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THE KCACTF RESPONSE


Jay Edelnant


1/07/2008 Region 2 Pittsburgh PA

1. Introductions:

THE GOAL:
To chose the best work to represent the Festival so the team from the Kennedy Center can consider it for the National Festival.

THE OTHER GOAL:
To choose the best or most interesting or representative work to teach the people who come to the Regional Festival. 

THE OTHER OTHER GOAL: To teach the production team and cast something about what they did within the range of their understanding and acceptance.

Major Obstacles to achieving the Goals:

--isolation--geography & reach

--decorum, professional courtesy

--inconsistency of opinion

--variability of performers and performances 

--lack of common values or objective criteria



Initial Screening Response vs. Adjudication (officers + shows still in)



Oral Responses 

Post Show Responses can be oral, immediate, and often search for their form & meaning while they are happening.



Response to chair 




Yes, No, Maybe and why--clearly an evaluation so the chair can make an in/out decision.



Written response to production team




A thoughtful consideration of the event including how the post-show response went. Response is directed to your colleague(s), not the students or people present.



Tenure & promotion warning 




Your response to a show is not the same as peer review of a colleague for tenure or promotion.  A school may ask you to do peer review for tenure or promotion (formally, in writing). Note that the Festival and the Kennedy Center do not engage in this process; you agree to do so as an individual, understanding the legal implications and liability you may engender. Usually, you are given the opportunity to expand your data gathering to include anything you consider essential to the task.  Consult with the regional chair if asked to use your response for peer review. 




An individual may simply put your response (written or a  tape) into a tenure file but it is simply a response, not a professional assessment of an individual’s work as a teacher or artist.  Care should also be taken that all individuals mentioned in the response be given the opportunity to excise portions of the documentation that impact on their assessment before the document is placed in a file.  Some programs pay people to conduct such peer reviews, some regard it as normal service. 




Don't be bullied; peer review is serious business and you are not required to help unless you feel competent and confidant in doing so. Responses or copies never go to heads or chairs--always to directors. 



Creative options to the hit & run post-show response




The stay-over breakfast response.

The company and/or the creative team gather for breakfast, after the dust has settled, to hear the response:





Cons: cost, time

Pros: time to think and construct a response with a structure or theme; cast isn’t still on an adrenaline/applause high; may be more receptive/objective once out of makeup & costume and out of the theatre; some advantage in a neutral place vs. the theatre




The classroom/seminar model

Stay over for a formal class/symposium held by the dept. so that faculty and staff and students can hear the response and all can use it as an experiential learning opportunity.

Cons: time; expense; exposure of respondent to a semi-public, formal, and likely critical audience with an opportunity for cross examination; may have to deal with administrators, heads, deans and hence restrict horizon of response; can be intimidating for respondent; often likely to lose focus on cast and colleagues in favor of playing to a wider audience; may provide a whetstone upon which departmental axes can be publicly ground.

Pros: wider dissemination of respondent’s work; teaches all students in the department, not just cast; allows for collegial interaction for respondent; structure of setting provides enhanced credibility, attention, importance of response to the whole program and the respondent’s home program as well.




The quick beer after the show.

Respondent and Director/Creative Team go somewhere away from the theatre and eat/drink/discuss the work.

Cons: no students; very informal; can get sloppy; the important thing might not get said because of the ersatz “friendliness” of the occasion

Pros; direct collegial contact; opportunity for honest feedback since students do not have to be insulated from response; may have more credibility since it is not public.




The cast party.

The response happens at a festive gathering following the production, maybe in a different venue

Cons: whole atmosphere militates against honest assessment and direct communication—students are partying, not necessarily paying attention; credibility of response reduced to entertainment or peripheral to the seriousness of the actual production itself

Pros:  informality; not so threatening

The dean's reception.


The audience present/post-show extravaganza.

Response occurs at a cocktail party/wine & cheese or the audience is invited to stay for the response

Cons: whole tenor of response shifts from students and colleagues to wider audience not getting the wrong idea about the theatre program itself; tends to value respondents performance over content and contact; uses response as public relations event and diffuses its utility and impact

Pros:  wider audience for response; publicizes participation in the festival and the program’s activity in a national venue; may help local program with dean or audience.




The no response option.

School requests that there be no oral response, just a written response, if functional in the region.

Cons: often students, designers will never see the response, especially if it is critical of the director; respondent gets no sense of cast and crew response to their own work; participation in the festival itself not publicized to the students being responded to.

Pros:
avoids a difficult job; gives you more time to think and structure the written response; get out of town earlier; seems to absolve respondent of some of the compromises you make to be civil and polite in an oral response; removes the some of the “host/guest” dynamic from the response 




Double barreled response (Participating Entries only).


At least one region sends someone to select the show and another respondent to do the post show response, thinking that it keeps one of the pair “clean” and objective.  Both can talk about the show at the end of season meeting, but only one does the report to the chair.

A vital note on dinner: 


There is no single element of the response event that can be more important than the dinner before the show with the director, the department head or representative (or sometimes a student or two).  This is an opportunity for the respondent to get some sense of the emotional and artistic baggage that the company brings to the show. It can also help you gauge the level of response with only a few well-considered questions: how many faculty & staff, how many majors, how many shows a year, departmental mission, etc. in a low-pressure, semi-social setting (watch out for the dreaded beef-red wine-dessert Bermuda Triangle if you want to be awake for the second act.)

Having said how important this event can be, there are two problems to watch for:

1. Poisoning the Well/Lobbying:


The dinner host may ply you with carefully chosen information intended to enhance or discourage your reception of the play. There may be professional jealousy, different standards, or plain out-and-out political dirty-tricks going on in which you may be caught. There may also be useful stuff: sickness in the cast, last minute replacements in important roles, etc.  The head, for example may really want the show to go to the Festival and regale you with past triumphs or even shows she has seen that season elsewhere; OR she may not want the show to travel because of budget, schedule, or even tenure consideration complications. Take what you get over dinner but weigh its provenance and usefulness carefully.

2. The 60/40 rule: 


I’ve been going to dinner for a long time.  The empirical result of all that nutrition is that directors and production teams generally are not a good objective source of information about the quality of their own shows or the work of their students. They tend to be from 60 to 40% wrong . If the show is good, they are from 60 to 40% wrong about how good it is (in either direction). The same statistic holds true for how bad a bad show might be.  


The things they usually consider the reason for the goodness or badness are almost never the same as your reasons.  These 60/40 reports are the chronicle of their perceived successes and failures as teachers in the rehearsal hall.  “The actors are a lot better…” does not create successful acting, for example. Take the information at face value but don’t bet the farm on it for your response. It’s usually not the elaborately genuine dialect, balletic period movement, or grimly terse sense of social justice that’s the real failure, it’s usually talking and listening, playing objectives, forgetting about the audience, playing all the scenes at the same intensity or something equally basic.


By the way, this observation has taught me a valuable lesson: MY SHOWS are also likely to be under- or overvalued by me in the same proportion.


"Philosophy" of adjudication



Objective/Descriptive criticism (phenomenological)




The show you see is a product; an aesthetic object--all you can judge is the world you experience.  You can be in the event and perceive it as it presents itself to you.  The response is a description of what you saw, how you felt, perhaps, if a good one, why you think what you saw/heard made you feel the way you did. Company evaluates its work on the basis of whether what you feel and see matches what they are striving to make you feel and see.  Director should be able to translate your response into relative success of his/her efforts and then translate that for cast and crew criticism. Sometimes lacks evaluative step, leaving company with lots of description but no sense of how you think the show went.



Subjective criticism and self as center--




The show is seen by you--you judge it on the basis of how it coincides with your reading of the play, the kinds of choices you might have made, the kinds of students you teach.  The critique is the reporting of how you might have directed the production.  Critique is comparative and compares what you want vs. what you get.  Problem is that director cast & crew don't have access to your inner life. There doesn’t seem to be adequate attention paid to their choice-making process.  Another kind of subjective critique poses a set of specific problems inherent in productions of this play (traps) and responds by telling you how you did on each of them. Again, places critic well above director in relative position (I know this play well enough to reduce your work to a series of targets/hurdles.)



Values and contingent values




The show is seen as the nexus of a series of value systems--the social, political, educational, literary, historical, artistic, physical, emotional, and cosmological all come together on stage and act on one another in the crucible of the faculty & students' abilities to express their values.  The response tries to make evident what was perceived to be valuable in the production (what seemed to be of value to the company) and what values seemed to be important to everyone else (the critic, the audience, the world, the author) but not to the production. The response concludes with the idea that we make choices and values are contingent. This format takes the company’s mission and choices into account to set the parameters for the response—it gives the team and cast intention and agency by giving them credit for making the choices they made and comparing those choices with other choices that might be made. Can give a kind of “on the one hand, on the other hand” response that leaves the company hanging if the responder doesn’t make it to the idea that the value of an accurate Belfast dialect probably doesn’t outweigh the value of intelligibility or clarity of the plot. 





It may also promote something dysfunctional or merely sloppy to the level of an aesthetic principle (“I see you chose not to paint the nail heads, press the seams, or really learn the words to the songs, so I see that this unfinished quality is valued more than a smooth, finished surface and conclude that the world of the play is a haphazard place, where things may or may not happen the way they are supposed to happen.”) While this approach can teach the idea that everything on stage has semiotic potential, even (especially) the mistakes or errors, it may muddy the clarity of the choices the company believes it made to communicate something of importance to you.  They want to talk about the injustice of child labor and how they enacted it in Oliver!, not about how they ran out of time to finish it. 



Projective criticism—



“If you had one more week here are things to consider” model, trying to contextualize the response in the process rather than evaluate the work there and then--able to project good intentions and supply finish level of technique or energy.



Turning it back—



the “how‑did‑you‑feel‑it‑went” model giving the response back to the cast.  Allows them to tell you what they think they did. This tends to make you a moderator rather than a critic and can be useful if evasion is uppermost in your mind, or, by using pointed questions and probes, you can turn your response into an effective teaching tool because you know what they think they've done; can be especially effective if you want to deal with individual performances. There is, of course the very real danger of the discussion veering out of your control, dealing with internal hostility (“He made us do it that way…”  rationalization, solipsism, etc.) but may also ease the tension if they think it was flawed or have a realistic idea of the performance’s qualities [unusual—see the 60/40 rule].  May also provide the seeds for flat out public betrayal of the cast by the faculty or vice versa (“Well, I never thought we had a chance with this hard a script, so we did it for the learning…” when the cast thought they were profoundly wonderful.)  Can also be a way to evade getting to the heart of the matter on a show you feel helpless to address (the not-a-clue show, the conceptualized-beyond-recognition show, the no-acting-going-on-here show, the one-joke/sophomore-boy-afraid of women show/I-hate-my-father/here’s-everything-I-learned-in-college/etc. original script show)



Actor criticism: 



do you know where they are? do you know how the school trains its actors?  do they care about acting at all (getting the values of the production straight and in the foreground)?  Do you share a vocabulary that allows them access to your response?



Getting attention/guaranteed bad openings




The biggest problem was . . . 




You were all great . . .




I just directed/am in rehearsal for this play . . .




When they did this show in New York/London . . .




That was fun . . .




How was it for you . . .




I've always taught this play as being an example of . . .




God, this is the sixth production of . . .  I’ve seen this year




To be honest . . .




Frankly,  . . . is my least/most favorite playwright/period/style 



Ego vs. teaching—



teaching students and colleagues is the goal, though there are performance elements to your work, watch that how you're doing and whether you're being liked isn't the focus of the event.



Public vs. private declarations—



I would expect you to speak differently about the work as you gauge the audience for your address.  If the audience has administrators (I usually ask if any are around) or the public is invited and present, some program support and program building is appropriate as is a more formal critical apparatus or presentation. You may use different rhetoric for different audiences.  If it's just you and the director, go ahead straight from the shoulder.



Note on decorum, privacy, and what goes around comes around:  It is considered bad form to discuss other shows you have seen (good or bad) with shows that are entered.  The discussions you have with the Regional Chair and other respondents are considered confidential



A note on objectivity:  



No one expects you to be objective in a pseudo-scientific, logical positivist way.  What is hoped for is you coming to a production ready to accept it on its own merits and values rather than using your subjectivity to dismiss or bludgeon their work or process.  This means, in a practical sense, that things you really dislike in matters of style, period, authors, colors, etc. need to be suspended or at least filtered through the production’s choices. 
Telling the cast of Hedda that you hate Ibsen, or can’t stand green on stage ever, or never liked the Restoration, Lerner & Lowe, mime, or Godspell merely allows them to disregard your response as biased and high-handed (unless you’re going to tell them how they, mirable dictu, changed your opinion).  The response isn’t about you and your history; it’s about your response to their work.  You can’t shed your subjectivity at the door, but you can structure your response in such a way as to allow their work some validity and merit even though you may not care for it.  What did they accomplish?  How did they cope with the things that make you dislike operettas? Can you deal with the causes of your antipathy as aesthetic elements rather than as personal principles?


Response structures (within your circle of values)


Intro:
Introduce yourself briefly, introduce the Festival and its goal explain your unique perspective. 




The major disclaimers:

· response is to the production not them individually, 



is addressed to the director, 



is based on the product you saw, 

· don't act on my suggestions, 

· not a ________ specialist or expert.  My credibility comes from:

· Not being from here (creds=mileage)

· Doing the same kind of thing you’re doing somewhere else.

· encourage attendance at the Festival, 

· encourage reaction or discussion of specific work after the general critique is finished/take questions as they come)

1.
Lobby/box office/exhibits other para-theatrical elements that had an impact on your experience Space/Architecture/Neighborhood/Ambience: Is the show in accord with its environment; its neighborhood? Are we stuck with the theatre we have or can we go look for a better one for the play? Old plays in new theatres? Plays about poor people in monumental palaces of leisure? Plays about kings and palaces in basements? Plays can transform space so it’s good to observe where we start and where we are transported to by the play. How important is the actual setting of the play. The same question about how comfortable should the audience be or not be? Seats? Temperature?  Ambient noises?





2.
First Impressions before show in house. Pre-show Music, program.  Try to establish dominant theme or value for the critique rather than just read your notes back--sometimes the theme doesn't emerge until you begin reading back the notes, though.

 3.
Initial impact of visualization under light/w/costumes; first moments; major lines of space; how show is anchored in space, to the stage floor, with the proscenium, etc. Acting Area/Audience relationship  Is the audience part of the world of the play? Can we see people as part of the visual field?  Heisenberg’s principle of uncertainty. Modern theatres vs. post modern-now back to proscenium and opera houses.

4.
Noting when you begin to be taken in or when the show gets its feet under it.--individual characterizations, establishing of scene rhythms, light change, cueing & SM's call of show. 




5.
Tension breaks/uneven playing of beats/undigested rehearsal units, unfortunate occurrences, level of finish, surface in acting, scenic craft, costume technology 

Acting : Are the actors characters or actors? Is realism a default or a choice? How does the reality of the acting compare with the other realities on stage (the theatre, the audience if you can see it, the scenery etc.) How detailed is it? As detailed as the scene paint or the trim on the costumes? 

Sound : Diegetic or non? Who is playing the music and how does it make sense as a sign set: lyrics, tune, period, style, title, irony, movie emotions. 

Light:  Where does it come from, can we see the sources? The beams? Does the light lead or follow the action/? Is it part of the reality of a comment on it? Is it the rhythm of the play, does it work like sound or against it. Is it as realistic as the acting?

Set:  How does it set on its foundation? How does it blend or not blend into the wings, the floor, the teasers or is it a floating island and how does that jibe with the reality of the set itself and the people on it? Is it as detailed as the acting and other technical elements (nailheads? Level of finish)

Costume, Hair, MU:  What is the relationship of the clothing to the bodies and the space? Are the clothes clothes or something else? How do they move, how do they make the actors move; what do they hide and what do they reveal?





6.
Sense of closure at intermission/act ends.




7.
Audience reaction during intermission, after/during show.

8. Scene changes as part of structure. 

9. Call of show/cueing from Stage Manager as barometer of flow





10.
Pick up of acts or scenes after breaks.





11.
Movement to climax.





12.
Payoff/Ultimate value of the work





13.
Release/Calls



Close:
Summary of high points and insights. Over‑arching concerns: (as appropriate) unity, rhythm, theme, vision, focus, ensemble, respect for each other, listening, etc., importance of the process.  Reminder about role of response and Festival. Gracious thanks. 


A General Reminder: not all the schools who enter the festival share your goals or values.  Many of them value religion over art, liberal arts education over professional training, social engagement over liberal arts , or whatever, and they value it more highly than whatever your favorite is.  Respect their choices.  It does you and them little good to deliver an extremely detailed response to an area of concern that is not on their radar at all.  Remember to keep conscious of your ability to help the program and the festival achieve its goals and help the general education of students by avoiding pejorative language, indulging in expedient stereotyping, misdirecting sarcasm or deprecating humor, and the like.


A tip on the dreaded “I don’t know where to start” or “I can’t think of a way into this show” or “I didn’t get it at all.”


Start with the Q & A: “How did it go tonight?”  “How was this performance compared to earlier performances (or the last few rehearsals)?” or “did the audience have an unusual impact on the show tonight?”  “If I were to give you another week of rehearsal (BTW, no one ever doesn’t want another couple of rehearsals, even if they say they’re ready to open.) what would you work on first?  


The responses may give you some sense of what they think they did and you may be able to let them set up the major issues of the response until you get your legs under you. Understand this cedes control of the session to your audience and can backfire (especially as it becomes terribly clear what they thought they were doing and what they actually did are continents apart)

Your reputation as an adjudicator is based on your ability to tell the chair or the Kennedy Center what the show was like and appraise its value.  


Your reputation as a respondent is based on your ability to deliver the response that the company needs to hear and is willing to listen to, not necessarily the one you want to give.

Sample Chair’s Outline (Region 5)

Production: _________________________
 Producing Theatre: _________________

Date of Attendance:__________________




Run times (I, II, III, +)

Ryan Acting Scholarship Nominee:  ________________ 
Act I: __________________

Director's Ryan Nominee: ___________________
_____ 
Act II: _________________

Special commendation certificates?     


Act III: _________________









Total Run Time: _________

Student Designers?

	KCACTF Opening and Disclaimers
Welcome (Welcome back.)

Regional Festival and Organization/National “Kennedy Center”.

Response as heart of the festival (“This is the festival, too.”)

“One person/fresh eyes and ears” disclaimer.

“Don’t change anything/you’re the experts/use next time” disclaimer.

OTHER:



	Front of house operation

	Play/Text:  New Play/Challenges/Expectations/Demands

	Direction:  Concept/Style/Work with the actors/Pace/Staging/Unity

	Scenic Integration with concept/artistic excellence and outstanding features/Execution

	Stage management, running crews

	Costume Integration with concept/artistic excellence and outstanding features/Execution

	Lighting Integration with concept/artistic excellence and outstanding features/Execution

	Sound Integration with concept/artistic excellence and outstanding features/Execution

	Properties Integration with concept/artistic excellence and outstanding features/Execution

	Makeup Integration with concept/artistic excellence and outstanding features/Execution

	Other Production Areas?

	Acting: Believability/Technical skills – listening, vocal a& physical work/Interpretation of character/Ensemble work
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