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LIFEVIEW AND PERCEPTION OF MESSAGE
IN DRAMA*

One would have thought that after nearly nineteen centuries Christianity
should have arrived at a generally acceptable point of view regarding the
true status ofthe arts in a Christian community. Ifone looks, however, at the
often vicious quarreling in our own day not only between Christian and
non-Christian but often also between Christian and Christian, on matters
pertaining to the religious nature, aim and methods ofthe arts, then it would
seem as ifthe age-old controversy between church and the arts has not been
resolved by a long shot.

Wi ithin the ranks ofchurch and art in the modern Western Christian society
there are roughly two groups: on the one hand we find those who are
strenuously opposed to any artistic expression of naked reality whatsoever, and
who would even denigrate this as “septic art”. These individuals then
over-react by almost naively striving to achieve “pure art” by idealistic
means; on the other hand one finds those who find the idea of “pure” or
“clean” art irresistibly funny and who then in turn over-react by an almost
tauntingly direct expression in artistic terms of what is vicious and
unprepossessing in life.

This situation — especially as it pertains to the South African society — has
prompted me increasingly in the_recent past to ask the following question:
Why should these two parties opfX)sc each other so resolutely and so
directly? Would this be the result of a pathetic misapprehension of each
other? It has often been suggested ofthe Christian that he is more naturally
inclined towards schism than submission. Are we not then in the stubborn
holding to our own ideas often inclined to follow our own head without
leaving open the possibility that others mightjust also have received God’s
revelation on any particular point?

The struggle between these two groups is strongly characterized by a
denigration of the fact that both the good and the bad have a right to
existence in the arts as long as cetain esthetic and ethical norms are adhered
to.

*rhis CMay was orif;iiially published by the Institute for the Advancement ofCalvinism, PU for
CHE, Potchrfstroom.
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Especially as regards the ethical norms, a work ofart would, as faras | am concerned,
be unacceptable from a Christian point ofview should the ethically repellent in it be
presented as laudable.

It isalso true that the ethically repellent in modern art isdefinitely over-emphasized
at the costofthe ethically acceptable. The fighters for “pure” or “clean” art do have
right on their side if they feel that there isa need for the portrayal of the ethically
good in contemporary art. But it is essential that in their struggle against the
advocates ofthe ethically repellent in art they should come to some acceptable stand
as regards the aim, nature and method ofart as an esthetic portrayal of the ethical
qualitiel of life. Before a mutual understanding ofeach other has been reached and
before knowledge about the essential nature of the arts by both parties has been
apprehended, the way to a truly Christian apprehension of culture will remain
closed.

The ignorance of members of the public regarding the aim and the nature of art
emerges mostclearly when one has to do with the field ofthe performing arts. Most of
us, for example, know how to handle the constructive didactic messages of the TV
series. The Little House on the Prairie. Butwhen we come to a play in which the message
isnot so clear, or where the message isobscured under an uncompromising portryal
ofthe mainly rough side oflife, such as in Fugard’s Hello and Goodbye \\xcn we land in
very unnavigable waters.

A question which troubles many Christian playgoers is the one about what one s
Christian response should be to a play with a non-Christian lifeview, one in which
the characters use crude language and in which vulgar actions are enacted. An
individual’s perception ofa play, of the message of the play, of necessity involves his
personal lifeview. And this is where the problem rears its head.

Experience in the theatre hastaught that the average playgoer isusually deficient in
knowledge regarding the nature and the method of message perception in drama as
inlluenced by lifeview. Ignorance in this field has a limiting infiuence not only on the
playgoer’sperception ofa play but also on the general functioning and development
ofdrama.

Drama isesthetic communication ofvarious intrinsic and extrinsic values. Without a
proper perception of what is being communicated, there is of necessity mal-
communication, misapprehension and even a clash between the communicating
parties. Mostly the cause of unjustified drama censorship may be found exactly in
malperception, which is based on the wrong attitude inculcated by lifeview in the
receiver of the communicated message.

It is thus important for all the interested parties in the drama to come to some

resolution about the matter of what message perception for the playgoer means and
what part is played in this process by his personal lifeview and his private horizons.
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This paperisa modestattempt to illuminate some aspects of the issue and to come to
some sort ol'conclusion which might stimulate further thought on the issue at stake.

Before the main argument can be commenced, certain terms which will be used
throughout should perhaps be elucidated. These terms might be confusing. They
are: Play, script, drama, theatre, dramatic art ensemble, hermeneutics ofdrama and
the message of the play.

By play | mean the performed dramatic piece. The scrifit (the literary text) is seen in
this context as the scenario of the complete work of dramatic art (the play). In this
light the playwright representsonly one ofthe members ofthe ensemble ofdramatic
art.

Drama means the fleeting, transient artistic activity, the process during which the
ensemble and the playgoers together enjoy a play creatively as a group of
individuals.

The term theatre refers to the place or the building where drama or other performiing
arts take place.

| prefer to talk of the dramatic art ensemble rather than of dramatic artists, because
drama isacomplex art and no single member ofthe ensemble isin reality an artist in
his own right. All of them together fulfil the role ofan artist and for that reason the
stress is on the term dramatic art ensemble.

Hermeneutics of drama to me implies the perception of the message of the play.
Perception, in the sense in which | use the term, means to perceive with one’swhole
being (that is, intellect, will and emotion), to understand and to interpret. It is at
once cognitive and normative. The term hermeneutics was derived from the proper
name of Hermes, the antique Greek mythological messenger and interpreter of
divine messages.

Drama is formative in the sense that itiscommunicative in principle. Each play has
an ultimate overarching formative message which iscommunicated to the playgoer.
This message may be didactic and/or investigative in essence. The message of a
morality play, for example, is usually didactic-formative in nature. A play which
looks at the sense of life by asking questions in turn carries an investigative-formative
message. The fact that the latter may prompt the playgoer to formative self-
investigation might render its message more strongly formative than isthe case with
the outright morality.

Because it isthe play which directly addresses the playgoer and which then communi-
cates itself, | prefer to refer to message ofthe play and not to message ofthe dramatic art
ensemble. The judicious playgoer does not, in the course of the production, ask about
the meaning bl the ensemble but about the meaning ol the play. He also does not
question the lifeview ofthe,ensemble but rather the lifeview as expressed in the play. |
stress in particular the fact that the lifeview of the play is given shape through its
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message as portrayed in its totality of form and content. It is a dangerous
misconception to assume that the expression of the lifeview of a play is of necessity
contained in for instance the view and the actions ofone or more ofthe charactersina
play. More will be said on this later. For the moment it isenough to note that the
message-perceiving playgoer should be aware of the complete content as well as the
form of a play.

Beckett’s En Attendant Godot (1952) and Diirrenmatt’s Flay Strindberg (1971) are
perhaps the clearest examples ofplays where the message ofthe play iscontained also
in the structure of the play. The nearly identical structure of the two acts of the
former play would seem to suggest with the content of the play that life isan absurd
cycle of unchangeable conditions and events for those who blindly and therefore
fruitlessly wait for happiness. The highly eflleclive dramatic structure of Play
Strindberg is an even clearer example. Here the content of the play gains the
meaningful and stimulating shape ofa boxing contest complete with strokes of the
gong and the announcement of the rounds. The theme of the play is marriage.

1. In order then to investigate the nature and the method ofthe playgoer’s message
perception ascoloured by his lifeview, a discussion ofthe general hermeneutic nature and
method o f drama is essential.

/.1 The general hermeneutic nature of drama

Drama isa transient form ofart which demands direct perception. In a certain sense
this may be compared with a game and a conversation.

i. 1.1 Each performance ofa play isan independent and transient work o fart, which takes
place under idiosyncratic conditions and which isthe result offresh creative impulses
and perceptions even though the production is fundamentally based on a fixed text
and mises-en-scine. A production cannot be stored asa work ofart in any real way. It is
asingularevent. This means that the playgoer will have no true record on the basis of
which he can later base an intensive retrospective analysis and evaluation ofthe play.

Not even the text of the play or the director’s notebook isa complete record of the
performance — these could only be records ofcertain important constituent parts of
the total work of art. For this reason eliective message perception for the playgoer is
based on a dircct perception of the play as it unfolds in front of him.

The playgoer also cannot, as the reader ofa text could, pause for an unspecified time
and reread a sjjecific part with the intention ofsubjecting that part to intensive study.
The play runsin actsand itisonly during the interval between acts that the playgoer
has the opportunity to think retrospectively in any way of the contents of the play.

It is also true that a direct perception of the message is preferable to a merely
retrospective one, especially in view of the fact that the latter leaves more room for
deliberate perception. In reality it ispreferable for the playgoer to be exposed to the
clues of meaning as they unfold on the stage and Ibr him gradually to construct an
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intake on the basis ofthese perceivcd impressions. At the end he will then have a fixed
imaf*e on which to base his specific interpretation of the message cognitively and
normatively.

Another important essential characteristic of drama which results from the alx>ve
and which might be linked with its transient nature is its continual presentness. In
drama imaginary and artistically convincing human action is represented as an
immediately audible and/or visible continual presentness intended for direct sense
perception.

The result of this important distinguishing characteristic of drama is that the
playgoer has a continual sense of expectation and interest in future implications of
present actions. Because he feels, as it were, involved n the presentness of the action
he waits in suspense for what is to happen next.

There is in the course of a performance also a sense of expectation as regards the
completion ofthe form oft he play because the form ofa play consistsofa continually
developing presentness oftime and space. For that reason the structure ofthe play as
such isnot important for the playgoer; only the expectation ofthe completion ofthis
structure has real importance. As long as the performance isunder way there isno
such thing in drama as a completed form. The sense of completion can only be
experienced retrospectively and in the memory. The influence of the structure ofa
play does not lie in its completeness, however, but in its suspended incompleteness
during the performance.

The playgoer while experiencing the plot predicts and expects certain actions. In
conjunction with the characters in the play he isat the end ofthe performance either
disappointed or satisfied by the outcome of his expectations and the particular
completion ofthe form. He shares in the resultingjoy or heartbreak ofthe characters
and so gradually discovers the overarching message of the play. In this way the
playgoer waits with Vladimir and Esfragon (in En Attendant Godot) for the coming of
Godot and thus also for the ultimate completion ofthe form. At the end ofeach act
the playgoer isdisappointed anew by the development of what happens in time and
space. Every time the playgoer realizes that his*anticipations have been erroneous,
and gradually the playgoer detects in the course of the play a wild cyclical structure
of seemingly identical events rooted in time and space, repeating themselves
endlessly. The fruitless anticipation of Godot’s coming and the resultant absurd
completion of the form (the cyclical form) have an upsetting influence on the
playgoer. He is bothered by Godot’sostensible tardiness. He isstimulated to decide
for himselfwhether life is really so meaningless. He has to decide who Godot is, and
why this fruitless waiting is necessary. The play has thus succeeded in communi-
cating its investigative-formative message.

In elTect it would seem as ifthere isa sortofconversation indrama between play and
playgoerabout the expected resolution ofthe continually presentaction intime and
space as well as the ultimate meaning and value ofthis action. One could perhaps say
that drama is like a game and a conversation in which two parties are involved —
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the playgoer on the one hand and the play on the other hand.

1.1.2 Should we liken drama to a game, then we could say that the playgoer and the
play represent two players within whom the game (drama) should fulfil itself. With
game | do not mean game, set or match, but playing as such; drama, not the play.

Any game isassociated with the movement to and Irooi the participating players. This
lasts for as long as the movement lasts, and it retains life for as long as the movement
remains vital and dynamic. The perpetual lasting ofthe game rests on the fact that
there isno final aim which the players can attain. When victory intournament is not
in itselfan aim, then the players will tackle each other again. In competing with each
other then they try in reality to attain victory over the game itself But the fact that the
game always strives to master the players sees to it that the final aim remains in the
background and that the game retains life. The resultant endless structure of the
game involves the players to such an extent that they have a spontaneous inclination
to a continual repetition ofthe game and the patterns of movement which develop
within the game.

For this reason Gadamer (1975, p. 96) hassaid that “all playing isa being-played”. It
is precisely this characteristic that drama has in common with a game which
contributes to the fact that drama always leaves room for continually developing
perceptions and interpretations of life.

Indrama the play and the playgoer both play with a particular idea or issue and each
comes to a particular conclusion — a conclusion which is not an end in itself but
oilers new challenges for the continuation of the game. Even in the case where the
conclusion arrived at by the play constitutes a didactic reply to a certain issue, there
might still be enough ofa challenge left to continue the game, on condition that the
playgoer does not accept the conclusion arrived at by the play as the Alpha and the
Omega.

Any game poses a specific kind of challenge to the players. The enjoyment (or the
entertainment) ofthe game liesin the fact that the players play themselves out in the
acceptance of the challenge and in its execution. Drama faces the play and the
playgoer with the challenge of trying to understand life, or to be more explicit, to
attempt to plumb human emotion and to try to find solutions for issues surrounding
this. As in any game, the enjoyment or the entertainment, the satisfaction, is to be
found in the extent to which the drama ofl'ers the participating parties the
opportunity to play themselvesout in the order and the shape ofthe “game” . Itisnot
to be found in the realization of the ideal to which everyone has been challenged, that
is, not in finding correct, valid-for-all-times answers to particular issues, but in the
ordered and shaping playing with various possibilities and in the coming to each
individual and most probable conclusion to each problem in this respect. This
conclusion would ultimately bean embodiment ofthe lifeview ofeach participant —
a playing out of the self A player in any game plays himself, represents himself,
exhibits his knowledge, abilities, attitude and nature. In the same way the playgoer
and the play reveal their idiosyncratic separate attitudes as given shape by their
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lifevicws — and these are weighed against cach other as in an argument.

1.1.3 One could therefore compare drama in a certain sense with a conversation
between two parties in which both participants try to evaluate the manner of
expression of the other through continual questioning and testing.

In any logical and penetrating conversation or argument the participants con-
tinually question each other about the subject with which they are dealing
cognitively and normatively in the course of the conversation. A facet of an aspect
that one party might concede to know little about is brought out into the open by
setting a question about it to the other party. This would be a question for which
there is as yet no answer, so that thought will be stimulated through it. The other
party responds to the question by asking a further question in the same direction.

In this way, for example, the playgoer plumbs the message of the play and the
foundational underlay ofthe play by delimiting the open question ofwhich the play
seeks to be the open answer. In his effort to delimit this, the playgoer himselfsets an
open question about life as the play presentsitto him. The processofinquiring about
the nature ofthe question posed by the play is, however, part ofthe process ofbeing
asked oneself — “playing is a being played”.

This questioning, ofcourse takes place within the thought processes ofthe playgoer.
In classical Greek drama the traditional chorus, however, in a sense represented the
playgoer, or guided the playgoer by continually setting questions to the play out loud
— these questions were then responded to by the action of the play itself

A last remark regarding the hermeneutic nature of drama in comparison with a
conversation:

In order to come to some sort of conversational contract with somebody or rather to
determine his f>oint of view, implies the inclusion of his mental horizon within the
scope of my own: the inclusion of his way of conception within my own field of
comprehension. Total self-expression and successful maintenance ofone’sown point
of view is the death-blow ofany form of hermeneutics.

One cannot, however, compare a play in all respects to a conversation as it occurs
between two people. The play itselfdoes not talk — the playgoer induces it to talk
through questioning. And now one isfaced with the danger that the playgoer might
well force the play to talk as he himselfdoes, to induce it to represent hisown horizons
and his own viewpoints. But the fact that the question posed by the playgoer which
sets the play talking has to derive directly from the answer locked up in the play more
or less reduces this danger.

/.2 The general hermeneutic method ofdrama

One could typify the hermeneutic method by means ofwhich the playgoer perceives
the message of a play as a dialectical process dependent on receptive perception.
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Dialectics implies the art ofseeking the truth in concepts and to test these by means of
discussion and logical debate.

The dialectics ofdramatic hermeneutics were already touched upon in the previous
paragraph where itwas maintained that the playgoer and the play are involved ina
reciprocal debate or discussion through mutual questioning — with the aim of
ultimately arriving at each other’s open conclusion.

On the one hand, the receptiveness ofthe playgoer towards the meaningful content
and the form ofa play, and on the other, his lifeview and foundational prejudices in
this regard are ofcardinal importance in this method ofdialectical questioning. For
this reason it is essential that one should look at receptive perception and the role of
bias or prejudice more closely.

1.2.J Receptive perception

The playgoer should have a balanced receptiveness to the form and content of the
play. I say balancedand mean by that that his receptiveness should not be over-active
but by no means under-active either. The playgoer with the over-active receptive-
ness is the one who compulsively seeks to collect impressions without savouring the
delight ofdwelling on the meaning and the value ofthese same impressions. Usually
his perception of the message is limited. Under-active receptive perception is a
characteristic of the compulsive social playgoer as well as of the unilaterally
evaluating playgoer. The former regards drama usually as a purely social occasion.
His perception of the drama is normally limited. He is under-receptive for all
problems and issues in the play which might force him to think and tends to ignore
them because they might inhibit his social intercourse. The compulsive unilaterally
evaluating playgoer on the other hand isthe one who is not perceptively sensitive to
the play asa whole but only forisolated aspects ofthe play. He isthe one who would
separate the ethical aspects of the actions of the characters from the intrinsic and
other extrinsic values, try to perceive these outside the total context ol the play and
then express an opinion on the play based on these fragmentary evaluations.
Keeping to a lixed preconceived opinion about a play is usually a characteristic of
his dialectical dealings with the play. Instead ofregarding differences ofopinion as
challenges to his ability for dialectical reflection he usually sees them as obstacles
which have to be removed.

Dialectical receptive perception in drama is further characterized by its reciprocal
nature. Drama involves a complex interaction between play and playgoer in which
both as it were exchange ideas as regards the nucleus of truth underlying their
discussion. Drama is totally different from a one-way transmission or a one-way
perception of indubitable facts of life. Therefore the playgoer’s perception of the
message should not be regarded as an objective and intellectual plumbing ofcertain
already determined and canonical layers of meaning in a play or of the original
intention of the ensemble with the play. We have already pointed out that the
playgoer ought to ask what the play has to say to him lureand now, and which horizons
are opened up to him in his present association with the play. In the process of
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reccptive perception the playgoer enters into a reciprocal conversational situation
with the play and he questions the message of the play and the truths behind their
conversation by applying the perceptible meanings thereof to his own present life.

It is misleading in drama to distinguish between the subjectivity of the interpreter
and the objectivity ofthe interpreted material, or to regard the playgoerassubject and
the play as object, because in the process of receptive perception the process of
knowing is in reality also the process of being known. For that reason it is essential
that in this dialectical game the playgoer should open up to the demands and
challenges of the play, should be willing to play along, should play himselfout and
ultimately to be played himself.

In fact, the satisfaction a playgoer gets from drama is based on his unconditional
involvement by means of receptive perception as well as response. This is
involvement in the sense that he is gripjjed as a complete man (intellect, will and
emotion) and drawn into the play, stimulated to response by the illusionistic events
on the stage. In this processofinvolvement he isas it were “played” by the play. He
forgets himselfin the process and also forgets his presentness, his everyday life and
real circumstances. But because he can never escape his idiosyncratic being the process
eventually culminates in the fact that he discovers himselfwithin the wider context of
human existence. Gadamer (1975, p. 113) states it in the following terms: “... to the
ecstatic self-forgetfulness of the spectator there corresponds his continuity with
himself. Precisely that in which he loses himself as a spectator requires his own
continuity. Itisthe truth ofhisown world, the religiousand moral world in which he
lives which presents itselfto him and in which he recognises himself... The absolute
moment in which a spectator stands is at once self-forgetfulness and reconciliation
with self That which detaches him from everythiung also gives him back the whole
of his being”.

This aspect ofself-discovery in drania isclosely linked with the fact that the playgoer
recognises himselfand hisown finiteness in the fate ofthe characters on the stage. His
recognition of life as it is or at least as the play says that it is must of necessity be
founded on his measure ofself-knowledge. “The spectator does not hold himselfaloof
at a distance of aesthetic consciousness enjoying the art ofrepresentation, but in the
communion of being present”, Gadamer (1975, p. 117)”states. With reference to
tragedy he notes that “the real emphasisofthe tragic phenomenon liesultimately on
what is represented and recognised and to share in it is not a question of choice.
However much the tragic play that is performed solemnly in the theatre represents
an exceptional situation in the lifeofeveryone, it isnot an experience ofan adventure
producing a temporary intoxication from which one re-awakens to one’strue being,
but the emotion that seizes the spectator deepens in fact his continuity with himself
The tragic emotion flows from the self-knowledge that the spectator acquires. He
finds himself in the tragic action, because it is his own world, familiar to him from
religious or historical tradition that he encounters...” (my italics).

The italicized part points to Gadamer presupposing in the playgoer a certain
knowledge of life, a knowledge on the basis of which he can recognise the truth
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in the play and on the basis of which he can recognise himselfin the course of the
process during which he isbeing known. This knowledge isinextricably linked to his
particular lifeview on the basis of which he can interpret, apply and evaluate the
message of the play as it concerns him.

This knowledge usually consists ofcertain untested as well as tested prejudices. When
a playgoer approaches a play with knowledge of life based mostly on untested
prejudices, it isimprobable that his perception, especially as regards self-discovery,
would be receptive.

1.2.2 Let us, however, look more closely at the role of prejudice in the process of
dramatic dialectical questioning.

All perception inevitably involves prejudice or bias — prejudice concerning the
contentand the structure ofthe perceivable. This isalso true ofthe playgoer asregards
perception of the message. These prejudices can be justified or unjustified.

His receptivity to the given clues of meaning in the play and his willingness to strive
after new horizons will help him to discover the degree ofcorrectness orjustification
of his prejudices.

The perceptive playgoer usually approaches the play from the foundational
underlay ofhis own lifeview, but gradually he istransferred to the point ofview ofthe
play. In this way his horizon is extended. In the process of his viewpoint shifting to
include that ofthe play hisown horizon isextended. Ultimately the playgoer has a
wider vision than he would ordinarily have had. He then sees that which was initially
known to him within a larger framework orin more just proportion. He has tested his

[jrejudices.

One could compare this with two individuals (X and Y) who look at their horizons
(constructed, say, of mountain peaks) from differing points of view:
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For X the horizon iscreatrd by AC, and because he cannot, from point X, determine
the distance between A and G, if seems to him as if his horizon consists of two peaks
belonging to the same mountain. He does not even see the peak which constitutes the
horizon (B) perceived by Y. Y, on the other hand, does not from his viewpoint see the
peak which for X constitutes the C-part of his horizon. Should X move to Y, his
horizon will change not only from AC to B, and he will not only discover that AC is
constituted of two peaks belonging to two different mountains, but from the
knowledge gleaned from his old perspective (X) he will also know what Y does not
know, and that is that behind B, C, isstill to be found.

By his move away from X to Y he did find that hisoriginal biasor prejudice towards
AC was justified on the one hand, while unjustified on the other. In this way his
horizon was extended and his bias exposed to testing. On the basis of his justified
prejudices (but, note well, not on the basisofhis untried prejudices from viewpoint X)
he could then conclude that the horizon as seen from Y would well be B, but that B, if
seen in more just proportion and within the framework ofthe larger whole, is

but a part ofa chain of mountain peaks and as such part ofa much wider horizon
even though it would not seem so from point Y. But this conclusion then again rests
necessarily on certain new untried prejudices. From viewpoint Y he could on the
basis ofuntried prejudices as well as through his tried knowledge conclude that Band
C could possibly consist of two mountain peaks. Only when Band C become his new
viewpoints will he be able to approach the truth more closely, which isthat horizons
Band C consistofplateaux and not ofpeaks. From viewpoint B he does not yet know
ofhorizon Dor what liesbehind it. It isonly when, shifting gradually from YtoBtoC
and to D that he will gradually uncover a fuller truth. Then only can he look back
and see his previous horizons amalgamated and necessarily experience and evaluate
everything within a larger whole.

According to the Calvinistreformatory tradition the Christian also moves in his daily
life from viewf)oint to viewpoint and he broadens his horizon through a continual
trying of his prejudices against the rule of truthful knowledge as discovered in the
light of the revelation of the Scriptures and in his contact with life.

The Christian who remains stuck at point X, who limits his lifeview to horizon AC
and regards his untried prejudices as final unmoveable opinions and criteria on the
basisofwhich he derogates all other views oflifeasfal.se and dangerous, runs a risk not
only of falling into pietism, but he also creates the impression that Christianity is
guilty of an ill-judged and blind lifeview.

Should a particular play carry an agnostic message (viz. represent life as seen from
point Y within the narrow horizon provided by B and therefore portray human
sulTering as the product ofcircumstances which can only be altered by man himself
because God docs not involve Himselfwith man and his sufl'ering — as one could say
Athol Fugard’s Hello and Goodbye does — ) then the receiving playgoer of Christian
conviction will allow himselfto be carried along from, say, point X to pointY and will
gradually and ultimately retrospectively test the prejudice or bias contained in the
play against the knowledge within himself which has been proved true. This will
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enable him to conclude that the horizon does extend beyond B. Gd does involve
Himself with man his sulTering. The whole issue of sufTering is not accurately
portrayed when viewed from point Y. Man does not aggravate his sufTering because
he suffers from a “God complex” as Y would seem to conclude, but because he has an
erroneous concept of God, because he thinks of God as a jealous and punishing
destroyer of freedom.

The Christian playgoer and the agnostic play therefore play dialectically with a
particular as(>ect ofsuffering and the possible answers to it. Ultimately the Christian
playgoer comes to a plumbing of the message or the conclusion of the play. He also
comes to a personal conviction regarding the truth and the value of this message as
well as regarding the meaningfulness and the value of their “game/discussion as
such. The shapingjoy that he hasexperienced does not mean that he hascome to any
final conclusion but that in his contact with the play (even though he does not fully
agree with the lifeview expressed in it) his personal horizon has been extended and
he has learned enough from this to be able now to see human suffering in more just
proportion than before.

The fact that he was led to eventual self-discovery as well as to a discovery of his
perhaps unfounded prejudices regarding the meaning of human suffering con-
tributes to his having been able to receive not only a purely Christian perception of
the message of Hello and Goodbye but also that he was able to gain an idiosyncratic
meaning and value from the relevant “game/discussion” as such.

When the message ofa play, forexample, has a strong dogm atic/didactic underlay,
then the idiosyncratic character ofthe playgoer’sperception thereofemanating from
his lifeview ismore clearly visible. A Catholic, forexample, will gain other truths and
values from the Medieval Miracle Play Mariken van Nijmegen than a Protestant,
because a Protestant’s view of penance is different from that of a Catholic. They
would most probably agree as to the theme of the play, but they will differ as to the
truth and value of the lifeview expressed in the play.

When one comes to a fairly universal message in a play such as "e.cV.tXI'i En Aliendanl
Godot it could easily happen that the Christian will find enough Christian truths in
the play to typify it ashaving a Christian message, while the existentialist will in turn
find enough existentialist truths and values in it to claim its meaning for himselfwith
equal justice.

In this play by Beckett two pathetic souls wait for the coming ofa certain Godot who
has promised to meet them there on that day. It isclear that they have been waiting
for quite some time. While they are waiting, paralysed with boredom (at times
impatient, at times bereft of all hope) they play games to while away the time.
Suddenly a pompous type, Pozzo, appears with his slave Lucky. Lucky is bowed
under the weight of his master’s possessions and isdriven on by a long whip carried
by the master. Vladimir and Estragon, the two hobos, find Lucky an interesting
curiosity and enjoy liis presence. When Lucky ultimately begins to talk alter his
master’sprodding, he sounds like a defective computer. His thoughts make no sense.
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They do not understand him but they still find him interesting. Later they begin to
protest against it and they violently silence him. After Pozzo has left again with his
slave, the boredom returns. At the end ofthe act a small boy arrives and tells them
that Godot has promised to come the following day.

The second act plays the following day. The events are almost identical to the first
day. Pozzo and Lucky appear again. And at the end ofthe act Godot sends another
message that he will return the nextday. One irresistibly gets the impression that the
following day will inevitably follow the pattern of the preceding ones.

The play necessarily has an upsetting influence on the audience. The playgoer feels
with the characters the terrible boredom and the impatience attendant on the
fruitless wailing for the apparently tardy Godot. The intellectual and the emotional
responses ofthe audience, however, will differ. Everyone will of necessity respond to
the stimulating and mysterious issues surrounding Godot from hisown viewpoint as
shaped by his lifeview.

The existentialist would, on the basis ofhisdialectical contact with the play come to
the conclusion that life isan absurd process ofwaiting fora dream image — that the
meaning of existence is situated in the fact that one has to use up time with
meaningless little games without expecting too much from the next moment.

The Christian on the other hand would be able to say at the end ofthe play that Ife is
absurd and meaningless for those who wait blindly. Godot keeps to his word. He
comes every day, just as has promised. The fact, however, that he comes in the
martyr’sguise as Lucky and speaks a language that they do not understand, makes
them miss the meaning of his coming. This inevitably inculcates in the Christian
playgoer an awareness anew ofthe denigrated coming ofthe Messiah in the shape of
an unimpressive servant.

.Both the existentialist and the Christian then on the basis oftheir idiosyncratic lifeviews
come to an idiosyncratic conclusion regarding the investigative-shaping question of
the play: Who is Godot and why are they waiting for him so fruitlessly? Beckett
himselffelt thateach and everyone had to find an answer to this for himself. It issaid
that when someone on occasion asked Beckett who Godot was, his reply had been
that ifhe had known he had by then forgotten anyway. Therefore the specific answer
of each individual playgoer would determine the particular message he would
perceive from his dramatic dialectical dealing with the play although the
fundamental statement ofthe play stays the same foreveryone, viz. life isabsurd. The
reason for this absurdity isleft to the playgoer to be sought. In this way the playgoer is
stimulated to seek the meaning or answer behind the issue which isdialectically at
stake.

2. Should I now have to come to some sort o(conclusion regarding the role of lifeview in

drama on the basis of the hermeneutic nature and method of message perception, |
would say the following:
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The personal lifeview of the playgoer plays a conclusive role. When the playgoer’s
approach to a play (based on his lifeview) apietislic, dogmatic or reductionist in nature,
this role of lifeview is almost exclusively negatively determinist — therefore it does
not only prevent true perception ofthe meaning and the overarching message ofthe
play, but italso contributes to the fact that the playgoer develops a sense ofantipathy
towards the play. He therefore becomes less susceptible to the truths behind the
“conversation” as well as to the shaping values of the “conversation” as such.

Apietistic approach isone where the playgoer hesitates to land in a situation where his
personal convictions based on his lifeview are questioned and where he ischallenged
to an argument or a reassessment of his views. As soon as there is a difierence of
opinion between himselfand the play, he leaves the theatre without giving the play
an opportunity to state its entire message. This, ofcourse, isonly ifhe has not in the
first place allowed hearsay sensationalism to prevent him from going to the theatre in
the first place to save his tender susceptibilities from assault. This sort of puritan
pietism isrespnsible for the death oftrue Calvinism. Calvin Seerveld (1968, p. 15) has
obsei'ved that “Pietism’s built-in hesitancy, distrust of cultural activity will never
make a milieu congenial to the production ofart”. The pietistic playgoer is usually
sceptical not only as regards the avant-garde in the extrinsic but also in the intrinsic
qualities ofdramatic art. Anything that isstrange or unconventional seems to him to
be a threat. Such an attitude to life, to my mind, cannot be reconciled with the
command Christ gave, viz. that his followers should be the salt ofthe earth — not an
acid which corrodes everything that is new without discrimination.

When a playgoer approaches the message and the value of the play in a reductionist
sense as regard lifeview, then he reduces the aspect of lifeview to the lifeview of the
characters oreven ofthe ensemble. Thus itcould happen that he regards the lifeview
of the play as dangerous, mainly on the basis of the actions and the words of the
characters which might strike him as vulgar. Hello and Goodbye, according to him,
would then not be suitable to be played in a Christian community, because Hester
has an atheistic view of life and she takes the name of God in vain. His reductionist
approach would then blind him to the message ofthe play in its entirety, viz. that an
erroneous concept of God limits man’s full realization of his total potential.

The dogmatic approach is characterized by a tendency to maintain under all
circumstances one’spersonal bias, whether tried or untried, asdogmatic principle or
opinion. One finds thisapproach especially in the playgoer who makes it his purpose
to argue his dialectical conversational companion, the play itself, to death. He also
tends to regard his own conclusion regarding the message of the play as final and
unshakeable, even though it might be untested. This type ofapproach compromises
the dialectical nature ofdrama. Dialectics does not consist in trying to pounce on the
weakness of what your conversational companion might be saying, but in trying to
discover the true strength ofwhat he issaying through testing and then to foreground
this (Gadamer, 1975, p. 331). The truth which emerges in this way is the logos
underlying the conversation, and which, in the case of drama, transcends the
subjective conceptions of the play and the playgoer so far that it places them within
the infinite horizon of life itself The playgoer then ultimately ends not only with a
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perception ofthe message ofthe play, but in reality he touches however tenuously on
the mysteries of life itself. Message perception indrama, then ismore than perception
ofthe message ofthe actual play in question — it isalso a perception ofthe message of
life through the medium ofdrama (as discovered in the course of the conversation).

I would like to leave it at that for the moment. | trust that these few guidelines about
the subject that I could touch upon will stimulate further thinking in this direction.
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