Readers Theatre Styles

If you are serious about the performance aspects.

DESCRIPTION OF THREE READERS THEATRE STYLES

In the tradition of Readers Theatre there are three commonly defined styles along from the least to the most visual. The director or teacher needs to understand the requirements of each style in order to choose the best one to fit the experience of the students and the purpose of the project. 

STYLE 1. SIMPLE READERS THEATRE

This is the most basic form of RT. It emphasizes the reading aspect of the literature and is the least theatrical. It uses the following techniques:

SETUP. The readers are usually arranged in a formal straight line, seated on stools or chairs, standing at music stands or simply standing holding the scripts. The readers are placed in a meaningful relationship to each other. That is, the Wolf Narrator is placed by the Wolf, etc. If there is a main character, that reader will probably be placed centre.

FOCUS. Narrators use Audience Focus. They seem to ‘see’ the characters in offstage. Characters use Offstage Focus as if speaking to other characters via a ‘rebound wall’ at the back of the audience. 

SCRIPTS are used. Even if lines are memorized for public performance, the cast should appear to read from their scripts. They should be controlled so that turning of pages and other physical uses do not distract the audience. Stiff folders are helpful in achieving good script handling. Scripts are not used as props in this style.

ACTIONS. No literal movements are used. Entrances are indicated merely by looking up from the script with an inner surge of psychic energy (called ‘taking the stage’). Exits are indicated by looking down at the script without a decrease of energy.

Do not ‘peek’. Avoid pantomime and gesture.

SIMPLE READERS THEATRE should have the same energy, expressiveness, and involvement as more visual styles.

STYLE 2. STAGED READERS THEATRE

This performance style emphasizes the literature while providing certain theatrical elements that help to bring the text alive for readers and audience. It is particularly suited to beginners in RT because, even though mimed actions on stools are highly involving, full stage movements are not required. It both controls and frees the performer. It uses the following techniques:

SETUP OF REVOLVING STOOLS AND READING STANDS. Revolving stools and stands are usually placed in a straight line to indicate the non-realistic style. Stands are sometimes angled slightly toward each other to show the narrators' relationship to both audience and cast. Characters are placed to indicate relative character (not performer) importance and relationships. Note:
If stools are not available, chairs can be placed in profile to the audience, permitting 3/4 turns. Sometimes their backs can be removed. Wooden stools can be waxed for easy turns or fitted with revolving tops of plywood. Drummer stools can be used. If music stands are not available, narrators can stand in place holding scripts. It should be observed, however, that casts of all ages enjoy working with revolving stools, so you will probably want to make them your first acquisition.

FOCUS. Narrators use Audience Focus. Also, narrators look from time to time at the performers with Onstage Focus as an added bridge between cast and audience, and because this style is more theatrical than Simple Readers Theatre. Characters usually use Offstage Focus. Sometimes, as in a climactic moment uniting two characters, brief Onstage Focus may be quite effective.

SCRIPT FOLDERS. Scripts are used in this style to prompt the reader, although there is no reason why the words should not be memorized if a polished performance is desired. The presence of scripts emphasizes the importance of the text in Readers Theatre. Scripts are also used to suggest props (a tray, a fan, an offering).

ACTIONS. This style uses entrances and exits by characters revolving on stools either to face front or to turn BTA (back-to-audience). Gestures and mime are also used, but they are highly selective, intending to do no more than suggest the actions of the text. The mime is also done with Offstage Focus. That is, the reader hands an imaginary cup of coffee toward the offstage spot where the receiving character is visualized, rather than to the actual reader on stage. It is important that the actions be synchronized – nothing can destroy an on-going dramatic effect more quickly than a cup taken before being offered.

STYLE 3. CHAMBER THEATRE

Chamber Theatre is a style is a theatrical approach to performing narrative literature. (Note: Most of Chamber Theatre's techniques are the same as those in Story Theatre, since both use the same basic approach to full-stage performance.)

SETUP. Simple weight-bearing structures are used as needed. In some Chamber Theatre productions, the full physical resources of theatre (lighting, scenery, costumes, make-up, props, sound) are utilized. A general principle of Readers Theatre in any form, however, is to seek the maximum communication of the text with the simplest means.

SCRIPTS. Scripts are not ordinarily used, although narrators may carry them as a symbolic representation of the author.

FOCUS. Narrators use Audience Focus, supplemented with onstage focus to observe characters. Characters use Onstage Focus. Sometimes it is meaningful for characters to speak their narrations to other characters on stage.

ACTIONS. Full stage actions are performed as in conventional theatre. Since separate narrators are used, it is necessary to integrate them fully into the production. Narrators are alter egos, confidants, and commentators on the action, as well as the author's storytellers. They must not be shunted to the sides as if they were less important than the characters, or as if they were merely to be heard rather than seen. They are the ‘camera's eye’, following the action with wide, medium, or close-up shots, so arrange their stage relationships accordingly.

TEXT. Narration is an essential element in Readers Theatre based on literature with that ingredient. Do not attempt to drop or minimize the narration to make a ‘play’ of the script.
