








BOOK REVIEWS

American Musical Revue: From the Pass-
ing Show to Sugar Babies. By Gerald Bord-
man. New York: Oxford University Press,
1985. 184 pp. $17.95.

Perhaps theatre historians have avoided
the revue because it is so intractable a
subject. Definitions of the genre differ,
revues are by nature transitory, and it is
virtually impossible to suggest their the-
atrical impact. Gerald Bordman’s book is a
workmanlike study, but he fails to recreate
the spirit of these entertainments which for
so many years delighted audiences.

Two previous books on the revue —one
by Robert Baral (1962) and one by Ray-
mond Mander and Joe Mitchenson (1971)
—cater unashamedly to nostaigia and in-
dulge the reader with almost as many
pages of illustrations as of text. Bordman
has made no effort to write a coffee-table
book. Instead, his account is terse and fac-
tual. His introductory pages on the genesis
of the revue are interesting, particularly
those dealing with the forgotten John
Brougham and William Mitchell. His dis-
cussion of Ziegfeld is equally good. Thanks
to his invaluable American Musical Theatre
and other related studies, he has a solid
sense of American theatrical history and
cogently explains the rise and fall of the
evanescent revue.

in some respects, however, his book is
not entirely satisfying. In comparing his
discussion of the heyday of the revue with
Baral’s, one finds no less than eighteen
shows discussed by Baral not even men-
tioned by Bordman. Some have a thin line
of plot which may have disqualified them
in Bordman’s eyes. Others were perhaps
omitted because they were English in ori-
gin, but since he includes a discussion
of the highly influential Charlot’s Revue
(1924) why not include at least a mention
of Noel Coward’s This Year of Grace (1928)
and Cole Porter's Wake Up and Dream
(1929), both also trans-Atlantic produc-
tions? Some other omitted revues such as
Walk a Little Faster (1932) and Thumbs Up
(1934) qualify for inclusion by any defini-
tion. Certain figures are slighted as well.
Most surprisingly, Lew Leslie is barely men-
tioned in spite of his notable contributions
to the advancement of black artists.

Bordman’s book is certainly worthy of
a place on the theatrical bookshelf, but
it belongs there as a counterbalance to
Baral’s and Mander and Mitchenson’s live-
lier accounts.

— William W. Appleton

Being an Actor. By Simon Callow. New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1986. 190 pp.
$13.95.

GCreat reviews and great controversy ac-
companied the publication of Being an
Actor in England in 1984. The reviews were
entirely justified; the controversy centered
around the final four pages of the book,
in which the author “nails [his] colors to
the mast” Appropriately entitled ““Mani-
festo,” it pleads for the re-establishment

of the writer —whether dead or alive—and
the actor to preeminent positions in the
mounting of a production, without the in-
tervention or interpretation of the direetor.
Callow would have the director function
to inform the actors of the world of the
play and its performing traditions and to
challenge them to reach the play’s world
and style. To some this idea may seem rad-
ical, but it evolves from a book which is by
turns penetrating, frank, passionate, infor-
mative, and witty.

Best known for having created the role
of Mozart in the original National Theatre
production of Amadeus (he appeared in
the film in a smaller role and is now being
seen by American audiences in the film A
Room With a View), Simon Callow made
his debut in 1973 at the Edinburgh Festi-
val. This book grew from a college lecture
Callow gave on acting. In the first section
he describes in detail the career of one
young actor of the 70’s and 80's— himself.
He traces the thread of acting which runs
through this actor’s life. After a start in the
box office at the National Theatre, and a
fateful meeting with Michael MacLiam-
moir at Queen’s University, Belfast, Callow
returned to London and trained at the
Drama Centre. He began to get roles and
in the process was made to question what
his homosexuality meant to him in terms
of choosing roles and reading plays —not
figuring out what a play’s “‘statement”
was, but listening to that statement him-
self. He joined various other companies,
appeared on television, and finally arrived
back at the National, this time in the com-
pany. While appearing in Amadeus he also
performed Shakespeare’s Sonnets in a new
sequence in early evening performances;
his account of this experience is partic-
ularly lucid and extremely moving. He ends
with a play in the West End, wondering if
there is more to an English theatrical life
than More of the Same.

The second section grew out of a letter
to Edward Bond in which he tries to ex-
plain what actors go through. It unfolds in
documentary fashion from unemployment
through rehearsals with all their frustra-
tions and conflicts with co-workers, to the
exhilarating moment of creating a role on
stage, to reviews and the run, and back
to unemployment. Callow is objective and
entertaining, an articulate and intelligent
writer.

This book is part autobiography, part
analysis, part manifesto. It exposes all the
pressures, insecurity, and rewards of an
acting career. Callow is as brilliant on
paper as he is on the stage, succeeding to-
tally in his ambition to write for profes-
sionals and amateurs, students and the-
atregoers. The amateurs will say "“Oh,
that’s what it’s like”; the professionals,
“Yes, that's what it’s like.”

—Adele Bellinger

Contemporary Theatre: Evolution and De-
sign. By Christos G. Athanasopulos. NY:
John Wiley & Sons, 1983. 341 pp. $60.

Looking backward on the long history
of theatre design and construction, the

author—a Greek architect and a professor
at the university in Thrace — observes that
the primary design problem for all con-
cerned with the theatre has been the audi-
ence-performer relationship. And yet, he
justly notes, “for a very long time these
two theatrical functions were approached
separately, each as a different feature that
should have no connection with the other.”

His book is largely a survey of the devel-
opment of the theatre-building over the
ages, as conditioned by the cultures which
spawned the theatre arts performed in
those spaces. Structure is related to func-
tion, with the intent of making the evolu-
tion of theatres understandable to the lay
reader. Athanasopulos insists his book is
not another concise history of the theatre.
While certainly not concise, it does man-
age to emerge as a kind of theatre history,
since the theatres of each era are, in his
view, the results of a confluence of artis-
tic, economic, social, political, and even
religious pressures. In itself, this is not at
all a bad thing, but the text lacks the detail
and the insight which could have this
treatment specially valuable. Although
the author deplores the lack of scholarly
studies on the evolution of the theatre,
much of what he has to offer is effectually
a recycling of information and specula-
tion in standard works. The layman can
actually learn more from Brockett's His-
tory of the Theatre, if he reads it selective-
ly to isolate the material on theatres.

Nonetheless, this book does have a
number of photographs and sketches of
important, historic theatres, as well as
some lesser-known Greek theatres, photo-
graphed and analyzed by the author. The
prose, even in translation, is labored; the
judgments are often obvious conclusions,
in some cases, virtually cultural cliches by
now. Donald C. Mullin’s The Development
of the Playhouse (California, 1970), though
it begins with the Renaissance rather than
primeval ritual, is more useful as a histor-
ical survey of theatre evolution. Unfortu-
nately for Contemporary Theatre’s possi-
ble appeal, Richard and Helen Leacroft’s
Theatre and Playhouse (Methuen, 1984),
also a richly illustrated survey of “Theatre
Building from Anciert Greece to the Pres-
ent Day,” has just appeared. Richard Lea-
croft’s isometric reconstructions of the-
atres are especially informative, unlike
many of Athanasopolus’ illustrations,
which are reproduced from all-too-famil-
iar sources. (One oddity: all the photos of
the Lincoln Center complex are “Courtesy
of the American Embassy in Athens.” Had
they come directly from Lincoln Center,
the thoroughness of his research might
seem less questionable.)

In recent years, the major work on the
development of the theatre building has
been George lzenour’s Theatre Design
(McGraw-Hill, 1977), which has a remark-
able range of cross-sections, elevations,
ground-plans, photos, and sketches, illus-
trating a grand panorama of theatres de-
veloping over the ages, as performance
forms and audience needs also developed
or changed. To the irreverent, however,
lzenour’'s impressive survey and analysis-
—given the subsequent attention lavished
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