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Fourth Wall Permeability

in Chekhov’s Three Sisters
by William Given

THE TRIP, a San Diego-based
theatre company founded by Tom
Dugdale and Joshua Kahan Brody, is
dedicated to staging performances that
challenge traditional boundaries of
narrative and space. For their eighth
production, the ensemble presented
Chekhov’s 1900 play, Three Sisters, on
an outdoor tennis court overlooking
the Pacific ocean. While on a cursory
level it may seem an interesting choice
of venue for a play that has nothing
to do with tennis and that makes no
mention of the sport throughout its
four acts, the dramaturgical decision
soon becomes apparent by instilling
within the spectators a similar feeling
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Photo 23: The cast of Three Sisters at the WoW Festival.

of isolated longing that drives the
tonal undercurrent of the play. Just
as the Prozorov sisters, Irina, Masha,
and Olga, yearn to break free from
the small outpost town they are living
in and once again return to their
idealized Moscow, audience members
as well become increasingly aware of
the barriers that contain and constrain
them throughout the course of the

Photo 22: THE TRIP'S Three Sisters at the
WoW Festival.
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With the
audience seated at one

performance.

end of the tennis court,
the net itself seems to be the obvious
representation of the proscenium of
the site-specific stage, but the longer
one observes the space, it becomes
clear that the painted lines on the
playing surface itself also immediately
delineate alternative possible indicators
of the perceived fourth wall separating
performer and spectator. During the
preshow, the audience views only

barriers (baseline, service line, net,

opponent service line, and opponent
baseline) and boxes (left and right
service boxes and no man’s lands on
both sides of the court) that are each
imbued with strict rules that govern
the course of play in tennis. From
the onset, the space itself influences
precisely how the spectators will be
engaging with the story.

Dugdale begins the blocking of the
show with the performers entering
and taking seats at the baseline on
the other end of the court, facing
the audience and directly mirroring
them, establishing that both sets of
participants,
actors and
spectators, will

be engaged
in playing
the play;

Three Sisters
will not be a
performance
then to simply
be witnessed,
but rather one
that must be
experienced.
At the 2013
WoW Festival,
Dugdale
likewise
involved the
audience in his



production of Our Town by immersing
them in a backyard barbeque before
later moving them into a “traditional”
four-walled theatre for the final act of
the show. Creating the experiential
and immediately challenging the
audience to abandon passivity in
order to take an active role in the
actual creation of the performance
is something that THE TRIP does
exceptionally well, and the distance
that is created between the audience
and the actors at the top of the show
indicates the tone that Three Sisters
will take; the audience yearns to be
closer to characters who yearn to be
elsewhere.

Even with the empty expanse
of the tennis court itself providing
a chasm within the theatrical space,
the spectators soon realize that
they are in actuality directly linked
to the actors, all contained within
the imposing chain link fences of
the tennis court that completely
surround and encapsulate everyone
participating in the performance. So
even though there was a beautiful
sunset taking place out over the
ocean in which the venue provides
a spectacular vantage point, it is
still seemingly just out of reach and
obscured by yet another barrier.

Once Dugdale establishes that
both character and spectator alike are
distanced and thereby isolated from
a desire, be it Moscow or a sunset
on a southern Californian beach,
he dismantles any of the perceived
barriers within the enclosed
theatrical space and eliminates the
fourth wall by staging scenes both
in front of and behind the audience.
Watching the spectators at a show by
THE TRIP is remarkably theatrical
in itself; spectators aren’t sure at
times if they should turn around
to see the characters speaking the
dialogue behind them or to continue
watching the action directly in
front of them. Dugdale instills his
audiences with the power of choice
and never tries to disrupt or usurp
that choice throughout the course
of the show; he allows the audience

to thus become more personally
and emotionally invested in what is
taking place by enveloping them in
the world of the play.

In THE TRIP’s contemporary
adaptation of Chekhov, though, the
reality of the audience’s experience in
the narrative space is never trivialized
in favor of the world of the fictional
play. At one point, an actor directly
tells the audience that, “This is Miranda
[Dainard]. She will now be playing
Chebutykin,” immediately disrupting
any established suspension of disbelief
by stating the actress’s actual name
in order to remind the audience that
the actors themselves, who likewise
have their own yearnings and desires
that can take their thoughts out of
the performative moment, are also
contained and constrained by yet
another framework on a meta level.
This is best evidenced by Dugdale’s
decision to show the entirety of the
third act of the play as a movie on
a screen that his company sets up
on the tennis court. As Dugdale
explains, “The film is a respite from
live performance, a moment the actors
might have escaped. To Moscow? To
Hollywood, for all of us as actors really
just want to be making film, since
we'd be richer and more famous. The
fact that the actors return for Act 4 is
both triumphant and unbelievably sad
to me. Triumphant in that we restart
the art form I love, theater, with living
bodies before us, sad in that they're
still stuck here. Their getaway plan
didn't work.” Through this conscious
balancing act of exploring all of the
frameworks that confine us and hold
us back from that which we truly desire,
and the subsequent roles that we find
ourselves playing, whether it be actor
playing a character or spectator playing
the assumed part of audience member
who follows social mores and decorum
conventions, Dugdale is able to show
the true power the theatre is able to
have, if only one is brave enough to
challenge the permeability of the fourth
wall in the theatrical space.
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