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PREFACE 
 
 

 
The term Didactics of Viewing Theatre (la didattica della visione-DDV) refers to the 

processes, methods and techniques aimed at forming the theatre spectator, that is, a 
person who knows how to discern that particular artwork created specifically to be 

seen, which is the theatre performance. (Giorgio Testa)   
 
It was in the ‘80s of the past century that theatre scholars and practitioners in Italy, 

in conjunction with Teatro Ragazzi, turned their attention to the subject of the rapidly 
developing professional theatre created specifically for children, teenagers and young 

people. 
 
This line of research and service for the young schooled receivers continues to this 

day with alternate phases of consolidation and interest on the part of both public and 
private theatre structures as well as scholastic organisations.  

 
 
At the end of the ‘90s, this line was complemented, since experimentation is simply 

addressed to the adults, to involve teachers (no matter the level or degree of their 
school, as all schools are included from nursery to high schools), parents, theatre  

performers, entertainers, cultural facilitators and  public representatives. However, 
the heritage of experimentation practices which have been acquired over the years 
have not yet turned out to be a common experience: we are well aware of the 

reasons, but there is no point in lingering over these. 
 

Agita and Anrat experts took part in a seminar meeting in Florence, in May 2011; they 
focused on the several common elements and some differences between the two 
countries’ methods and practices. These countries are both of Latin origin and boast a 

rich variety of professional theatre companies as well as their historical affinity, whose 
upshot is their common teaching approach, which facilitates the young citizens’ 

enjoyment of theatre and, more generally, of art languages.  
 

Both Agita and Anrat are aware of the importance of these processes and wished  
their results and issues to be presented to anyone interested in them. Therefore, they 
agreed about having them overtly known and we thought it could be useful to offer 

IDEA/Paris 2013 participants our considerations together with the workshop ”The 
School of Viewing”, which is meant to give you the practical experience of Viewing 

Didactis/ Ecole du spectateur. 
 

 

 
Loredana Perissinotto 

Agita President 
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INTRODUCTION AND ACTING FOCAL POINTS  
 
Over the years, a need has increasingly been felt, to lead the spectator to a 

greater awareness, and therefore a higher level of enjoyment. In giving critical 
attention to the notion of the spectator as a reader, listener, observer, as well 

as a spectator in the specific case of the theatre, has led to the conception, 
experimentation and consolidation of training practices addressed to different 

public targets, mainly children and youth, as well as adults who are regular or 
even occasional spectators. 

 
Some theatre companies were directly involved in staging, producing and 

overseeing the didactic aspects of performances specifically addressed to 
young audiences in the 1985/86 season, but it was only ten years later that a 

ministerial agreement was signed. A variety of initiatives and enterprises on 
this topic have since taken on an official nature.  

 
Without going into the complete history of viewing didactics, we must however 

underline the large-scale and significant action that ETI (Italian Educational 

Theatre Body, a cabinet body abolished in 2010) has carried out through its 
CTE (Centre of Theatre Education). This Centre, which is still operating on a 

private level in association with Agita, has been working in different directions, 
focusing on young and very young spectators, since these are clearly the 

spectators in training and, so to say, our hope for the future. Without going 
into the importance of education through theatre, as well as theatre education, 

let us outline a survey of the different modes of viewing didactics, in function 
of the spectators’ age, their social background and context, and consider the 

performance features and the particular and varied conditions in which they 
take place. 
 

The IRIDE plan was drawn up in 2000-2001 thanks to the Italian, French and 

Belgian joint efforts in order to educate the younger spectators to theatre from 
the perspective of a continuous and extended work. We refer to that plan to 

point out the focus points of the theatre facilitator’s role whose activities relate 
to spectator’s education. These focus points, as reported in the joint document 

of the three countries mentioned above, are as follows:   
 

Information: to let the existence of the theatre be known both as an art and 

as a place which is specifically provided. Modes of information vary and must 
be carefully studied depending on the particular audience, and the specific time 

of the performance. We essentially refer to an audience made up of children 
and young people as well as to the large audience made up of adults who 
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would scarcely have heard of theatre, due to their social background, poor 

education or whatever else. 
 
Awareness: As Giorgio Testa significantly said at the time: A performance 
cannot be sold like a bar of soap. Selling is not what we do, we want to 

present theatre as a desirable object arousing curiosity and stirring cultural 
interest. It is definitely a complex matter, since promotion includes not only 

broad and trivial advertising, but also widespread publicizing in schools, in  any 
place of social gathering, in the theatres themselves, without forgetting the 

small towns far away from theatres. 
 
Awareness cannot be separate from education if any sort of theatrical 

performance has to be fully enjoyed. It is here that the focus of the school 

engages the viewer: the facilitator prepares a viewing of a specific theatrical 

work by means of a cycle of meetings about theatre as a general topic or 

about a particular director or playwright. We wish to bring this sort of specific 

documentation to your attention, the real experiences, the activities, the 

procedures, the particular actions  involved, in the formation of the  spectator. 

We refer to this as Viewing didactics , the acronym used is DDV, for didattica 

della visione in Italian. We intend to touch upon the key points that closely 

concern the DDV of a performance chosen specially to address several 

significant types of audiences. We will return to this later  

 

Accompanying: obviously one needs to accompany children and pre-
adolescents (aged from 3 to 13 years) to the theatre. However, the question is 

also posed for other ranges of audience and not only, but also for people living 
in the suburbs or distant small villages at ten or many more kilometers away. 

The are also audiences attending DDV sessions and interested in enjoying the 

performance with their own group. Accompanying audiences can be an 
opportunity to take care of the spectators’ behaviour from the beginning, that 

is, upon entering the hall to accompanying the spectator through to the end so 
the specatators can access the performance fully.  

 
Post-performance : the DDV should always include two meetings, one pre 

and another post-performance. Different situations do not often allow for these 
to happen, but it is obvious that the more aware and well-formed the spectator 

is, the more he needs and feels like talking, analyzing, commenting and 
criticizing. This is the final moment of going to the theatre which is essential 

for children and young people helping them get to know and explore theatre 
deeper, to become interested in finding out the history of such an art, finding 

out about the dramaturgy, the direction, the staging, the scripts, the genres, 
and this motivates them to keep on attending the theatre, even after a 



5 

 

performance which disappointed them. The post-performance consolidates the 

experience, adding to the spectator’s cultural background. 
 

Being emancipated: we may say that the diploma the spectator gets, after 

going through the DDV process, is that s/he has acquired a sensitivity and a 
competence that equip her/him to do it alone. Yet many find that attending 

and sharing such sessions may still be a desirable pleasure and, sometimes, a 
holder of the diploma becomes a facilitator in his/her turn. 

 
 

 

THE CTE AND ITS ACTION LINES . 
 
The CTE (Centre of Theatre Education), as mentioned above, is the centre that 

ETI (Italian Educational Theatre Body) has been successfully promoting since 
1997, after the protocol was signed by the Ministry of Education, the 

Entertainment Department and ETI.  All entities committed themselves to 
developing education for the theatre as a significant educational component for 

children and young people.  
 

The CTE has become a reference point at a national level thanks to the quality 
of its research and its action has had three directions:  

 
 Experimenting with models of DDV (viewing didactics) in schools, to form 

culturally aware spectators, starting from the kindergarten school level 

onwards 
 Planning and organizing sessions of theatre education that were officially 

required. These were addressed to teachers and theatre performers. 

 Regular  opening of  small halls in Rome and Florence, where all 
interested in the relationship drama-school can meet to think and deepen 

the issue.  
 
All these actions experienced alternating moments of success and periods of 

stagnation or activity slow-down. After Eti was stopped however, some 
organizations, Agita in particular,  remained active in the field continuing to 

work. Also, theatres themselves are moving similarly, even if they seem to be 
driven by economic reasons. The present public financial restrictions might also 

have positive effects if the theatre, actors, managers, directors become an 
active part in forming an expert audience, who can consequently demand and 

promote a better theatre. 
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FACILITATORS: THEIR ACTIONS AND CRUCIAL POINTS 
 
What characterizes a theatre facilitator’s action is the way he works in both 
stages of preparation and discussion as well as during his personal training. 

Since there is no specific school for a facilitator, and therefore these 
professionals train specifically for this as they work on the job. Lets take some 

paradigmatic examples. These examples are taken directly from the DDV 
experiences which were either carried out in the CTE and by the CTE by means 

of different facilitators, or in schools and finally, in extraordinary and 
anomalous situations which could be considered, however, as pioneering 

stages possibly turning into regular practices. 
 

Maria Luisa Bigai, an actress and director, says about the DDV methodology:  
 

“One or more than one meeting before the performance in order to 
express doubts, questions on a specific subject raise a critical look at 

what you see.” 

 
It may therefore be helpful to present a list of specific modalities used in the 

meetings in the CTE small halls. A list showing the facilitator used-and-tested 
criteria, can present useful suggestions to the facilitator thus informing his 

work. The list of application examples, can be adapted depending on the 
audience the facilitator is addressing. 

 
The following list puts together resources and a collection of the experiences in 

the small halls which are useful in DDV: 
 

1. a booklet, specifically created, including playbills, images, lists of characters 
and other information referring to the points listed hereunder. 

 
2. news about original scripts, authors, directors etc. which can also be found 

in encyclopedia and similar sources. 
 

 
3.all the material referring to the director’s official or private statements, 

interviews, works. 
 

 
4.all that the author of the script has written about his own work or the 

theatrical success of the work 

 
 

5. other works by the author 
 

6. comments, news, opinions about the director’s work in other fields. 
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7.reviews, critics’ opinions about the production to be presented or other 
works; generally theatrical performances, but also of another genres, such 

as films, novels, music by which the performance is inspired or which 

present analogies. 
 

 
8. real life episodes which are somehow connected to the theme of the 

performance  
 

9. works, images, music and anything else that connects with the them in 
question such as myths and  fairy tales. 

 
 

10. the collective imaginative world: what the participants know or think they 
know or imagine about the subject of the text, historical or mythical 

characters, classical works and plays, all of which can also provide stimuli to 
personal work (thoughts, drawings, short extemporaneous dramatizations) 

or stage improvisation. 

 
 

11. presentation of the script- either as a whole or excerpts- which may be 
read by actors and directly involve participants, if necessary. 

 
12. paraphrases  of some passages of the text. 

 
 

13. comparison with different translations. 
. 

14. attention to the parameters of the theatre taking account of the specific 
performance. 

 
 

15. close contact with the director. 

 
 

16.public statements of the director’s intentions. 
 

 
17.video presentations of different productions, including similar artistic 

expressions such as opera, ballet and cinema. 
 

18.detailed technical information: the language chosen, any anomalous 
theatrical structure, the actors-public physical relationship. 

 
19. the protagonist’s personal impressions, memories,  feelings  
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20. the impressions of  team members who have expressly been invited 

 

21. cues opening a debate to trigger  the spectators’ participation by  
expressing their own ideas, images and expectations about what they are 

about to see 
 

The above mentioned list focuses on the large variety of possible approaches 
and resources to use for DDV. Particularly, the first point regarding the booklet 

is worth paying attention to, since it is undoubtedly a main basic instrument, 
during the preparation stage, at any rate. It may include playbills, images, lists 

of the characters, as we said before, but also short biographies, plot 
summaries, triggering cues, references, and anything else which could be 

useful. There may also be some pages left blank for the spectator to answer 
questions, express or comment on, note ideas, write notes, create stage 

sketches and so on. 
 

Making a booklet helps the facilitator to prepare himself for the first meeting, 

provides him with a leading line, a path  which can and must be abandoned, 
when other appealing paths arise. A booklet involves the spectator in many 

other ways:  first of all he can touch it, leaf and look through it, fold it, open 
and close it, reading while waiting and, maybe, getting bored; he can make 

notes on it, draw or scribble as you do while phoning, fill in the blanks , looking 
at the pictures. It is eventually a document that a spectator might take home, 

look through, discard or maybe keep and treasure. 
 

The use of Dvd is equally important to be underlined as this instrument with 
which the most recent and powerful technologies provide us, makes it possible 

to show different staging of the same performance and, what is highly 
recommendable to point out the importance of the specific direction rather 

than the story itself.  
 

This list is neither exhaustive not definitive.  The facilitator can initially use it 

as a source of suggestions and, as he sharpens his skills, he will find other 
ways, other forms of approach. At any rate, he has to follow his own strategy 

stemming from his experience and sensitivity and considering the different 
factors he is tackling: the type of audience, the number of spectators, the time 

available, personal preferences, the specific nature of the performance, the 
meeting space, how didactics are articulated (by chance, repeated or 

systematic meetings), the  opportunity of contact with the artists and so on.   
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DIDACTICS ESPECIALLY ADRESSED TO DIFFERENT KINDS  
OF AUDIENCE : A CULTIVATED PERFORMANCE FOR EDUCATED 

SPECTATORS 

 
When addressing educated spectators, most of them are already interested in 

theatre, and as a result, classical references and connections with other arts 

can certainly be made. Significant examples are in this sense the series of 
performances which took place in Rome in 2000: : Oedipus, Two lamentations 

(Erodiàs and Mater Strangosciàs) and  Cleopatràs written by Giovanni Testori 
and directed by Federico Tiezzi. Their substantial didactics included 4 previous 

meetings prior to the performances and one post-performance meeting  
addressed to CTE members, teachers, psychologists, theatre practitioners, and 

interested audiences. 
 

Point 10 of the above mentioned list says : 
 

The collective imaginative world: what the participants know or think they 
know or imagine about the subject of the text, historical or mythical 

characters, classical works and plays all of which can also provide stimuli to 
personal work (thoughts, drawings, short extemporaneous dramatizations) or 

stage improvisation. 

 
The first meeting is inspired by Antiphanes’ words, referring to the ancient 

Greek audience: 
 

It used to be the case when it was enough to mention, let’s say, Oedipus, and 
immediately, the audience knew all the rest: his father, Laius, his mother, 

Jocasta, his children’s precise identities. If this was the reality some time ago, 
perhaps nowadays things have changed. Certain characters are not quite so 

well known and so, the coordinator, Giorgio Testa, immediately spurs the 
audience: But who’ s Oedipus? What do we know about him ? What does his 

name remind us of? When did we hear of him for the first time?  
 

This invites and spurs the audience to participate actively while creating an 

interest in the character who can then be presented from different angles, and 

the result is that spectators’ awareness is highly sensitized. Recalling a name, 

or any word that can be told and shared, evokes the spectator’s past emotions 

and taps into his inner knowledge. In this way, the impact on the spectator as 

he watches the performance is that he can resonate more deeply with what is 

going on, on stage. 
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Furthermore, the mix of knowledge and imaginative worlds that emerge from 

the debate: I know what you said, you know what I said, even if they see no 
specific way of using it there and then, it does not matter. Myths, classical 

works, psychoanalysis, childhood memories, ideas are floated and everyone is 

enriched by them. 
 

Point 11 of the same list is also used in these meetings:  
 

The presentation of the script- either as a whole or excerpts- which may be 
read by actors and directly involve participants, if necessary.  

 
In fact the goal of the DDV is to become aware of the form, how the story is 

told, performed, staged rather than the content.  So, when the story, or at 
least the plot,  is read before, spectators are in a better position to pay more 

attention to the manner of acting, lights, stagecrafts etc, rather than to the 
development of the story itself. 

 
In addition, reading the original beginning of the Oedipus lets the spectator 

know the particular style of language that the author used, without, however,  

diminishing the element of surprise when those same words are recited more 
effectively in the theatre.  

 
The DDV can again arouse that curiosity which will then take the spectator to a  

higher level of attention and receptiveness . 
 

 
 

A CULTIVATED PERFORMANCE FOR AN AUDIENCE OF 
SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 

 
                                                        Photo: (Senior high school Michelangelo in Florence) 
 

 
Much is expected from schools, yet very little is given to schools even it is 

expected that with the little given, in the limited time allowed, comprehensive 
theory and practical knowledge is meant to be covered. At times, it is possible 

to meet the students’ needs through one-off meetings, possibly repeated in 
time so as not to remain one-offs. DDV for middle schools / higher (age group  

between 11-18 years) can be effective with a few meetings during the year,  
with at least one meeting prior to a good performance they will be going to 

see, and another meeting following the performance.  
 

Point 14 concerning theatre parameters is also to be specifically taken in 
account, besides points 10 and 11. In fact, although a student is generally on 

familiar terms with the plots, especially when it comes to classical subjects (an 

arts teacher may often touch on these), on the other hand, he can know very 
little, or have confused ideas about the theatre parameters, such as lights, 
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music, acting styles, different uses of the voice and of the space, overall 

rhythm of the performance, and so on. Therefore students have to be spurred 
to pay attention to theatre parameters if they are fully to enjoy the 

performance.   

 
It may be useful to quote an example of the DDV which took place in a senior 

high school where students saw a production of the Italian classical work 
Giants of the Mountains by Pirandello. The author’s directions clearly point out 

how relevant the stage elements are, in order to understand the play, as these 
are not merely decorative. Setting the scene is definitely complicated, and one 

can easily run into the risk of having overabundant props and structures, 
causing chaos and confusion for the audience. 

 
Pier Paolo Bisleri, the stage designer, chose a very neat and essential solution, 

however, and how does one make the spectator notice this specific parameter? 
You can ask the students to read Pirandello’s stage directions and then ask 

questions to make them think critically about this aspect:  What do you think 
of the scenery?  What ideas do you have on how to carry out the directions of 

the author? Which are functional? How important is the dramaturgy?  In this 

way, the students are involved, you spark their imagination and contribute in 
creating the performance and by this effective strategy, their attention will be 

more focused while viewing the drama performance on the stage.  
 

In this particular case, other parameters could not be taken in account due to 
the limited time, but it does not matter if the facilitator has not considered 

lights, the movement geometry, etc, the students will be given that 
opportunity another time. He must not be obsessed with the idea of talking, 

doing, and showing or stressing everything; this would be a serious error since 
it does not pay in the end. On the contrary, choosing a focal point, keeping the 

rest in the background, is much better and will help the spectator, especially a 
student, to deepen an understanding of a specific aspect. In this way he will be 

able to do the same in the future, coping with a similar aspect or a different 
one, with or without a facilitator by his side. On the contrary, cram into a one-

hour meeting a myriad of observations, underscores, comparisons and you will 

only create confusion and dispersion. Set yourself precise limits, but give 
yourself time to tackle these with clarity and in depth. 

 
 

The student needs to be immersed in the performance much more than a 
common spectator, since the latter attends a didactic session freely, whereas 

the former is involved, whether he likes it or not. Therefore asking questions 
instead of speaking:  What would you do?, What do you think about it ?,   

Have you ever known, tried  that?, What do you think it is for ?, What do you 
feel?, Any criticism or appreciation of yours?  What adjective would you use to 

comment on the whole performance, an actor’s interpretation, the use of lights  
or ….?, What would be better to modify according to you? Such questions aim 



12 

 

at keeping the students focused and are useful for reviving their participation. 

The same holds true for the session following the performance, where other 
performances, different experiences may be added to be compared.  

 

Taking students to matinées, which are especially reserved for them, is an 
absolutely negative school practice, in particular when students are old enough 

to go to theatre by themselves, mingling with the common audience in the 
afternoon or evening. So, matinees reserved for them,  are to be avoided first 

of all in order to eliminate the association with the idea of a matinée as a 
holiday time instead of a cultural experience, and secondly, to bring them in a 

cultural context which is to become their own in a few years time, and it is 
important for them to percieve an outing to the theatre as a cultural pleasure 

to be enjoyed in a social way. 
 

It should be made clear that the DDV addressing a general, adult, educated 
audience and the high school, especially senior high school student audience, 

is no different really.  On the contrary there are large overlapping areas 
between them even if the two targets have distinct identities. Bear in mind 

that, during a didactic discourse, the argument can take a wholly different 

direction from what was planned and provided for, and that we should not 
force it but, on the contrary, go with the flow and adapt to any new tangent 

that the meeting can take. This is true especially for the more inexperienced 
audience, due either to age or cultural level. The facilitator must therefore be 

as flexible as necessary when dealing with children. 
 
 
 

DDV WITH AN AUDIENCE OF CHILDREN 

 
Going to the theatre, watching a play, doing theatre, talking about the theatre 
are huge factors of the children’s personal development. Children confuse and 

yet distinguish between the imagination and reality, they usually play a role 
and observe others playing, they emotionally share what is happening on the 

stage so that they will warn the actor in a loud voice of any impending danger. 
As a matter of fact, children play the theatre every day, but they very rarely 

go to the theatre, due to intrinsic difficulties such as having no say in the 
decision to be taken and the fact that they need to be accompanied  and cared 

for, not to mention the fact that,  due to lack of understanding of the 
importance of theatre, from a pedagogical point of view, it is often considered 

just as a moment of  amusement for its own sake.  
 

At this point it is easy to see how DDV has to adopt an altogether  different 
character  when dealing with children. It is recommended to make careful 

reference to the child’s world of knowledge, which is far vaster than we might 

think, and, above all, to be ready to catch and accept their direct, spontaneous 
and naïve contributions. Even if a plan has to be made before meeting 
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children, in this case the DDV is substantially based on what happens at that 

moment, and the facilitator must be able to pick up on it and use it 
immediately. A child spectator frequently has a tendency to participate much 

more actively than an adult and therefore it is necessary to give him space to 

keep his attention alive. 
 

Talking of the story, why not? If the stories are already known, they can be 
told again, certain variations can be hinted at, other stories with similar 

characters can be referred to, or a game can be invented inspired by them or 
children can play a story improvising: Let’s imagine that I was the King and 

you….. If the plot is supposed to be unknown, it is advisable to hint at some 
characters, to ask questions or ask them to invent a new story inspired, for 

instance, by the picture on the playbill or by some characters’ names. When 
their imagination is spurred they will pay more attention to the performance. 

 
If the preliminary didactic work has been well carried out, children will be very 

curious and looking forward to going to theatre. Taking them to the theatre is 
something extremely important for this kind of audience. It is not simply to 

take or drive them to the theatre and enter the theatre to be next to the 

youngest spectators; it is rather to introduce them to the mystery and magic 
of the theatre: the foyer where billboards and other decorations are hanging, 

the stalls with their seat rows, the stage, the technical equipment. And 
therefore, it is essential for a facilitator to know the place, its characteristics, 

its equipment and explain how everything works, what the curtains are for 
(which is not so obvious) or, conversely, why they are missing, to show, name  

and  describe projectors, different types of lights, spotlights, the gobos and 
gels  that go with them and, if he has got a chance, to take the child to the 

lights and sound control room and possibly let him talk to the operator. All 
these things should be provided and within the children’s reach, since there are 

theatres which are specialized in putting up theatre specifically for children 
 

The children who go to the theatre after having a DDV session, are always to 
be actively involved and not left alone like what happens during school break: 

this is so that they will be trained into informed spectators, aware and 

attentive not only to the show but also the needs of sharing. Actually, the way 
they are used to watching TV, often alone or with some family member, 

talking, drinking, eating, coming and going freely, all this makes it difficult to 
understand the need for attention and respect of the shared moment as is 

required at the theatre. Consequently, they must be prepared and trained not 
only to understand and enjoy the performance, but also to behave in a free but 

civilized way.  
 

It is important to remember that theatre is always a surprise for a child. There 
is a huge difference between a three-dimensional live performance, where 

actors in flesh and blood are really playing in that precise time, interacting with 
them to a certain extent and the usual performances on the TV screen; what 
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they can experience will determine their future wishes and attitudes. The 

facilitator should take into account how much a child is impressed by the first 
performance he can see and this is a grave responsibility. If circumstances 

allow him, he should refer to the children by name, recall their questions, 

curiosities, observations gathered during the previous session. But, in the 
meanwhile, he should also demand silence as necessary concentration to fully 

enjoy the spell of theatre from the very beginning. 
 

As we have just emphasised, a child’s first experience is a vital stage to grow 
and be formed as a spectator, so it could have a crucial influence on him. Even 

if the performance deals with little mice and fairies, the child simply absorbs 
and metabolizes it; however, the same child, some years later, or as an 

adolescent will end his experiences and never go to the theatre if he is taken 
to a performance which he cannot understand, if the performance is far 

removed from his experiences and knowledge,  or is too long and dragging,  or 
if it is a tiring performance. On the contrary, if the performance has been 

carefully and wisely chosen, if it is  professionally prepared, the seed of his 
cultural growth and formation has been sown. The facilitator is indeed in a 

privileged position of bringing the children to the theatre for the very first time 

and he must well remember the graveness of the responsibility on such an 
occasion. 

 
 

DDV IN SPECIAL ENVIRONMENTS AND SITUATIONS; THE EVENING 
SCHOOL 

 
A mixture of young and adult people attend the evening school. Their grip on 

reality is stronger than that of the regular students, since they usually work, 
that is, if they fortunate enough to have a job and consequently they are tired 

by the end of the day. Also,  they are neither children to be taken by the hand 
yet they were not exactly brought up on cultural. They are people who have 

had and still have difficulties in their lives and who are at school in the evening 
because they want to improve their situation. The facilitator must take into 

account their reality, and stand by them adjusting his view of life, his 

perceptions and consequently his methodology in the process.   
 

But why theatre? Most of these students do not know anything about theatre 
and have probably never even been to the theatre. The likelihood is that the 

only performances they ever enjoyed were movies or TV programmes, the 
occasional football match probably being the only live performance they have 

ever experienced. Most have almost never experienced any moments of direct 
contact with art ... So, when they get to experience the theatre after being 

prepared through an introduction of DDV, they come out deeply emotional  and 
full of  gratitude to those who knew how to give them such  moments of joy as 

they have never known before and which are unlikely to be repeated. The 
evidence of this is numerous. 
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While in other cases it is possible to tap on previous knowledge, culture and 
the imagination of the participants, in this context, the possibilities of doing 

this are obviously reduced, given the environment and life experiences of this 

audience. So one must thread carefully and intuitively: the plot must be 
described before, even it were Hamlet and they might have an idea of it but 

how many can claim to know this play in depth? It is important to help them 
appreciate and understand that you do not see theatre in the same way as you 

watch a film, that the complexity of theatre goes well beyond the plot and text. 
It is important, again, because, at least for certain shows, it enriches the 

participants’ cultural baggage in the broadest sense 
 

Offering two or three carefully chosen videos with different productions is even 
more useful in this situation, since this audience understands and recognizes 

the medium, and they can significantly discern the difference between a live 
performance and a recorded one. Finally, these people have hardly ever seen 

the same thing from various and different perspectives, except for some rare 
remake of a film. 

 

Reading reviews could also be a good strategy to use, but best avoided in the 
preliminary session as students will be influenced by the reviewer’s opinion at 

this stage; then again, reviews are interesting to use in the session following 
the performance, since the different opinions and judgments can be debated 

after having experienced the theatre production. 
 

In this case, accompanying students to the theatre is as important as it is with 
children. If a beautiful theatre is wisely chosen, possibly a historical theatre, or 

a contemporary theatre space (for example a theatre in the round, or a black 
box theatre), then spectators can have a more holistic experience of theatre 

which would include some understanding of the concepts and aesthetics of 
theatre architecture. 

 
Some years back, as part of a DDV project carried out in an evening training 

school, students were taken to the Argentina Theatre in Rome, where The 

Tempest was being staged and many of them looked really touched and 
impressed, and the feedback revealed an eagerness to have a repetition of 

such an experience. 
 

 
‘LA CASA DELLO SPETTATORE’: AN EXAMPLE OF PERMANENT DDV 

 
A possible model of education to train ordinary citizens as critically aware 

spectators,  could be The House for the Specator. The model was borne from a 
multi-annual theatre education experiencial project aimed at young people and 

adults. This was run by the research team of the CTE (Centre for Theatre 
Education) of the AGITA association. 
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Such spectators are of various ages, have different jobs, different nationalities 

and consequently their cultures are diverse. Most would have generally heard 
about The House of the Spectator via word of mouth and started gradually 

becoming an inhabitant, each choosing his own path of viewing among those 

proposed. For some it is their first time, for others their umpteenth time, some 
come monthly, others rarely. The reasons for attending vary, some are keen 

on contemporary playwriting for example. The paths do not lead to a single 
theatre, but different theatres just as the performances span several styles, 

stories, languages, and numerous traditions. Yet all come together on a 
journey of viewing, a path of knowledge. They meet before and after going to 

the theatre, meeting pre- and post-performance, in fact, the time of “seeing” 
does not end at the theatre, but extends into a common house, a flat or 

whatever space is available, where, with the stimuli and the guidance of a 
facilitator, strangers meet to ask questions, arouse curiosities, sometimes 

discover unknown worlds, confront their ideas with those of others, get 
passionate, discuss, argue  and even get into fights at times!  
 

It is essential to take care of spectators, from small practical things, such as 

buying the theatre tickets in advance for them to the logistics such as the 
planning and organization of the sessions to be delivered by one or more 

facilitators, the resources to be used such as playbills, articles, written works, 
photos and so on, the strategies to use to launch into a debate, association 

games or other games to set the imagination going, strategies to surprise 

them and catch them off guard, to make them think critically  Coming up with 
get-togethers such as lunches, festivities or surprise celebrations as such social 

occasions motivate people and render education, in this case theatre 
education, fun. Sometimes even adults need to see themselves as children 

who still have things to learn, as they realize they do not know enough. 
 
 
 
 

SPECTATORS IN A LIBRARY 
 
 

A cultural institution such as a library, is indeed an appropriate place to plan 

DDV sessions. The same applies to any other cultural association that is 

interested in dedicated some of its time and space for the formation of 
culturally aware spectators. 

 
The format is slightly different from that one in the so called House for the 

Spectator. Just before the season starts, the facilitators ask the library-goers 
to choose a performance to their liking from a shortlist. The DDV of the 

example,   which is quoted here, is from the Drama Club of the Town library 
‘G. Marconi’ in Rome. This DDV programme includes a performance a month, 

with the relevant pre- and post-performance sessions and the presence in the 
theatre of all the participants simultaneously. Each session takes two hours in 
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the afternoon1 and most of the audience is made up of average aged people 

with very different cultural levels. Some of the young students (among whom 
are some who have experienced drama in school) may sometimes be involved 

in short performances to complement the DDV. 

 
The focus is usually on the different settings on the various staging of the 

same script and, if it is not Italian, the original language  is preferred to let 
spectators catch the rhythm components which are mostly lost in the 

translation . Consequently, each session includes some videos featuring scenes 
from theatre performances or transposed in valuable films. 

 
The facilitator must carefully describe the plot to the audience to encourage 

the concentration of the spectator on the other theatre parameters. If  there is 
no real plot, as for example in the case of  Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, the 

spectators are made aware of this so they do not waste time looking for the 
plot and will be able to focus and absorb the richness of the parameters of the 

production. 
 

During these DDV sessions participants are involved in reading some scenes, 

improvising sketches (no matter how amateurish they are, since what is 
important is that the  performers are participating actively and feel really 

excited about this), imagining sceneries, sets or suggesting music. The 
firsthand experience and involvement creates greater understanding of what 

theatre involves and the feedback from the participants is therefore richer.  
 

Since sessions are regularly slotted in the calendar, the training programme 
may focus on different aspects such as the director’s work, or a specific theatre 

genre and not only a specific performance, thus offering a wider knowledge of 
the theatre world and its several specific areas. The possibility of working in 

this way allows the facilitator to expand the discourse and to explore different 
fields specific to the theatrical universe, and this offers extended training to  

the participants.  
 

Unfortunately, it is not so easy to propose such general and more 

comprehensive issues elsewhere, particularly in the schools, unless the schools 
offer include time-tabled sessions, a regular calendar of sessions, that allows 

for such a DDV programme  In reality, this does not seem to be a possibility. 
In libraries, however, as in any cultural association, it is not difficult to plan 

extensive programmes that include sessions of general education about the 
theatre, as well as its history, discussions about the work of directors and 

actors, trends and research and so forth. 
 

                                                           
1 Note1: Afternoon hours prove to be difficult for many people who will be working at that time. 

Only feeble efforts have been made to have these sessions in the evenings.  
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SPECTATORS LIVING FAR AWAY FROM CITIES AND TOWNS 
 

 
 

Spectators living in cities can get to the theatre relatively easily, in spite of 

traffic jams; choosing where to go is more limited in average size towns, but 
the most difficult situation is for those living in small villages, in hamlets which 

are out of the way. 
 

A special organization is needed to help these potential spectators and it would 
be nonsense to offer them a DDV path unless they can go to the theatre. The 

only way to do this is to make transport arrangements for them. It should be 
possible at least three or four times a year to organize theatre expeditions 

aimed at viewing significant performances, which have been carefully selected, 

taking into account their cultural background and expectations. This implies 
that local governments have to take care of this task in every detail, even if 

this proves to be an additional effort, since this is the only way to avoid 
cultural isolation and to develop the all-important theatre social function.  

 
Then, if some villages have a small theatre or a large enough hall at their 

disposal, an appropriate bill might also be considered and so, the DDV sessions 
would provide for a wider audience.  The organization of this, the logistics of  

timing and transport should be the responsibility of the local government and 
the local cultural and leisure centres. This, no doubt, requires an effort, but 

this should be high on the local governments’ agenda because such a venture 
would help to break the isolation of such villages and, in this way, the social 

value of theatre can be realized.  
 

 

Another scenario could be to check whether there is a small theatre, or a hall 
that can be used as such, and then contact a travelling company and propose 

it performs one of its productions there. There are companies which would 
willingly do this knowing that, since this would form part of a DDV programme, 

a full house is ensured. Again, the organization would be the responsibility of 
the local government. Sometimes, you just need to start something like this 

for theatre to take root and become a stable reality. While the social value of 
theatre in big cities is rather attenuated, in that, there is  the dispersion of 

spectators (after leaving the theatre people do not have the chance to meet 
again), conversely, in the smaller places, because the inhabitants get to meet 

frequently, such participation in the theatre can create cultural links more 
easily, which means having social relations on a cultural basis. This is no small 

achievement. 
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IN ADDITION TO PROSE THEATRE: OPERA 
 
 

When other fields which are similar but not identical to prose theatre are 
involved in the DDV, the facilitator’s work is rendered more difficult, since a 

larger number and variety of parameters are to be considered. Furthermore, 
audiences can have very little knowledge since opera and ballet are not their 

usual choice. While ballet may not be so bewildering to spectators because of 

the lack of words, understanding the script in opera, where words are not 
always clearly uttered, distracts attention from the music and the whole 

geometry of the performance even more. 
 

However, subtitles are used both in opera houses and in TV broadcasts 
nowadays, and libretti are available in the original language or translated. 

Though this makes understanding easier it is rather distracting. The facilitator 
uses the libretti during his sessions, even if the pre-production session is not 

enough to impart a comprehensive meaning of the music; he can, at least, 
underline crucial elements such as orchestral recitatives, solo aria, duets and 

the like, by means of DVD and sound recordings. At the same time, the 
facilitator can briefly mention the specific function of the script without 

absolutely delivering a professorial lecture, emphasising focal points of the 
action in close connection with the music that gives life to action. He could also 

ask the participants to close their eyes and concentrate only on the music, 

without paying attention to the words. 
 

 
The spectator who is not totally inexperienced, realizes that the pleasure to be 

enjoyed in an opera is not the plot, its development and surprise ending as one 
would expect from a play or much more from a film, but exclusively how it is 

performed since the story is told in the libretto. Therefore if the facilitator finds 
out that his audience knows nothing about Rigoletto, he does better to tell 

them the story, to read some excerpts from the libretto focusing on crucial 
points: if this is important  to understand for theatre, it is absolutely vital for 

opera. And since the intended outcome of a spectacle – be it drama, opera, 
theatre or cinema – touches on psychological mechanisms which are extremely 

strong and seemingly absurd, even though the spectator might know the opera 
(Rigoletto) by heart, he still feels that trepidation and hopes that Gilda is saved 

till the very last moment. If, when watching a detective story, knowing that 

the culprit is the butler takes away the pleasure of continuing to read, in 
theatre, when it is good art, not just simple fun, this does not happen. 
 

Knowing the audience when choosing the opera is key to making the right 

choice. While operas such as Rigoletto or Carmen do not pose any real issues,  
on the other hand Berg’s Wozzeck, for instance, requires very sophisticated, 

expert spectators, already introduced in a certain type of musical language or 
else a young and entirely inexperienced spectators, who, because of their age 

and inexperience are open to more unusual languages. In such cases, the 
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difficulties are at the level of text and music, so that the teaching requires 

more time and more resources, otherwise you must give up on it and look for 
another show. But if, for example, in an ideal situation you could have regular 

sessions for a few months with a group of high school students, this would be 

a path of high cultural and multi-disciplinary training. 
 

The facilitator must be explicit about the directorial staging of the work, 
especially when the director is an outstanding figure. Such a director would 

have reached the artistic climax of opera by interlacing story, music and 
acting. The facilitator’s task is precisely to emphasize the three components 

achieving a balance between the differing audiences’ needs, and the 
information the facilitator has at his disposal. Such information is sometimes 

difficult to be found, if referred to staging direction. If the audience is made up 
of opera enthusiasts, the facilitator should linger over the staging rather than 

over the story or the libretto. 
 

 

Special attention must be paid to young audiences, since gone are the days 

when opera was a very widespread popular theatre amongst people of all ages. 
If there is a huge gap between the cinema audience population, of which the 

average student forms a substantial part, and the theatre audience, opera is 
even more distant and it is not simply a matter of costs, as the young can 

have several special offers. The exposure to another artistic language that 
tackles the same story can be a useful approach to opera, if only for the critical 

comparison which a student might do as a means to acquire knowledge. 
 

 

The issue of musicals is a very delicate one. Musicals have often been  
criticised; though †hey are  in a way  music-theatre they are not the 

successors of opera. Actually, the musical is more comparable to operetta from 
which it stems since it alternates singing and talking, and yet a musical is a 

crowd-pulling event in the present day, also thanks to its classical plots, very 
popular singers and actors and catchy sounds. For the latter reason, this is not 

a genre that is dealt with through the DDV. 
 
 
 

BALLET 

 

 
Prose theatre, opera, ballet, concerts.-when music makes the occasional 

appearance in prose theatre, it does so with a specific purpose (that is, when it 
is professionally done). In opera music features as the backbone. Ballet is 

similar to opera, except that, here words are banned. You might say that in 
ballet there is a sort of rarefaction of pure music, music that is connected to its 

decisively huge visual component. It is worth observing that in opera, it is the 
libretto, i.e. the script, that is born first and the music is created later based on 
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the script, whereas, in ballet, music is the point of departure, on which, later, 

movements are choreographed. 
 

The facilitator coping with a DDV for a ballet should keep in mind all this; in 
fact, the task for ballet may seem easier than dealing with opera, as there are 

no words have to be understood. However, this might present other challenges 
as one of the fundamental objectives for the facilitator is to ensure the 

spectators can fully understand the story as it develops through the 

choreography, that is, through the gestures and the movements which are 
symbolic and stylized, in order to enjoy the production in its entirety. One 

more thought on this: while in opera, the libretto and the music are two 
fundamental and connected structures which are fixed, in ballet, only the 

music is fixed, whereas choreographies vary. Therefore the facilitator is in the 
same situation from this point of view, as when dealing with prose theatre, 

with one fixed element, but a staging which is continuously varying. Of course, 
you can listen to certain plays on the radio, whereas with ballet one has to see 

this at the theatre, and this has its special importance. 
 

 
Ballet and opera are often associated, as they both take place in the same 

theatres with a live orchestra, but not all opera-goers appreciate ballets. They 
are generally very fond of singing and perceive the rest as of secondary 

importance. On the contrary, ballet-goers are usually fascinated by the 

choreography and dancers’ skills, and the facilitator has to take into account 
such differences and prepare different DDV sessions accordingly.  In either 

case, he must have a deep understanding of music. For example, he must be 
able to recognize musical themes which are relevant to a character, or crucial 

situations of the story so that he can underline their close connection to the 
development of the action. Clearly the ideal situation is when the facilitator is 

also fond of these genres but the basic aim in DDV, is essentially to arouse the 
spectator’s curiosity which can keep his attention alive during the performance. 
 

Dvds are again useful, as in the above mentioned situations, in order to show 

different examples of staging. The most expert spectator will take advantage 
of the possible comparisons, whereas the most inexperienced one will be 

helped to approach something that he will be able to recognize later. 
 
 

DANCE THEATRE 

 
 

Dance theatre is a very specific art which is sometimes interpreted either as 

dance or as theatre.  Our aim here is not to come up with the definition of it, 
since the DDV is meant to bring out the characteristics of both theatre and 

music equally, and therefore the facilitator should put the stress on the  
symbolic and expressionistic features as they emerge from the cohesion of the 
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use of movement music and props. Dance theatre proves to have much better 

cohesion of its components in comparison with opera and ballet . 
 

One strategy is to present a scene on video, to see it again several times and 

each time to emphasize this or that component, eventually leaving the viewer 
with the clear vision of the overall work. 

 
 

The facilitator can use DDV to focus on movement, gestures and music 
separately, as long as he draws attention that it is the fusion of these which 

results in a performance worthy of being called theatre. What is ultimately 
important is that the viewer can enjoy every moment of the show in its 

complexity, forgetting the separation made during the training. To this end, it 
may be of interest to present a video scene several times and each time 

highlight this or that component, eventually leaving it up to the viewer to come 
up with his own interpretation and perception of the work as a whole. 

 
 

Given the highly symbolic nature of dance theatre, it would be useful to help 

the spectator decipher the symbols without actually explaining their meaning 
but rather by looking for analogies, referring to metaphors to be found in 

mythology or tapping into his subconscious images. Post-performance the 
facilitator can maybe come up with games in which participants are asked to 

act out any thoughts, secret feelings,  or personal phantoms that such a 
symbolically charged performance might have evoked.  

 
All these suggestions can be applied to all types of theatre, so even these may 

be added to the above mentioned list, however such strategies are absolutely 
vital when dealing particularly with dance theatre, which is a relatively recent 

form of art which might sound enigmatic without a significant preparation. 
Without such preparation the spectator might overlook such an genre as dance 

theatre. So this is indeed a worthy challenge for the facilitator. 
 

LOOKING AT ONE ANOTHER IN PERFORMANCE 
 

Finally, another DDV aspect to be considered is, when a group of students, 
having drama sessions in their own schools, become spectators of work done 

by another similar group of students, from another school. It is an invaluable 

opportunity to educate them, since their own awareness of what is taking place 
on the stage is much more intense than that of those who have never trodden 

the boards. It can be an enriching experience as they will be better able to 
recognize some of their own errors and discover other ways of performing, 

other ways of staging, playwriting and so on. 
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Such DDV experiences are not diffused much though they are established in 

some of the historic Italian school theatre festivals2 under various titles such 
as: Salotto teatrale, Aulotto teatrale, Chiacchiere & Caffè. These are not a 

space for criticism in the strict sense of the term, but rather a space where to 

listen, make suggestions, a space to analyse critically and make joint 
reflections, where participants appreciate what has just been performed and 

seen on the stage. This is done under the expert guidance of an experienced 
facilitator either with both groups together or each group separately. In the 

latter case, the students are asked to recall the other group’s performance, to 
highlight its crucial and emotional points, as well as the peculiarities, strengths 

and weaknesses, and they are urged to suggest alternative solutions to the 
theatrical communication in its various components. The facilitator also has the 

discretion over whether to talk with the students’ teachers, and theatre 
operators and eventually invite them to observe or involve them all together 

with the students in certain activities. 
.  

 
The facilitator needs to be creative in the preparation of such experiences: he 

has to think of ways how to start the meeting, how to make the audience enter 

the theatre atmosphere and how to make the students feel at ease and  how 
to open the debate, etc, but he also needs to be prepared and to research to 

be in a position to give information, explanations, examples, technical advice 
(e.g referring to the voice, the movement, the setting.) All that he does should 

be presented as play or performing activities, and must not, at all costs, sound 
like pedantic lecturing.  

 
There is no standard way of running these DDV sessions, much depends on the 

personality and skills of the conductor, also on his ability of involving students,  
in deepening their knowledge and consequently their knowledge of theatre and 

its parameters. He should do all this while always bearing in mind the 
educational background of his action and the students’ work. It is of utmost 

importance therefore that the facilitator knows what is going on in the field of 
theatre and education.  
 

                                                           
2 In the ‘90s the Italian Theatre-School review started being the formula by which school theatre 

performances have been taking place also outside the schools. The festivals are not the typical festivals, 
but rather a yearly appointment between school and society: for most of the adults this is the first time 

they go to the theatre.  
In the year 2000, the Ministry of Education in collaboration with Agita and Eti registered more than one 
hundred reviews across Italy, gathering productions with participants from schools ranging from nursery 
to senior high schools. Some of them were presented at a local or provincial level, others at the regional 
or national level. They had, and still do, a typological classification according to a fixed theme, specific 
artistic language, about a special project or production, or whatever else. In 2010, Agita found out that 
the number of reviews had dropped by 40%, due to the heavy government cutbacks in school and lack 

educational formation in the field, which Ministries had decided on because of the economic European 
euro crisis. Therefore the present political vision seems to be scarcely interested in education, formation, 

research and social investments. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
The DDV, as its authors and facilitators have conceived it and put into practice, 

stems from their conviction that to fully enjoy the arts, in our case, the   
theatre, is not only entertaining but also has an effective impact on children’s, 

young people’s and adults’ level of civilization and education. The beauty and 
rich humanity of the artistic creation are a means of empowering people, 

making them more critically conscious and leading them to a more a well-
balanced social life. This is maybe more evident in theatre, where collective 

participation is necessary. 
 

Therefore, we wish that the didactics of viewing, the école du spectateur, or 
even the art du spectateur would increasingly develop and spread thanks to 

the facilitators who come from different countries to share and compare their 
knowledge, skills, experiences, in close collaboration. To them we offer the 

present contribution. 
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