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President of the Chamber, President of the War
Office, Inspector of Works, down to
roadbuilding, Director of Mines. .. the princi-
pal actor, dancer, in short, the factotum of all
Weimar.” But in 1786, his writing come to a
standstill, Goethe decided to slip away to Italy.

The journey proved decisive. Goethe had
gone in search of pleasures, expecting that new
literary works would ripen under the Italian
sun. Instead, amid Italy’s ruins and great paint-
ings, he learned that art is more than subjective
satisfaction and poetry more than the expres-
sion of desire. “He had come looking for cul-
mination, enjoyment, and a revelatory immedi-
acy of experience, and he had found,” Boyle
writes, “‘the need for study, informed under-
standing, and hard work.” When he returned to
Weimar two years later, he set up house with
Christiana Vulpius—whom one of Goethe’s
earlier mistresses spitefully called “a girl who
used to be a common whore”—and eventually
married her. He also began to write Faust,
which would become the most famous work in
German literature. With Goethe’s arrival at ar-
tistic maturity (and his 41st year), Boyle’s first
volume ends.

Almost a century later Nietzsche was to com-
ment that Goethe was “not just a good and
great man, but an entire culture.” It is exactly
this notion, the idea that there was a cultural
Goethezeit, that Boyle challenges. Boyle's thesis
is that it was the mature Goethe's distance from
and opposition to his age—an age composed of
subjective expression and the poetry of de-
sire—that made Goethe great and makes him a
modern: one of us.

REIMAGINING AMERICAN THEATRE. By
Robert Brustein. Hill and Wang. 336 pp. §24.95

Is American theater really dead? According to
Brustein, the drama critic of the New Republic,
the answer depends on where you look. Broad-
way may be suffocating under the weight of im-
ported British musical extravaganzas and exor-
bitant ticket prices, but a network of regional
(or “resident”) not-for-profit theatres, from the
Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis to Washing-
ton’s Arena Stage, have made the past 25 years
“a period of theatrical renewal and change.”
Reworking the classics, producing new play-

wrights, and supporting innovative collabora-
tions, the American theater today, Brustein ar-
gues, is “making history at a time when the
theater is no longer thought to have a history.”

Instead of pining for the “golden age” of Eu-
gene O’'Neill, Arthur Miller, and Tennessee Wil-
liams, Brustein maintains that younger play-
wrights such as David Mamet (American
Buffalo), Sam Shepard (Buried Child) and Mar-
sha Norman (‘night, Mother) rival the earlier
masters. He praises the virtue of a ‘‘post-
naturalistic” play such as Lanford Wilson's
Balm in Gilead, which presents realistic events
on stage while characters wander through the
theater haranguing the audience. “Never per-
mitting the audience to forget it is watching an
artificial rather than a real event,” Brustein
writes, such plays “preserved what is unique
about the theater—its immediacy and dan-
ger—while fulfilling naturalism’s mandate to
explore the habits and habitations of an aban-
doned underclass.” In a similar spirit, auteur-
directors like Lee Breur have adapted the
classics, combining, for example, Sophocles
and gospel singers to create The Gospel at Colo-
nus. And even when Gregory Mosher directed
that old standard, Our Town, he cast avant-
garde performance artist Spalding Gray as the
Stage Manager, thus infusing Thornton
Wilder's twangy philosophy with contemporary
irony. Long lines outside the Brooklyn Acad-
emy of Music’s annual New Wave Festival or
Brustein’s own Harvard Repertory attest to the
popularity of experimental theater.

Brustein concedes that there are ‘radical
problems . . . confronting the American theater
today.” The founding generation of artistic di-
rectors has almost disappeared, and its succes-
sors are increasingly responsible to their
boards of trustees rather than to their own ar-
tistic visions. The lines between not-for-profit
and commercial have blurred, as more resident
theaters plan their seasons with an eye toward
New York transfers. The National Endowment
for the Arts, once a staunch ally, now has to
satisfy the political requirements of both the
Left (for “politically correct” art) and the Right
(for inoffensive, morally sound art). To Bru-
stein, these developments are difficult to dis-
cuss: He is reluctant to admit that the American
stage—having survived its own death—may
now be coming down with a serious virus.

WQ AUTUMN 1991

101



