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Abstract	
The	concept	of	"theater"	itself	is	vague	and	complicated,	and	its	essence	is	difficult	to	be	
systematically	 explained.	 From	Heidegger's	 philosophical	 point	 of	 view,	 the	 original	
meaning	of	theater	comes	from	the	gathering	place	of	the	four‐fold	integration	of	"sky,	
earth,	mortals,	 and	 divinities".	 The	 advent	 of	 technology	 has	 had	 an	 impact	 on	 the	
original	meaning	of	the	theater,	but	it	cannot	replace	the	original	meaning	of	the	theater.	
It	is	the	coexistence	between	the	viewers,	the	performers,	and	the	directors	that	gives	
the	theater	space	a	real	meaning.	
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1. Introduction	

From	 the	 end	 of	 the	 19th	 century	 to	 the	 entire	 20th	 century,	 theater	 practitioners	 and	
researchers	have	been	obsessed	with	clarifying	and	determining	the	connotation	of	"theater".	
But	due	to	the	vagueness	and	complexity	of	the	concept	of	"theater",	it	is	difficult	for	creators	
and	researchers	to	define	and	speak	about	 it.	Some	of	 them	are	aware	of	the	significance	of	
"theater"	to	drama	art,	but	it	is	difficult	to	grasp	the	essence	of	"theater"	in	their	description;	
another	 part	 of	 them	 equates	 "theater"	with	 "stage	 technology",	 and	 their	 interpretation	 is	
superficial.	In	China,	discussions	about	"theater"	became	popular	in	the	early	1980s.	Academia	
believes	that	"theater"	is	a	mixture	of	sound	and	light	on	the	stage,	while	theater	circles	tries	to	
reset	the	relationship	between	performance	and	viewing	in	theater	practice	to	present	multiple	
possibilities	for	drama.	The	discussion	of	what	is	"theater"	has	constituted	an	important	content	
of	the	construction	of	Chinese	and	Western	theater	aesthetics.	From	Heidegger's	philosophical	
point	of	view,	the	original	meaning	of	the	theater	comes	from	the	place	where	the	four	layers	
of	 "sky,	 earth,	 mortals,	 and	 divinities"	 gather	 and	 dwell.	With	 the	 development	 of	 science,	
technology	has	become	an	important	part	of	the	theater.	It	has	an	strong	impact	on	the	original	
meaning	of	the	theater,	but	it	should	not	replace	the	original	meaning	of	the	theater.	This	is	of	
great	significance	for	changing	the	traditional	mainstream	of	the	perception	of	theater.	

2. The	Meaning	of	Theater:	Building‐Dwelling	of	Fourfold	

The	word	"theater"	itself	means	"viewing".	“theater”	and	“theory”	in	English	are	the	same	origin,	
and	their	roots	are	both	the	Greek	word	"thea".	The	original	meaning	of	"thea"	is	"viewing"	or	
"seeing",	which	extends	 to	 "things	viewed"	and	"things	seen".	This	means	 that	whether	 it	 is	
“theater”	or	“theory”,	they	all	contain	the	meaning	of	"seeing	and	knowing".	
“thea”	 not	 only	 stipulates	 the	 basic	 attributes	 of	 the	 "things"	 that	 people	 observe	 in	 the	
theater—this	"thing"	should	be	able	to	trigger	people's	awareness	of	reflection,	 it	is	also	the	
way	people	"dwell"	in	the	theater.	In	the	article	"Building	Dwelling	Thinking"	(Bauen	Wohnen	
Denken),	Heidegger	(1971)	believes	that	“dwelling	is	the	manner	in	which	mortals	are	on	the	
earth”,	or	more	precisely,	 it	 is	the	“sky,	earth,	mortals,	and	divinities”	constitute	a	"fourfold"	
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(das	Geviert)	and	are	ultimately	kept	before	the	divinities.	From	this	perspective,	the	purpose	
of	the	"building"	of	theater,	especially	the	ancient	Greek	theater,	is	to	allow	people	to	obtain	
essential	"dwelling"	in	it.	Based	on	this,	our	investigation	of	theater	can	start	with	ancient	Greek	
theater.	According	to	scholars'	research,	during	the	annual	Bacchus	festival,	many	tragic	works	
are	performed	in	ancient	Greek	theaters,	and	people	of	all	social	classes	can	visit	them.	It	can	
be	seen	that	the	purpose	of	the	"building"	of	the	ancient	Greek	theater	directly	points	to	the	call	
of	the	divinities,	and	on	the	other	hand,	it	aims	to	invite	the	Greeks	at	that	time	to	live	in	it	and	
let	them	gather	with	the	divinities	in	the	field.	The	"gathering"	of	the	divinities	and	people	is	
realized	in	the	form	of	tragedy	performance	and	"viewing".	
When	the	“mortals”	as	one	of	the	“fourfold”	appeared	in	the	theater,	the	“sky”,	the	“earth”	and	
the	“divinities”	also	gathered	in	the	theater.	The	"sky"	promised	a	time	limit	for	the	tragedy.	
The	duration	of	tragedy	performances	is	often	limited	by	the	rising	and	falling	of	the	sun,	and	
tragedy	actions	can	be	gradually	carried	out	under	the	shining	of	sky.	The	“divinities”	watch	
over	 the	 people	 living	 on	 the	 earth	 in	 the	 "sky"	 and	 listen	 to	 people	 commemorating	 their	
decrees	and	deeds	in	the	recitation	of	tragic	poems.	The	"earth"	allows	people	to	cultivate	and	
produce	on	the	earth,	and	allows	them	to	reward	the	gift	of	the	earth	in	the	form	of	tragedy.	It	
also	makes	room	for	the	narrative	of	the	tragedy,	and	promises	the	performers	and	viewers	to	
feel	and	lament	here.	The	"divinities"	not	only	pay	attention	to	the	tragedy	performance	in	the	
vicinity	of	the	theater,	but	also	show	up	in	the	tragedy	because	of	people's	call.	Therefore,	the	
structure	of	"theater"	in	the	original	sense	can	be	expressed	as	"people	living	in	the	theater".	
For	performers,	"theater"	sets	a	purpose	for	its	imitation	behavior,	allowing	them	to	open	their	
life	as	"performers";	for	viewers,	"theater"	builds	a	place	for	the	latter	to	present	experience	
and	 ideas;	 for	 tragedy,	 “theater”	 stipulates	 its	 fundamental	 nature	 and	 aesthetic	 style.	 The	
performance	in	the	theater	not	only	reveals	the	finiteness	of	man,	but	also	shows	the	possibility	
of	man	breaking	 through	his	own	 limitations	and	approaching	 infinity.	 "theater"	 in	 the	 true	
meaning	is	"dwelling"	in	the	original	meaning.	

3. Technique	of	Theater:	The	Impact	of	Artisans	and	Director	

In	the	modern	West,	the	theater	gradually	faded	from	its	original	"Building‐Dwelling"	nature	
and	became	a	specialized	technology	for	space	enclosure	construction	to	meet	people's	needs.	
The	migration	of	the	meaning	of	"building"	implies	that	the	relationship	between	"mortals"	and	
"sky,	earth,	and	divinities"	in	the	"fourfold"	has	changed:		"mortals"	who	appear	in	the	theater	
are	not	limited	to	the	"performers"	and	"viewers",	but	extend	to	the	"artisans"	who	build	and	
design	theaters.	Although	artisans	do	not	"dwell"	in	the	theater,	their	appearance	has	divided	
the	relationship	between	performers,	viewers	and	theater:	The	original	"dwelling"	connection	
between	performers,	viewers	and	theater	is	obscured	by	technique.	
At	the	end	of	the	19th	century,	the	"director"	appeared	in	the	theater.	The	emergence	of	the	
"director"	has	repositioned	the	existing	three‐dimensional	relationship	between	"playwright,	
performer	 and	 viewer":	 the	 playwright	 builds	 the	 framework	 of	 the	 play	 plot	 and	 sets	 the	
character	and	destiny	of	the	characters;	the	director	breaks	up	and	reconstructs	the	script,	and	
designs	the	stage	presentation	plan;	the	performer	chooses	the	performance	method	according	
to	 the	director's	 idea.	 In	short,	 the	director	relies	on	 the	 theater	practice	 technology	he	has	
mastered	 to	 control	 and	 plan	 the	 various	 details	 of	 theater	 production,	 but	 the	 excessive	
"technical	nature"	of	"theater"	has	also	led	to	a	narrow	understanding	of	the	theater	itself.	In	
short,	directors	uses	practical	skills	to	control	the	various	details	of	play,	but	if	directors	only	
focus	on	the	formulation	of	the	performance	plan	and	the	operating	instructions	of	the	stage	
technology,	it	will	lead	to	a	narrow	understanding	of	the	theater	itself.	
The	transformation	of	the	connotation	of	"theater"	to	the	direction	of	technology	changed	the	
fate	of	the	development	of	theater.	The	technique	of	modern	"theater"	has	been	exploited	to	a	
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great	extent,	resulting	in	the	“theater	space”	being	squeezed	by	installations	and	technology,	
forgetting	 the	mission	 of	 gathering	 and	 protecting	 the	 fourfold	 of	 "sky,	 earth,	 mortals	 and	
divinities"	 (Wilson	 &	 Goldfarb,	 1991).	 The	 director	 arrogantly	 overstepped	 the	 position	 of	
"divinities"	 and	 turned	 the	 theater	 into	 a	 place	 of	 work	 instead	 of	 a	 place	 of	 "living";	 the	
"mortals"	as	performers	and	viewers	cannot	"dwell"	in	the	theater	with	the	departure	of	the	
"divinities".	The	director	needs	to	reconcile	the	contradictions	between	performers,	viewers,	
and	stage	technology,	because	there	is	a	hidden	crisis	in	a	highly	"technical"	theater:	the	space	
of	the	performers	has	been	squeezed	out	by	the	stage	art	installations	and	the	viewers'	freedom	
to	"watch"	the	play	is	deprived	of	the	director.	
Nevertheless,	the	essence	of	"theater"	is	the	thing	happens	between	performers	and	viewers.	
This	"thing"	is	the	performance	of	the	performer,	the	viewing	of	the	viewer,	and	at	the	same	
time	the	director's	statement	of	his	own	unique	living	experience.	This	kind	of	statement	is	not	
a	monologue,	it	needs	the	audience	to	listen	and	respond.	Theater	is	not	fixed.	It's	not	stable.	
For	the	viewers,	they	look	forward	to	discovering	things	related	to	their	own	lives	in	the	theater,	
and	maintaining	the	coexistence	relationship	with	the	performers,	characters,	and	directors.	
For	the	director,	they	re‐transferred	the	theater	"space"	to	the	performers	and	viewers,	which	
allows	 the	 three	 to	 understand	 the	 original	meaning	 of	 "theater"	 and	 then	 understand	 the	
relationship	 between	 life	 experience	 and	 "theater".	 Based	 on	 this	 premise,	 the	 essence	 of	
"theater"	may	be	truly	revealed.	
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