made her
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Kept them interdependent. It's a lovely in-
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But she—=irembly of voice, verging on tears
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and ever so funny.
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must share that affectonate concern with
Miss Dennis, -Vilss Murpny's babbling gaiery
is comic and yet slightly poignant—an ex-
pert and meaningful biend. Hackrmn s
engagingly free of postures or mannerisms,
and Portar's self-rightecusness comes acToss
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Not ail directors will Teat this comedy
exactly as Henry Kaplan has fashioned it
However, his way—honest rather than arty
~=heips make “Any Wednesday” the hit it
appears to be.

"Music Box Brim Full of 'Wednesday' Fun."
Reviews.

26 (1965), 316.
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simple sentence structure and language create a sense of
unaffected speech that rests easily in the mind of the reader.
However, in spite of the fact that Nadel's vocabulary
won't send readers to the dictionary nor will his sentence
structure boggle the mind, there is enough critical depth to
the review to satisfy even the educated theatergoer. Nadel
does not simply rehash the plot and characters, but takes care
to analyze their structure and development to prove why the
play is successful. This is aptly exhibited in the following

two examples.

"Any Wednesday" actually is a small
comedy (not that plays are to be measured
by weights and mass) which starts slowly,
sometimes hesitates, and only occasion-
ally provokes uncontrolled hilarity.
Nevertheless, its charm doesn't falter,
its comedy is deliciously satisfying, and
it keeps the audience happily involved
all the way.

. . . In fact, one of the best features
of Miss Resnik's play is that she's made
her four characters individual and strong,
yvet kept them interdependent._ It's a
lovely interweaving of roles.

The acting also receives due attention, as Nadel examines

some of the individual performers' treatment of their char-
acters. His commentary is intelligent and perceptive because
it goes beyond simply stating that the acting was good or bad.

Even Miss Murply, who naturally holds
audience sympathy in the role of the wife,
must share that affectionate concern with
Miss Dennis. Miss Murphy's babbling gaiety
is comic and yet slightly poignant--an
expert and meaningful blend. Hackman is
engagingly free of postures or mannerisns,
and Porter's self-righteousness comes across
with impact.
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So, while Nadel i1s able to maintain a natural, easy-going
style, he also provides insight which is stated in terms any
reader can understand.
Nadel's talent at making his dramatic ideas intelligible,
lucid and conversatiocnal alsc is highlighted in the leading
paragraphs of a review of two Eugene Ionesco plays, The New

Tenant and Victims of Duty. In this critique, Nadel lays the

groundwork for his commentary on the two plays by providing
a preliminary explanation of the dramatic genre Absurdism.

In the Theater of the Absurd, man seldom
stands much of a chance. He usually exists
in a kind of Orwellian state, an unspeci-
fied dictatorship that is relentlessly de-
vouring his soul., He is looking for some-
thing or someone, though he and the audience
aren't always sure just what or whom. He
is being punished, without knowing why.
Everything familiar and comforting about
his life has become strange and antagonistic.

Thus the playwright sows dismay in his
audience, and the loyal fans of avant-garde
theater usually wouldn't want it any differ-
ent. They want a grim riddle, an enigma,

a devicusly obscure statement about life; 7
that's what Theater of the Absurd gives them.

Here Nadel takes an abstract concept, one so elusive in fact
that a book has been written about it, and clarifies its
essence in two paragraphs. What's more, he has done so in

a palatable manner. As usual, Nadel makes use of simple sen-
tences, contractions and familiar terms to create a conver-
sational tone, yet he does not sacrifice quality of content
by cutting back on the guantity of words. What could be more
descriptive or perceptive than "He usually exists in a kind

of Orwellian state, an unspecified dictatorship that is



52
relentlessly devouring his soul." 2and, in the first sentence,
with even more common and direct wordage, Nadel slices through
all the philosophical assumptions about the Theater of the
Absurd and defines its very core. However, Nadel's succinct
definition of Abusrdism is not likely to offend the dramatic
intellectual because it adds new clarity to the concept.

The previous example illustrates another of Nadel's stylis-
tic talents, that of being able to compact a great many ideas
into relatively few words. By taking a broad subject, process-
ing it mentally and cleaning out the waste, Nadel lays bare
its essence. His technique shows not just precision writing,
but precision thinking, and other of Nadel's reviews testify

to this ability. 1In Nadel's critique of Marathon 33, he pre-

cedes a detailed discussion of the production with an analysis
of truth in theater.

In the theater (or, for that matter, out
of it), truth is elusive. Sometimes it can
be captured through realism by making a
play and its people as scrupulously true-
to-life as possible. But this doesn't
always work, Plays have been as correct
as a photograph, or a mirror-image, and
still have seemed arid, lacking truth or
life.

So the theater has turned to symbolism,
allegory, caricature, satire, and that assort-
ment of styles currently labeled avant-garde,
to isolate the truths of life. The little
group of practitioners of Aesthetic Realism
in the city maintains that truth, in art,
is achieved only through opposites.

None of these techniques or interpreta-
tions work all the time, but undoubtedly all
of them have worked some of the time. Like
realistic drama itself, these are tools,
which must be used honestly if tgey are to
fashion an honest piece of work.
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These paragraphs concretely define realism, "a play and its
people [are] as scrupulously true-to-life as possible,” and
Aesthetic Realism, "truth, in art, is achieved only through
opposites.” However, Nadel goes beyond mere definition. He
alsc comments on why realism failed and the fact its failure
led to the avant-garde approaches, all of which enables Nadel
to state his case on how these styles should be used if they
are to succeed as "tools" in dramatic production. Needless
to say, these ideas could be expanded to fill a book, but
Nadel condenses his point into three paragraphs.

Nadel's skill at expressing a guantity of informaticn
concisely is revealed not only through his discussion of genres,
but in his criticism of productions. Within the space of ten

paragraphs in his review of Purlie Victorious (fig. 5) Nadel

defines the nature of the play, it lies "somewhere between
folk comedy and social documentary," the gquality of the pro-
duction in general and of each act specifically, and in addi-
tion provides a brief plot synopsis with an analysis of its
purpose; "It is merely a framework for a hearty, positively
gleeful spoof of many stereotypes in white-Negro relations.“9
But, that's not all. Nadel also pats director Howard Da Silva
on the back and pays ample attention to the acting by examin-
ing the performances of each actor and actress and the char-
acters they portrayed. Furthermore, Nadel finds room to
criticize the uneven pacing of the production and to applaud

the shaprness of the play's satire., At first glance, it

would seem Nadel could only provide superficial coverage of
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A review of Purlie Victorious.

New York World-Telegram
-l
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September 29, 1961

Purlie’ Bows At the Cort

By NOEMAN NADEL.

Somewhers between & folk comedy and a social docu-
ment lies “Purlie Victorious.” a new play written by and
starring Ossie Davis. It opened last night at the Cort Thes-
ter, pefore an audience that wanted
eagerly to like it

Such an attitude might be expacted
at a first night, but this seemed special.
“Dssie Davis, speak out for the Negro
peopie and for all the people who be-
lieve in freedom.” Nobedy actually said
it—not to me, anyway—but it was in
the air. "And entertain us, please,
Ossie.” That was in the air, too.

Well, Mr. Davis and company have
indeed spoken out, with eloquence and
a great deal of humor, "Purlie victor-
ous” has a friumphant first act, in
terms of theater, and a tiumphant
third act, in terms of social message. Sandwiched between
them is a serviceabie second act.

Freedom of the Cotton Patch.

As Purlie Victorious Judson, Mr. Davis returns to the
Georgia cotton country “to reclaim the ancient pulpit of
Grandpa Kincaid and preach freedom in the ecotton patch.”
He brings an Alabama servant girl, Lutiebelle Gussie Mae
Jenkins. whom he intends to pass off as the heiress to a 3500
inheritance, With the money he'll buy back the barn that
once served the Cotichipee County Negroes as a church.

No one—least of all the playwright-star—expects you to
take the plot seriously. It is merely & framework for a
hearty, positively gleetul spoo! of many stereotypes in white-
Negro relations. In fact, there’s hardly a stereotype In
speech, .accent, behavior, attitude or character Mr. Davis
has overlooked. That, more than anything else, accounts for

"'pPurlie’
Reviews.

Nadel, Norman.
Theatre Critics'

Bows at the Cort."
22 (1961),

the hripht humor of this play, its keenness and its timeliness.
As g satirical weapon, “Purlie Victorious"” is on tu-get every
minute,

Vigor of the play lies not only in {ts dialogue but in the
playing, Director Howard Da Silva has exploited his spirited
cast and the straight-forwayd script for good impact. The
play doesn’'t maintain. its initial power all evening, but it
never is allowed to drag.

As Purlie, Mr. Davis uses that resonant voice of his, that
cenfident and explicit acting style and what seems to be &
milifant enthusiasm for his social message—all with exciting
eftect. His Purlie is positive and persuasive; ultimate victory
is as implicit in his outlook as it is in his name,

A Lifetime of Charm Exuded.

Mrs. Davis—professionally Ruby Dee—~manages to exude
more charm in her first 10 minutes on stage than some
women could conjure up in & lifetime. A priceless scene is
that in which. Purlie is describing Lutiebelle—in her presence
—to his aunt. Miss Dee's uncontainable smile of joy and
embarrassment is Juminous,

As the Uncle Tom to end all Uncle Toms, Godfrey M.
Cambridge is uproarious. Sorrell Booke portrays Ol' Cap'n
Cotchipee, the plantation owmer, with every bit of higotry
that fact and fancy have bestowed on such g position. Alan
Alda is right as young Cotchipee, who has gone wrong with
all those ideas of integration and such. Helen Martin as
Aunt Missy and Beah Richards as Ol' Cap'n's cook are other
powers in the play. Cl Herzog and Roger Carmel complete
the cast as sheriff and deputy.

Naot often does a comedy toss out as many laughable
and meaningful lines as this, especially In the first act, angd
vou're not apt to see better comedy playing. Despite some
unevenness of pace (never a serious proplem), "“Purlie Vie.
torious” makes its jubilant polnt as comedy and comment.

New York
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so many elements in so short a space, but this is not so.
By constructing each thought carefully and precisely, Nadel
manages to give a great deal of substance to his review.

Part of the reason Nadel is able to say so much with so
little is related to the fact that he is direct in his judge-
ments. Although he may gqualify an opinion by saying that a
production was successful in some areas and unsuccessful in
others, his statement will nonetheless be uneguivocal. A
prime example of Nadel's frank style is found in his review

of Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf.

No one will depart unshaken.

I doubt if anyone did Saturday night,
after the curtain fell on Edward Albee's
"Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf" at the
Billy Rose Theater. Out of a tumult of
impressions, ranging from admiration to
distaste, one reaction thrusts itself
foremost:

° This play--unnerving, shocking, hilari-
ous and terrifying--is the sum of astound-
ing virtuosity--in direction, writing and
acting. It has the vigor and force of
talent to command an audience, and perhaps
to compensate for its faults.

Along the way, it must be noted that
Albee's new work is obsessively vulgar,
unnecessarily obscenei too drawn out, and
not ideally resolved. 0

Though Nadel expresses a qualified opinion in this lead, he
states it in certain terms: = "The play--unnerving, shocking,
hilarious and terrifying--is the sum of astounding virtuosity
--in direction, writing and acting." Nadel's choice of words
is specific, and communicates precisely his impression of the
play. Nadel is no less unambiguous in his judgement of the

play's weaknesses: ". . . it must be noted that Albee's new
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work is obsessively vulgar, unnecessarily obscene, too drawn
out, and not ideally resolved." There in no mincing of words
here, nor is the reader left saying, "but, how deoes he really
feel?" As is consistent with Nadel's style, he directly
specifies early in the critique the play's vices and virtues
so there will be ample room left to analyze each point in
detail. By accurately stating his response to a production,
Nadel is able to put a limited space to optimum use.

Clearly articulating his opinion not only allows Nadel
to get the greatest mileage out of an available space, but
it reveals that he is unafraid to take a stand, an admirable
guality which is necessary to the successful critic, Express-
ing a decisive judgement makes the critic vulnerable to attack
by disagreeable readers, but Nadel at least gives-his readers
something with which to disagree. This definitely is the case
with Nadel's review of Jack Gelber's The Apple. The lead alone
provides a taste of the unqualified distaste Nadel felt after
seeing the production.
In the tlieater, almost anything can be

excused, except boredom. And Jack Gelber's

"The Apple,"” which opened last'night atyy

the Living Theater, is a crashing bore.
Though this sentiment may have boiled the blood of disapprov-
ing readers, Nadel's point of view is icily clear and its
conciseness left him plenty of room to support his decision,
not to mention to torch the rest of the production. However,
Nadel is not definitive only when voicing negative opinions.
He can be equally emphatic in his positive judgements, as is

the case in Nadel's review of Hello, Dolly!
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Joy. Celebration, merrymaking and glad-
some sounds. "Hello, Dolly!" has arrived--
a glgrious jewe% to top thislar any season
of mirthful musical theater.
In this critigue, Nadel chooses a variety of descriptive
words to affirm the musical's gquality, and, moreover, goes
so far as to claim that the production is the season's best.
No matter how valid a critic's belief might be, making a
pronouncement of this kind is a risk, and the fact that Nadel
is unafraid to do so is procf of his critical fortitude.
Regardless of whether Nadel likes or dislikes a play,
he will do so directly, and what's more, cleverly. Nadel
also has a sharp sense of humor which makes an occasional,
refreshing appearance in some of his reviews, However, Nadel's
cleverness never comes out and smacks the reader in the head.
He 1is subtle, and this makes his humor all the morerappealing.

Examples of Nadel's jocular style abound, and his review of

Mummers and Men (fig. 7) provides one sparkling sample. Though

this critigue may not have tickled the cast and director, its
wit, albeit caustic, is no less apparent. In the lead, Nadel
creates a vivid, somewhat distasteful picture cof the dreary
theater and the hamburger-devouring spectator. The image it-
self is humorous, but also serves to build suspense, since
Nadel's point is not immediately clear. When Nadel does
finally make his point in the second paragraph is acts some-
thing like a punch line because it comes as a surprise, Hyper-
bole also plays a part here. Nadel's exaggerated scenaric in

the lead and his "breathless," "blubbering" response to it
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Nadel, Norman. "'Mummers' At Playhouse." Norman

7.

A review of Mummers and Men.

Theater

‘Mummers

At Playhouse

By NORMAN NADEL.

N THE back row of the Provincetown Playhouse
last night, a young woman- sat wolfing a ham-
burger. A slight intake of breath with each bite

was encugh to keep the juice from running down her
chin, but. it could not control the odor of grease and

onton which hung in the fetid air like
" debris in & reluctant drain. That, along
with the general bleakness and decay
of the theater, the insufferably bad
taste of its decor and the biand despair
of its design, munded out an imptes-
sion of desolation almost epic in its
hopelessness. It was as if off-Broadway
was seeking—and had found—its nadir.

Yet T watched that brief intermis-
sion tablean with breathless attention
and almost blubbering gratitude. It was
; S such a refuge from the opening per-

formance, on the Provincetown's s
Norman "'_w- of David Lifson’s new play, "Mumn;ug:a
and Men."” '

T think this iz the worst play in the world. I think last
night's perrormance was tne shabbiest in tne nistory of the
lving thester—or of this season, anyway. Never did I ex-
pect to see anything so shoddy it would make “Garden of
Sweets” look good. {Earlier this season “Garder of Sweets"
did for rthe Brodaway theater what “Mummers and Men” is
doing for off-Broadway. It ran one night.) -

Playwright Lifson has used summer theater in a New
England town as the setting for his murder mystery (there
is neither murder nor mystery until the list scene of the last
act, which should give you an idea).

In it, & blacklisted script -writer, now director, has written
a play about the shuoting of an actor by an actress’ jealous
husband—who also is an actor. The actual parﬂupnnts in
this true-life drama are brought together again to play their
own parts on stage. (The shooting victim had survived, the
first fime.) '

Granted that the dialcgue is impossible, you'd think that
director Herhert Ratner, out af pride, might have given the
play some form and fluidity, No. I don't think he even
showed up; ot if he did, he shouldn’t have.

At first, it appears that Marle Jordan, playing an appren-
tice, is the worst actress in the worid, but eventually Mari-
anna Courtney, as the star, surpasses her. Virginia Kiser, as

a younger actress, also is in the running,

The three girls are even worse than the men., which is
going some. \.[av I except frotm the general ineptitude of
this company Eric Tavares, who plays the stage manager.
and Bill Lazarus, ir the role of the director. And mayv I sug-
zest that no mater how mue h thev love timarer ol heed
the money, thoy g2t vul of “Mummers and Men™ immediatelve

Nadel's personal stringbook. 27 March 1962.
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conjure up entertaining images that border on the absurd.
Likewise, to say that the play was the worst in the world,
or that actress Marie Jordon 1is the worst in the world pro-
bably is stretching the truth a bit, but Nadel's use of
superlatives makes a blatant point that alsc is humorous.
However, it should be noted that Nadel's jocose style in
this review is being used as a means of conveying his opinion.
Unlike some critics, Nadel is not being funny simply for the
sake of it. As in his more serious critiques, the expression
of ideas is of paramount importance.

To the same end, Nadel employs his wit to create a color-

ful, yet valuable, image in his critique of We're Civilized?

Fifteen minutes after "we're Civilized?"--
a new musical--had begun in .the Jan Hus
Theater last night, some urbane gentleman
should have risen to his feet and carefully
thrown a herring ontc the stage.

It would not have to be a herring, of
course. A flounder might even be better.
Imagine a glistening flounder flying through
the air, hitting the stage with a plop and
sliding to the feet of the bewildered native
dancers. The music would peter out, the
principals would cease their idiotics, and
"We're Civilized?" would shudder to a halt.
The audience would quietly file out, leaving
the company to contemplate the flounder (or
herring) and their own monumental inadequacy.
Then the cast would lift the symbolic fish
and present it to director Maxtin B. Cohen
and playwright Alfred Aiken.

What a picture., The lead practically glows with humor. Once
again, Nadel has produced a scene, an unrealistic one in this
case, and exaggerated it to almost unbelievable lengths, which
makes it all the more delightful. Choice language also takes

the stage here. "Urbane gentleman" is so much more descriptive
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than "a member of the audience," and such precise wording
sharpens the review's satirical edge. So intense is Nadel's
concern with word selection, or rather fish selection, that
he cannot decide whether a herring or flounder is most appro-
priate for the occasion, but his indecision actually adds to
the lead's humorous guality. However, it isn't just meticulous
description which makes this piece funny. Nadel's entire
scenario is, of course, a superb play on the title We're
Civilized?, a temperament he obviously wished the audience
had not possessed that night. As usual, all this serves to
relate a vital point, not just about audiences, but about
the musical too.

Writing cleverly, however, does not necessarily mean
ﬁriting humorously. Cleverness also implies a certain skill-
fulness, dexterity and creativeness, gualities which also are
revealed in Nadel's wcrk. For instance, Nadel's leading para-

graphs in his review of Stop the World I Want to Get Off are,

without being the least bit funny, guite adroit.

Let's say you've been painting. Not
still lifes, abstracts or figures, but
walls, ceiling, woodwork. You are so full
of the smell of paint that you're no longer
aware of it. Then you open a window, and
suddenly the incoming fresh air smells
spiced, strange, foreign. It's wonderfully
invigorating, but it takes getting used to.

Anthony Newley opened a window for the
musical theater last night, providing the
wholesome vigor its been needing. Like
clean air in a painty room, "Stop the World
I Want to Get Off" also takes getting used
to--not just because it's foreign (English)
but because it is so unexpectedly fresh.
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This lead is as fresh as the air Nadel is writing about.
Through lucid description, Nadel inspires the feeling of
being "full of the smell of paint" and the refreshing guality
of a clean breeze as it blows through an open window. This
situation probably is familiar to most readers, and by con-
trasting it with the unfamiliar, the new musical, Nadel suc-
ceeds in conveying and clarifying his point. And that is the
crux of the matter. As in his other reviews, Nadel employs
creative use of language to express his ideas iﬁterestingly
so they will be more compelling.

Nadel's style, then, is really the culmination of many
interdependent elements. It reveals Nadel's ability to em-
bellish his ideas with humor and beauty, to be educaticnal
as well as conversational, and direct as well as concise.
Dissecting Nadel's stylistic technigues somewhat ruins the
overall effect, thouch, because it is actually the relation-
ship of these elements which earmark Nadel's perscnal, genuine
approach to writing.

Style alone does not a critic make, however, Insight
into ﬁhe play and the productiénralso are crucial ingredients
in criticism, and as the last two chapters will show, where

insight is concerned Nadel has all the bases covered.
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CHAPTER 4
THE PLAY

Mastery of the technical aspects of writing, that is,
the ability to organize and produce structurally correct
sentences and the like, is necessary for a person seeking
a literary profession. Likewise, if a writer intends to
achieve any measure of success, he must develop a personal
style which will set his work apart from that of other
writers. However, regardless of its stylistic excellence,
writing is merely a vehicle for the discussion of ideas,
and especially in the critical profession, ideas are of para-
mount importance. Ultimately, it is the guality of a review's
content, not its style or technical accuracy, which determines
the quality of the critique. In the realm of dramatic criti-
cism, content is synonomous with insight into the play and
the production, and in Norman Nadel's work both of these areas
are covered thoroughly. Whether Nadel ié discussing a drama-
tic work or the production of it, he does so not only with
great care, but with a purpose: to enhance a reader's under-
standing of what he may have seen or may be planning to see
on the stage. However, Nadel's targeted readership goes
beyond members of the audience. Since there is a construc-

tive basis underlying most of Nadel's criticism, his insights
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also are of value to playwrights, players and directors.
Because of the careful attention Nadel devotes to plays and
productions, the final chapters of this analysis will examine
the elements of his reviews which focus on these two primary
aspects of a theatrical work.

At the heart of a play is its author, and the playwright
seldom is ignored in Nadel's reviews. Nadel does not treat
dramatic works as though they are independent of their authors,
but rather as an extension of them. A writer's personal back-
ground, as well as any special talents or techniques he may
use in his playwriting are factors in the final product. Con-
sequently, Nadel often provides information about the play-
wright to add depth to an audience's understanding of the
play. This insight may take the form of commentary on the
writer's approach, or, as in Nadel's review of Anton Chekhov's
Ivanov, may reveal circumstances in the author's life which
contributed to the creation of the drama.

The circumstances of Chekhov's life just
before he wrote this play in 1887 explain
its ‘theme as well as some of its most glar-
ing faults of characterization.

The young author had been ready to marry
a Jewish girl, which posed its share of
problems in intolerant Russia. However,
she refused to give up her beliefs and he
certainly wasn't going to relinguish his
(Greek Orthodox)}, so the engagement was
broken off in 1886. (I am indebted to M. K.
Argus, writing in Saturday Review, for this
hitherto well-kept secret of Chekhov's life).

The following year, he wrote this play
which envisions life of alsensitive Russian
married to a Jewess . . .

After presenting this factual background, Nadel goes on to

illustrate through a discussion of the plot how Chekhov's
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experiences influenced the play's theme and the development
of the female characters. This "well-kept secret" does indeed
introduce a fresh perspective on Ivanov, one which would
benefit past or prospective audience members.

In addition to supplying factual material, Nadel more
fregquently provides information related to the playwright's
strengths or techniques in writing, thus laying the groundwork
for an analysis of the strengths and weaknesses in the play.

For example, in Nadel's review of The Bald Soprano and The

Lesson, he precedes his criticism of the plays with a discus-
sion of Eugene Ionesco's "peculiar talents"” as a writer.

These are the peculiar talents of Eugene
Ionesco, whose "The Bald Soprano" and "The
Lesson" are back in town as a double bill
which opened last night at the Gate Theater:

He perceives most talk as a noisy kind
of vacuum--an endless cascade of words in
which little or nothing is said.

He sees the cliche--which accounts for
most ordinary conversation--as the most
devilish instrument for destroying communica-
tion.

He can write out of his subconscious more
freely than most of us can express conscious
thoughts. We tend to snap our subconscious
into line; to make it emerge as something
orderly, reasonable and on speaking terms
with reality. Ionesco, on the other hand,
has written that "Realism is dried up, its
revelations are faded, it has become aca-
demic and pompous, it is a prison." It
doesn't imprison him, howiver. His inven-
tions soar above reality.

This lead not only creates a critical basis for Nadel's sub-
sequent analysis of the plays, but also helps audience members,
especially those unused to Ionesco's unusual style, get a

grip on these productions.
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There are numerous samples in Nadel's work which reveal
his consistent practice of pinpointing the creative strengths
of a playwright. The following excerpts, taken from Nadel's

reviews of Wait Until Dark, The Private Ear and The Public Eye,

and A Delicate Balance, are just three of many which clarify

his use of this technique.

Frederick Knott is too careful a play-
wright to let holes in a script go undetected.
As a result, "Wait Until Dark" 1s properly
packed with significant details--looks, in-
flections, movements.

His earlier thrillers, "Dial M for Murder"
and "Write Me a Murder" are evidence of this
same careful craftsmanship. Knott doesn't
pad out his plots, or waste thg audience's
time with superficial chatter.

"The Private Ear"” and "The Public Eye" are
the clever titles of a pair of New-York-bound
one-act plays now at the Globe Theater, but
they could describe two of the talents of the
playwright.

In "Five Finger Exercise" Peter Shaffer
showed that he has an ear for those subtle
but revealing turns of speech in ordinary
conversation, and an eye to perceive personal
drama in l&ves that might seem conventional
to others.

+ « - [Albee] possesses one of the most
' discerning minds in the American theater, he
.can and often does write stunning dialogue,
and usually he senses the most valid struc-
ture of a play. All these assets are in evi-
dence in "% Delicate Balance" though not con-~
sistently,

In all of these reviews, Nadel's highlighting of the play-
wright's strengths sets up a point of departure for more
detailed criticism of the play. It also enables Nadel to

measure the author's final product against his talents.
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Without a doubt, one of the most prominent features in
Nadel's critiques is his analysis of a play's strong and weak
elements. Though the amount of space Nadel devotes to this
varies with the production, his perceptions are always precise
and are designed to benefit both the playwright and the audi-
ence member who may be trying to define his or her reaction
to a play. How much time Nadel spends evaluating the strengths
and weakensses in a drama usually depends on the significance
of these factors in terms of the quaiity of the overall pro-

duction. Edward Albee‘'s A Delicate Balance is a case in point.

So puzzled was Nadel by his initial response to it that he
wrote a follow-up critique several days later in which he took
the play apart piece by piece to discover what was missing.
In this review (fig. 8), Nadel's analysis is thorough and de-
tailed. The lead clearly articulates Nadel's motivation for
dissecting Albee's work, while at the same time providing
insight into the varied intellectual responses a person has
to a good or bad play. Then, through a discussion of the plot,
Nadel identifies the primary problems in the drama. The lack
cf a strong central'statemeﬁt and the fact that drinking be-
comes a dramatic crutch in the play even though it's not really
relevant to the central theme are two of the production's flaws.
After stating his views and carefully supporting them, Nadel
concisely summarizes his discoveries in the last paragraph.
"A Delicate Balance" makes concessions
to the routines of the stage, and is diverted
from what should be its central idea. It

does suggest the presence of elusive uncer-
tainties and outright terrors in life, and
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A review of Delicate Balance.
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Diffusion of Focus Disfurbs
Edward Albee’s 'Delicate Balance'

By NORMAN NADEL

Whent & piay s _going well
—and -oniy then—we assimi-
Iste b az a single. unilied.
emotional and ntellectual
experience, even though we
Seemnit ——olrsgives mental
astdes to admire a detall of
periormance, the celivery of
» line. or the lne !tseif.
When something s wrong,
however, we tend to break
the dtama down [nto com-
ponents to find out what i
maifunctioning. and why. A
ear i3 a car wnen it's purring
siong the highway, dut when
it falters. |t becomes a car-
buretor. the ignition wiring.
the distributor points. &
manifoid gasket and sundry
other pa 4. one or mors of
which is !aulty.

It wag » while after the
curtain rose on Edward Ale
bet's "A Deiicate Balance,”
at the Martn Beeg Theater,
that I began to separate (g
into ¢omponents. end evuin-
sis {$ part by part, to isolsts
the ressons [or my nagging
diseontemt with what should
have been & wWwially arresting
drama.

The process s easy with
Albee, because he possesses
one of the most discerning
minds in the American thes-
ter. Be can and often does
write stunning diajosue. and
usually he senses the most
valld structurs of & piay. All
thess assets are [n evidence
in “"A Delicate 3Baiance”
though not consistently.

Anyway. through & qQUAD=
tative anuiysis, I reached the
eonciusion that s 1 s piay

sbout dringing. Now I kmow:

perfectly well that |t lso'tee
primaniy. anyway— and yet,
f you weigh its contmmt,
that's pretty much how it
comes out. The bar s the al-
tar: someons always i3 pay-
ing homage to It

Nadel, Norman
Albee's
stringbook.

'Delicate Balance.

The principal drinker is
Rosemary Murphy, as the
gister of & wealithy suburban
womsn (Jessica Tandy' who
lives in enduring discontent
and sporadie affection with
her hushand (Hume Cronyn),
Miss Murphy claims she s
riot an sleoholic, and proves
{t through her brandy logis,
but she certainly is fajthful
to liquor.

Then Cronyn devotes quite
s bit of attention to the bsr,
snd there's some clever talk
between him and his house
guest, Henderson Porsythe,
sbout before - Dbreakfast
drinking, as one of seversl
similar exchanges.

‘There hasn't been a better
stage alcoholic in years than
the one Mlss Murphy gives
us. yet I wonder why Albee
felt he must lavish so much
sttention—and talent— on s
role that is so mueh & cliche
of drawing room <¢omedy.
And 1 realized that !f all the
business about drinking were
to be edited out of the play
the resuit would look psaine
fully thin.

A second. though more dif«
fuse element of the play is
the throbbing unhappiness
of the f{amily. Cronyn snd

fusai 0 chance having an-
other child, and his wife's
resentment of that.

Hers we have legitimate
meat of a drama, except that
it is never brought into focus
as it should be, nor is it suf«
ficiently reisted to wnat
should be the cemtral sub-
stancs of Albee's statement,
And there lies my prizeipal
eompiaint.

Esrly in the evening &
neighbor couple (Forsythe
and Carmen Mathsws) arrive.
They were siiting at home,
quietly and, suddenly, at the
same momen:, both were
afrald, 80 they have come
to the home of their best
friends, in order to feel safe.
They even announce the next
day that they plan to stay
—indefinitely.

And this Dbecomes the
element of the play we want
to know most asbout. We all
have known the nameless
fears, the terrors without
shape or identity, that unex-
pectedly tnvade our lives. Yet
only otliquely does Albse re-
turn to that theme. Fear is
never even the tangible pre-
sence {n the play that it
should be. I even had the
feeling, or suspicion, that it

Miss Tendy represent & mid. .Dight have flgured more

(dleraged couple who have
learned to live with consider-
ably less than Jjoy, while liv.
ing in all the material com-
fort they need. Hers Albes
does expose the nerves of
resentment, without. how-
ever, locating the causes of
this resentment.

‘There are hints. The wile's
sister might have had an af-
fair with the husband. The
daughter (Marian Seldes) has
just come home {rom her
fourth unsuccesstul marriage.
There was 3 son who died
many years before. There is
the fact of the husband’s re-

2 Oct. 1966.

promunenffyin the script at
one m-.%%m out. in
favor of the “rinking gim-
mick that is always sure-{ire
co stage.

The drams's inzights im-
pinge on this slement of fear,

1

+without ever quite pemetrat-

ing it. Cronwvn's all-nizh®
bout with Indecision. as 'a
whether tn nrder the ziestx
out or not. reveais the ‘in-
alterabls kind of truth we
hope for in the theater.

But too much aof the !ime.
"A Delicate Balance” makes
concessions to the routines of
the stage. and is diverted
from what shottld be [ts cen-
tral idea. It does suggest the
presence of elusive uneer-
tainties and outright Lerrors
in (e, and therein les lis
principal vajue. Having made
such suggestions., [0 wanderx
off. time and time arcain.
And theretn lles ity weakness,

"piffusion of Focus Disturbs Edward
Norman Nadel's personal
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therein lies its principal value. Having
made such suggestions, it wanders off, time
and t%me again. And therein lies its weak-
ness.
Another shining example of Nadel's sharp analytical ability

is found in his review of The Sign in Sidney Brunstein's Window

by Lorraine Hansberry. In this critique, Nadel not only pin-
points the play's weaknesses but explains why they exist.

. . . [Hansberry] has not expressed her-
self well, despite a commendable number of
well-worded lines which, by themselves, ring
clearly enough. The play as a whole is
labored and long, insufficiently focused,
and unable to stir much sympathetic or em-
pathic feeling in the audience. Last night,
for all the misery on stage, there probably
wasn't a wet eye in the house.

This is because Miss Hansberry, like many
a well-intentioned playwright before her,
has failed to define the difference between
that which is significantly tragic and that
which is merely sordid . . . . The author
has clouded her own drama, through a number
of plot involvements which tend to7negate
rather than strengthen each other.

Hansberry, Nadel says, has a great deal to say about morality,
dedication, self-deceit and other issues, but because she
packs her drama with too many statements it lacks proper focus.
She also has failed to create a play with which an audience
can become involved, a point that Nadel spends considerable
space proving through a discussion of the plot and cheracters.
Throughout this piece there is a constructive tenor to Nadel's
criticism, making his evaluation profitable for the playwright.
He credits Hansberry for having a worthy motive, thus building
her up, but disagrees with her manner of expression.

Nadel also finds fault with the manner in which Jean

Anouilh reveals his ideas in The Rehearsal (fig. 9), and in




Fidgs Y.

A review of The Rehearsal.

September 24, 1963
The Theater—Norman Nadei
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‘The Rehearsal’: Lot of Style,
Little Audience Involvement

Perhaps it is the strength—or weakness—of our
human instinc: that we want (o care about people
into whose lives we are thrust. Even if we are in.

voived with Wem aniy temporarily, or

y, we want this invoivement
to be more than casual. Their joy must
be ours. and their pan as well

Last night ac the Royale Themter,
we reached out for that inveivemment.
willing » go more than halftway, ar
the opening of Jean Anouilh's bicter
comedy, “The Renearsal” Unquestion.
a0ly, we were watching 1 deftly faso-
\oned. saphisticated play. Zenerous with

those concise. ruefully comic and often
quite elegant lines that set Anouilh

apart from ordinary piaywrights.
Sut—intentionaly. perfiaps=—dAnouiih has not permitted
us to care for the peopis in “The Renearsal” to resct em-
patiucsily to their amusing and unhappy encoumters. We
can’t even despise or scorn them with any real enthusiasm.
And because we are not invoilved with these characrers
—not suificiently, at least--we are not sufficiently invoived

with the play.

L1 a French chateau. 2 dis-
totute count, s countess and
Zuests are relearving i per-
‘ormance of Marvaux' “The
Double Inconstancy” for a
mall the count is gIVINg 1n a
‘mv Agys. They are m Louis
NV costumes. appropriate o
tne Marvaux romance, when
“The Renearsal” beqins. And
t ciever!v was Anoudh fasn-
‘aned thenitial dialogue that
voure .nto 'ne sityation
auile well hefore resmiizing
Uis nime !$ the present.

The sount s tne thorough
rad ‘fat s uphrnging and
attitude couidn: 1elp but
aroduce. Even wnen te falls
" love—=npt with his wile or
Sresert mstress, dut with
‘~a 10.vear-oid Lucile—the

Nadel, Norman.
Audience Involvement."
24 (1963), 286.

audience is hardly lkely to
rejolce, as at some deserved
bounty. Nor isit apt to grieve
when that love is cruelly
Lhwarted.

{n similar fashion. the
others cance! out any hon-
astly feit concern. The count-
ess .3 self-seeiing, arrogant.
Her Jover 13 2 pompous
hypocrite. The count's mis-
e (8 a2 valn and sty
woman. His life-long friend
15 an aiconolic and, bv s
own description, a profes-
nonal at seducing women,

Lucue, indeed. i3 so good
it comes out ler pores. but
sven she touches us only
onefly ’

"'The Rehearsal'
New York Theatre Critics'

Not Coiorfuily Wicked

It would be quite diffsrent
if these peopie were color-
fully wnicked—such as the
{ascinating people Anouilh
created in "Waltz of the
Toreadors,” for example. But
the characters of “The Re
nesrsal” have lived too long
anth their own boredom 1o
be able to aveid sharing it
with an audience, even wnen
the enmu of thew lives is
momentarily put aude.

Nevertheiess, there is 2
variety of satisfactions In the
ingtant of warching this piay.
sven if it leaves your mund
Wwith aiarming rapidity dur-
ing intermissions. Coral
Browne, as the- countess,
seings  [lourish, high stvle
‘and amusing discain to her
rote.

There is no questioning
the counr's vigorous pursuit
of pleasure. ms present lack
of enjovment. or the star-
tling discovery of hia owm
capacity fo love. in Keith
Micheil's portraval

Qf all these people, it (s
Alan Baael aa Hero, the
the count's frend. wno
comes ciosest [0 drawing the
audience into the plav In
the last act he does. Count-
ing over the good scenes, [
reuiize that ne 1S in most ot
them. ’

Ratreshing Contrast

There is a refrestiing con-
trast in ‘Jennifer -Hilarv's
performance as the brnefly
virginal Lucile. Miss Hilawv
is wary, as ‘he artempts at

Lot of Style,

her virtue warrant, and oven
wheiming romantie in gving .
in. as the nature of her chm
acter dictates.

Edward Bishop is toe
much & caricature is the
wife's lover (which could e
both script and direetom.
Adrienne Corri as the count's
mistress is not as inowve 4 |
person as the role invites ber
to be,

“Tha Rehearsal” prosadly
would achieve 3 grester i»
dience empathy — Dosmbly
sven snough—with more pai
isned directon than Peer
Coe nas provided. Too Mg
of the !ime vou are cormaom
of an uncomfortable symoe
ry in the urangemers of
people on stage—and .,
isn't excused by the fdct tRal
part of the nme “The Re
hearsal” is imitaung and
sanmzing the studled lgura
af the Marvaux play mang
rehearsed. %

Where direction, TRL
and script all work besafk
Jv is It scenes sych as Sace’y
recollections af the past. wi?
Micheil: znd Badei's experl
ruthiess. merciless seductiof
ot Lucie, wno 3o foa@y
loves the count. [n tem &
the Annouiih wno writes bk
liant. snattering, bitler com
say. And in them . the v
ing we g0.10 thealer 1o see.

Little
Reviews.
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this case, Nadel's insights might be oparticularly useful to
theatergoers who are grappling with their feelings about the
play. In the opening paragraphs of this review, Nadel empha-
sizes the need for characters in a drama to arouse emotional
audience invelvement. He then makes note of Anouilh's attri-
butes as a playwright which leads into the statement that though
there are strengths in this play, Anouilh's attempt to distance
the audience from the characters dissolves potential interest

in the drama. (nce Nadel establishes The Rehearsal's primary

flaw, he supports his opinion by revealing the individual
nature of the characters and by comparing them to the "color-

fully wicked" people Anouilh created in Waltz of the Toreadors.

This comparison asserts that Anouilh has the ability to achieve
audience empathy through his work, but failed to do so in this
instance.

Although the previous examples may seem to indicate other-
wise, Nadel does not focus only on expcsing the weaknesses of
poor plays. Albeit a faulty work usually demands greater criti-
cal analysis, as Nadel pointed out in his review of A Delicate
Balance, there is nevertheléss a great -deal to be learned from
discovering why a good play works. Conseguently, Nadel will
occasionally channel his energy into uncovering the elements
which contribute to a successful drama. An exemplary illustra-
tion of Nadel's ability to identify the virtues of a play is

found in his dissection of A Severed Head (fig. 10) by J. B.

Priestly and Iris Murdoch. After lauding both the playwright-

ing and the production, Nadel defines some few weaknesses in
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A review of A Severed Head. 72

The Theater—Norman Nadel

Bristol Old Vi

BRISTOL, England, May 29.—It's worth the trip
up from London (about 115 milles) just to see the Thea-
tre Roval, built in 1766 from Sir Christopher Wren's
desxgn, beautxful]y maintained and still a fine, function-

== ing playhouse, even by modern
i standards. To watch.the Bristol
Old Vic company in action is a
‘second and equal reward.

And the play! It's worth cross-

. : Ing the Atlantic to see “A Severed

Head.” by J. B. Priestley and Iris
- Muraoch, out of the Murdoch novel
~ of the same name, This is an ab-
- solutely stunning event, in terms of
both playwriting and production.
Even when it drops below its own
incredible level, A Severed Head"
is far above any new play I've at-
tended anywhere in at least the past year.

I'll venture to bet that if it had been in New York
this season, it would have wan the Drama Critics Circle
Award in a walk.

Norman Nadel

) Second Act

Not In several years has any playwright (or pair
of them) turned out such a second act. Perhaps it is
inevitable that the third act should seem anti-climactic.
although it has its share of surprises. The difficulty is
that the play’s involvements pass beyond: creduilty at
that point, but at the moment I can’t suggest a better
way to resolve it.

It certainly is a strange play, swinging like Poe's
razor-edged pendulum from hilarious comedy to chill
terror and back. At times it evokes the mood of “The
Cocktail Party,” even though it is little like the T. S.
Eliot play. It is an ironic enigma, and a model of claritv.
And it is the marital mixup to end all marital mixups.

“A Severed Head” begins conventionally enough
with an errant husband (Robert Hardy) visiting his
voung mistress (Monica Evans)—a theater common-
place if ever there was one. Soon after, the action on
Graham Barlow's excellent four-way set reveals that
the wife (Heather Chasen) is having an affair witi her
psychoanalyst (theater stereotype No. 2).

Familiar Elements

Not content with these two hurdles, the playwrights
permit a few more famillar elements to get the. audi-
ence's guard down. What keeps this early part from
being banal is that it is done so exceedingly well. You

Nadel, Norman.
Treat."

Norman Nadel's personal stringbook.

ic Company

know darned well that something is up, but you're not
sure what.

And then it begins. Flrst, with the unexpected atti.
tude of the psychoanalyst (Paul Eddington) and the
wife toward the husband. Then the husband's pose of
virtue while his affair is still secret.

Disturbance and intrigue mount with the eerie
presence of the psychoanalyst’s half-sister, an anthro-
pologist (Sheila Burrell). The husband's brother (Chris-
topher Benjamin) and sister (Barbara Leigh-Hunt) take
their places.

Form Appears

So it builds, from the relative simplicity of a some-
what self-righteous and cowardly wine merchant taking
a coffee break in the bed of his young girlfriend.

The form it assumes as the play gains in mass and
complexity is that of an inverted pyramid balanced on
its point.

In alternately grim and outrageously comic terms,
it charts the change in the husband as he is thrust
from one appalling situation into another. It challenges
the suspect virtue of truth, ridicules civilized behavior
and flays modern meorality.

Because the pyramid is kept perfectly but precari-
ously balanced, the audionce is kent in a state of ten-

_ sion. ‘Only at the final curtain do you realize the form

is really two pyramids, base to base, narrowing to an-
other point on top. Even then, it is still balanced. The
play's strange ending promises nothing solid, or secure,
or eternal. Which is a good way to end this play.

Severed heads—real and symbolic—abound. The
brother is a sculptor whose head of the wife causes the
husband to wonder if she exists without her body. The

anthropologist severs the hear.l of a kabuki doll with'
the expert sweep of a sa-

murai sword, in another

strongly symbolic scene. A

box of human hair comes

through the mail. I sup-

pose this could be ealled

heady fare.

“aA Severed Head" opens
in July in London. After
that, if we're lucky, it will
sHow upon a New Yok
stage. Not only dnes Broad-
way need this play; we also
~houid bring its director,
Val May, to America—if
necessary, bv force.

"Bristol 0ld Vic Company is Royal

29 May 1963.
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the third act, though these blemishes apparently did not scar
an otherwise flawless production. Nadel was so intrigued
by this play that he devotes most of the review to unearthing
the structural facets of the drama which collectively produced

such an impressive result. After comparing A Severed Head to

Poe's "razor-edged pendulum," Nadel dives head-long into his
analysis. He begins by unravelling the play's plot while simul-
taneously revealing its complex structure which is primarily
built around ingenious surprises. This evaluation wofks to
support Nadel's theory that the play's structure first appears
to be like a perfectly balanced inverted pyramid, but in the
end takes on the form of "two pyramids, base to base, narrow-
ing to another point on top."8 This deftly constructed analogy,
in addition to the detailed plot analysis, is evidence of
Nadel's painstaking effort to impart the strengths of this
production,

Another example of Nadel's expertise at identifying a
play's strong points is provided by his review of Friedrich

Duerrenmatt's The Physicists. Like A Severed Head, the drama's

structure is its greatest asset.

« « +» As in a skillfully constructed sus-
pense play (which this is), each bit of
information that clears up one situation
serves to create a new mystery. Thus the
play grows in fascinating complications,
confounding its audience, even while it is
progressively clarifying itself.

As in his other critigues, Nadel provides this information to

aid audience understanding, and, as is consistent with the
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norm, he validates his findings through an examination of
the play's plot.

Routing out and bringing to light the strengths and
weaknesses of a drama actually is only part of Nadel's approach
to reviewing. Closely allied with this technigue is Nadel's
practice of suggesting ways a play can be improved. Inherent
in Nadel's philosophy of criticism is his belief that the
critic should write constructively, or, in a sense, act as
a "play doctor." The fact that Nadel gives advice on ways
a dramatic work can be revised is proof that he converts his

beliefs into action. Excerpts from three reviews, Who's Afraid

of Virginia Woolf, XKean, and The Mound Builders, illustrate

Nadel's corrective brand of criticism.

Alan Schneider long has impressed me as
"a director who could make "Chicken Little"
intc an international stage hit. "Who's
Afraid of Virginia Woolf?", with its acety-
lene torch dialogue, its adult, brainy
comedy, and its merciless probing of the
marrow of human agony, gives him a glorious
opportunity which he has exploited master-
fulily.
If he and Albee could clip about 10 min-
'  utes out of each of the first two acts (some -
of the repetitious comedy perhaps), and re-
phrase some uncomfortable and almost banal
moments in the_third, they would have quite
a play indeed,10

"Kean" is set back by a few sequences that
just don't come off--that in which Lady Elena
and the prince are in their baths (separately,
of course) is one. The story line seems over-
extended at some points and forgotten at
others. To tighten up this musical play by
15 minutes would bring it into sharper focus,
and the fiETl scenes would be redirected to
advantage.,



75
. « . anyone who could see beyond some
painfully conspicuous flaws in plot struc-
ture, dialogue, resolution, acting and
direction, could also see that "The Mound
Builders” is potentially a more powerful
and substantial drama than the same play-
wright's [Lanford Wilson] long-running,
award-winning "Hot 1 Baltimore."
The conditional "potentially" must be
included because as it stands, the new play
cries out for the removal of unessential
dialogue, tightening up of direction and
action, and for sharper focus . . . .12
In all of these reviews, Nadel's suggestions are interjected
after an analysis of the play as a whole, and taken in that
context, his proposals are even more substantial than they
appear here. Although Nadel does not indicate exactly which
lines should be cut or rephrased, or precisely how a play
could be focused more tightly (lack of space does not allow
him this luxury), his comments are direct enough to give a
playwright or director a credible course of action.

Just as Nadel's recommendations for how a play can be
improved are directed at theater practitioners, many elements
in his reviews are intended primarily for theatergoers. For
instance, material on the personal background of the play-
wright, discussed at the beginning of this chapter, falls into
this category. In addition, there are three other types of
information which Nadel provides essentially for the audience:
an interpretation of the meaning of a play or the author's

intent; historical references related to a drama; and advice

on for whom a particular play may be most suitable.
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An analysis of a drama's meaning or the author's purpose
in writing it is wvaluable to an audience member because it
elevates his or her understanding of theatrical work as a
whole. There are numerous reviews which reveal Nadel's prac-
tice of laying bare the thematic essence of a play or the
playwright's intent. Among them are the passages taken from

the follewing four critiques; The Investigation, The Last

Analysis, Romulus, and Oh What a Lovely War.

Weiss' clear intent is to let the facts
of the Frankfurt trials, which began in
January, 1964 and ended in August, 1965,
speak for themselves . . . .

Weiss has intentionally set aside the
function of playwright to assume the func-
tion of reporter. 1In that the play thrusts
necessary information before our eyes, and
forces us to take a stand, at least private-
ly, about humanity and monstrouslgnhumanity,
he has accomplished his purpose.

"The Last Analysis" falters as a philo-
sophy, founders as farce, and fails as a
play. But it never quite loses the sad
courage or vestigial dignity of an impas-
sioned and often intelligent attempt to
reveal man as he really is.

The man--or men--whom playwright Saul
Bellow seeks to reveal are those public
figures in non-intellectual pursuits who
sink into orgies of self-analysis in middle
life.14

Along with weaving a wicked satire on
history, "Romulus" touches sensitively on
the anguish of life in a turbulent world.
The emperor tells a loval-to-the-death young

soldier: "You were born too late to change
the awful past and too soon to make a noble
future." Such_is living in limbo, at the

end of an era.l

We have had more wars since then, but
never one more stupid, more wasteful or
badly managed than World War I. Miss Little-
wood's account of it in "Oh What a Lovely
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War," is designed to prove that war is not

noble, but needless, and that ordinary people

are the victims of governmental_ and military

error, conceit and callousness.lg
In all of these reviews, Nadel's interpretations are stated
in simple terms; to do otherwise would defeat his purpose.
Also, Nadel articulates the play's message or writer's inten-
tions concisely so that they will be easier to grasp. He
doesn't try to dig out obscure meanings which might not actually
exist or only serve to cloud the matter in the long run, but
rather seeks to expose that which is most plausible and real-
istic.

Revealing the historical context from which a play comes
also helps Nadel achieve his objective of increasing the audi-
ence's understanding of a drama. Though the background infor-
mation Nadel includes in a critique varies with the production,
the selection of such material always is based on what is most

relevant to a play and what will best meet audience need. For

example, when Nadel reviewed A Case of Libel he published its

literary source to give an audience a point of reference for
further exploration of the play.

. . . Oone way to top a fictional court-
room drama is to base it on truth, which
is usually more interesting anyway. That
is what Henry Denker has done in "A Case of
Libel," which opened last night at the Long-
acre Theater. It is drawn from Louis Nizer's
account of his distinguished career in law,
"My Life in Court," and specifically from
the first chapter, which is titled: "Repu-
tation--The Libel Caselgf Quentin Reynolds
vs. Westbrook Pegler."
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Nadel also reveals the historical context of the drama in his

critique of The Phantom Lady by Calderon de la Barca. Although

the information takes a slightly different form that that

which Nadel included in his review of A Case of Libel, it

serves a similar function; that of enlightening the audience.
"The Phantom Lady" contrasts sharply

with the prevailing tragic, or religious,

tone of most Spanish theater of the time,

including the major segment of Calderon's

own work. Its comedy is sometimes sophis-

ticated, usually flippant and occasionally

almost slapstick. Yet it is built on the

rigid, double-standard morality of the

period, which actually was mere apt to pro-

mote anguish than laughter.
Despite its length, this excerpt is packed with valuable in-
sight. Nadel clarifies the precise comic qualities of the
play, and through comparison, establishes the predominant
nature of the dramatic works written as part of the Spanish
Golden Age. Additionally, Nadel defines the basic attitudinal
bent of those who lived in this period. This material not
only enhances an audience's perception of this particular play,
but of any play written by Calderon, or for that matter, any
_drama produced during this era of Spanish theater.

A final example which illustrates Nadel's practice of

painting an historical backdrop for a play comes from his

review of The Trojan Women. In this critique, Nadel relates

the factual events which led to the creation of this tragedy
by Euripides. This background information illuminates the
meaning of the drama and enlarges its significance for the

audience.
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Only the year before [the play was written],

Euripides had seen his noble Athens cruelly

slaughter all the adult males of the small

island of Melos, simply because Melos wanted

to remain neutral. The women and children

were enslaved.

So in the spring of 415 B.C., Euripides

offered "The Trojan Women," a parallel of the

Melos tragedy. Thus the Athenians could assess

war not as victors (their own disastrous foray

against Syracuse was soon to come) but through

the suffering of the women of the vanquished.
Along with providing a brief historical lesson, it should be
noted that Nadel also has articulated Euripides' purpose for
writing the play. In doing so, Nadel not only has validated
but enhanced the importance of the drama, while at the same
time showing that the lessons to be learned from the tragedy
are relevant to the present. Though the technology for killing
may be more advanced, today's wars still leave behind those
survivors who must suffer the loss of their loved ones.

The audience is clearly at the forefront of Nadel's mind
when he provides thematic interpretations or historical infor-
mation in a review, and to the same, if not a greater extent
this is true when he recommends for whom a play is most suit-
able. Realistically speaking, even the best of productions
will not appeal to the tastes of all people. A play which
titilates some theatergoers may simultaneously confound or
disgust others, and if Nadel believes a production might incite

this type of audience response he will point it out in his

critiques. Such was the case when Nadel reviewed The Homecoming

and Inadmissible Evidence, two plays which prompted him to

caution unwary or potentially unappreciative audience members

about seeing these productions.
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This doesn't mean that everybody is going
to enjoy "The Homecoming." On the contrary,
I suspect its greatest appeal will be to the
adventurers among theatergoers, and of them,
only those with a taste for enigmas. Many
people will be outraged at having been “put
on," or exasperated by Pinter's blithe aban-
donment of either logic or reality. Even
those of us who found last night's experience
stimulating had to wait patiently through
maddeningly deliberate_conversations that
descended into tedium.

Not everybody is going to like "Inadmis-
sible Evidence," especially those people who
go to the theater for jolly fun. It is drama
designed only for adult adults, and even
they'll debate far into the night.
Playwright Osborne has his main character
say things that will shock you to your heels,
be prepared for this, or stay home . . . 21
In these reviews Nadel proffers his advice for the same pur-
pose, but his reasons for doing so are different for each
play. Nadel forewarns theatergoers in his critique of The
Homecoming because he apparently believes that the drama's
intellectual content may frsutrate or aggravate some audiences.

However, in his review of Inadmissible Evidence, Nadel's moni-

tory passage serves much the same function as a movie rating
since it is based on the fact that the abrasive language and
sexual material in the play may offend some people. Further-
more, it should be noted that Nadel's recommendations are not
meant as an indictment of these plays, because his critical
opinion of both is essentially positive. He includes such
admonishments merely to help theatergoers make a decision
about whether or not to attend these productions.

Analyzing a playwright's talents, the meaning of a play,

and its strengths and weaknesses are basic practices in Nadel's
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approach to criticism. However, there is another type of
production, the musical, which demands an additional form of
critical attention. Since music is an integral part of the
musical play, Nadel makes a point of evaluating this aspect
of the performance in his reviews. And because of his exten-
sive background in music, which includes a college degree as
well as experience as both an instrumentalist and conductor,
Nadel is well-qualified to make this kind of assessment.

Music in a production actually encompasses a vafiety of
elements, such as the melodies, lyrics and orchestration.
When Nadel critiques a musical, he places emphasis on those
facets which are most significant or will most enhance the
audience's understanding of what they heard in the theater,

For example, in his review of Man of La Mancha, Nadel predomi-

nantly focuses on the style of the music and the unusual

orchestral arrangement.

. « « "Man of La Mancha" mates theater
and music with excitement and invention.

In its general aspect, the show is more like
Leonard Bernstein's "Candide" than it is
like the conventional musical.

Composer Mitch Leigh uses a split orches-
tra, half on each side of the stage, with
arrangements which bring to mind a modern
chamber ensemble rather than the usual pit
band. The rhythms are essentially Spanish
though the melodies have a kind of contem-
porary lyricism. While Leigh never goes far
our structurally or harmonically, he does
refresh the score with, for example, major
intervals against a minor setting in Miss
Diener's "It's All the Same," and a haunting
phrase reminiscent of Hanson's "RomaBEic
Symphony" in "The Unreachable Star.”
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In this review, Nadel's comparison of the show to Candide
gives the audience a familiar point of reference. In addition,
his classification of the musical styles represented in the
production contributes to the audience's understanding of the
melodies and rhythms. Nadel's insights are not only of value
to the audience, however. His analysis also benefits Mitch
Leigh because it provides the composer with expert feedback
on the guality of his work.

Nadel's evaluation of the music in Mame serves a similar
purpose, though he focuses on different elements than those

which he brought to light in his critique of Man of La Mancha.

In this excerpt, Nadel makes a generalized statement about
the quality of the music, and follows it with a description
of the features or effects of each song.

[For Mame] composer-lyricist Jerry Herman
has prepared an assortment of songs which
will please hundreds of thousands, who will
be charmed by their singability and their
essential familiarity. The few of us who
hoped for something less mundane, musically,
still have to admit that his score fits the
show and its 1920's-30's period.

"It's Today" isn't original, but it's loud
and emphatic. "Open a New Window" achieves
its upbeat effect through its simple scale.
"The Man in the Moon" amusingly pokes fun at
the old-time musicals (even older-time than
"Mame"), and it's a cheery production number,
too. This describes what happens when Vera
gives Mame a role in her show.

"My Best Girl"” already is on its way to
the kind of hit status which can make a weak
show and enhance a strong one such as this.
Vera and Mame's "Bosom Buddies" has a rousing
comedy effect. "Mame," the title tune, re-
works sgme successful ingredients of "Hello,
Dolly."
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Here, Nadel's criticism gives the composer-lyricist some
valuable insight into the impact of his creations, while
elevating the audience's perceptions into the quality of
the music. What's more, his comparison of the title song
"Mame" to "Hello Dolly" illuminates the audience's understand-
ing of the influences which may have contributed to the develop-
ment of this composition.

In Nadel's review of Evita, his comments also enlighten
the audience to the stylistic influences behind the musical
score. Additionally, he provides background information on
the previous work of the composer and lyricist to create a
basis for his positive judgement of their current production.

In the case of "Evita," the greatest
strength, apart from the life of Argentina's
dyed-blonde tyrant herself, lies in the
music and lyrics by the English team of
Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice. Their
"Jesus Christ Superstar" in 1969, which not
all of us admired but which was a hit, made
it clear enough that their approach to the
musical stage was very much their own, and
in "Evita" they have passed beyond and above
that earlier success.

Music which combines the driving urgency
of rock with the syrupy sentimentality of
bad Latin-American romantic popular songs,
and even with the spirituality of the Catho-
lic mass, tells as much about Eva Peron and
her era as does the plot itself.

In all of these critiques, Nadel's analysis is directed
at both members of the audience and theater practitioners.
Yet, -espite his knowledge, Nadel does not couch his insights
in language which is obscure to all but professional musicians.

By stating his assessment in terms which most likely are fami-

liar to theatergoers, or by comparing the musical numbers



84
from the current show to ones from a better-known production,
he makes his ideas accessible to a general readership.

After examining the varied techniques that Nadel uses
when analyzing a play, it becomes apparent that at the crux
of Nadel's approach is his concern for meeting the needs of
his readers, primarily those who attend the theater, and
secondarily those who work in the theater. Also apparent is
Nadel's tremendous caring and compassion for dramatic art
which reveals itself in his constructive style of criticism.
Though Nadel may take great pains to dissect the weaknesses
of a play, he does so to promote the gquality of theater, not
to tear it down, and this desire to encourage the maintenance
of high standards is a result of his love for the art form.
Plays and playwrights are not the only recipients of ﬁadel‘s
careful attention, however. He expends the same intense
critical energy when scrutinizing facets of production, and
the way in which Nadel goes about this is the focus of the

final chapter.
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CHAPTER 5
THE PRODUCTION

"The play is the thing . . . " Or so Hamlet said. But
a play would be nothing more than voiceless words on paper
without actors to express them, directors to shape their expres-
sion, and a myriad of other talented people, including costume,
lighting and set designers, all of whom work to bring a drama
off of the page and onto the stage. Though Norman Nadel be-
lieves in the importance of the play, he also recognizes the
significance of a cast and supporting crew who are responsible
for breathing life into a drama. Consegquently, Nadel places
critical emphasis on the performance aspect of a dramatic work,
and he is no less stringent in his evaluation of the production
than he is in his analysis of the play. Similarly, Nadel fol-
lows a constructive approach in his criticism of the performance
so that his insights Will benefit those who created the theat-
rical event as well as those who observed it.

When considering those who contribute to the production
of a play, the actors and actresses usually come to mind first
because they are the visible elements of the production, the
people with whom the audience comes in contact while attending
the theater. Aside from being highly visible, the players

also exert a considerable influence in terms of the success
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or failure of a play, and because of this Nadel always allots
critical space for a discussion of the acting., Like his analy-
sis into the other aspects of a production, Nadel's insights
into the performances are direct and specific, leaving little
room for doubt about the nature of his opinion. The amount
of detail Nadel provides on the acting depends on its signifi-
cance to the overall production, but regardless of this, he
avoids making sweeping generalizations and maintains a con-
structive approach in his criticism. Nadel's corrective style,
as well as his ability to pinpoint the strengths and weaknesses

in a performance, are clearly revealed in his review of Wait

Until Dark, a suspense drama written by Frederick Knott.

Even though Lee Remick isn't playing the
blind girl nearly well enocugh yet, she under-
stands the role in its outline and in its
potential. If the subtle beginnings of terror
were more skillfully revealed, and if she were
to articulate her growing fear, her mounting
suspicion and her emerging self-reliance more
as crescendos, the performance could glow. As
it is, she seems to move rather abruptly from
one state of mind to the next. The role needs
a more positive sense of development than
either she or director Arthur Penn has given it,

By contrast, Robert Duvall sets the audi-
ence on guard the first moment he appears, as
a bald tramp with an ancient rug clutched in
his arms. You don't turn your back on such a
man, that's the instinctive reaction and it's
the right one.

With each successive appearance, and in
several more guises, he becomes more and more
the loadstone of terror. He is the man whom
the blind girl must fear, he is the ultimate
adversary. It is the best role, and by far
the best performance.

Mitchell Ryan and Val Bisoglio are the two
younger criminals seeking a doll which they
believe is hidden in the girl's apartment.
Attractive and slightly amusing, they fill
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out the variety of attitudes which benefits

the play. Julie Herron warms up to her role

as the little child who lives upstairs, and

James CoEgdon ably portrays the blind girl's

husband,
This critique exposes Nadel's tremendous capacity for under-
standing the nature of a character and his talent for assessing
the positive and negative aspects of a performance. Nadel's
capability to compare what was with what should have been lends
authority and credibility to his assertions, while giving the
audience a clear concept of the guality of the acting. Espe-
cially in respect to Remick's portrayal of the blind girl,
Nadel's perceptions are precise enough to serve as a guide for
improving her characterization. In his discussion of Duvall's
performance, Nadel describes the character and his impact
through the use of examples. These help to clarify and vali-
date Nadel's positive evaluation because they provide the
audience with a point of reference. Since they fill the two
most prominent roles, Duvall and Remick receive the most atten-
tion in this review. Yet Nadel has not ignored the rest of
the cast, as he does provide specific, though brief, feedback
on the supporting performances.

Nadel's ability to define how a character should be
developed in contrast with how the role actually was portrayed
also is illustrated in his analysis of Lou Antonio's perfor-
mance of Doctor Faustus from the play of the same name. In
this review, Nadel criticizes the work of the rest of the cast,

but because of the depth and detail in his commentary on Faustus,

this segment is the most noteworthy.
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Even though Lou Antonio speaks Doctor
Faustus with admirable clarity, his delivery
lacks the subtlety and the seasoning this
major role requires. Faustus must be a pre-
sence, a force, even if he is a despicable
one. He must be massive in his own eyes, at
least, as he exercises his dark power to
bring forth Alexander, or Helen of Troy, or
work enchantments to entertain his friends.
His gradual discovery of the emptiness of
such a life does come through in Antonio's
performance, but without the depths and in-
sights required. Antonio's posture, as well
as his repetition of the same few grimaces,
and the accenting of his sentences, all work
against the brooding authority, ths world-
anguish which Faustus must convey.

As in his critigque of Wait Until Dark, Nadel's constructive

criticisms here are integrated with his discussion of the
strengths and weaknesses in Antonio's portrayal. After com-
plimenting the actor for his clarity in presentation, Nadel
outlines the character traits that Faustus should possess,
and then explains why Antonio failed to hit the target. He
also identifies specific faults in the actor's speech and
mannerisms. This detail is beneficial to the audience as
well as Antonio because it is something concrete to which
they can relate.

Though Nadel's analysis of the acting in the previous
critigues is precise, the amount of space he could devote to
such an evaluation was limited by the fact that there were
other elements in these productions which were of greater sig-
nificance. However, in Nadel's critique of Hamlet (fig. 11)
the acting takes center stage because it was the dominant as-
pect of this presentation. After discussing the principal

difficulties presented by the oft-acted role of Hamlet, Nadel
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ghosts than Shakespears wrote into all his plays.
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dures, you can ses his mind
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He is the quicksilver Ham-
let, as I believe Shakespeare
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changes of mood are sudden
and toral. The posture of
madness has 2 Mephistophe.
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this Hamlet's personality.

And the voice! Ah. chil-
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speech in the English lan.
guage, and the Danish prince
more than anyone eise. Bur.
ton honers it with unsounded
excellences "of tmbre range
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skillfully illuminates the nuances in Richard Burton's super-
lative portraval of the Prince of Denmark. With bountiful
detail, Nadel describes the physical and emotional gualities
which Burton brought to the character. Burton's face and sta-
ture, the use of his eyes and voice, and his consistent char-
acterization are a few of the guintessential elements which
contributed to this actor's peerless performance. Nadel's
analysis does not end with Hamlet, however. In the latter
part of the review, he examines in less detail, but not with
less insight, the performances of some of the supporting actors
and actresses, with a primary focus on Laertes, Polonius and
Ophelia. Once again, this'critique clearly reveals Nadel's
strong concept of character. But unlike his other reviews,
there is an absence of constructive criticism here essentially
because from Nadel's point of view there was little in this
production which needed improvement.

When reviewing the acting in a conventional drama, the
critic usually focuses on such elements as character develop-
ment, style of performance and so forth, Yet when dealing
with a musical play, the critic also must consider the singing
ability of the performers, in addition to the acting, if he
is to present a complete analysis of the production. When
Nadel evaluates vocal performances, he usually pays the most
attention to singers who are either exceptional, and therefore
deserving of some detailed praise, or those who are less than
proficient, and thus reguire some instructional criticism.

Otherwise, Nadel does not place a great deal of emphasis on
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the singing, and will merely indicate the quality of a per-
formance with a few simple, but precise words.

An example of Nadel's constructive approach for assessing
an actor or actress' singing ability is found in his review

of the musical I Do! I Do! 1In this critique, Nadel offers

advice to Mary Martin on how she can alter her mature vocal
guality so that it will be more compatible with the youthful
character she portrays.
. « . Mary Martin will have the gift of
youthfulness as long as she lives. As the
new bride, she is girlishly fresh-faced. The
hint of maturity, at this point, is in her
singing voice. If she would place it higher
in her throat for the first few numbers, and
if composer Schmidt would raise her part about
a third in those early songs, the impression
of tender youth would even be more persuasive.
In this passage, Nadel directs his criticisms at both Mary
Martin and the composer, yet his suggestions to each are speci-
fic enough to be used as tools for improving the acress' per-
formance., Nadel's insight into the discrepancy between Martin's
vocal guality and the youthful nature of her character also
is valuable for audience members because it sharpens their:
perceptions into this element of the production.
Nadel will not, however, only criticize singing that's
in need of improvement. In cases where an actor or actress
turns out an exceptional vocal performance, Nadel will pinpoint

the qualities which contributed to its excellence. Nadel's

reviews of No Strings and She Loves Me reveal his practice of

providing a positive assessment of a performer's singing ability.
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. « » The accuracy, clarity and superb
articulation of her [Diahann Carroll's] sing-
ing convey the thunder of passion in her
spirit. "The Sweetest Sounds" is the first
of her triumphs, and the fiery declaration
of independence, "Loads of Love" is another.
The expression, "sings her heart out," cer-
tainly applies to Miss [Barbara] Cook, who has
both the heart and voice to do it. Her clear
soprano is not only one of the finest wvocal
instruments in the contemporary musical thea-
ter, but it conveys all the vitality, bright-
ness and strength of her femigine young
personality, which is plenty.
In these excerpts, Nadel describes the vocal gualities of each
actress and also comments on the suitability of these gualities
for the roles thev portrayed. This insight is intended not
only to compliment Diahann Carrcll and Barbara Cook, but to
enhance the audience's appreciation of their singing.

Actors and actresses indeed exert a very gréat and impor-
tant influence on a performance. But it is not through their
efforts alone that a production comes into being. Though they
never appear on stage, there are other participants whose work
is a vital part of any dramatic event, and the director is not
the least of these. His handiwork is evident in many aspects
of a performanée, from the interpretation of the play and char-
acters to the staging of the actors and actresses., It is the
critic's duty then to recognize the contributions of the
director so that the audience will have the clearest possible
assessment of the production.

In Nadel's reviews the director never is ignored. Depend-

ing on the quality of his work, the director may receive as

much attention in Nadel's critigques as do the performers. For
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example, in Tiger, Tiger, Burning Bright the direction was so

significant that Nadel placed his criticism of it in the lead

of his review,

Joshua Logan probably could direct a play
with one hand tied behind his back, which is
the way he should have done "Tiger, Tiger,
Burning Bright." If there is such a term as
over-directed, it applies to the new drama
by Peter S. Feibleman which opened Saturday
evening at the Booth Theater.

In Logan's defense, let it be understood
that he was nobly motivated. He has tried,
in his own vastly ingenious way, to whip up
an urgency about this play that simply doesn't
exist. He has attempted to make it seem both
substantial and wvalid.

In this critique, Nadel has succeeded in defining the major
fault in Logan's approach though he justifies it by explaining
the director's motivation. When an audience sees a play it

is their tendency to presume that the strengths and weaknesses
in the production are the result of the acting, because it is
the work of the actors and actresses which appear directly

before them on the stage. Yet in Tiger, Tiger, Burning Bright,

this clearly was not the case as Nadel reveals that the problems
in this performance lay primarily in the play, and secondarily -
in the direction. Though Nadel's evaluation is stated in rather
general terms, for example, he does not say exactly how the
play was "over-directed," his comments still benefit the audi—
ence by educating them to the fact that there is more to a
production than meets the eye.

With similar intentions, but in more specific language,

Nadel analyzes Lee Strasberg's direction of The Three Sisters.
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Through the use of examples, Nadel exposes the director's brush-
strokes which collectively gave shape to this excellent version
of Anton Chekhov's classic drama.

I don't know which is the better way to
watch it--to let your mind and emotions be
totally occupied by Chekhov's exquisite, poig-
nant drama or to hold a fraction of your aware-
ness aside to also note the countless details
of ingenuity and stunning craftsmanship in the
production.

There are times when you want to applaud
something as seemingly simple as the entrance
of a frustrated scholar (Gerald Hiken) wheel-
ing a baby carriage across the grounds of the
home that has become a prison of debt and
frustration to him. He crosses the stage,
and leaves it, without having spoken. Yet
the moment of entrance, the tempo of movement;
the posture, the surrounding silence, are so
eloguent, so meticulously right; that you want
to reward someone for the experience.

That someone must be the director, Lee
Strasberg, and not just because he can time
an entrance, cast a role in foresighted fash-
ion, sense the cadence of a scene or measure
so precisely the duration, in stage value,
of a momentary emotion.

You'd have trouble assembling a more diverse
or more defiantly individual assortment of act-
ing talents than those in The Actors Studio.
It would seem impossible to exploit the dis-
tinctive gqualities of each personality, and at
the same time weave them harmoniously into the
fabric of an exceedingly complex play.

Yet this is exactly what Strasberg has done
at the Morosco. As a result, "The Three Sis-
ters" conveys an abundance of meaning and
feeling beyond anything you might expect from
a reading or from most productions of this
classic.

Here, Nadel makes it guite clear that Strasberg primarily is
responsible for the superb quality of the ensemble acting and
the nuances in staging which illuminated the performance.

Though his focus is on highlighting the strengths in Strasberg's

directorial approach, Nadel indirectly reveals in his analysis
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that the director exerts a tremendous influence over a pro-
duction through his casting choices and his guidance of the
actors and actresses. Realizing this, an audience gains a
new and valuable perspective from which to view this or any
preduction.

The audience also receives fresh insight into the director's

influence from Nadel's evaluation of Jean-Paul Sartre's The

Condemned of Altona.

Even though a critic is not supposed to
pre-judge, I had worried that director Herbert
Blau might overwhelm "The Condemned of Altona"
with theatrical device and manipulation. He
has not. Instead he has kept it free of dis-
tractions, and maintained a sharp focus on
its people and ideas. He has given the stage
to Sartre, who certainly deserves it in this
instance, and has disciplined himself and his
company toward articulating all that the play-
wright has to convey.

Only here and there does Blau try to go
one better. There's mention in the play of
a girl, in chains and weighing only 80 pounds;
at the Beaumont she's down to 70. The speed
of a Porsche is increased ratheg arbitrarily
from 112 to 170 miles per hour.

Nadel's familiarity with the play is apparent in this review,
and ‘his knowledge accentuates the authority of his opinion.

He praises Blau for his straightforward treatment of the text,
his uncomplicated staging and his disciplining of the cast.
Though he does not use examples in this portion of his commen-
tary, his analysis is precise enough to give the audience a
clear concept of the director's technigue. In the last para-
graph of this excerpt, Nadel alerts the audience to some speci-
fic alterations in the text, which, were it not for Nadel's

keen ear, might have gone unnoticed. By pointing out the fact
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that Blau was responsible for the changes, Nadel further in-
forms the audience of the wide-ranging control a director has
over a play.

Though he remains behind the scenes, the director indeed
is a person of considerable authority in the production of a
play. But there are other unseen participants, such as costume,
scenic and lighting designers, whose work also is of vital
importance. These people often are the unsung heroes of the
theater because they never appear on stage and do not carry
as weighty an influence as the director. Yet, the contribu-
tions of the costumer, set and lighting designers are of great
value, so consequently, Nadel makes a concerted effort to acknow-
ledge their work in his criticism.

Limited space prohibits Nadel from lavishing the sets,
lighting and costumes with large gquantities of critical atten-
tion. However, if any of these elements makes a significant
impression, Nadel will recognize it in his reviews. Generally
speaking, Nadel will comment on the technical elements in a
production only when his response to them is positivg, and he
usually consolidates ﬁis discussion into two or three paragraphs.
An example of this is found in Nadel's review of Chekhov's The

Cherry Orchard. Nadel was so enchanted by the unique and inven-

tive style of Santo Loquasto's setting that he devoted con-
siderable energy to describing it for his readers.

Even more striking than Serban's strange
interpretation, however, is the visual wonder
of Santo Loguasto's settings. The dominant
impression is white--floors, grass, furniture
covers, cherry blossoms, of course.
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Behind the children's room, where the first
act is played, the orchard itself appears,
diffused by a white scrim. Later, the scrim
is raised to reveal the orchard as a symbol
both of the play's present and past.

The second act, also white, is in the
open, and for the third, a ballroom fashioned
like a gilded cage perches in the middle of a
white drawing room. The last act is again the
children's room, but whiter, emptier, and elo-
guent of impending absence.9

Nadel's intention here is to create a mental image that is

as vivid as the set itself. Through a selective choice of
descriptive detail Nadel also shows how the setting works to
reinforce the meaning and symbolism of the play. By discussing
the symbolic qualities of the scenery, Nadel imbues his des-
cription with insight and enhances the audience's understanding
of the setting.

This technique of integrating description with a dis-
cussion of the purpose of the sets, lights or costumes is
revealed in other of Nadel's reviews, including one he wrote
on the play Wings by Arthur Kopit.

The setting designed by Andrew Jackness
consists essentially of three rows across
the stage of pivoting black, transparent
screens. Early in the play, Emily is down-
stage, with the doctors and nurses well up-
stage, separated and slightly diffused by
the three rows of screens. As the hospital
people penetrate her awareness they move
closer, or all the way to her. When she is
much improved, and being helped by a thera-
pist, sometimes with other stroke patients
present, all are in front of the screens.

There is nothing gimmicky about this;
most of the audience won't even think about
it. But the setting works to make the play
that much more ordered, more meaningful.

In similar fashion, Tom Schraeder's light-
ing becomes another kind of guiding voice,
guidingomood as well as specifics of the
drama.
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In this critique, Nadel describes the setting and its purpose
essentially for the audience's benefit. He praises both the
lighting and scenic designers for ably contributing to the
meaning of the play through their masterful, but subtle use
of these scenic elements. So subtle is the effect of their
work, though, that Nadel points out "most of the audience won't
even think about it." However, through his description, Nadel
induces the audience to give the setting some thought and thus
increases their appreciation of it.

The costumes, as well as the setting, grabbed Nadel's
attention in a production of Bertolt Brecht's Arturo Ui. 1In
his review of this play, Nadel describes and comments on the
dramatic effects of these elements, while also briefly explain-
ing their purpose.

Rouben-Ter Arutunian has done all the sets
in the manner of charcoal-drawing cutouts, so
that every person on stage is sharply deline-
ated. The costumes (like the lights) almost
smack you blind. Most of the men wear short
jackets with wide, wide lapels, and trousers
that flap about the legs like the old-time
beach pajamas. They are satirical exaggera-
tions of aEEual styles, and wonderfully
effective. A

All of the previously cited examples illustrate Nadel's
approach to criticizing the production elements of a play,
and exemplify his capacity to articulate his opinions while
at the same time keeping the readers' needs in sharp focus.
But they reveal something else too, and that is Nadel's tre-

mendous caring and compassion for the theater. If the acting

or directing deserves some negative criticism, Nadel will
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provide it, but he will do so constructively. Likewise, if
any aspect of a production merits praise, Nadel will give that
too, gladly. Compassion, then, is the overriding quality which
colors all of Nadel's dramatic criticism, and it is his com-

passion which makes him a valuable and sensitive critic.
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CONCLUSION

Analysis of a complex subject, such as Nadel's criticism,
is beneficial because it facilitates an examination of the
subject's components and how they work together to produce the
end result. But analysis also has an unfortunate side effect:
though it may enhance appreciation of the topic's complexity,
it also tends to obscure the beauty of the collective final
product. This situation applies to Nadel's criticism.

In the previous chapters, Nadel's technigues have been
dissected in detail. His critigues have been broken down into
their technical and stylistic components, and the content of
his reviews has been discussed in terms of his treatment of the
play and of the production. This classification is valuable
because it clarifies Nadel's approach to evaluating a theatri-
cal performance and writing a review, yet it creates the false
impression that these elements work independently of each
other, and this precisely is not the case. Just as flour;
milk; sugar, eggs and so forth must be mixed together to create
a cake, so it is with Nadel's critigues. Each of his techniques
is an ingredient in a critical recipe, and it is only when they
are integrated that a review takes shape. For example, a single
paragraph in one of Nadel's reviews may be technically correct,

proportioned to reflect the positive and negative qualities of
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a play, humorous, conversational and packed with insight.
Although all of these elements were discussed as individual
entities, they really are intricately interrelated.

Furthermore, it is Nadel's mastery of the technical
aspects of writing which enables him to convey complicated
and profound perceptions in a simple, conversational manner,
And it is his conservative use of words which permits Nadel
to encompass a liberal guantitv of ideas in each review. Like-
wise, the constructive tenor of Nadel's criticism is reflected
not only in his selective word choice but the way in which he
arranges them into structurally correct sentences and para-
graphs. Nadel employs all of these techniques as a means to
an end, and that is to meet the needs of his readers, be they
theatergoers or professionals; and it is his conversational,
friendly style which makes even the most difficult concept or
negative opinion palatable, easier to accept, and thus more
widely read.

So, it becomes abundantly clear that the true beauty of
Nadel's approach lies not in the individual ingredients, or
techniques, though they are singularly attractive, but in the
way these elements comingle to produce a tightly integrated
critique.

However, the predominant characteristic in Nadel's criti-
cism is not a technigue at all. It cannot be defined, pigeon-
holed or analyzed, yet it colors every facet of this man's

work. This characteristic is Nadel's tremendous passion for
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dramatic art. His affection for the theater is the force
which motivates him to write so meticulously, insightfully
and constructively. It is this caring which moved Norman

Nadel to cast himself in the role of theater critic.
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John English, author of Criticizing the Critics, writes

that Norman Nadel is one of the few reviewers who cares enough
about the theater to try and make it better. This attitude
indeed is evident in the volumes of this veteran critic's work.
Nadel has devoted over 40 years to the practice of criticism,
and for most of the last 20, he has been employed as a first-
string drama critic in New York. Nadel's revie&s reveal com-
passion and caring for the theater and the desire to encourage
the maintenance of high theatrical standards. His writing
is direct, insightful, and most importantly, constructive.
With the intention of analyzing Nadel's approach to
writing dramatic criticism, this thesis examines a represen-
tative sample of his reviews taken from the period during
which Nadel worked in New York. Such considerations as
Nadel's philosophy of criticism, his writing style, and his
treatment of the play and the production have been taken
into account. The first chapter is a hitherto unpublished
interview with Nadel which expiores his attitudes about the
critic's role, and reveals his personal viewpoint on his
critical technigque. Furthermore, it sets forth some prac-
tical guidelines for writing criticism that could benefit

the novice critic.



