Theatre offers us a unique combination of virtues. 
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NOT long ago, I showed a friend an article I'd written. "It reads well," he said, "but it's not Shakespeare." I was fascinated by this reference to the Bard, because it says a lot about the arts in Australia. More particularly, it speaks of the challenges facing Australian theatre.

When we think of the English language at its most beguiling and sublime, Shakespeare often comes to mind. The poetry of his words, the profundity of his characters — half a millennium later, they're still the popular benchmark of literary genius.

And yet the so-called Swan of Avon wasn't a novelist, poet or songster. He was a playwright. For generations of kids forced to study Hamlet in high school, the Bard might be a drag. But regardless of this, he remains an icon, a name we reach for when we want to suggest artistic brilliance.

I was thinking about this last week when I attended the Australian Theatre Forum, held in Melbourne. Attending were luminaries from all over Australia's theatre industry: performers, writers, producers, directors, CEOs and ring-ins (like me). There was an intense, sincere exuberance about the event, a feeling that theatre in Australia was a creative, potent force, with something important to give the country and the world.

And yet another humour jarred with this: the anxious or frustrated mood of experts without authority, of professionals without professional status and security (to paraphrase one delegate). Theatre in Australia is vibrant, innovative and effusive, but it is also alienated from the mainstream audience, and career paths are precarious and sometimes non-existent.

Put simply, Australians might name a playwright to suggest literary excellence, but they're estranged from their home-grown dramatists and thespians. Often dependent on Government largesse, and the strings that come attached, these arts professionals are undervalued.

But this raises the central question: What is the value of theatre? Why should we support and encourage it?

In this, it's important not to be waylaid by well-meaning but obscuring answers. Theatre does many things that aren't, strictly speaking, theatrical: strengthening community, improving school results, raising self-esteem, and contributing to the economy. These are genuine, important achievements — but they're shared by football, music, chess and martial arts.

What combination of virtues is unique to theatre? What does it do best? This is a huge question, but all the more reason to knuckle down and try to identify the vital virtues of one of our most impressive industries.

First, theatre offers what might be called living physicality. Like sculpture, it offers the audience something palpable. But with a profound difference: real, tangible, breathing human beings give theatre a unique intimacy and presence that cannot be replicated on paper.

Second, unlike cinema, television or recorded music, theatre is very much a mayfly — it arrives, does its thing, and then ends. And every night can be subtly different. This allows for an awareness of the precariousness of things, the importance of seizing what's before us.

Third, theatre is a medium of focus. Unlike a DVD or radio (but like live music and dance), you're stuck in the theatre — you can't simply turn it off, or walk out to make a cuppa. This rewards the sustained spotlight of the sensitive mind.

Fourth, theatre affords audiences an astonishing encounter with archaic arts. It has a recorded history of more than two millenniums, which offers dramatists and actors a unique repertoire, an opportunity to take up and transform a rich historical inheritance. Of course, theatre can be novel, fresh — but against an immense, antique backdrop.

Each virtue is shared with other art forms, but the combination is theatre's alone. And each is also a threat to its acceptance, or an excuse for turning away to something more palatable or simpler. Living physicality, for example, can be painful. It can be awkward or excruciating to see other human beings on the stage: so close, so fragile, so vulnerable.

The transience of theatre can also be a problem. To enjoy it, we have to be there: it can't be beamed into our lounge rooms or our iPods. And it requires focus: it can't be paused, or simply used as a backdrop for chit-chat. But in an age of constant distraction, this attention can be in short supply. Many of us now hunger for instant gratification.

Lastly, tradition and innovation carry their own dangers. The cobwebs of history overwhelm some audiences, particularly when they're not brushed away by new adaptations and translations. Shakespeare's luminescent poetry can be a burden to the uninitiated. And fresh, vibrant, powerful new works can also be a turn-off: too foreign, too energetic, too arrogant — we're turned off by the first sight of the actor in the radiation suit, dancing with the chicken.

There is no simple answer to this. These barriers will continue to plague theatre, particularly in an era when there are so many alternatives for entertainment and amusement. I must admit, after a day's toddler-wrangling and baby vomit, my Star Trek DVDs look more appealing than hours of Brecht in a faraway theatre. But this only means I sometimes lack drive or courage, that I'm missing out on something genuinely, enduringly valuable: a brush with life's capricious substance.
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