Theater Terms – A Glossary

Genre
comedy -- a play with a mixture of humor and pathos, that celebrates the eternal ironies and struggles of human existence, and ends happily

drama-- a serious form of theatre that takes a thoughtful, sober attitude toward its subject matter. It puts the audience in a frame of mind to think carefully about what it sees and to become involved with the characters on stage.

farce -- play that aims to entertain and provoke laughter. Its humor is the result primarily of physical activity and visual effects, and it relies less on language and wit than do so-called higher forms of comedy. Violence, rapid movement, and accelerating pace are characteristics of farce. Example: Noises Off by Michael Frayn. 

melodrama -- suspenseful, plot-oriented drama featuring all-good heroes, all-bad villains, simplistic and naturalistic dialogue, soaring moral conclusions, and bravura acting. Only when taken to extreme is melodrama laughable. Mysteries and problem plays are two types of drama that fall under this category. Ex. Clue, the movie. 

satire -- play that ridicules social foibles, beliefs, religious, or human vices, almost always in a light-hearted vein. Example: The Importance of Being Earnest by Oscar Wilde

slapstick -- comedy that stresses horseplay and wild physical buffoonery

tragedy -- play that treats, at the most uncompromising level, human suffering. Modern tragedy involves ordinary people, rather than the nobility of classical tragedy, and is [image: image1.png]OrchestraPibor Apron

Audience



written generally in prose rather than verse. Focus is on deep themes including:. Why do men and women suffer? Why are cruelty and injustice in the world? And perhaps most fundamental of all: What is the meaning of our lives? Examples: Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello, and King Lear, by William Shakespeare; Long Days Journey Into Night by Eugene O’Neill, and Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller
Parts of the Play

overture -- orchestral beginning of a musical, opera, or play

prologue -- speech or a short scene preceding the main action of the play that sets a mood and defines or defends the script

exposition -- units in the scripts in which the playwright supplies background and past information necessary to the complete understanding of the play

establishing number -- song providing essential exposition to the audience about the locale, time period, plot, characters, or theme

entr’acte -- 1) orchestral opening to the second act of a musical; 2) a dance, musical number or interlude performed between the acts of a play

eleven o’clock number -- a show tune which provides a big finish shortly before the musical ends
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denouement -- final scene of a play when the plot is unraveled and the play is brought to a tidy conclusion

deus ex machina -- a Latin phrase that is used to describe an unexpected, artificial, or improbable character, device, or event introduced suddenly to resolve a situation or untangle a plot (e.g., having the protagonist wake up and realize it was all a dream, or an angel suddenly appearing to solve problems).
epilogue -- speech or short scene that sometimes follows the main action of a play

curtain call -- bowing and receiving the audience’s applause at the end of the show

Archetypes- (repeated patterns that appear in literature or drama.  Here, we refer to archetypical character types)

clowns – an actor who entertains through jokes, tricks, and antics

hero – principal character in a drama

ingénue -- role of a young girl

juvenile -- role of a young man

leading man/lady—actor who plays the leading male/female role (see “hero”)

sage—character who possesses great wisdom or information

sidekick—close companion who assists another in a superior position

villain – the evil character in the story

Jobs in the Theater

actor – person appearing in a show
casting -- difficult task of matching the actors who auditioned for the production with the roles in the play or musical

choreographer – the person who creates who composes or arranges dances or other

movements for a production
conductor – the person who leads the orchestra or group of musicians accompanying the performance.

costume designer -- the person who researches the costumes, decides which styles and fabrics to use, and then draws or paints the costumes in renderings

critic -- someone whose verbalized responses to the play or script are thought to enrich the experience for others. The response can take the form of newspaper articles, television reviews, or public talks.

designers -- (scenic, special effects, sound, costume, makeup) architects of a production; they provide the practical and artistic environment for a play or musical. The best of these highly skilled artisans knows how to deal effectively with limitations.

director -- in modern theatre, the major interpretive figure, and the artistic visionary whose job it is to bring to life the playwright’s script. The director’s primary objective is to provide artistic meaning to the theatre experience. The director might have a number of professional assistants to work with him/her: casting director, movement coach, speech consultant (vocal coach). In musicals, the music director and the choreographer are also major interpretive figures.

chorus/extra -- person who is onstage to provide atmosphere and background and who may speak only with a group

investor -- (angel) financial backer for a commercial production Because of the high cost of mounting a commercial production ($2 million for a “straight” play and $5 million to $8 million for a musical), producers look to corporate funding rather than to individual investors
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playwright -- person who writes or adapts properties known as play; in most traditions, the first and most creative artist of all those who collaborate to make theatre It is the playwright’s property that stimulates the impetus for a full-fledged production. In musicals, the writers include the writers of the music, the lyrics, and the book.

producer -- practical visionary of a theater company (like a chairman of the board or president of a corporation) whose primary responsibility is to secure rights to the script, establish the budget for the production, raise money, lease an appropriate theater space, and draw together the artistic leadership. Working with the producer is a legal counselor and an accountant.

production manager -- the person in charge of the technical side of the production; generally, the technical director and the stage manager report to this person

sound controller/engineer -- the person who operates the sound system during a performance 

stage crew -- the crew that works backstage during the show, shifting the scenery

stage manager -- member of the artistic leadership of a theatre company who accepts full responsibility for the integrity of a production once it is open to the public. The stage manager normally “calls the show” (i.e., gives commands to execute all cues during performance) and accepts responsibility for maintaining the artistic integrity of the production throughout the duration of its run.

understudy -- performer in the show who studies another role and is prepared to substitute in case of emergency

The Written Word...Reading a Play

aside -- unspoken thoughts of a character delivered directly to the audience with the other characters on stage but unable to hear what is being said

blocking -- the movement of the actors onstage

business -- activity performed by an actor during or in place of a speech

flashback -- theatrical convention in which the audience is able to see scenes from the past through the eyes of one of the characters in a play

foreshadowing -- action or dialogue in one part of a play that gives hints to something that will happen in another part of the production

lighting cues -- the instructions that tell the lighting operators what to do and when to do it

monologue -- uninterrupted speech delivered by one character in a play to other characters who are at least present, if not listening

scene -- division of an act, usually denoting a change in time or place; can also be the descriptor for the locale of a play

script -- dialogue, lyrics, and stage directions of a musical or play

soliloquy -- inner thoughts of a character spoken alone on stage to explore the character’s private thoughts; often lyric in style and highly emotional

tag line -- final line of a scene or act, or the exit line of a major character; when it is the final line of an act it is also called a curtain line

text -- words of the dialogue and lyrics

theme -- central ideas or thoughts of a play that synthesize the audience’s experiences
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cross -- movement of an actor from one position on the stage to another 

deadpanning -- getting laughs through using no facial expressions

downstage -- the part of the stage closest to the audience as you face the audience

downstage right/left -- acting area closest to the audience and on the right/left side of the stage as you face the audience (the actor’s right)

entrance -- 1) entering the stage; 2) opening in the set that is used for entering

exit -- 1) leaving the stage; 2) opening in the set that is used for leaving

punch line -- line that should get a laugh

running gag -- comic business that is repeated throughout a musical

steal a scene -- to attract attention that should be on another actor

tempo -- general rate of playing a scene Tempo depends on cue pickup, the rate lines are read, and the overall energy level of the performance: the intensity.

upstage -- area on the stage area farthest away from the audience. The term dates back to the days when the stage was raked away from the audience so that actors had to literally walk upstage

wings -- offstage areas right and left stage

Musical Theater Terms

ballad -- romantic, smooth-flowing song

belt -- to sing in a forceful manner using the chest voice

libretto -- text of an opera or musical

musical soliloquy -- show tune which gives information to the audience about what the singer is thinking and feeling

orchestra -- main floor seating area of the auditorium

pit -- area immediately below the stage which is usually lower than the auditorium level; used primarily by the stage orchestra

production number -- large showtune with lots of singers and dancers, spectacular scenery, beautiful costumes and effective lighting

reprise -- in musicals, a repetition of a song or dance with some variations

up-tempo – music having a fast or lively tempo

Stagecraft-What goes on behind the scenes

backdrop -- large sheet of painted canvas or muslin that hangs at the back of a set

black out -- a fast darkening of the stage

control booth -- (light booth/projection booth) small, glass-enclosed room at the back of the auditorium; used to house light and sound equipment. The stage manager often runs the show from the control booth

fade out/dim out -- a slower darkening of the stage

fade up/fade in -- stage lights come up gradually

flat -- frame constructed of 1-by-3 boards, covered with canvas, painted, and used most often for interior or exterior walls of a building in a stage setting

house -- rows of seats in which the audience sits to watch a performance

houselights -- lights that illuminate the auditorium of a theater; all the lights in the auditorium except the “exit” lights. These lights usually dim and are controlled from the light booth

special effect -- technical effect found in a play, television program, or film. The more elaborate special effects may be beyond the capacity of the most theatre technicians; in this case, a specialist -- a special effects artist -- may be employed.

spotlighting -- focusing a strong light on one individual or a group, often used for solos or duets in order to attract the audience’s attention to the most important people onstage

property/prop -- article or object that is carried by performers or is used on the set
