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Meaning Making of Live Theater Performance among Young Audiences:

Theater Reception Modes as Applied by Kindergarten Children.

Smadar Mor, PhD.

Tel Aviv University, Israel
The kindergarten children entered the theater hall in pairs, as though into Noah's ark; open eyed, slightly open mouthed, eyes glancing from the stage to the colorful set, and to the other children in the theater hall. They hurry to their seats. Suddenly, the hall is dimmed, and the children excitedly cry out "darkness, darkness." Some of them clap their hands, while others sink deeply in their seats. Silence prevails in the theater hall. The performance begins (part of a qualitative observation of a theater hall in Tel Aviv). 

Introduction
What do kindergarten children (five to six years old) know about sign systems or theatrical conventions that may assist them in the complex process of meaning making while attending a live theater performance? Based on what background knowledge can a child decode the discourses on stage, or understand the theatrical conventions? How expansive can their 'horizon of expectations' (Jauss, 1982) possibly be at this young age?
In this paper I argue that kindergarten children are not themselves aware of the fact, but they do, indeed, speak 'theatrically' from a tender age. I discuss the process by which children decode theatrical communications. I further argue that kindergarten children are an audience possessing both a broad 'horizon of expectations' (Jauss, 1982), and 'theatrical competence' (Reason, 2010). These traits enable them to decipher complex plays which the producers and other adults consider beyond them. I also present the results of an empirical research conducted in Israel among kindergarten children (aged five to six years old), and argue that the kindergarten aged child creates meaning from the theatrical performance since he is skilled in deciphering theatrical communication. The child does so by means of three modes which enable communication while watching the play, and simultaneously absorbs important baggage for future plays. This baggage can be categorized as socio-cultural, emotional, and cognitive.
Theatrical Communication
Theatrical communication takes place between the stage and the audience during a theatrical performance through one of three components: sign language, semiotics, is the research of signs placed on the stage so that others might discover their meaning, and they will become a 'stage truth' (Elam, 2002); theatrical conventions signify the difference between the 'truth' shown on the stage and real life (Rozik, 1992); and the aesthetic distance, the psychical distance of the observer from the artistic creation (Bullough, 1957), allows him to fully appreciate the experience. These three components enable the viewer to form meaning in the fantasy life presented to him (Schonmann, 2006). The empirical research findings show that the kindergarten children (aged five to six) are capable of understanding and creating all three components of theatrical communication. While conducting the research, I watched many theatrical performances together with kindergarten children from various areas of Israel, and I can say wholeheartedly, after checking my findings, that they understand and decipher the semiotic signs which the performance used in order to create the stage reality. They also interpret the movements and mimicry: "I know he's bad because he moves evil moves…" (5.0 years old), and regarding the costumes: "and with his clothes he's still the king" (5.7 years old). They poetically describe the position of the lighting: "the lights are on the sky of the show" (5.1 years old), and display their knowledge regarding the scenery's role in the theatrical performance: "if there is a black screen, and they will act, you won't be able to see where they act, where the place is" (5.9 years old). The research findings show that the categorization of semiotic signs suggested by Kowzan (1968) is the most suitable for the way the children perceive the systems shown on the stage, and that is why his taxonomy has been chosen for this study.
A child watching a theatrical performance has to believe the play's acts while also being aware that it is an illusion. He has to function in the gap between the real world and the fictional world. He has to understand the artistic foundation which is a key to the aesthetic experience, and be able to say accordingly "this is happening to me now." However, he needs to simultaneously be able to say "I am in the theater and this is only imaginary." Understanding this paradox means understanding the core of theatrical art. It is a difficult cognitive task to comprehend this convention of 'make believe' and 'real'. It hints at the identity and the duality that exists between the sign and the one marked, between the symbol and the symbolized. The research shows that kindergarten children (five to six years old) accept the theater's primary convention of 'suspension of disbelief' (Langer 1953). The kindergarten children explain this convention by relying on existing moral awareness: "We agree to view a show, but we are not mad at them, we accept them to be 'as if', the show should be 'as if'…" (5.8 years old). The ability to comprehend conventions develops with age (Klein, 2005). Between the ages of four to seven, children develop the ability to distinguish between reality and imagination. Among younger children, the illusion of imagination often replaces reality, and the moment the distance is gone, so, too, does the art vanish. 
The kindergarten children are also aware of the role that convention plays regarding dramaturgy, such as accepting artificial props as real, and scenery signifying a place. They explain that this convention is a solution for technical issues that arise during production: "In the show there was not really pizza, it was just a box of pizza, there was nothing in it" (6.0 years old). The same child argued that "you cannot bring real pizza to the stage," and explained "because that's how ants will come and climb slowly and they'll come to the pizza." In order to convince me that he knows the truth, just like adults, he added: "Look, you can see that it's not really a pizza box."  

One can find in those words proof of McCaslin's argument; among children, as well as adults, imagination is the dominant force for the audience and the actors. When the imagination is unfettered – everyone drifts to the place and time in which they believe. When a red carpet was displayed on the stage of The Wizard of Oz, in order to represent a field of poppies, the child explained that "you cannot spread poppy flowers on stage [during the performance] because then it will be hard to pick them up and also put them in. It takes a lot of time; you cannot sweep it with a broom…" The child explained the convention as though he had read McCaslin (2005) who argued that when the theatrical convention is presented in a real and open manner, children will understand and respect it.
While observing the kindergarten children in the theater hall, I noted that they were capable of creating an optimal aesthetic distance (Schonmann, 2006), allowing them to experience the right amount of tension during the performance. In one of the performances, a girl sat leaning forward, very tense, looking sad, and she said quietly, with a strained voice: "they are so evil…" (5.0 years old). She was very tense, but it was clear that she understood that it was an illusion, and she did not feel threatened. Another child explained the optimal aesthetic distance thus: "If, for example, there is a part that scares me, for example, for example, if suddenly, a storm comes down, really, really, really. And you don't see anything, I'm really, really, really scared, not really, but a bit" (5.1 years old). This child describes the psychic-emotional situation that he is in during the play, and the duality of his feelings. Schonmann and Klein (2009) define the 'aesthetic distance' as a psychological mechanism propelling emotions and thoughts backwards and forwards throughout the entire range, like tidal waves, during a performance. In the next part I describe the empirical research conducted among the kindergarten children, the research framework, the tools, and the analysis.
The Research 

An aesthetic qualitative reception research was conducted among Israeli kindergarten children (five to six years old). The purpose was to enhance the understanding of both the subjective experience and the meaning making of a very young audience in a live theatrical performance for children. The objective of this research was to investigate the modes of reception that the children used in order to make meaning of the performance. 
The research was conducted in the theoretic and aesthetic-phenomenal framework. Its conceptual background includes both the theatrical art world, and reception. With this in mind, an experiment was conducted to give meaning to the experience of kindergarten children watching a theatrical performance. Theatrical language was used in order to explain the complex reception of a theatrical performance, which is in essence a single occurrence; it exists only when being viewed. Using the reception framework (Sauter, 2000), the viewer deciphers the sign language appearing on the stage, while accepting theatrical conventions (Rozik, 1992), and creating an aesthetic distance (Bullough, 1957). These three components comprise theatrical communication, allowing for an understanding of the signs that appear on the stage, and their structure. This is, ultimately, in order to create meaning by devoting enough attention and 'taking it all in' (Esslin, 1993). Within this framework of theatrical language, using theatrical communication components, I researched the children's viewing experience, their commentary, and the meaning they gave to what they watched, so I could conceptualize the meaning of their viewing experience. 
Twenty four kindergarten children from four Israeli cities participated in this study, and two kindergartens were chosen from each city. Every child watched two theatrical performances produced by the Repertory Theater for children in Israel. Four research tools were used, and were adapted for this young audience from research tools originally intended for an older audience. The adaptation was done to prevent difficulties that might arise while collecting data from such young children: unwillingness to cooperate with the researcher from fear of sharing feelings and thoughts with a stranger; insufficiently developed verbal capabilities to express the experience; or the possibility of them being influenced by their friends' opinions. 
The first tool was the observations. The researcher undertook these observations while the children watched the performance in the theater hall. During these observations, all their physical and literal responses were written down.  The second tool was the 'theater talks,' a tool developed by Sauter (2000), and which the researcher adapted for research with children: a group from the audience gathers after the performance in order to talk freely about the experience they have just undergone. Three participants from each kindergarten took part in a theater talk after each show that they watched. During the theater talks, an additional research tool was implemented, drawing, which turned out to be a great way to 'break the ice,' and create 'rapport' between the researcher and the children. A day after this theater talk, individual interviews were conducted with each child. These interviews were only partially structured, and were based on the themes from the theater talk the day before. 
This data, collected with all these research tools, was analyzed according to theme analysis primarily focusing on the text as a window which allows you to see into the human experience (Shkedi, 2011(, (Hebrew). The analysis was done deductively: beginning at the theoretical framework, I searched for the relevant content within the interview material. The analysis was also conducted in an inducted approach; there was an attempt to build the theory from the empirical material which had been collected (Zilber et al, 2008). The analysis units in the observations were verbal or physical responses the children made while watching the performance. The analysis units during the theater talk, the drawings, and the interviews were statements: a single sentence or a few sentences that expressed one main idea (Ayalon & Tsabar Ben-Yehoshu'a, 2010), (Hebrew). In the next part I focus on the research findings, especially those that describe the theater experience, and the ways in which the children grasp theater communication during the reception process. 
The Theatrical Experience and the Reception Process 
The experience of watching a theatrical performance is a complex process, based on the emotional, cognitive, and aesthetic baggage responding to the reality presented on the stage. While watching the performance, the viewer must perceive, decipher, and give meaning to the illusion before him. Peter Eversmann (2004) describes this as an ongoing experience, and presents a model for conceptualizing the viewer experience among adult viewers of a theaterical performance. According to him, the aesthetic experience is composed of four dimensions: the perceptual dimension, the cognitive dimension, the emotional dimension, and the communicative dimension. These dimensions influence the experience which is formed from the moment that the audience is captivated by the artistic creation, and begins to pay attention to it. In the present study, which took place among a young audience, the findings regarding the viewer experience matched Eversmann's model.
The research findings revealed a triangulation of three reception modes created during the reception process. The next part describes the reception process including the 'horizon of expectations' (Jauss, 1982) that kindergartners possess, and the emotional, and cognitive impact on this 'reception process.' It further describes the effect of three combined reception modes on meaning making: the socio-cultural baggage, the emotional baggage, and the cognitive baggage.

The Socio-Cultural Baggage: Theatrical Knowledge 
Kindergarten children acquire their theatrical knowledge from social interactions, such as socio-dramatic games and theatrical clubs in kindergarten, and interactions with adults or other children. Additional sources for theatrical knowledge include communication and media, such as television, performances they have previously attended, end of year shows they have taken part in, and movies. A girl who was nearly six years old explained where the producers can get the props and accessories used in the performance, thereby revealing her sources of knowledge acquired during socio-dramatic games in kindergarten: "We have things not so much as theirs because we do not have clothes like theirs, we do not have shoes like theirs and we do not have a screen like theirs. We have no stage, but we can get a stage" (5.9 years old). These sources reveal the reality from which each child draws his knowledge, as well as his personal interest in the various issues, and the culture from which he comes. The social aspect, which is acquired and further developed through experimentation with others, forms the basis for the viewer's understanding. It builds the kindergarten children's theatrical skills, and horizon of expectations (Maguire, 2012). In this way, it becomes part of the reception process.
An additional source for theatrical knowledge is the previewing preparation in which adults mediate the theatrical performance to the children before they watch it. The best theatrical previewing preparation is one that focuses on understanding theatrical language (Aram & Mor, 2009; Reason, 2010). This preparation joins the other meditational sources of knowledge mentioned above. Furthermore, Reason argues that good preparation requires watching good, quality theater which will occupy the child's thoughts after the show, and prepare him for the next theatrical performance. The children themselves say that they are "Learning from the performance" (5.9 years old). Media is also a source for theatrical knowledge. The children explain where they received the knowledge which became the baggage with which they arrive at the theater hall: "And there was, in the film, when I was three, there was a stage that was higher than the stage of the play we saw" (5.0 years old). Or, "We saw… this tape before the day of the play, and they said on the tape that it was a warehouse, so Om. knew that in this cassette it was a warehouse, so when they said – warehouse, she knew immediately it was a warehouse" (5.9 years old). Performances that the children have previously seen enrich their socio-cultural baggage, enabling them to decipher the play that they are currently watching. During the post-show 'theater talk' the children were asked about the lights dimming in the beginning of the play, and one of the youngest children in this study answered: "it was the beginning of the show." When asked how he knew that this was when the play began, he revealed his knowledge source, age appropriate for kindergarten children: "because I went to a show once" (Theater Talk, 5.0 years old). The comparison to television shows conceptualizes their ability to evaluate and criticize the performance they see: "I prefer TV programs, because they are short, and then another program comes. And a theater show is something long [in a strong and decisive tone], like three programs" (5.6 years old).
Another source from which children can acquire theatrical knowledge is their own homes. A home that is 'fond of the theater' will be a source of knowledge, and will build a foundation for the young child going to watch a performance: "Daddy told me, he knows theater shows" (4.9 years old). Familial involvement in the theater will encourage the child's interest in this medium, and could influence the child's value system towards it (Saldana, 2002).

The child's social experiences when he is five years old develop his cultural capabilities, and enrich him with theatrical knowledge. These broaden his horizon of expectations when coming to see a theatrical performance. The sources creating this knowledge teach us that the proximity of theatrical art to real life is so great, that there is nearly no need to teach the child theater. The child learns social knowledge through life at home, and at kindergarten, in a direct and natural manner. This knowledge is the basis upon which he later deciphers the theatrical performance. The influence of theatrical art upon children and adults can be explained by this proximity to real life, and by this ability to amass experiences that will affect the receptiveness of the performance. Every additional performance that the kindergarten children watch, every game in the kindergarten's socio-dramatic center, every dramatic club they participate in, the dozens or more television shows they watch during the year – all these add layers of knowledge to the theatrical knowledge they already have. It expands their skills, broadens their horizon of expectations, and enriches their cultural life in its entirety. 
The Emotional Baggage: Intensifying Enjoyment
The emotional baggage that increases from the pleasure, or decreases from the lack of pleasure, that the kindergarten children feel while watching a theatrical performance, serves them during the performance's receptive process. The emotional baggage, as expressed in this study's findings, correlates to other researchers' findings, such as Klein (2005), and Reason (2012) who refer to 'bombardment of stimuli' during a performance, or the feelings that are awoken during the initial stage of watching the play (Eversmann, 2004). The emotional baggage springs into action before the curtain rises; as soon as they leave kindergarten. In order to observe children watching a theatrical performance, I joined them for the bus ride to the theater hall. I could sense the excitement they felt at leaving kindergarten, and going on a bus ride together. Additionally, when I asked the first question during the 'theater talk' about the experience ("tell me about the experience"), the children's initial answers dealt with the bus ride: "It was fun to see through the bus window" (5.9 years old), "I had fun on the bus too" (5.1 years old), and "I'm drawing on the bus" (6.0 years old). These initial responses show the role that excitement fills in constructing an experience. As can be seen from the following observation piece, the emotional baggage increases upon their entering and sitting in the impressive hall (theater halls): from the moment she sat down, she cannot stop swinging her legs (from excitement) and turning around to the children sitting behind her from another kindergarten. She moves her legs so that the seat goes up. She swings her legs. "Nu, come on" [she wants the performance to begin already] (a kindergarten of five year olds from Tel Aviv). The intensification process continues when the hall dims and the curtain rises: "the most fun was when suddenly there was unbearable darkness!" (5.5 years old) It increases when the children create the communication and participate in the play: "It's a show and it's fun to be in it" (5.1 years old). The emerging emotional baggage allows the children to concentrate on the performance, and decipher it. This process is, likewise, an enjoyable one, and so the theatrical communication cycle between the audience and the performance repeats itself:  
H:"For we enjoyed it very much, she saw we enjoyed it"
Smadar: "Yes, how did I see it, how do you think I saw you enjoyed it?"
H": Because you saw that we looked and did not speak, that we took part in the show."
Smadar: "did you love it?"
H: "And we cooperated with the show."
N: "We loved the show."
H: "We enjoyed" (A kindergarten talk 5.9 years old)

The sign system which the child sees while watching the performance, especially the conversation and the body gestures, were mentioned by the children as conducive to their viewing pleasure. These intensify the emotional baggage which was activated in the initial stages of the viewing experience. With its help, the emotion is further intensified, helping decipher the performance: "Ah, I really enjoyed the whole story, that the witch turned the prince into a frog, that they told us all the roles, and they were the guards, and I loved the princess that she cried and smiled and got married. I loved it terribly" (5.9 years old). Additionally, "At the end of Dumbo's show, there were lights like that, colorful, that these lights make a good feeling in the body..." (5.5 years old). The emotional baggage is not connected only to positive aspects like excitement; sometimes negative emotional baggage is formed while sitting in the theater hall or watching the performance. For example: "The parts that the show wasn't on, just sitting, and just sitting I do not like" (...) "I Hate Just sitting" (6.0 years old).
A performance influences the viewers' responses, according to Pavis (2012) regarding post-modern theater. Among children, emotional baggage increases due to the pleasure or displeasure that they experience, and it serves them during the reception process of the performance. The emotional baggage intensifies before they leave their kindergarten, on the way to the theater hall, upon entering the theater hall, and while waiting for the performance to begin. This emotional intensity assists them in building the focus and concentration needed to decipher the play; persevering with it, while watching the performance, enables them to decode the complex situation before them, and create a meaningful experience. 
The Cognitive Baggage: Deciphering and Understanding 
The theatrical performance is a phenomenon characterized by its immediacy and uniqueness. In order to decipher the play, and derive meaning from a phenomenon that exists only in the present, the children must rely on their socio-cultural baggage, their emotional baggage comprised of the intensification of the feelings that arise in them while watching the show, and their cognitive baggage. The more mature among them describe the role the cognitive baggage has in watching a performance. In doing so, they base themselves on scientific knowledge that begins to develop at the ages of five to six: 
I: "When I see shows, then it's not the eyes that see, it's the brain that sees."
N: "The brain thinks, it does not see."
I: "It is the one that allows the eyes to see, the eyes do not see the show, the brain sees" (theater talk).
The cognitive baggage allows every child, according to their stage of development, to describe, compare, analyze, connect, draw conclusions, think critically, and look from an over view at the occurrences (Eisner, 2000; Bloom, 1994). Among the children participating in this study, some showed initial thinking capabilities: description, definition, and explanation. One girl, upon being asked how she understood who the characters are, explained: "Umm, I know because she said "Daddy", that means he's the king, and "Mom" so that means she's the queen" (4.9 years old). A boy was asked how he knew that a storm occurred in the show, and he explained:" "Emm. I hear the storm, they don't have to say, because I hear the storm (...) with my ears I hear" (5.1 years old). These thinking levels can especially be seen among children who have just turned five. As they grow older, their deciphering abilities and their understanding match higher order thinking levels: analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating. They analyze the conventional idea, and connect it with the pleasure they felt: "We agree to see a show, but we are not angry at them that we do not agree that the show will be as if we only know this show is as if (…) we only enjoy them (...) and their show is beautiful" (6.0 years old). 
Some children used explanation and application levels when they explained that the convention serves the plot and its production: "They wanted us to understand that the house was flying in the air" (5.6 years old). Additionally, "It is as if it symbolizes something sad [and then we know] that there is something sad, we don't see the tears" (5.6 years old). They explain the actors' role in the play by means of an analysis: "They play, they give an explanation of what they are, they give an explanation of what happens in the show" (5.9 years old). Some made use of synthesis to draw conclusions from the characters regarding the plotline:"Shutzon [one of the characters] disappeared? They had to change their clothes, so what happened? They gave an idea and they did a gag" (5.9 years old). They draw conclusions from the visual design on the level of analysis and estimations:"a clown costume, that means a clown… so the audience will know what is was and itwhoabout…" (5.9 years old). They also make use of evaluation when they criticize and appraise the communication components for providing knowledge during the performance:"First you have to see the show and then learn from the show, that the showis good and nice" (5.9 years old). The cognitive baggage allows children to connect their socio-cultural baggage, and decipher the performance, on the level appropriate to them. The richer their baggage, the deeper their understanding of the performance; they will be able to see more components, will succeed in deciphering them better, and will piece together a more complex picture of the performance which is a unique experience for them. The producers' intentions are clear to them, they deduce a more varied meaning, and they receive pleasure both from watching the performance, and from being able to decipher it. However, even when their personal baggage is neither rich nor complete, that does not mean that they will not derive pleasure from the viewing experience. Emotional baggage does not depend on either previously acquired knowledge or developmental abilities, and can, therefore, be found among children whose tender age or cultural background prohibited them from acquiring sufficient knowledge.  Therefore, children who decipher the theatrical performance using initial thinking levels, derive the most pleasure when they succeed in understanding the performance on a basic level, which becomes cultural baggage they can rely upon in their future viewings.  
Conclusion
In this paper I have shown that kindergarten children are an audience with a broad 'horizon of expectations.' This allows them to decipher complex theatrical communications appearing in a single, artistic performance. While watching the performance, the kindergarten children rely on the baggage that creates the receptive process: the socio-cultural baggage, the emotional baggage, and the cognitive baggage. This baggage serves as components in a process which focuses the concentration, and creates a 'network' of information, enabling instant deciphering. The deciphering occurs during a single, unrepeated viewing – until the curtain falls. The socio-cultural baggage which they amass from various sources enables them to comprehend and communicate their perception of the theatrical performance. This baggage includes the socio-dramatic games which allowed them to practice and develop social situations, watching television (or online) shows, theatrical performances, movies, and previewing preparation by adults. To all this, is added the emotional baggage created by the intensification of excitement generated on the way to the theatrical performance, and while watching it. This baggage provides the concentration and focus needed to decipher the performance, and build motivation to do so. The cognitive baggage encourages comprehension and deciphering, such as comparison, drawing conclusions, application, analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating the performance. All these together let the kindergarten child comprehend the semiotic signs on the stage, accept the conventions, and create an optimal aesthetic distance. Every time kindergarten children watch a performance, they increase their layers of knowledge, and enrich their socio-cultural baggage. This will enable them to decipher future performances.
In summary, I can say that children in different stages of development (while five years old), or from different socio-economic backgrounds, arrive at the theater hall with cultural, emotional and cognitive baggage of a varied quality. Nevertheless, at any age, and at any socio-economic level, these three baggage components are the basis for the reception process; they will assist the children in deriving meaning from the experience, reporting on the reception, and preserving the current viewing as baggage for future theatrical performances. This dimension of the viewers' experience, in which the baggage is used to mediate between the performance and the children's audience, as part of the reception process, takes place before watching the performance, during it, at its end, and after the performance. The three types of baggage blend in with each other during this process, in a way that is reminiscent of waves chasing each other, but also crashing into one another, and entering into each other's territory. The emotional baggage finds expression in the excitement that begins with the drive to the theater hall, continues when entering the hall, and culminates upon the curtain's rising. The socio-cultural baggage and the cognitive baggage find expression when the children first begin to watch the performance, and attempt to decipher it, and to understand it. Once they have left the theater hall, the excitement connected to the emotional baggage continues to rise, and they receive further insights which they can report to the other children or to the adults. This prepares their socio-cultural baggage, and their cognitive baggage, for the next theatrical performance. 
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