Shakespeare at Stratford:

The Legacy of the
Festival Stage

by Richard Paul Knowles

Productions of Shakespeare in Canada since 1953
have been undertaken, for better or worse, under
the overwhelming shadow of the Stratford Festival,
and therefore of Tyrone Guthrie’s “Elizabethan-
style” Shakespeare, his designer Tanya Moisei-
witsch’s thrust stage, and architect Robert Fair-
field’s Festival Theatre. The Festival’s founding
director, Guthrie was of course a late disciple of
William Poel, an active participant in what J. L.
Styan has called the “Shakespeare Revolution”
and, largely through the reputation of the experi-
ment at Stratford, the prime force behind the
multiplication of Elizabethan-style thrust stages
internationally, most directly at the Guthrie
Theatre, Minneapolis, and at Chichester.!

The thrust stage and the 220° sweep of the
auditorium? were well suited to Guthrie’s boister-
ous, extroverted style, but they have left a legacy
of physical imperatives that have helped to shape
the production of classical theatre at Stratford and
in Canada for the last thirty-five years. Guthrie’s
intention, of course, was to approximate the
physical conditions of the theatre for which Shake-
speare’s plays were written, to facilitate a free flow
of action, and to allow for scenic ambiguity and
flexibility not easily available on the proscenium
stage. He accomplished his goals, but he also left a
set of physical conditions and stylistic problems
for future directors, designers and actors of Shake-
speare at Stratford and across Canada.

The details of the famous thrust stage have
changed over the years since 1953—a major
renovation in 1962 extended the rear facade and
moved the upstage side entrances out to diagonal-
ly face the downstage vomitoria, while reducing
the number of pillars supporting the balcony; and
another in 1975 made the stage balcony remov-
able? —but its essential features have remained
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constant: a five-sided wooden platform, approxi-
mately 30' by 36', emerges by a series of three wide
steps from a semi-circular gutter, and is backed by
a stage-wide wooden fagade with a central balcony
raised another step and supported by pillars. Two
side entrances, entrances below, beside, and above
the balcony, two downstage vomitoria and a
centrestage trap provide for most productions a
total of nine possible entrances, exclusive of
audience aisles and a seldom-used trap in the
central canopy high above the stage. The central
pillar of the balcony (now removable| is the
geometrical centre of the Festival Theatre itself,
and a more steeply raked than usual auditorium
seating 2258 patrons sweeps in an arc of 220°
around the stage from that point, including a
balcony suspended twenty feet above the last
seven rows of the orchestra, with no seat in the
theatre further than 65 feet from the stage.

Guthrie left a set of physical and
problems for future directors, desi;

and actors of Shakespeare at Stratford and

across Canada.

Guthrie rightly drew attention to the anti-
illusionistic qualities of a non-pictorial stage in
which fellow audience members are visible across
the stage. Paradoxically, the three-dimensional,

sculptural presentation of actors who must act to

one another rather than outward across a proscen-
ium to the audience, and the intimacy of a space
shared between actors and audience, can promote
a style closer to naturalism than does the two-
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