THEATRE ARTS

These subject guidelines should be read in conjunction with the IB extended essay general guidelines.

Introduction

Extended essays in theatre arts provide the opportunity to undertake research into a limited

topic which is of particular interest for the candidate. The study should involve imaginative,

personal and critical evaluation combined with disciplined and accurate research.

The Nature of the Subject

Of all the arts, the theatre is the one that looks most like life. Characters on stage court and

marry, pick quarrels and fight, fall sick and die. In short, they seem to live, albeit in a

compressed way. “Theatre”, Alfred Hitchcock said, “is life without the boring parts.”

The truth of the matter is, of course, that theatre is not life any more than landscape painting is nature. Theatre is an art. Indeed, it is a composite art, which incorporates several arts and several crafts: the actor’s art, the playwright’s art, the director’s art and the designer’s art; the

carpenter’s craft, the scene-painter’s craft, the costumier’s craft and the electrician’s craft.

Off-stage, it incorporates an additional spectrum of skills, from the accountant’s to the publicity agent’s. And it is the degree of skill and cohesion with which these arts, crafts and skills are combined which determines how effective, often how lifelike, a theatrical event will be. For the truth of the theatre lies in its artifice. To approach an understanding of that truth,

candidates must become acquainted with the forms and varieties that artifice has taken

throughout history in a diversity of cultures. They must also come to understand the

composite nature of the theatre: that, although it incorporates literature, it is not simply

literature on its feet and that, though it requires several kinds of physicality, it is not mere

athleticism. They must also learn, and learn to respect, the variety of talents and skills the

theatre requires, and must understand and respect the extent to which the theatre must be a

synthesis of these skills and talents.

Today, in an age of film, candidates should understand that theatre is a different art from film, and they must understand how it is different. And it is essential that, to understand all this properly, they understand it with their voices, bodies and emotions as well as with their

minds.

At the same time, they must come to understand that the theatre is also very simple. In its

essence, all it requires is an actor, two planks and a passion and, if really necessary, it does

not need the two planks. Ultimately, candidates must come to understand that the end and

purpose of all theatre, ancient and modern, occidental and oriental, simple and complex, is

this: by representation to clarify and illuminate human life, that is, their lives.

Choice of Topic

The first and crucial stage in writing an extended essay is the choice of topic and the framing

of a research question. Most extended essays are made or broken at this point, so it is here

that a candidate will most need the wise guidance and counsel of the supervisor. The topic

needs to ignite at least a spark, or preferably a fire, of enthusiasm in the candidate. It always

shows when this is absent. Of course fires can go out and even the dampest wood can catch

alight. It is clearly vital that the scope of the topic matches the scale of an extended essay. It

needs to be rich enough to offer possibilities of development and discovery but not so wide as to need a book. The judgement and experience of the supervisor can clearly make all the

difference here.

Absolute reliance on textbooks is discouraged and no extended essay in theatre arts should be based exclusively on textbooks. They should be consulted in so far as they may stimulate

original ideas, provide models of disciplined, structured and informed approaches, and

encourage direct and personal involvement with the essay topic.

It needs to be remembered that theatre arts embraces a number of elements which all

contribute to the whole truth, which is a performance. It is not necessary to list them. An

extended essay may focus on any of these elements; it always seems most fruitful if the

specific is seen and presented in the context of the whole process. The most satisfactory

essays maintain this balance. For example, one candidate explored the place of design in

theatre by both looking at the impact of design on Zeffirelli’s production of Much Ado About

Nothing and also designing her own production of the play by which she laid bare something

of the imaginative dialectic between the designer and the director. To some extent, she went

on to develop this in relation to the actors, lighting and designer. The least satisfactory essays are generally those which are narrowly literary, divorced from the process of theatre and usually from their historical context as well. The collaborative nature of all performance can hardly be stressed too often.

Comparisons between aspects of two or more different theatrical practices are permissible, but candidates must take great care to ensure that the comparisons are on the one hand genuine, clear and specific, and on the other, a manifestation of sensitive and objective analysis.

After choosing a topic, the candidate should spend some time and great care over framing the research question (or title). A good title should imply the terms of reference of the essay

without being so rigid as to stunt its development. Ideally it should be like a seed, the pattern

of whose growth is both predictable and surprising. It is at this stage that the connection

between the specific and the general can be confirmed. An extended essay should always

focus on something quite particular but place it in at least one wider context.

The following examples of titles for theatre arts extended essays are intended as guidance

only. The pairings illustrate that focused topics (indicated by the first title) should be

encouraged rather than broad topics (indicated by the second title).

An investigation into the functions of masks in a selection of Zeami Motokiyo’s plays is

better than N Ð drama.

Contrasting female stereotypes in a selection of Brecht’s plays is better than Brecht’s

aesthetic theories.

An examination of Soyinka’s use of rhythm is better than Nigerian theatre.

A study of the effects of the use of fabrics and lighting in ‘The Tempest’ is better than

Shakespeare’s problem plays.

Treatment of the Topic

When the research question has been established, it is a good idea for the candidate to make a research plan. Obviously this should not be slavishly followed, and every candidate shouldallow for some flexibility. The research plan should take account of what is available, or what might become or be made available. The range of materials used will necessarily vary with the topic, but it is important that adequate resources are accessible, though not necessarily too easily accessible. Sometimes the hunt can be most stimulating and can become a part of the essay itself. The bibliography really ought, in most cases, to extend beyond a list of books and journals to include all types of resource materials.

The form of any essay should be the expression of its argument. Implicit in this sentence is

that an essay requires an argument. A mere catalogue of information or ideas is not an essay. It is the argument which binds the whole together. Some candidates will not previously have written at such length and may need some guidance about the relation between argument and structure.

The use of materials such as drawings, pictures, plans and photographs should be encouraged where they appropriately illustrate the discussion and/or argument. Any such materials which are drawn from other sources must be acknowledged.

Assessment Criteria

J Personal point of view based on thorough knowledge of the theatrical aspects of the chosen topic

Achievement level

0The candidate demonstrates no satisfactory knowledge or understanding of the theatrical

aspects of the topic.

1The candidate demonstrates some knowledge of the theatrical aspects of the topic but

does not attempt to express a personal view.

2The candidate demonstrates a satisfactory knowledge of the theatrical aspects of the

topic and indicates a personal point of view.

3The candidate demonstrates a satisfactory knowledge of the theatrical aspects of the

topic and makes an attempt to illustrate and justify a personal point of view.

4The candidate demonstrates a thorough knowledge of the theatrical aspects of the topic,

and illustrates and fully justifies a personal point of view.

K Effect of the research findings on the practice of the theatre form

investigated

Achievement level

0The candidate has not considered the effect of the research findings on the practice of

the theatre form investigated.

1The candidate has paid little attention to the effect of the research findings on the

practice of the theatre form investigated.

2The candidate has given adequate consideration to the effect of the research findings on

the practice of the theatre form investigated.

3The candidate has fully considered the effect of the research findings on the practice of

the theatre form investigated.

4The candidate has fully considered the effect of the research findings on the practice of

the theatre form investigated. Such consideration shows a high degree of originality and

personal involvement.

L Historical/socio-cultural context of the argument/evaluation 
Achievement level

0The argument/evaluation is not placed in its historical/socio-cultural context.  

1The argument/evaluation is very loosely placed in its historical/socio-cultural context

with little attempt at analysis. Very few of the relevant links have been noted.

2The argument/evaluation is loosely placed in its historical/socio-cultural context. The

context has been analysed superficially. Some of the relevant links have been noted.

3The argument/evaluation is generally placed in its historical/socio-cultural context. The

context has been analysed with some care. Some of the relevant links have been

adequately explored.

4The argument/evaluation is directly and clearly placed in its historical/socio-cultural

context. The context has been carefully, critically and systematically analysed. Most

relevant links have been thoroughly explored.

