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			Preface

			This book brings an English translation of Otakar Zich’s book Estetika dramatického umění – Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art. Zich’s book is recognised as the foundation of Czech theatre theory. We believe that the importance of Zich’s theory reaches far beyond the local context. We argue that it is one of the earliest books (if not the very first) to bring a systematic theatre theory in the modern sense. Zich’s Aesthetics is the cornerstone of theatre theory in an international context too. It has established theatre theory as such. Zich was the point of departure for the Prague School’s Structural-Functional theatre thinking, which in turn influenced several strands of theatre semiotics. Many of their theoretical concepts and the organic philosophical, aesthetic approach to theatre can be traced back to Zich.

			Zich’s Aesthetics continues to resonate with a number of present-day and historic contexts. At the same time, it is a self-standing integral theory of theatre, which is the principal reason why this book needs to be available in the international English-language discourse. Aesthetics is unique also in its analytical method: it not only constructs the theory as a system of discrete statements but also takes the audience’s perspective as the fundamental methodological approach. For Zich, the theatre is an event that happens in the shared presence of the performers and the spectators, as perceived by the latter. The distinctive feature of theatre is a focus on human interaction. Zich’s ideas about performance space are truly revelatory. Very importantly, theatre is an autonomous art form and his theory is an aesthetic theory dedicated to the unique principles of this art.

			Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art first appeared in 1931 at a time when Central Europe saw the formation of theatre studies (or Drama) as a discipline. Zich’s Aesthetics as a theoretical system belongs to this historic context and its aspirations. However, its systemic approach and the level of its theoretical thoroughness and rigour surpasses most other foundational works of its time. Together with Prague School theory, Aesthetics also had an immense impact on Czech theatre culture and inspired several generations of theatre practitioners, especially theatre directors, such as the Avant-Garde generation of E. F. Burian, Jindřich Honzl and Jiří Frejka, as well as the artists of later decades – among them Otomar Krejča and Alfréd Radok.

			In equal measure, if not more, Zich’s Aesthetics belongs to a European context of theatre. Zich himself comes from a generation of the great Modernist reformers in the theatre that are conventionally represented by the personalities of Adolphe Appia (1862–1928), Edward Gordon Craig (1872–1966), Max Reinhardt (1873–1943) or Konstantin Stanislavski (1863–1938). All their reforms shared an aspiration to conceive theatrical performance as a coherent whole, with a unified (consistent) aesthetic expression, and to establish the theatrical director as the central organising principle of the conception. These reforms simultaneously – and perhaps inevitably – revisited the question of the sources of acting and of the methods of acting as an artistic endeavour. Zich’s Aesthetics appeared in 1931, at the very watershed moment between Modernist and Avant-Garde concepts of theatre. Appia’s and Craig’s texts from the turn of the century often took the form of visionary manifestos that proposed novel theatre aesthetics. In comparison, Zich’s book systematically reflects and theorises on those visions in application. Zich wrote at a point in history when the Modernist manifestos had become integral parts of theatre practice. 

			This book presents Otakar Zich as a theorist and outlines his work and the various approaches to it. Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art – it needs to be said – is a work of unpreceded theoretical complexity. It is one of those books that acquires new dimensions with the ever-changing contexts of the modern world. Repeated readings often find the text reframed and Aesthetics is able to rise to the new challenges of contemporary art. The rigour and lasting applicability of Zich’s theory in the face of new readings and rereadings bring proof of Aesthetics’ usefulness and validity.

			Since its publication in 1931, Aesthetics has had a long life of sorts, spanning almost a century, and has accumulated a great number of interpretations and critical commentary. The Introduction offers its readers the essential contextual knowledge to approach the text from the vantage point of their contemporary theory and cultural environments. A brief overview of Zich’s life appears towards the end of the Introduction – intentionally placed last. We believe that it is Zich’s thinking that should be at the forefront of the interest, and only then his personality and the historical context.

			This book’s Afterword provides the historical and cultural context of the book’s 1931 publication, Zich’s inspirations and the developing reception of the book. As such, the Afterword is aimed at a scholarly reader who will approach Aesthetics as one of the fundamental texts that has so far been under-researched in the international discourse. The Afterword places Aesthetics in the historical context of the formation of theatre studies as a discipline and the establishment of theatre theory in today’s sense of the word.

			David Drozd, Pavel Drábek, Tomáš Kačer and Josh Overton
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			Otakar Zich and his Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art: Introducing a Seminal Work After a Century

			David Drozd, with Pavel Drábek and Josh Overton

			Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art, by itself as well as its English translation, has had a peculiar life. Since it was written, it has been widely read, variously interpreted, admired as visionary but also denounced as past its prime or too conservative. Some find the book immensely thought-provoking, others pedantic. Once you have finished reading this Introduction and delve into the work itself, you will also be starting a new chapter of the book’s life and of the afterlife of its creator, Otakar Zich.

			Why should you read this book? There are several reasons. First, if you are a theatre practitioner, this book can inspire you to rethink the principles of your creative work. Zich offers an attempt at a reflection – that is, he writes a theory, a retrospective from a distance – but constantly has theatre practice and its makers in mind. In so doing, Zich wishes to enhance creativity by gaining a concrete understanding of its principles. Second: there has recently occurred a certain scepticism towards the broader theories of the theatre and of the arts, which are today shattered into numerous partial trends and lines of thought. In contrast, Zich’s approach is so old-school that it does not splinter itself: his thinking tends to integrate observations on the form of a work of art, on the creative process and on the effect it has on the spectator. At the very core of his approach is theatre as an art form, and his thinking is holistic, integral and almost universalist. Third: anyone interested in getting to the roots of theatre theory can start here; it is not always necessary to go back to Aristotle; Zich also builds his theory from the basics. Fourth, there is a purely scholarly reason: Zich practises theory in the strict sense of the word – a Theory that tends to abstraction, intelligent differentiation and systemic thought; at the same time, his theory is pragmatic, succinct, parsimonious and unburdened with unnecessary concepts. It may seem that one of the favourite tools of Zich the aesthetician and logician was Ockham’s razor.

			For any Czech theatre student – whether a practitioner or a theorist – Zich’s Aesthetics is certainly one of the first theories to read. It is considered an integral foundation, almost a primer of Czech theatre terminology, and Zich’s distinctions – especially those in the opening three chapters – are regarded as the absolute basics. A well-used anecdote sums it up: studying theatre theory from A to Z: from Aristotle to Zich. The question of course remains if the fundamental works on the reading list are being read thoroughly. In this Introduction, we will offer a few ways of reading the book that will help the reader uncover individual layers of Zich’s opus, a book not to be read but to be studied.

			From an outside perspective Zich remains known only to a narrow group of specialists who are able to read his work in Czech. And let’s be frank: there aren’t that many people interested in the theatre (let alone theatre theory) to begin with, and the proportion of that group that is sufficiently well-versed in Czech language and culture is vanishingly small. For an international theatre scholar Otakar Zich still remains a name in a footnote. The exception that proves this rule can be found with the only notable mention of Zich in the English language. In 1980 Keir Elam in one of the most influential books of theatre semiotics – The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama (Routledge, 1980) – makes a decisive declaration:

			The year 1931 is an important date in the history of theatre studies. Until that time dramatic poetics – the descriptive science of the drama and theatrical performance – had made little substantial progress since its Aristotelian origins. […] That year, however, saw the publication of two studies in Czechoslovakia which radically changed the prospects for the scientific analysis of theatre and drama: Otakar Zich’s Aesthetics of the Art of Drama and Jan Mukařovský’s ‘An Attempted Structural Analysis of the Phenomenon of the Actor’. […] Zich’s Aesthetics is not explicitly structuralist but exercised a considerable influence on later semioticians, particularly in its emphasis on the necessary interrelationship in the theatre between heterogeneous but interdependent systems. […] Zich does not allow special prominence to any one of the components involved: he refuses, particularly, to grant automatic dominance to the written text, which takes its place in the system of systems making up the total dramatic representation. (Elam 2005: 5)

			On the one hand Elam asserts that Zich is a central figure for theatre theory, but on the other, his knowledge of Zich only derived from secondary sources and depended inevitably on the prevailing narrow reading of his work. Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art (1931) has mostly received mention in connection with the Prague School, especially with its theatre theory. In this way Zich is perceived as a forerunner of the Functional-Structuralist school of thought, or a link between nineteenth-century Czech aesthetics and the modern Structuralist or semiotic theory. This may be a plausible and logical approach, but it certainly is not the only one.

			There is a strong link between the Prague Linguistic Circle (PLC) and Otakar Zich’s thought that appeared very clearly when we were editing the volume Theatre Theory Reader: Prague School Writings (Drozd et al. 2016) given the number of allusions and references to Zich’s concepts. We even considered including some selections of Zich’s Aesthetics in our reader. But fragments can never capture the whole with sufficient accuracy and any selection necessarily distorts the overall image. In the end we decided to translate Zich’s magnum opus in its totality and publish it as a stand-alone volume. It is only now, when Zich’s work is finally available as a whole, that readers can judge for themselves the veracity of the declared table-turning change that the Aesthetics brought about on its publication in 1931 – a landmark of modern theatre theory and aesthetics of art.

			The Layout of the Aesthetics: Organisation of the Book

			Otakar Zich (1879–1934) was trained as a logician and mathematician, and later added musicology and aesthetics to his repertoire. It is no surprise then, to find that his book is organised strictly and methodically. Zich himself introduces the book laconically:

			This book falls into three parts: the first, entitled “The Concept of Dramatic Art”, is basically methodological. The second, called “The Principle of Dramaticity”, contains predominantly aesthetic reflections, despite the above-mentioned proximity of both approaches, while the third part, named “The Principle of Stylisation”, is dominated by theoretical or art-disciplinary reflections. (58 below) 

			Zich remains true to his word. In the first part of his book he defines theatre and discusses the dramatic art as a unique art form with its own special laws, logic and conceptual framework. In the second part Zich discusses the specific creative work of individual roles in the process of theatrical creation – the artistic roles of the playwright, the actor, the stage director (and the scenographer), and then examines the specific role of the theatre composer (of opera in particular). In the third part Zich focuses on the spectator’s experience and perception, with a special focus on realism, stylisations and theatrical genres. 

			Zich’s method is inductive – starting with simple premises, claims and assertions (similar to basic mathematical axioms), with introspective thoughts and reflections, or with mental experiments (such as “Let us imagine watching an actor whose language we don’t understand…”), and then moving on to greater complexity. In this way he builds his entire theoretical and aesthetic system step by step. Zich doesn’t approach the theatre from an ideological point of departure; he treats his subject descriptively and analytically. In his own words:

			This is a consequence of the method of scientific aesthetics, which derives its findings inductively from the material given by experience, rather than deductively from some a priori philosophical principles, as speculative aesthetics does. (57 below)

			In its structure Zich’s book is less of an aesthetic essay, but rather a “classical” philosophical treatise organised in numbered paragraphs or sections, chapters and subchapters arranged in an exact hierarchy – not unlike the German treatises of Hegel or Kant. Zich approaches the theatre as a subject worthy of treatment in the genre of high idealist, systematically explained, and scientific philosophy.

			Zich’s commitment to creating a self-standing, integral system comes with a frustrating feature – an almost complete absence of references to other criticism. Early on Zich admits to his inspiration in earlier and contemporaneous scholarship, but he proclaims confidently:

			As for the detailed elaboration of this design in the second part, the conception and arrangement of the material are my own. Factually it does not contain – as that would be entirely impossible in a systematic study – only my own thoughts, especially when it comes to spoken drama, which has recently been thoroughly theorised. Nonetheless, specialists will appreciate how many new thoughts and concepts of my own there are here. (our emphasis) (56 below) 

			Zich felt no need to start with an exhaustive critical review of existing scholarship on drama and theatre. This further confirms his commitment to, first, creating a holistic theoretical system that would build on its own principles, and second, Zich expected his reader to be non-specialist, un-versed in aesthetics. (There were very few of that sort in the Czech lands in his time.) Rather, Zich wrote for practical theatre makers or theatre afficionados. The book was to help the reader understand the principles of the theatre makers’ own creative work and art, and help the spectator cultivate their theatrical experience. (It is symptomatic that almost all early reviews of Aesthetics mention the exhortation that the book should be on the shelf of every actor!)

			Nowadays, Zich’s book is a challenging, though in some ways foundational theoretical treatise. Despite the passage of time, the exhortation that the book should be read by every actor and theatre maker still stands. When we start reading this book with our present-day mindset, the reasons become clear.

			Establishing the Specific Genre of “the Dramatic Art”

			Zich intentionally starts his book in a naive-sounding and almost banal way:

			Spoken drama and opera – in short, the dramatic work – is what we perceive (see and hear) in the course of a performance in the theatre (60 below).

			Today, this opening assertion – one of Zich’s foundational axioms – may sound perfectly self-evident. But with this claim Zich revolutionises the incumbent thinking and foregrounds the recipients’ perspective. Gradually, with the support of thorough argumentation, Zich rejects the dominant notion (which still reoccurs nowadays) that the theatre is no more than the production of dramatic literature. By the same token, Zich proposes the dramatic art as a framing category that brings together spoken drama and sung drama (a term Zich uses as a broad category that includes most prominently the opera), because they share the same fundamental feature: all of these genres and art forms are live works of art performed in a theatre space before a live audience. This feature is much more essential than the relatively partial differences, such as the actors speaking in one, but singing in the other. In this way, Zich wants to put to bed the belief that the theatre – narrowly understood as dramatic literature or poetry – belongs to the discipline of literary studies while the opera is a subject for musicology. It follows logically then that Zich’s book proposes a new aesthetic discipline. He calls it theoretical dramaturgy and declares the dramatic art as its specific object of study. As such, the book as a whole can be read as an attempt to establish a new paradigm of critical thinking about the theatre. This theoretical approach does not depend on other disciplines but derives its principles from within the theatre in performance as an autonomous art.

			Zich’s paradigm shift shows most controversially in his view of the dramatic text because he refuses to accept it – just like the score of an opera – as an autonomous work of art. He argues that “a literary or a musical text can at best be called a potential artwork. […] We have shown, however, that the ‘dramatic text’ is only a partial record of the dramatic work” (67 below). For Zich, a work of art is something created intentionally – that is, a logically structured/composed whole, while a literary drama is rather fragmentary: it cannot be taken for art in its own right since the images that the process of mere reading evokes are too arbitrary and subjective. If we take as a point of departure Zich’s commitment to approach spoken drama and sung drama as one art form, the following comparison arises: Do we commonly read an opera score and claim that we have an aesthetic enjoyment of it? How is it then that the readers of a playscript immediately turn into theatre specialists? For Zich then, the dramatic text is primarily a text intended for a professional reader (the actor, the stage director or other theatre creatives) – a reader capable of “theatrical reading”. But the final, fully fledged work of art is the performance and nothing but the performance.

			Zich goes against the narrow understanding of drama as literature, a trend culminating at the turn of the nineteenth century when playscripts were published as books with lengthy descriptive notes to facilitate their reading. Some playwrights (Ibsen and especially Shaw) indulge in extending and novelistically elaborating their stage directions and comments, while editors of drama classics – be it Shakespeare or the ancient Greeks or Romans – follow the same trend and insert long-winded, descriptive stage directions. In his rejection of this trend, Zich is truly progressive, understanding the dramatic text as if it were a modern stage script – a mere technical tool, a partial record of the authorial vision or intention, which comes to completion and full creation only in a live performance. This is not to deny the author-playwright their autonomy but rather the opposite: by approaching them as a dramatic author (i.e., an author writing for the theatre), their role in the artistic process is strengthened. This also allows Zich to argue for the unique dramatic talent of the playwright, as opposed to the talents of a poet, a musical composer or a visual artist.

			Treating together spoken drama and sung drama as a single performative art form allows Zich to transfer observations from one to the other on the basis of their differences and their similarities. The comparisons of spoken drama and sung drama are especially productive in the first chapter where Zich argues that “acting is not a reproductive art”. This assertion logically follows from some of his axioms: if theatre is more than the mere staging of the written letter of a dramatic text (i.e., an interpretation in a musicological sense), it needs to have an autonomous artistic creator – inevitably the actor. This begs the question: to what extent is the actor in an inferior position to the text, comparable to the interpretive musician in relation to the musical score? In his elaboration of the parallel, Zich uses it inventively to deepen his findings. This allows him to identify the minute distinction between the performing musician and the performing actor as to the extent of the autonomy of their creativity.

			The Audience Perspective: a Synchronous Theory

			Analysing the theatrical performance from the audience perspective – from the point of view of the spectator – makes Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art a theory in the truest sense of the word: a theory that operates within a single moment of time – a synchronous theory, independent of history. As Ivo Osolsobě points out in his essay “Sémiotika sémiotika…” (2002 [1981]: 220–221), it was customary in the nineteenth century to interpret the theatre through the lens of its history, minimising direct theoretical approaches to the art form in favour of analyses of historical phenomena. This is a trend that starts as far back as Aristotle’s Poetics and occurs still today – a random glance at any bookshelf of so-called theatre theory will prove the point. We run away from theory to history more often than we dare admit. Naturally, no theatre theory can operate entirely outside of history. Every author operates within their environments and their horizons. (In relation to Zich, we discuss this in greater detail in the Afterword.) Notwithstanding, Zich’s work continues to inspire and remains unique in its theoretical rigour and refinement that abstracts (moves independently) from concrete historic varieties of theatre. In that, we argue, Zich’s theory can serve as a useful insight to any performance and theatre practitioner, artist and theorist, irrespective of where and when they are. 

			Zich turns the period perspective upside down and derives all his observations from the viewpoint of the immediate spectator and their real-time perception of actual theatre performance. The historical perspective, the development of the theatre, its art forms and its cultural memory enter Zich’s discussions as well, of course, but only in the second and third parts of the book. Nonetheless, Zich incorporates individual historic examples into the conceptual framework he has established in the first part (in chapters 1 to 3). He uses these as minor case studies to instantiate partial theoretical issues. Osolsobě, a prominent Zich scholar, highlights this as a major accomplishment of abstract thinking and Zich’s logical mind, seeing it as a manifestation of Zich’s mathematical and musicological background. Such an approach stands out uniquely, not only for the time in which it was conceived but more generally too.

			Theatre as a Synthesis of the Arts: Critique of the Concept

			Zich’s Chapter 2 discusses the relation between the theatre – or the dramatic art, as he calls it – and other arts. Following his methodology and strategy of argumentation, established in the opening chapter, Zich debunks the widespread synthetic theory of theatre, best known in Wagner’s concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk (or total work of art). Notably, Zich does not reject the theory wholesale but argues the limits of its validity. He states that as far as the creation of the dramatic work of art is concerned, the individual creative building blocks made by distinct artists come together bit by bit. However, the work of art is complete only as the homogenous aesthetic experience of the spectators. Our “analytical” understanding of the theatrical experience (the act of spectating) – one that breaks the work of art up into its individual components – cannot derive from our knowledge of how it was created, bit by bit, in the first place. The dramatic work of art – the theatrical performance – is an organic whole. Zich is very particular about distinguishing between the two perspectives – the process of creation and the act of spectating.

			Zich argues that individual tributary arts that collaborate on the theatrical experience – literature, music, visual arts (design, painting, architecture) and acting – cannot just smoothly blend: they always need to undergo transformation, adapt to one another, respond mutually and link up. With his attention to the inner structure of the dramatic work of art, Zich comes close to a structuralist approach to the theatre. The work of art is more than a sum of its parts: it is the specific way of their blending, their mutual relationships and interconnections. The inner hierarchy of the work in which the dramatic (i.e., actorly) component becomes the dominant force, coordinating all the others to a great extent. This leads to what he calls theatrical paradoxes, intimately or intuitively well-known to all theatre makers, but repeatedly surprising to many artists from other disciplines tributary to the theatre (discussed in the second part of Chapter 2), that all the contributing arts must transcend and relent their autonomies for the sake of the dramatic work.

			Zich’s rejection of the synthetic theory of the theatre is more than a mere part of the period debate on the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk. Zich’s polemical claims equally apply to many later theories of the twentieth century, which simply assert the multimedia, composite character of the theatre without a greater elaboration of the links between individual “media”. To claim that the theatre is a synthesis of various arts is an inefficient and theoretically unproductive approach (see overview of the discussion in Balme 2008: 195–208). Zich’s refutation leads to his first theory that methodically treats theatre as a homogeneous perception (the theatrical experience), an aesthetic event practised and perceived in real time. In this way Zich anticipates the performative turn and the interest in performance analysis in Western theatre scholarship of the 1970s. Theatre as a homogeneous aesthetic perception, Zich’s key concept, is the subject of the next chapter.

			An Analytical Approach to the Theatre

			Chapter 3, entitled “Analytical Theory”, is doubtless Zich’s most original contribution and remains highly inspirative to this day. In this chapter Zich takes the most introspective approach. In a sense, he carries out a phenomenological analysis of the spectators’ perception, identifies the layers and conceptualises the process of making meaning on the spectator’s part – in the viewer’s mind. This part represents the methodological core of Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art. Drifting off when reading this part renders the entire book pretty much pointless.

			Zich breaks up the spectators’ perception into individual fixed and dynamic (or mutable) components. Gradually, he clarifies and refines commonly used, intuitive terms such as action, dramatic persona (character) or dramaticity. Zich distinguishes between the spectator’s percept – which has objective causes in the action on stage but is perceived subjectively – and the ideas or thoughts that arise in consequence – and these exist solely subjectively in the spectator’s mind. In order to do so effectively, Zich introduces the term conceptual image (or image, for short; významová představa). This image is what arises in our mind in response to the question “What is it that we are perceiving?”. In the case of art, the question also can be: “What does the thing we perceive represent?”. Zich’s Czech expression významová představa (conceptual, mental or meaning image) is hard to translate. It derives from the German term Bedeutungsvorstellung (meaning or semantic imagining). In this, Zich is not entirely original, but his own justification and usage are. In both German and Czech, the term has two components: meaning and mental image. English moves between the corresponding words image, idea or sometimes even concept. Here Zich comes close to semiotics – the assertion that an image in our brain carries a certain significance or meaning. At the same time Zich respects that this image exists only in the recipient’s mind, i.e., subjectively. As such, Zich approaches meaning not as objective, as something communicated to the spectator and existing autonomously, but strictly as something the recipients (the spectators) actively create themselves. Much more than in any other semiotic theories of the theatre, Zich takes the spectator/recipient as an active co-creator of the meaning – and that meaning is always partly individualised.

			Before Zich introduces this conceptual distinction, he works with the preliminary opposition dramatic character | actor (dramatická osoba | herec). However, a dramatic character can be viewed as something closely associated with the dramatic text. Intuitively we often keep referring to it: when reading a play we speak of a role, and when watching a performance we refer to what the actor presented on stage as a role as well, and we do so without distinguishing sufficiently between the dramatic persona written in the play text and that involved in a live performance.

			In 1981, Ivo Osolsobě wrote with a certain panache:

			Skutečným triumfem Zichovy sémiotiky je však objev, který nám zpětně připadá bezmála jako samozřejmost, který však samozřejmost není a ještě dlouho nebude. Naopak ještě dlouho bude těžko pochopitelný sémiotikům, dokonce i sémiotikům divadla, přestože je to problém ryze sémiotický a specificky divadelní. V podstatě jde o něco velmi jednoduchého: o skutečně důslednou aplikaci rozlišovací síly Zichových pojmových dvojic “představující/představované” a “významová představa technická/významová představa obrazová” na sémiotiku herectví. Výsledkem nemohlo být nic jiného než stanovení nové, pro sémiotiku herectví specifické pojmové dvojice herecká postava/dramatická osoba. (Osolsobě 2002 (1981): 231)

			[The true triumph of Zich’s semiotics is his discovery that may seem self-evident to us nowadays but is far from being so and will remain far from being so for a very long time. It will continue to be hard to grasp to many semioticians and even theatre semioticians, although it’s a purely semiotic and specifically theatrical problem. The discovery – or rather, distinction – that Zich makes resides in principle in something very simple: a true and methodical application of the analytical power of Zich’s dual terms the representing | the represented (představující | představované) and the technical image | the referential image (významová představa technická | obrazová) onto the semiotics of acting. The outcome of this application couldn’t be anything less than the establishment of the novel dual terms that are specific to the semiotics of acting, namely actor figure | dramatic persona (herecká postava | dramatická osoba).]1

			The groundbreaking impact of Zich’s concept is in precisely distinguishing individual layers of the actor’s creative work and the spectators’ perception of the actor’s performance. Zich identifies the actor as the creator who uses their bodily material to form the actor figure. On the basis of watching this actor figure, the spectator imagines (or creates the image) of the dramatic persona. Zich establishes this binary of the technical and the referential image in Chapter 3 and carries on applying it as a key point of distinction throughout the rest of the book. Occasionally, Zich’s own usage of the binary may appear insufficiently sharp when applied to various instances. It is helpful therefore, to emphasise some of the basic principal features. First, Zich finds it crucial and unique that the actor creates their work of art from themself – however paradoxical this may sound. At the same time Zich stresses that there is an essential difference between the actor and the actor figure (i.e., the actor’s creative work). Zich elaborates on the importance of the actor using their own personal experience in creating the actor figure. But he also rejects the naive psychological assumption that equates the actor with the actor figure – i.e., the creator with their creation. It follows from here that the actor figure exists objectively while the dramatic persona comes into existence in the spectator’s mind, in response to perceiving the actor figure on stage. The actor figure is then an objective phenomenon, while the dramatic persona is a mental image that exists purely as a subjective one. This image is naturally not entirely arbitrary but its formation necessarily incorporates each spectator’s personal experiences and associations. This difference between the two concepts also stands out in Zich’s considered selection of the names: the actor figure (postava) and the dramatic persona (osoba). A figure in itself suggests something formed, constructed, shaped and intentionally created and built. In contrast, a persona evokes a certain degree of psychological complexity that the spectator’s mental image may acquire on account of the spectator’s own experience and imagination. In so doing Zich rejects the naive ideas that appear every now and then from spectators thrilled by the overwhelming performance of an actor: “That Hamlet was so real…”. For Zich, only the spectator’s mental image can be truly real (or genuine), mobilised by an intensive (excellent, accomplished, professional, etc.) actor performance. Treating the actor figure as an objective structure allows Zich to elaborate further: not only how the spectator perceives this figure, but also how the actor themself perceives it.

			Referring to the actor as one would to a material should be seen as a purely technical and terminological approach. Throughout the book Zich avoids any prejudicial and primitive views, occasionally found with stage directors who understand theatre making directively and authoritatively, reducing actors to a mere material. It is worth noting: while Modernism is a point that establishes the stage director as the supreme and autonomous creator of the work of theatre, criticism often forgets that this is also the historical moment when modern acting as an art with its theory appears. In this way Zich’s contributions to both the modern theory of acting and of stage directing, and the complementarity and synergy of the two disciplines (a rarity for theorists past and present) are monumental and – should one ever be fortunate enough to encounter them – undeniable.

			Of course, Zich acknowledges the decisive position of the dramatic text in the creation of the actor figure, but he uses the term dramatic persona only reluctantly when it comes to the play text. It follows logically from the above theses that the dramatic text determines the dramatic character only in a fragmentary way, as a potential; a text is merely a set of guidelines or a blueprint for the actor’s creative work, and it is only the actor figure that constitutes the artefact as such. The subtlety and methodical integrity of Zich’s distinctions appear most clearly when he differentiates between the playwright’s and the actor’s work in the formation of the actor figure: the playwright provides the words, while the acoustic delivery (including the intonation) is created by the actor. Zich further applies the distinction between the technical and the referential image to other components of the dramatic artefact such as the costumes, the set (the scene), music and others. Given that in the other components of theatre there is no comparable conflation of the creator and their material, Zich’s findings may appear less surprising. But his accuracy in making a difference between the factual (objective) and the imagined (referential) part of any given component is decisive.

			In Chapter 3, Zich’s discursive method stands out most clearly as he constructs a line of argument from a continuous sequence of theses. The continuity and logical links can make it hard to isolate individual points from their place in the sequence. This difficulty aside, it is Zich’s logic of argumentation that makes his book particularly remarkable.

			It is perhaps worth commenting on one of the most refined definitions of the dramatic art, which Zich deduces from a series of partial analyses:

			The dramatic work is a work of art presenting interaction of personas through the actors’ onstage interplay. (103 below)

			This characteristically dense sentence captures the very core of Zich’s theory. We can divide it into individual elementary assertions. For Zich, the dramatic work (or the theatre as such) is an art. It is remarkable how rarely this aspect receives a mention in the 21st-century definitions. This art presents interaction of personas: it follows that it is a mimetic art. Simultaneously Zich broadly identifies the subject of this art as the interaction of personas. Human interaction is Zich’s central category in his concept of dramaticity. He dedicates lengthy passages to clarifying what is merely involuntary action and what is interaction in the specific sense of the word. In this respect, Zich is strictly anthropological in that he approaches interaction as intentional, conscious action of beings. In his own words:

			A persona’s ostensive activity intended to have and having an impact on another persona shall be called interaction (jednání). (86 below)

			Dramatic interaction is its special variant: it is ostensive, i.e., directly available to senses and perception and accessible to the spectator; it is manifest, tangible action. In this way, Zich joins the long tradition starting with Aristotle. Zich’s emphasis on interaction and his own concept of action as such correspond with the period reception of Aristotle’s assertion that “the first principle and, as it were, the soul of tragedy is the plot [i.e., the imitation of the action], and second in importance is character” (Poetics 2018: 105; 1450a). Today, Aristotle’s definition is generally understood in normative terms, as prescribing what tragedy (i.e., theatre) is as such. Zich, on the contrary, uses the notion of interaction to specify what the dramatic art is within the broad category of theatre. Unlike later classicist poetics, Zich’s point is not to normatively prescribe correct subject matter for certain genres but to capture the specifics of the art form and to derive it from its unique material, i.e., from the performing human: the actor. With a remarkably Aristotelian logic, Zich makes a statement that can be rephrased in today’s terms very simply: the dramatic art is uniquely placed to portray human interaction due to its unique material – the human being and the human body behaving intentionally within a situation. This paraphrase consciously leaves out the word theatre in favour of Zich’s term the dramatic art. Since Zich is not prescriptive in his definition, he recognises that theatre is structurally and thematically broader than the dramatic art. The theatre can be perfectly undramatic – in sidelining action, foregrounding poetry, songs, dance, static images and so on – but it is the specific focus on the portrayal of human interaction that makes the difference.

			Zich’s definition appears timeless. However, significantly, the period context appears towards its end when he refers to the means of representation as actors’ onstage interplay. In the context of his entire theory it is worth pointing out that he understands the stage (or scene, as he prefers to call it) as principally the end-on stage that is architectonically framed by the proscenium arch, separating the actors from the audience. His aesthetic theory requires an aesthetic distance between the artefact and the recipient. It is worth observing that Zich is writing at a time when the crisis of representation was far from a talking point in scholarship. So he may assert uncontentiously that dramatic art is a mimetic art. This is a gauntlet thrown at the reader’s feet to pick up the debate of representation crisis and judge how present-day performative theories and postdramatic aesthetics interact with Zich’s claims about the specifics of the dramatic art.

			The refinement and pregnancy of Zich’s 1931 definition of the dramatic art stands out in full when compared with the notorious and much-cited definition by Eric Bentley, who in his 1964 book The Life of Drama defines the dramatic situation as follows: “A impersonates B while C looks on” (1965: 150). Bentley’s definition has served as a point of departure as late as 2008 in Christopher Balme’s Cambridge Introduction to Theatre Studies (Balme 2008: 2). This elementary and unhelpfully reductive definition can pass only as a mere and rather intuitive approximation, while Zich’s incisive definition, predating Bentley’s by well over 30 years, sets the foundation for an entirely novel theory of drama and theatre.

			Ostention and Inner Tactile Perception

			Zich’s complex definition above does not include two key terms that play a crucial role in the first part of the book, developing his theory: ostension and inner tactile perception.

			When Zich describes our perception of the theatrical performance and discusses the mental images arising in our mind, he asserts that the images are ostensive (názorné). Similarly, he asserts that interaction is a persona’s ostensive action that has an impact on another persona. Názorný (or názornost) is a peculiar word that is hard to translate into English. Our choice of the word ostensive (or ostension, respectively) suggests that the theatre is an art that is directly available to the senses – which is the literal meaning of názorný. In a clumsy wording, it stands for “made available to sensual perception” – with imperfect synonyms such as legible, graphic, demonstrative, manifest, evident, clear, visible or recognisable, some of which tackle only one part of the word’s significance. Zich also asserts that the images (or ideas) that the art evokes in our minds are ostensive – i.e., distinct in that they relate directly to concrete sensual percepts and to real-world phenomena.

			The second key term is inner tactile perception. Zich often discusses the perception of art as such – which continued to be his central topic throughout his scholarly work. At times he abbreviates it to what we can hear and see (i.e., as audio-visual perception), but where necessary, Zich adds a third aspect – the inner tactile perception. Inner tactile perception plays a significant role in the spectator’s relationship to the actor figure. In his pioneering introspective analyses Zich points out that as spectators we can not only hear and see the actor figure, but we also empathise with the actor and their bodily sensations – such as their bodily tensions and efforts. We experience these by means of our inner tactile perceptions. This inner tactile experience (or body image) plays a key part in our enjoyment of the theatrical experience. Similarly, the actor also perceives “from within” the actor figure they are creating through this “sixth” sense. Zich articulates this crucial aspect of the theatrical experience from both the spectator’s and the creator’s (actor’s) point of view and introduces the concept of inner tactile perception to account for this psychological process. 

			Zich’s emphasis on ostension – that is, the sharp, concrete formation of the theatrical experience – closely relates to inner tactile perception. The relationship is firmly rooted in the awareness that all inner tactile perceptions are tangible and physically concrete, which makes them inevitably ostensive. For a spectator to “feel” and empathise, for example, with the heartbreak of an actor’s dramatic persona (e.g., King Lear), a simple explanation that the actor is in pain will not do. They must perceive that pain with multiple senses, see the actor shake, hear the discomfort in their speech, etc. The spectator must use their inner tactile perception (consciously or not) to “sense” the persona’s feelings just as much as (if not more than) they intellectualise the experience. 

			These two terms reflect Zich’s focus on the reception of art (spectator focus) as well as his psychological training – greatly influenced by William James’s theories by way of Zich’s teacher František Krejčí. Ostension and inner tactile perception are not limited to visual or auditory features – as later semiotic theory often believes. The ostensive (tangible) quality of the theatrical performance engages another channel that directly relates to the fact that it always happens here and now and it needs to be perceived here and now in physical, bodily terms. This psychological trait counters much of mainstream semiotic theory and shouldn’t be neglected. Taking inspiration from Zich, Ivo Osolsobě started to develop his theory of ostension in the 1960s as communication without signs, as a direct reaction to and attack on the overwhelmingly linguistic paradigm of semiotics that treats everything as if it were a language (see Osolsobě 2002 [1967] or 1979).

			Clearly, there are multiple ways of reading Zich’s theory, even when it comes to the opening three chapters. We could emphasise the period context and the conditions Zich was working within, reading the book as a testimony of a certain type of theatre. Or, we can prefer a more semiotic and universalising reading and proclaim the psychological traits as period residues that have outlived their time. Or, we can relate to Zich’s effort to approach the theatre in a complex fashion – bringing together not only audio-visual communication but also the inner tactile layer of the experience. This reading of Zich anticipates present-day cognitive theories of embodiment and bodily co-existence in the performance space.

			The Specialised Skills of Theatre Makers

			The second part of Zich’s Aesthetics, called “The Principle of Dramaticity”, focuses on individual creators involved in the dramatic work of art. He dedicates chapters, in turn, to the playwright, the actor and the stage director – who receives two chapters as the second treats the scenic space, effectively discussing scenography – and finally to the theatre composer (in opera and other types of musical drama), effectively exploring the potential and function of music within the dramatic art. Zich takes as his point of departure his conviction that each artist needs to “think in their own material”. The artist is therefore obliged to know their material (their medium), its potential and inner logic (its properties) and make full use of them in their creative work.

			Throughout his analyses Zich continues to deploy the terminological apparatus he has established in the first part of his book, using it to get a more analytical and accurate grasp of well-known aspects of theatrical creation. His terminological apparatus allows him to come up with much more precise formulations of theatre’s inner logic. While Zich initially gets support from his preceding introspections and abstract thought experiments and psychological analysis, here he introduces anecdotal testimonies from concrete theatre makers. This helps him redirect and refine his understanding of what constitutes the dramatic art. As a matter of fact, by discussing the dramaticity (dramatičnost; the specifically dramatic quality) of individual components of the theatre, he articulates the functions of individual theatre makers involved in the process of creation and identifies the specific skills (or talents) of these creative artists.

			The second part of the book dedicated to the principle of dramaticity covers more than two thirds of the entire length. It would be counterproductive and redundant to give a detailed account of all the paths of Zich’s ruminations here (whatever one might say about Zich’s qualities, a failure to go into detail is not one of them). It may seem that Zich takes his point of departure from the period predilection for psychological realism in the theatre. This is not entirely fair as he has a great sense of stylisation in art, especially when it comes to the opera. Notwithstanding all objections to his period conditionality, Zich proffers thought-provoking and inspiring observations about the playwright, the actor, the stage director (and scenographer) and the theatre composer. Many of these discussions are among the earliest attempts ever at theorising the point in question – particularly when it comes to modern acting or the scenic space. Let us mention only a few – not just because the second part of the book is simply too long, but also for another reason: in comparison to the general distinctions and concepts of the first part, the second part with its focus on the creative processes derives much more from Zich’s personal, critical, practical and artistic experience. Apart from elaborating on additional concepts, Zich also offers in-depth reflections on creative practice. These reflections are designed to engage the readers and provoke them to take their own standpoint – whether they might agree or not. It is worth noting that Zich’s approach is born from the potentially narrow vantage point of his own work and his context but his writing always factors in the knowledge that he may be only partially correct on any given subject, suggesting that a reader ought to take what parts of his work they find impactful and discard the rest – an offer that history perhaps took him up on a little too eagerly.

			Zich follows the ideal creation of the dramatic work – not just from the first read-through of a play, but from the playwright’s initial idea, continuing with the firmed-up dramatic text, the casting process, the rehearsals, up to the opening night. Inner tactile perception accompanies the process at every step. In relation to creative artists, he refers to the term as mental transfiguration (předuševnění) – a notion that allows him to articulate the specific skill to capture and imagine the persona of someone else – grasping it not just empathically (through emotions) but also in relation to their ideas, efforts, intentions and aspirations. Mental transfiguration allows the creative artist to conceive of the persona as a physical being – specifically thanks to inner tactile perception or inner tactile imagination. Mental transfiguration is not metaphysical, let alone mystical thought operation but a very specific skill – the creative mind’s ability that is crucially connected with the bodily experience. To a great extent it is very much a physiological process. In the case of the actor who is creating from within their own body as their unique material, Zich introduces a logical addition to mental transfiguration: transbodiment (přetělesnění).

			The skill of mental transfiguration relates very closely to Zich’s premise that may seem counterintuitive: the playwright’s creative work doesn’t start with the text but with the dramatic situation – or more precisely, with the author’s vision (or mental image) of a dramatic situation. In this way Zich completes his own conception of the dramatic text which he conceives of as a tool (or medium) between the playwright’s imagination (into which the playwright mentally transfigures) and that which eventually materialises on stage. This is his ultimate debunking of the literary notion of “the dramatic poet” as a master of the word and of poetry. Against it Zich places the necessary skill of theatrical and dramatic perception and imagination as the playwright’s principal competency. It is worth pointing out that Zich is analytically so thorough that he distinguishes between several types of playwrights – identifying the visual type, who tends to see the imagined situations in visual terms, and the auditory type, who tends to hear the imagined lines (however, not lines as poetry, but lines as situational dialogue).

			In the opening chapter of the book, Zich observes that acting is an autonomous creative art with a unique position in the theatre. Its uniqueness rests in the fact that it is the only art participating in the theatrical process that does not exist outside of the theatre as an art form. Zich deduces that acting is theatre’s essential component. Chapter 5, devoted to the actor’s creative work, further develops his thesis of acting’s unique autonomy, analysing its creative variety. Zich discusses the expressive potential of what he calls mimics (mimika) – a word he uses as a catch-all for all nonverbal expression from facial mimicry to body language. He also observes that mimics is uniquely placed to portray the characters’ (dramatic personas’) inner processes, emotions and aspirations (or efforts) – because mimic portrayal is always ostensive: externalised, articulated and available to view. Zich argues that mimics’ ability to convey emotions and aspirations makes it dramatic in the purest sense of the word. Mimics refers to the actor’s outer work (which is perceptible to the senses). Zich proceeds to the inner processes of the actor’s psychological work, culminating in Zich’s elaboration of what he calls the inner logic of actorly thinking (logika hereckého myšlení). In the Czech context, this first systematic conceptualisation of acting includes a number of considerations such as an attempt at actor typology or an identification of the sources of actors’ inspiration for their creative work. It is worth noting that Zich is writing at a time when the first modern theories of acting are just starting to appear – Stanislavski’s landmark book My Life in Art appeared first in English in 1924, while his decisive treatise An Actor’s Work came out in 1938. Naturally, Zich does not present a concrete acting method. While his discussions depart from the psychological acting styles of the turn of the 19th century, his theory can be seen as a basis for an analysis of the fundamental principles of various acting methods and styles in general.

			The creative work of the stage director falls into two points – or tasks, as Zich prefers to call them: the construction of the dramatic action (or onstage happenings) and the construction of the scenic space. He dedicates a chapter to each of the two. The stage director’s first task pertains to the construction of situations and its necessary layers: the layer of the actors’ action and interaction in time. The stage director’s duty is to arrange and coordinate this interaction in regards to its tempo, rhythm and dynamics. For that reason Zich metaphorically refers to the stage director as director-conductor (režisér-dirigent). The second task of the stage director relates to the performance space – from its structure and arrangement, through the use of stage properties, to the actors’ blocking and movement in the space. From today’s perspective we could say that this approach brings together scenography and the blocking. Zich refers to the function of the stage director in this task as director-scenic (režisér-scénik).

			It is especially in relation to the actors’ movement in the scenic space that Zich goes far beyond a mere catalogue of potential stage movement towards uncovering more general principles. He starts with a thought experiment of sorts – trying to describe the inner logic of the actor’s movement in the empty space on the end-on (proscenium arch) type of stage. Gradually, he discovers compositional principles relating to the actor’s points of entry on the stage or the actor’s position upstage or downstage. At the same time Zich analyses the topic painstakingly in dynamic terms – considering not only the actor’s movement but also the speed, tempo, continuity or accentuation of the moves. By considering an imaginary empty space – and an abstract space at that – Zich transcends the limitations of the psychological-realistic types of staging, which does, on occasion, narrow down his observations. In the case of spatial movement, the opposite is true: Zich deploys surprising metaphors and expressions to describe the dynamics of individual arrangements, moments and spatial compositions, referring to the dramatic persona as a centre of force whose intensity can vary in relation to the actor figure’s position on the stage (on the scene) and with it its relative significance for the dramatic action. Zich calls the relations between individual personas lines of force that expand and contract within the space. For Zich, the dramatic scene (i.e., the stage in performance) is a field of force. Such physical metaphors derived from industry practice and have much in common with the technical language that Avant-Garde stage directors were starting to use at the time. While Zich remained quite sceptical to the burgeoning Avant-Garde, a closer look clearly suggests that his analyses are remarkably similar to Sergei Eisenstein’s (1898–1948) concept of the mise-en-scène as spatial metaphor composition that dates back to the 1930s. (Unfortunately his writings on theatre were published only in the 1960s in Russian, thus English-speaking academia understands the concept of mise-en-scène only as a part of Eisenstein’s film theory, while in the Czech context Eisenstein’s theory connects Zich with modern theatre.) 

			Zich’s abstract thinking shows itself in its supreme power. It is highly unlikely that Zich would have influenced or been influenced by the Avant-Gardists. The dynamism of the stage space was the period’s writing on the wall that occupied Modernist and Avant-Garde thinkers and practitioners transnationally, starting from Adolphe Appia (1862–1928) and Edward Gordon Craig (1872–1966) to Vsevolod Emilyevich Meyerhold (1874–1940) and Sergei Eisenstein (1898–1948).

			Opera as a Dramatic Genre per se

			Chapter 8, the last dedicated to creative work, discusses sung drama (opera) – or musical drama as such. However, this chapter addresses much more than mere opera and its musical composition. Despite insisting that those readers interested in the opera absolutely must read all the preceding chapters because Chapter 8 directly builds on them for its conception of sung drama, Zich jokingly points out that readers only interested in spoken drama are free to skip this part. We wouldn’t suggest following his advice: in this chapter, Zich does not appeal to music composers only. Given his complex treatment of the theatre, he offers refined insights into the elements and the creative processes in theatre making, so any practitioner will benefit from his reflections on opera and musical drama. Zich keeps referring back to spoken drama and by drawing comparisons continues to hone his own observations about it. The chapter in question is far from just being about opera or musical drama in the narrow sense of the word but simply treats the potential of music in the theatre. Given the role that music plays in theatrical genres today, the entire chapter remains central to the theory. At the same time, Zich in his systemic integrity effectively repeats the line of argumentation of his preceding discussions – this time applied to the analysis of the musico-dramatic theatrical work. In this way, the chapter can be seen as a book within a book – one that sums up but also transcends the complexity of Zich’s preceding thinking about theatrical structure and the creative process.

			Zich makes full use of his thorough understanding of opera as a dramatic art, based both on his expertise as opera review and experience as opera composer and in doing so he succeeds in demonstrating that sung drama (or opera) together with spoken drama is the principal genre of the dramatic art. Zich’s arguments regarding opera composition and the staging of operatic works remain valid as Zich is treating them in their specificity – making a clear and remarkable distinction between music composition and opera composition. The centrality of dramatic action within the dramatic work of art leads Zich to crucially argue that it is not the text that the composer sets to music but the situation. This claim continues to be contentious to this day. Analogically, Zich views the opera singer strictly as a (singing) actor – a provocative requirement in regards to the way opera singers continue to be trained until the present day.

			It follows from the above that the creative work of the dramatic composer is specific and requires specific skills. In Chapter 8, for one last time, Zich uses the case study of the composer to revisit what theatrical reading of the dramatic text (i.e., the libretto) means. The composer must read and mine the text for its dramatic and scenic potential. At the same time, Zich views the dramatic composer with great complexity of thought, not unlike the playwright. Additionally, Zich identifies what the composer has to summon and capture in their musical score and what that creation further offers to the unique creative input of the stage director and the actor-singer. These passages about the autonomy of the opera director remain valid arguments in today’s ongoing debate about the production of opera, and Zich’s claims from almost a century ago continue to be incisive and inspirational. Their complexity and subtlety may help refine the ongoing debates. The longevity and adaptability of Zich’s thoughts on the matter derive from his skill and experience not only as a theorist but also as an opera practitioner. Zich draws heavily on his own experience as the composer and librettist of three successful operas.

			Style, Stylisation and Theatrical Illusion 

			The third and final part of Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art reverts the perspective of his theory and revisits systematically its fundamental audience focus. We re-enter a psychologic-semiotic context, but this time the dramatic work of art (the theatrical performance) is not viewed from the inside but aesthetically, in its overall structure. Zich discusses its impact on the spectator and analyses the relation of the work to the spectator’s individual experiences. He treats individual theatrical styles in general terms – less as a classification of concrete theatrical genres but rather as a theoretical discussion of the way these genres are defined. He offers a sort of “typology of typology” or a meta-genre theory. Constantly taking the spectator’s aesthetic perception as something firmly rooted in individual experience, Zich describes art on the basis of its distance from real-world, lived experience – both inner and outer. He refers to this distance as (the measure of) theatrical stylisation. On the most abstract level, Zich observes a tendency towards realism on the one hand, and towards idealism on the other. In idealism, the work of art with its forms moves away from material/outer reality, and idealistic works of art relate to reality by means of our inner (ideational, psychological) experience. Zich views naturalism not only as an extreme form of realism but already as a unartistic tendency as its way of representation is a mere mechanical (i.e., non-creative) reproduction of reality. In this way Zich’s claims about naturalism coincide with period discussions about naturalism in photography, literature and other arts and in the Czech context with the aesthetic views of Otokar Hostinský, Zich’s teacher. Both Zich and Hostinský conceptualise realism and idealism as abstract, general aesthetics categories rather than as artistic styles within specific historic contexts, but Zich takes the argument further, elaborating the audience’s reception processes. Although today’s critical theory conceives of genres differently, Zich’s approach to genre classification as built on the interplay of the experience of the recipient (spectator), the creator (theatre maker) and the spectator’s knowledge of artistic conventions remains noteworthy. It is a relevant contribution to reception aesthetics in the state of its nascence.

			Zich’s subchapter on the theatrical illusion is also of great significance – it is the only extract that has recently appeared in English in Emil Volek and Andrés Pérez-Simón’s (Zich 2019). In this passage Zich carries out his conception of the dual conceptual image (technical and referential) to its ultimate implications. He holds the historic primacy in being the first ever to capture and theorise the mental processes of the spectator being drawn into or lost in the theatrical performance – i.e., experience the theatrical illusion – without being disturbed by the awareness that it is “only” theatre, i.e., “un-real” (or makeshift) reality. Zich argues this seeming paradox on the basis of his analysis of our experience – the paradox is only seeming because the theatrical spectator commonly doesn’t perceive it as a contradiction. Zich’s argument is rooted in the mind’s ability to create and sustain two simultaneous mental images – the technical and the referential one. In other words, we are able to nourish the idea of a fictional world while being aware that we are at a theatrical performance. He comes with this theoretical concept long before modern cognitive psychology arrives with the notion of conceptual blending, which was later applied onto the theatrical experience. In one stroke, Zich debunks Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s notion of suspension of disbelief as naive and theoretically as well as empirically untenable. For Zich, the theatrical illusion is not an onstage accomplishment or an act of self-inflicted mental numbing, but an indelible process of perception that brings together ostensive onstage action and the spectator’s own and individualised mental processes.

			Theoretical Dramaturgy and Theatre Studies

			Having mapped Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art in its basic contours, let us return to the beginning. Zich gives his book the subtitle of Theoretical Dramaturgy and this usage is somewhat surprising to the modern ear. Dramaturgy nowadays generally refers to one of the roles in the creative team in the theatre, but in Zich’s time this role wasn’t as systematically established as would happen later. At the same time, Theatre Studies (Theaterwissenschaft) as a discipline was in a nascent state. It may well be that Zich uses the term dramaturgy to refer to a critical reflection of theatre. In this sense, he may be referring back to G. E. Lessing’s The Hamburg Dramaturgy (Hamburgische Dramaturgie, 1767–1769) and in his emphasis on theoretical dramaturgy may be suggesting a self-standing discipline that offers a critical reflection of theatre practice in its variety, from the creative processes to performance. From this perspective, Zich’s theoretical dramaturgy represents a variant of early Theatre Studies as a scholarly discipline – but a discipline that forms itself in a close link with its art. In a sense, the unprecedented complexity of modern theatre necessitates a theoretical reflection and the formation of a special discipline.

			Zich emphasises repeatedly that his theory wants to be empirical – deriving directly from experiencing the form, structure and material of the artwork. Zich follows this to an aesthetic analysis that focuses on the artwork’s effect – the work’s impact on the recipient. In this he follows current trends in aesthetic research, artistic trends and their critical reception.

			Osolsobě spells out the particular approaches that Zich takes, stating that Zich’s Aesthetics could be divided methodologically into theoretical, psychological analyses and analyses of cognitive (noetic) processes (Osolsobě 1986: 335). Osolsobě calls the essay that accompanies the 1986 edition of Aesthetics “Zich’s Philosophy of the Dramatic Form” (Zichova filosofie dramatického tvaru) – which is another way of summarising the specifics of Zich’s approach. Osolsobě highlights Zich’s attempt at capturing the general principles of the dramatic art – its creation and its reception – hence philosophy. The notion of form is crucial given Zich’s cardinal interest in the construction, formation and conscious shaping of artworks. For Zich, the artwork is not just an expression of the artist, but Zich argues that the true artists need to understand and be well versed in the art’s inner laws and logic – namely, the material of the art as such (e.g., space, language, body). Zich writes his Aesthetics also as an attempt at educating the theatre artist in the specifics of their art.

			Otakar Zich, a Scholar and an Artist: the Life and Times

			Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art came out in 1931 as the last major work of Zich’s relatively short life. The roots of the book go back to the early 1920s when Zich delivered a lecture series in the Seminar of Aesthetics at Charles University in Prague. The series was entitled Theoretical Dramaturgy. 

			Otakar Zich had joined Charles University as a student in 1897 – a crucial era that saw the transition from Czech National Revival to artistic Modernism. In 1895, the Czech Modernist Manifesto (Manifest české moderny) was published and in 1900, the leading Modernist playwright and theatre director Jaroslav Kvapil (1868–1950) became the Director of Drama at the National Theatre in Prague. Kvapil’s work brings decisive impulses into the dramatic art – psychological realism, impressionism and symbolism, in a way culminating in his collaboration with the composer Antonín Dvořák (1841–1904) on their opera Rusalka (1901), for which Kvapil wrote the libretto. The decades of the 1890s to the 1920s formed Zich’s taste and practical experience and his Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art bear an imprint of the era. It is helpful to draw the contextual links between this theoretical treatise and Zich’s personality, education and preceding scholarly work. Besides, Zich always considered himself an empiricist and constantly projected his theatre going experience onto his scholarly work.

			Otakar Zich was born in the town of Městec Králové (80 km east of Prague) on 25 March 1879. He combined two lineages in himself – a generation of schoolmasters on his paternal side and a line of musicians on the maternal. At the age of eleven, Zich entered a grammar school in Prague, and when he was in Year 4 (at the age of fifteen), he became an obsessive theatre goer, especially fascinated by opera. In 1897, he started his undergraduate studies at Charles University at the Faculty of Philosophy – which comprised humanities and natural sciences. Zich read Maths and Physics, concluding his five-year studies in 1902 with a final thesis entitled Of Singular Integrals. However, his talents always remained dual – mathematical and musical. He was self-taught on several instruments – piano of course, but also cello and clarinet – and though he was an amateur, his performance clearly surpassed the average. As a university student, Zich played the cello in a string quartet, performing, among others, Bedřich Smetana’s virtuoso String Quartet No. 1 in E minor “From My Life” (Z mého života). He was also a member of the Academic Orchestra and later, as a grammar school teacher of maths and physics, he led a student orchestra. Over the years, Zich’s interest in music took precedence. However, Zich’s aesthetics continued to retain the links to rigorous mathematical logic and to the empiricism of physics.

			Zich considered his university teacher, the aesthetician, musicologist and critic Otakar Hostinský (1847–1910) to be his greatest influence. Hostinský was Director of the Seminar of Aesthetics at Charles University and a formative figure of systematic aesthetics as a discipline. He was also a prominent theatre and opera critic as well as an opera librettist. Soon after his death in 1910, Otakar Zich took over his chair at the university. Several other leading personalities influenced Zich greatly, prominent among them the philosopher and psychologist František Krejčí (1858–1934) and sociologist Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk (1850–1937), who would in 1918 become the first President of independent Czechoslovakia. The positivist, empirically focused methods that both university professors promoted in their respective disciplines helped shape Zich’s theories. 

			As a composer Zich was self-taught and some reviewers arrogantly referred to him as a dilettante who hadn’t studied composition at the Prague Conservatoire, the decisive formal educational institution at the turn of the century. His compositions complied with the period tastes and haven’t survived as part of the live musical repertoire. Nonetheless, Zich’s musical output is far from negligible or insignificant and plays an important role in the understanding of his creative personality and originality. Zich’s first compositional attempts date from his grammar school years when he was seventeen. Over the years, he composed numerous chamber works, a series of cantatas and song cycles. His symphonic poem Konrád Wallenrod, based on the classical Polish poem by Adam Mickiewicz, is an important milestone in his creation: writing a Romantic symphonic poem was the necessary task for any aspiring composer of the era. Like any other solid Czech composer (Smetana, Dvořák, Fibich, Foerster, Janáček), Zich also made arrangements of folk songs – in his case mostly from the Chodsko Region of southwest Bohemia where he taught at a secondary school for three years and collected much of his musical material as part of his field work – as a musical ethnographer of sorts. A significant proportion of his compositional work sets lyrics to music – such as folk song arrangements, poems set to music as songs or as melodramas (lyrics recited to an orchestral accompaniment). He was a great proponent of this peculiar musical genre, now obsolete. Apart from Zdeněk Fibich (1850–1900), Otakar Zich was the leading representative of the Czech melodrama, with many of his compositions set to the poems of his favourite author, Jan Neruda (1834–1891). Zich’s refined sense of the relationship between lyrics and music shows also in one of his studies about the librettos of Bedřich Smetana’s (1824–1884) operas Libuše (1869–1872) and Čertova stěna (The Devil’s Wall, 1880) where he proposed minor revisions to the lyrics which were adopted in later performance practice. Zich’s changes proved successful in the singers’ delivery. Zich also translated opera librettos, such as his 1914 Czech translation of Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail (The Abduction from the Seraglio, 1782) or the 1932 translation of Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde (The Song of the Earth, 1908–1909). One reviewer even declared Zich’s translation as matching the qualities of the original – high praise in 1930s Czechoslovakia where the sweeping majority of the cultured public was bilingual in Czech and German.

			The attention Zich pays to the opera in his Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art comes not only from his interests as a scholar or critic, but also as a creative artist. His involvement with vocal music logically led him towards the opera. His first attempt was a one-act comic opera Malířský nápad (The Painter’s Idea, 1908) based on the short story by Svatopluk Čech (1846–1908). The opera gained an enthusiastic reception. From the point of view of the dramatic art another two compositions are significant, both based on pre-existing dramatic texts. In 1911, Zich started to work on his new opera from Jaroslav Hilbert’s (1871–1936) Vina (Guilt, 1896). At the time of writing, Hilbert’s play was welcomed as an original Czech attempt at an Ibsenian analytical drama. When Zich completed his opera of the same name in 1915, Karel Kovařovic (1862–1920), Director of Opera at the National Theatre in Prague, rejected it and Zich had to wait until 1926 when the leadership was taken over by Zich’s friend Otakar Ostrčil (1879–1935).

			Zich’s opera Vina is remarkable as an attempt at setting to music a closely knit psychological-realistic drama. It explores the ways of stylising musically present day spoken language and of portraying complex psychological processes by means of music. The key part of the opera is a fugue – almost atonal in its harmony – that portrays the complicated emotions of the female protagonist when she is writing a letter to her past lover. Zich tries to use music to externalise the motivations and psychological impulses of the dramatic persona. (Unsurprisingly, Zich dedicated an extensive part of a chapter of his Aesthetics to the possibilities of musical mimics.) Zich’s last opera is Preciézky (1922–1924), based on his own translation of Molière’s comedy Les Précieuses ridicules. One reviewer summed up the success of the work by claiming that Zich managed to create “a new type of Czech comic opera that brilliantly parodies the drawing room style of plays” (cited in Osolsobě 1986: 396). A tiny piece of evidence relates to this opera’s reception by the Prague German critics. In 1930, when the New German Theatre staged Felice Lattuada’s (1882–1962) Italian opera Le preciose ridicole under the German title Die lächerlichen Zierpuppen, the critic did not hesitate to compare it with Zich’s opera on the same topic and observed that Zich’s version was better, both musically and scenically (Ludvová 2012: 481). We will return to the context and the relationship between the Czech and German theatre in Prague below.

			Mentioning Zich’s creative work first is our deliberate attempt to prevent it from being sidelined when we come over to his work as a theatre critic and theorist. His creative output, however dependent on period tastes, is much more than a tag-on to his serious work – as one might think at a cursory glance. It forms an integral part of Zich’s personality.

			His views were formed not only by his theatre-going experience but also by his participation in Czech musical life as a critic and a creator. Interestingly, as far as spoken drama is concerned, his opinions and predilections do not show in his theory very much. However, when it comes to opera, the situation is very different. We can see this particularly in Chapter 8, where Zich is clearly partial to the operas of Bedřich Smetana (1824–1884), given the number of examples he draws from them. Smetana clearly served as the model “dramatic” opera composer. Occasionally, Zich also refers to the operas of Zdeněk Fibich (1850–1900), Josef Bohuslav Foerster (1859–1951) and his friend and conductor Otakar Ostrčil (1879–1935) – the next generation of the neoromantic, Smetanian music. No other Czech composer, except for himself, is included. In this, Zich clearly follows the ideological positions of his contemporary and university colleague, musicologist Zdeněk Nejedlý (1878–1962). (For a critical analysis of Nejedlý’s concept of Czech musical history, see Zapletal 2016.) Nejedlý divided Czech music into two lines: he saw one, comprising the Smetanian group, as progressive, while the other – including Antonín Dvořák, Josef Suk and partly also Leoš Janáček – was retrograde, artistically weak and crowd-pleasing. As Miloš Zapletal succinctly summed up: “The progressive line was basically focused on developing programmatic music and post-Wagnerian music drama, while the second focused mainly on absolute music” (2016: 103). Zich’s ideological positions kowtow to Nejedlý, who follows the views of Otakar Hostinský, who had taught both of them. “The progressiveness is principally understood in terms of the Beethovenian-Lisztian-Wagnerian-Mahlerian line of German music” (Zapletal 2016: 103). Ideologically, Nejedlý (and Zich in tow) follows Wagner and traces modern, truly dramatic opera to Christoph Willibald Gluck (1714–1787). He takes his positions to the extreme, such as when establishing Zdeněk Fibich as the ultimate creator of the “truly dramatic” melodrama and even awards him a central place in the formation of the genre – in his book Zdenko Fibich: Zakladatel scénického melodramu (Zdenko Fibich: the Founder of the Scenic Melodrama; Prague, 1901). From the perspective of period tensions and ideological debates, it is symptomatic that Zich does not draw on a single example from the works of Antonín Dvořák (1841–1904). The “progressive” musicologists and critics of Nejedlý’s camp, Zich included, framed Dvořák as an un-Czech, eclectic and therefore unartistic composer – despite, or perhaps because of, his international acclaim. Brian Locke has analysed the ideological fray over Dvořák and the “soul and essence” of Czech music in his chapter “A crisis of Identity: The ‘Dvořák Affair’, 1911–1914” (Locke 2006: 54–58).

			Zich also fails to come to terms with Leoš Janáček (1854–1928), although Janáček’s work was complete and gaining international recognition as Zich was finishing his Aesthetics. On the basis of their disagreement on the principles of opera, Zich misunderstands Janáček’s speech melody theory and views it as a mere mechanical replicating of reality – which in his view was an instance of unartistic naturalism, a view shared by many other critics of the Nejedlý camp (see “Nejedlý, Janáček and Smetana Exhibition” in Locke 2006: 62–64). In brief, Zich’s attitude to Janáček resembles his view of the Avant-Garde: he is well aware of both, but neither fit with his aesthetic system. The mismatch between his aesthetics and his appreciation of Janáček is humorously ironic: Zich clearly enjoyed and recognised the dramatic effect of Janáček’s Její pastorkyňa. In his review, he tries hard to rationalise the impact by framing it as a one-off: an unschooled exception, a spontaneous and idiosyncratic phenomenon that allegedly ignores the cultivated history of Western music.

			In the first part of his scholarly career Zich established himself primarily as a musicological and musical aesthetician. He published extensive studies dedicated to the work of his favourite composer, Bedřich Smetana – analysing his symphonic works and operas. It is of significance that unlike Zdeněk Nejedlý, the most influential Czech musicologist of the early twentieth century, Zich never wrote a history of music: his domain lay firmly in the analysis and theory of the work of art. His first major scholarly work was Estetické vnímání hudby (Aesthetic Perception of Music, 1910–1911), which also became his habilitation work, submitted for his promotion to Associate Professorship (Dozentur). In this work Zich combines musical analysis and experimental psychology to study meaning-making in music. Apart from theoretical and introspective methods he also uses simple experiments: he plays musical extracts to his interviewees and asks them about their mental associations. Zich tries to establish to what extent these mental images and meanings are logical (zákonité) and inevitable (nutné). The book straddles music psychology and what later came to form music semiotics. Here he first uses the term conceptual image (významová představa), although in a simple form. (For a more detailed discussion, see Dykast 2009: 180–181, and Lánská 2016.) Another significant work is Hodnocení estetické a umělecké (1917; in English as Aesthetic and Artistic Evaluation, 2009, with Dykast’s commentary). Zich categorises different types of recipients (perceivers), distinguishing between aesthetic and artistic evaluation. For Zich, the aesthetic evaluation is purely an emotional and subjective response, while the artistic progresses to the inner logic of the artwork and depends on the recipient’s experience, knowledge and willingness to proceed to an objective evaluation of the work. Both studies attempt a conceptual understanding of the audience’s perception of the work of art – and in both Zich aims at distinguishing between random and purely subjective moments and moments that are determined by an inner logic or law and the recipient’s pre-existing experience and knowledge. In so doing, Zich’s objective is to uncover the principles of perception and evaluation (or assessment) of art. It is noteworthy that Zich constantly pays a balanced attention to both these aspects of the reception process – the subjective and the objective (or the aesthetic and the artistic) – approaching them as dialectically complementary. Zich builds on these principles in his Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art and draws out crucial consequences from them – in the first analytical part of the book and in the final part devoted to theatrical illusion and the spectator’s theatrical focus.

			With the arrival of the 1920s, Zich’s scholarly output turned increasingly to the opera and the theatre. The first seeds of Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art date from as early as 1913 when Zich delivered a semester-long lecture cycle entitled Theoretical Dramaturgy – a name that eventually became the book’s subtitle. In 1922 Zich adapted the topic when he reached out to a wider audience with his public lecture “Principles of Theoretical Dramaturgy”. One of its parts, “The Basis of the Theatrical Scene”, came out shortly afterwards – and Zich took it as a basis for his chapter on the scenic space of his Aesthetics. The remainder survived only in manuscript before it was first published in Czech in 1997 and in an English translation in 2016 (in Drozd et al. 2016: 34–58). This text provides a very accurate concept of the first part of Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art with all its substantial distinctions. Another of Zich’s publications relates to the theatre, namely his 1923 essay Loutkové divadlo (Puppet Theatre; for an English translation see Zich 2015). Zich dedicated his essay not only to the study of a much neglected theatrical form but also to the process of audience reception and perception in relation to puppet theatre’s visual stylisation, including considerations of scale and abstraction. Although it would take Zich another decade before he would complete his magnum opus – while he continued to elaborate on and refine individual themes and conclusions as part of his university lectures (as we learn from his correspondence) – the formation and the physical publication of the book as a whole obviously took the better part of twenty years.

			It is only Zich’s unexpected death in 1934 that made Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art a culmination of his life’s work. It is likely that Zich would have proceeded to write a comparably systematic treatise on another art form. From the point of view of theatre theory we can hold ourselves fortunate that Zich started with the theatre – as the most complex of art forms. Ivo Osolsobě (1928–2012), Zich’s best biographer and scholar to date, sums up the final two years of his life:

			Dokončení díla a jeho vydání vytrhlo, zdá se, Zicha z jeho izolace. Udílí interwievy, vrací se ke své bytostné družnosti, přednáší v Kroužku (17. 1. 1933 na téma Tempo básnického jazyka), překládá Mahlerovy písně, publikuje stať o fyzikální kauzalitě, intenzivně se zajímá o nové směry matematické, zejména o topologii, připravuje studii o tónovém prostoru jako topologickém prostoru, koncipuje velkou estetiku hudby, komponuje další písně a sbory k oslavě stého výročí Jana Nerudy, chystá se na další operu, tragickou, o Přemyslu Otakarovi II., přichází však náhlý konec, za slunečního jasu, na venkově, při chůzi po pěšině uprostřed polí…(Osolsobě 1986: 399)

			[The completion and publication of his work seems to have brought Zich out of his isolation. He gives interviews; returns to his vivacious sociability; delivers lectures for the Prague Linguistic Circle (on the “Tempo of the Poetic Language”); translates Mahler’s songs; publishes an essay on causality in physics; nurtures a vivid interest in new trends in maths, especially topology; works on an essay on tonal space as a topological space; elaborates a concept for a major aesthetics of music; composes songs and choral works to mark Jan Neruda’s centenary; makes preparations for another, tragic opera on the medieval Czech king Přemysl Otakar II; but a sudden end comes, in a sunlit countryside during a walk on a path in the middle of fields…]

			This very portrait of Zich’s final years clearly shows the versatility, variety and inner coherence of his creativity – as an artist and as a scholar.

			The Arts Around Zich

			When Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art appeared in 1931, it was partly received as dated or conservative – clearly due to Zich’s long-term conceptual work on the volume and his conscious decision to eschew in his theory the most topical and novel trends, such as the Russian (Soviet), French or Czech theatrical avant-garde. Setting the appropriate context for the formation of Zich’s views of the theatre – perhaps going as far as the 1890s – plays a crucial role for a thorough appreciation of his Aesthetics. Czech culture of the 1890s – including the theatre – absorbed numerous modernist impulses. Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (Et dukkehjem, 1879) was staged in Prague as early as 1887 – at a time when the Prague National Theatre also hosted the international nineteenth-century actor celebrity Sarah Bernhardt (1844–1923) as well as the prime modernist actress Eleonora Duse (1858–1924). When Konstantin Stanislavski (1863–1938) founded his Moscow Art Theatre in 1898, the leading actors of the National Theatre in Prague who tended towards psychological realism – such as Hana Kvapilová (1860–1907) – followed them systematically and found inspiration in Stanislavski’s work. Very importantly, during their very first tour the Moscow Art Theatre were invited to perform in Prague in 1906 as well. The staging practice at the National Theatre in Prague showed clear tendencies to move from a descriptive realism towards a more subtle psychological portrayal with frequent forays into symbolism or impressionism – such as in the emblematic stagings of Shakespeare made by the leading impressionist stage director and author Jaroslav Kvapil (see more in Burian 2000: 20–56).

			Prague theatre of the time does not mean only Czech-language theatre. Czech and German cultures coexisted and mutually influenced one another. While the history of Czech-language theatre in Prague has received a comprehensive treatment (in English see Burian 2000 and 2002, among others), the historical research into the German-language culture is only in its early phases, given that systematic research could start only after the fall of the Communist regime in 1989. Several case studies appeared in German in Deutschsprachiges Theater in Prag (German-Language Theatre in Prague; Jakubcová et al. 2001), and then in Czech in Jitka Ludvová’s seminal work Až k hořkému konci: Pražské německé divadlo 1845–1945 (To the Very Bitter End: Prague German Theatre 1845–1945; Ludvová 2012). What follows relies heavily on Ludvová’s research, and while this Introduction has been relatively brief when it comes to Czech-language theatre, the German-language theatrical activities deserve a more elaborate treatment.

			When the Czech theatre culture achieved its institutional success with the opening of the independent Czech National Theatre in Prague in 1883, the German community responded by building its glamorous Neues Deutsches Theater (New German Theatre) in 1888, since the preceding venue, Stavovské divadlo (The Estates Theatre), which had opened in 1783, struggled to meet the requirements of the late nineteenth century. The New German Theatre boasted three ensembles: spoken drama, opera and ballet, and the theatre’s orchestra also gave philharmonic concerts. Even after the opening of the New German Theatre the Estates Theatre continued to serve as a venue of the German stage.

			Between 1885 and 1910, Angelo Neumann (1838–1910) served as the New German Theatre’s director. He made great effort to appeal to his audiences with remarkable events. He frequently made use of having obtained the rights to perform Richard Wagner’s complete Ring Cycle in an abridged form and he was held in high regard as an authority and a producer of Wagner’s operas outside of Bayreuth. Thanks to him, Prague became a Wagnerite centre for a time. This was especially true in the late 1890s, when Neumann produced the complete Ring Cycle six times. Such activities naturally transcended any notion of local culture and German-language as well as Czech-language Prague became an international cultural metropolis.

			Towards the end of each theatre season, Neumann organised Maifestspiele, the May Theatre Festival that hosted significant events with leading companies. In the decade of 1878–1888 Prague saw repeated visits of the Meiningen Theatre. In 1895, the Berliner Ensemble (Die Moderne), newly formed from a group of actors by Otto Brahm and Max Reinhardt as a touring company, came to Prague and performed a novel naturalistic repertoire with such plays as Max Halbe’s Jugend (Youth, 1893) and Henrik Ibsen’s Ghosts (1881). Another remarkable guest appearance – to name one among many others – was the Deutsches Theater Berlin’s production of Frank Wedekind’s scandalous play Frühlings-Erwachsen (The Spring Awakening, 1891). This took place in the presence of the author in May 1907, only a year after the play’s opening in Berlin. Neumann’s successors continued in the tradition and the Maifestspiele effectively became an annual festival showcasing modern German-language theatre. In 1912, for instance, Prague saw five different ensembles in performance: three from Berlin – the Lessing-Theater, the Deutsches Theater and the Kleines Theater – and the theatres from Vienna and Dresden. Similar guest performances continued after the First World War.

			It could be said that the gradual shift of the acting and producing styles from the late romantic, declamatory aesthetics to the more modern styles of psychological realism and naturalism took place simultaneously and in parallel in both leading Prague theatres: the Czech and the German stages. At the brink of the First World War, the German Prague was a centre of the “Schnitzler Cult” – centred around the influential Austrian playwright, novelist and physician Arthur Schnitzler (1862–1931). In 1911, Prague saw the coordinated premiere of his play Das weite Land (The Vast Domain), which also opened on the same day in Vienna, Munich, Breslau (Wrocław), Bochum, Hamburg, Hannover and Leipzig. As a follow-up the New German Theatre performed a cycle of 17 productions of Schnitzler’s plays in 1912. The plays of the Austrian Modern (Hermann Bahr, Arthur Schnitzler, Hugo von Hofmannsthal and others) had their place in the dramaturgy of the Czech National Theatre under the leadership of Jaroslav Kvapil too. It comes as no surprise then that when Schnitzler arrived in Prague in 1912 to see the production of one of his plays in the New German Theatre, he met with the director of the Czech National Theatre Gustav Schmoranz on the following day and attended Jaroslav Kvapil’s rehearsal of Czech playwright Alois Jirásek’s historical drama Jan Hus.

			Prague’s German theatre was organically connected with the rest of the German-speaking theatrical culture and many famous personalities started their careers in Prague – among them the actors Ernst Deutsch (1890–1969) and Alexander Moissi (1879–1935) (for the many others, see Ludvová 2012). The German theatre in Prague never had very prominent stage director figures but it retained links with modern trends in other ways. In 1912 for instance, the New German Theatre staged Shakespeare’s Hamlet using a set borrowed from the newly formed Künstlertheater in Munich and the lead role was played by star actors of the age, among them Albert Bassermann (1867–1952) of Berlin’s Lessing-Theater and the above-named Alexander Moissi, who had gained renown as a lead actor in Max Reinhardt’s productions. In 1922, the stage director Leopold Jessner came to Prague to stage Shakespeare’s Richard III, a remount of his 1919 Berlin production. These instances of expressionist poetics in the theatre took place in parallel with the efforts of the leading Czech representative of expressionist theatre, stage director Karel Hugo Hilar (1885–1935), who promoted expressionist aesthetics in another Czech-language theatre house in Prague, Divadlo na Vinohradech (for more details see Burian 2002: 1–19). Czech theatre critics in Prague followed the opera and dramatic productions of the German stages. And vice versa: if the literary and theatre critic Max Brod had not gone to see the Prague premiere of Leoš Janáček’s Její pastorkyňa (Jenůfa), the opera would probably never have reached its world-renowned status. While there always existed a certain tension and a sense of rivalry (and often also amicable cooperation), the Prague Czech and German scenes complemented one another.

			Given Zich’s interest in opera and classical music, one other element needs to be added: the philharmonic concerts of the German Theatre’s orchestra. The orchestra appears to have had very high standards and rose to the challenge of performing a modern, fresh and demanding repertoire, such as the works of Gustav Mahler or Richard Strauss, allegedly to the composers’ great contentment (Ludvová 2012: 77). The Prague German theatre belonged to the prominent centres of Mahler’s music and the interest was met by the Czech side too. This symbolically manifested itself at the world premiere of Mahler’s Symphony No. 7 in 1907, performed under the baton of the composer by the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra enriched for the occasion by two dozen musicians from the German theatre. In other words, the musical life in Prague on both the Czech and German sides followed the newest trends, including the more controversial ones. So for instance, Alexander Zemlinsky (1871–1942), who was the musical director and conductor of New German Theatre’s opera between 1911 and 1927, staged new operas of such contemporary composers as Paul Hindemith (1895–1963), Erich Wolfgang Korngold (1897–1957) or Ernst Krenek (1900–1991). Zemlinsky’s programmes of the philharmonic concerts featured several compositions by Arnold Schönberg (1874–1951) which caused a stir in the audience, no matter if German or Czech. In 1925, Zemlinsky included in his concert programme three scenes from Alban Berg’s (1885–1935) ground-breaking opera Wozzeck, several months before the planned stage premiere of the entire work in Berlin. Although Zemlinsky himself seriously considered a staging of the opera in the New German Theatre, he gave up on his plan. But it is likely that he gave encouragement to the musical director of the Czech opera in Prague Otakar Ostrčil (1879–1935), who resolved to stage it on hearing Zemlinsky’s concert performance of the selected scenes (see Ludvová 2012: 380–383). The production of Berg’s Wozzeck at the Czech National Theatre in 1926 caused a genuine and far-reaching scandal – probably partly orchestrated. The professional and musical public came to the support of the production in an open letter. Among the signatories was Otakar Zich. (For a detailed description of the Wozzeck affair, see Locke 2006: 200–206.)

			Even this cursory overview illustrates that Prague’s theatrical and musical stages belonged integrally to a European cultural web and reflected all its developments. In the first three decades of the century, when he was working on his Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art, Zich was in direct contact with all the dominant artistic endeavours, attempts and trends. While we are lacking exact evidence of what he saw and heard, it is beyond any doubt that his thinking took shape in confrontation with the Czech and German cultures within a European context.

			Modernist theatre received the decisive theoretical impulses from Adolphe Appia (1862–1928) and Edward Gordon Craig (1872–1966), who continued to exert their influence on theatre theory and practice. Appia’s La Musique et la mise en scène (Music and the Art of the Theatre) came out in 1897 (the German translation came out in 1899) and Craig’s The Art of the Theatre (later called On the Art of the Theatre) first appeared in 1905 – and the two works posed the crucial questions of modern theatre: the harmony and coordination of the components of theatre and the consistent stylisation throughout the theatrical work. Appia foregrounds the relationship between music and scenography (and the stage space), while Craig is concerned with the overall interaction within the theatrical work – the domain of the stage director. Is the stage director merely an organiser of the rehearsal process, or an autonomous creator in his or her own right? These questions are in principle remarkably similar to those that Zich asks – especially in the middle part of his book. In a sense, these are the key questions of Modernist theatre. While Appia and Craig are pioneers whose texts are programme manifestos and exhortations, Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art stands at the opposite end of the Modernist impulse – before the theatre became the Avant Garde – and his theory can be viewed as the first systematic reflection of the principles of Modernist theatre. For instance, as far as the art of acting is concerned, Zich formulates his theses side by side and independently of Stanislavski but at the same time Zich was well aware of Stanislavski’s innovations and very likely saw the Moscow Art Theatre during their Prague performances.

			It is also worth pointing out that Appia and Craig derive their discussions of modern theatre primarily from the opera. Their search for principles of Modernist stage directing goes back to Wagnerian opera. This may seem counterintuitive and surprising since opera today is sometimes viewed as a theatrical genre of the past but Modernist theatre does not start with Ibsen’s, Chekhov’s or Strindberg’s dramas. These become a point of discussion only later. Modernist theatre starts with the opera. On the one hand, Wagner’s theory of the complex organism of the musical drama was highly inspirational. On the other, his visionary theories and musical compositions were in striking contrast with his own stagings of his operas, which continued in the late Romantic and conservative staging style. This contradiction between the individual components of the performance and the overall integrity of the theatrical work of art remained a major challenge that Modernists needed to confront. Viewed from this perspective, it is understandable that Zich dedicates the longest chapter of his book to opera. Despite his own suggestion that the operatic chapter could be skipped by readers interested in spoken drama, we could argue that the opposite is true: more than anywhere else, it is in this chapter that the integral principles of modern theatre are foregrounded. It is here that the structural relationships between music, lyrics and the actors’ performance in space stand out most clearly.

			Zich does not cite either Appia or Craig. Yet, it is apparent from his writing that he was acquainted with their theories and practical experiments. Zich undoubtedly focuses primarily on the questions that had been posited by the two visionaries. If we were to categorise Zich stylistically, we could call him an early Modernist. We could confidently state, with a bit of licence, that by 1923, when the Soviet theatre innovator Alexander Tairov (1885–1950) published his Das entfesselte Theater (in English as Notes of the Director), one of the key manifestos of Avant-Garde theatre, Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art had been conceptually complete – although it would take almost another decade to write in full and get it through publication.

			Ways of Reading Zich’s Aesthetics: a Short Catalogue

			This Introduction has been following two principal aims – to present Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art as an original system of critical thinking of the theatre as an autonomous art form and to offer a brief overview of the ways in which the book can be read. We have written much on the former point, while the latter has received only cursory and scattered hints. What follows is a more systematic overview.

			The era in which Zich was active – as a student and as a scholar – saw far-reaching changes in science and scholarship. The humanities and social sciences especially bore witness to the establishment of new, modern disciplines – a trend that often led to narrow specialisation of expertise, later even rivalry and the fragmentation of knowledge. Otakar Zich stands at the start of this phase: his Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art effectively established Czech Theatre Studies. As the head of the Seminar of Aesthetics at Charles University he strove to introduce specialised seminars on the theatre as part of the curriculum – a trend that would lead to the establishment of Theatre Studies as a self-standing programme of studies after 1945 under the leadership of his successor, Jan Mukařovský (1891–1975). At the same time, Zich loved to retain his old-time academic predilections that positioned him clearly as a man of the nineteenth century. Despite his academic rigour, art for Zich remains an act of artistic creation, experiencing and aesthetic pleasure. From today’s perspective, Zich straddles several disciplines – but calling his approach interdisciplinary in today’s sense would be an anachronism: the separation of individual disciplines was far from complete in his time. What remains remarkable is that Zich does not shy away from close connections to individual artists. Besides, he himself embodied a unique expertise that combined academic qualities and experience of creative practice. Zich managed to wed his powers of abstraction and of systemic thought with artistic intuition and creative talent.

			The fact that Zich stood at the early phases of disciplinary diversification in the humanities may – in a way – play to his advantage in the context of our present-day push towards multi- and interdisciplinary work. What today’s academics and practitioners try to articulate in such concepts as artistic research or practice-as-research was for Zich a natural modus operandi – as an artist-cum-scholar. In a way, he captured that mode of working in the subtitle of his book: theoretical dramaturgy.

			We could view Zich as a liminal phenomenon of sorts – in one sense firmly rooted in historic traditions (with his obsessive interest in the nineteenth-century national giants, composer Bedřich Smetana and poet Jan Neruda) and in another his modernist abilities for abstract thought systems whose universality transcend his era. Ivo Osolsobě refers to Zich as a visionary figure who “would often come up with conclusions that others would arrive at much later” (Osolsobě 1986: 376). Osolsobě wrote this observation almost forty years ago and paradoxically such instances have become even more numerous. Zich’s work anticipates many issues that theatre theory has come to address only recently.

			There are many ways in which we can read Zich’s integral theatre theory. In this introduction we have briefly referred to the structuralist-semiotic interpretation but Zich can also be viewed as a Modernist creator among other Modernists (Musilová 2020) and his theory can be linked with today’s efforts at integrating artistic practice and scientific research (artistic research, practice-as-research). A reading that is complementary to a structuralist interpretation may focus on Zich’s “psychologism” that relates to the phenomenology of art (see Volek 2012; Etlík 2011) or the recent developments in cognitive theatre studies (see Havlíčková Kysová 2015). Given that Zich’s theory of the dramatic art emphasises live performance, his theory can be viewed also as an anticipation of Performance Studies (see Ambros 2020).

			What you have read so far have been a few attempts at grappling with the overwhelming scope of Zich’s oeuvre. We have hoped to provide a context and supportive framework for chipping away at the mysteries of his thinking. After this 35-page “brief” introduction, we would suggest to the reader to take over the initiative, carve out their own inspiration from his game-changing insights and dive into Zich an sich.

			

			
				
						1Unless stated otherwise all translations are ours and all footnotes are ours.


				

			
		

	
		
			A Note on this Edition

			Our edition respects the original structure of Zich’s text. We accurately follow the diagrams, tables, visualisations and notations. We also respect that certain passages are set in a smaller font. As Zich explains in his introduction, he divides the body of his text into two layers: the passages in smaller font present partial examples and consolidate the material at hand, while the key ideas are always formulated in paragraphs in the larger font. On the basis of our own experience, we recommend that the reader doesn’t skip the passages in smaller font as they contain numerous nuanced discussions and detailed historic examples that illustrate and support Zich’s arguments.

			We also follow Zich’s peculiar system of emphasis; his text is awash with italicised or letter-spaced passages, as well as words in inverted commas. We keep Zich’s italicisation, but replace l e t t e r – s p a c e d passages with bold font, for convenience’s sake. Today’s reader may find it strange how Zich uses “inverted double commas”: often he places in them formulations that are intuitively clear but work figuratively, metaphorically (i.e., non-literally) and transfer the meaning from natural speech to scholarly language. By placing these expressions in inverted double commas, Zich distinguishes them from accurately defined and established concepts. Occasionally he uses quotation marks to emphasise the expressions. (And we admit that there are occasions where his system totally baffles us.)

			We have tried to keep our explanatory footnotes to an absolute minimum. We insert a footnote almost exclusively when Zich draws on lesser-known facts from Czech theatre or musical culture; we do that only when an explanation is essential to follow Zich’s argument. We have restricted all our explicit interpretations to our Introduction and to the Afterword. We have retained Zich’s original analytical list of contents in its full extent. This preliminary text provides a detailed overview of individual topics and serves, as a matter of fact, as a mental map of sorts that provides orientation in the thematic structure of Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art.
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			Foreword

			This book, which I offer here to the public, arose from lectures on the subject that I delivered as a specialised aesthetician at Charles University. My first lecture series on “Theoretical Dramaturgy” took place in the winter semester of 1913–14 and was dedicated not only to spoken drama but, towards the end, also to opera. After a longer break I returned to the subject matter in an effort to find a formulation as generally valid as possible. I presented the results of my reflections at the Philosophical Union in Brno in 1922, in two lectures called “Principles of Theoretical Dramaturgy”. One part of the lecture, called “The Basis of the Theatrical Scene”, was published in the Moravsko-slezská revue 1923; the advertised publication of the whole work did not materialise. I have addressed the problem of the theatrical illusion in the study “The Aesthetic Preparation of the Mind” (Česká mysl XVII, 1921) and in the article “Puppet Theatre” (Drobné umění 1923) as well as in smaller essays. In the summer semester of 1925 I delivered a special university lecture “The Aesthetics of the Opera”. Two samples from it have come out: “The Dramatic Possibilities of the Opera” in the collection Nové české divadlo 1918–26 and “How Opera is Composed” in Nové české divadlo 1927.2 I gave a similar special lecture “The Aesthetics of the Dramatic Text” in the summer semester of 1927. This is probably all the outer evidence documenting the phases of my work on the subject.

			The principal idea of this book is: First, the establishment of the dramatic art as an autonomous and self-sufficient art form that would comprise spoken drama, sung drama and the related genres as its special forms. Second, a formulation of general principles of this art, from which the principles of the individual genres would follow according to their specific material properties. In brief: a systematic treatment of a new art, on a par with other well-known and established arts. What has led me to this idea, apart from theoretical impulses – and here I would like to emphasise the views of my teacher Hostinský – was my own artistic practice. As an opera composer I have always felt vividly and decisively that a dramatist is a different kind of artist from a poet or a composer, although they could join in a certain personal union. This is the theme of the first part of this book.

			As for the detailed elaboration of this design in the second part, the conception and arrangement of the material are my own. Factually it does not contain – as that would be entirely impossible in a systematic study – only my own thoughts, especially when it comes to spoken drama, which has recently been thoroughly theorised. Nonetheless, specialists will appreciate how many new thoughts and concepts of my own there are here. In my treatment of sung drama I could also rely on my own compositional experience. I believe that a theory and aesthetics of the dramatic art in a strictly scientific form as I have presented here is a novelty. As for questions of style, discussed in the third part, I have sought to establish a solid bedrock in the jumble of vague, confused and even contradictory views by addressing the issue of theatrical illusion on the basis of psychology, or rather noetics. From this angle I approached other issues, such as the eternal binary of realism and idealism. I cherish the hope that I have brought at least a little light to all these problems, especially in those that are topical in the artistic and specifically theatrical life nowadays. However, theory does not make art; that is what artists are for. But artists need to evolve. A good theory leads well and directly; a bad one misleads. Everyone who has sincerely wished to move ahead has taste a bit of both.

			Otakar Zich
Prague, May 1931

			

			
				
						2All of Zich’s preparatory texts are listed in the bibliography. Only two of them are available in English translation: his 1923 essay “Puppet Theatre” (Zich 2015) and his manuscript treatise “Principles of Theoretical Dramaturgy” (Zich 2016). All footnotes are ours.


				

			
		

	
		
			Introduction

			This book deals with the theory and aesthetics of the dramatic art.

			A theoretical study of a particular artistic discipline pertains to a specific structure that works belonging to that discipline have; an aesthetic study relates to their aesthetic, i.e., emotional effect. In principle, an aesthetic study is broader because even objects that do not count as art could have an aesthetic effect – e.g., natural phenomena or man-made works. If our intent is an aesthetic study of artistic works, this selection clearly narrows down the aesthetic study to studying the aesthetic working of the moment that makes these works “artistic” – and that is their specific structure. A theoretical study is also broader because it can morphologically study objects existing outside art; if our intent again is the objects of art, a study of the structure needs to respect that this is a structure of an aesthetically effective work. It follows then that in the study of art the theoretical and aesthetic approaches interweave so closely that it is practically best to combine them, otherwise we would not escape constant repetition and cross-references. This is a consequence of the method of scientific aesthetics, which derives its findings inductively from the material given by experience, rather than deductively from some a priori philosophical principles, as speculative aesthetics does.

			Combining the theoretical and the aesthetic approaches also has the consequence that the material basis of our study will not cover all dramatic works, but only a selection restricted to those that are truly valuable. Strictly speaking, such a selection is always subjective but reality shows that one can achieve a significant extent of objectivity from the consensus of many, especially from the consensus of experts, and from the selection done by time, which corrects – sometimes more quickly, sometimes more leniently – the many injustices of contemporaries towards excellent artworks that were rejected by their age as well as towards poor works once admired. What needs to be shunned is a dogmatic selection, done not according to an unprejudiced impression of a work, but according to some norms or proclamations that – as we know – accompany every age of artistic life. There is not only a dogmatism of the conservative type, but also a progressive one. Nevertheless, even from the less valuable works or from works that are weaker in some of their aspects (as is common in dramatic art) one can glean theoretical findings, even negative ones, which are no less important – and we shall do so.

			This book falls into three parts: the first, entitled “The Concept of Dramatic Art”, is basically methodological. The second, called “The Principle of Dramaticity”, contains predominantly aesthetic reflections, despite the above-mentioned proximity of both approaches, while the third part, named “The Principle of Stylisation”, is dominated by theoretical or art-disciplinary reflections.

		

	
		
			The Concept of Dramatic Art

			

		

	
  
   
    1 The Character of the Dramatic Work
   

   
    It
    is a common practice to understand the term “dramatic art” as spoken drama or theatre and to subsume it under literary art
    
     umění básnické
    ). As such, its theoretical and aesthetic considerations would belong to poetics. Yet our conception of the dramatic art is wider and also includes opera or sung drama, which usually comes under music – or, more specifically, vocal music – and is therefore habitually the subject matter of musical theory and
    
     Spoken drama
    
    
     činohra
    )
    
     sung drama
    
    
     zpěvohra
    ) are not the only two forms of
    
     dramatic art
    in our sense of the term, but they are the most prominent and artistically developed – one could say, the most representative ones. For this reason, they will be the main subjects of our consideration.
   

   
    Combining spoken drama and sung drama in a wider discipline of the dramatic art, as we are proposing to do, is not mechanical but organic. It means removing them from the literary and musical arts, respectively, and uniting them into
    
     a
    
    
     new art
    which shares many ties and points of contact with them but is nonetheless an independent art in its own right. This is the principal standpoint of this book.
   

   
    How is it possible, though, to unite artistic disciplines which have been so far – albeit in theory only – divided into two different arts? This unity is the consequence of a fundamentally different view of spoken drama and sung drama in comparison to the view commonly held by existing theories. When a literary theorist speaks of spoken drama, they have
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
   

   
    
    
   

   
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
     
     
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
     
     
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
   

   
    
    
    
     
     
    
    
    
    
     
     
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
   

   
    
    
    
     
     
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
     
     
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
     
     
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   
    
   

   

   
    
     	
      
       
        
        
       
       
       
      

     

     	
      
       
        
        
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
      

     

     	
      
       
        
        
       
       
       
       

       
       
      

     

     	
      
       
        
        
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
      

     

    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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