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Introducing Augusto Boal 

Augusto Boal (1931 - 2009)

Born in Brazil to Portuguese parents, 
Augusto Boal qualified as a chemical 
engineer before studying drama at Columbia 
University (New York). He worked with 
the Arena Theatre of São Paulo from 1956, 
making theatre in factories and on the 
streets. Following imprisonment and torture 
by the dictatorship in 1971, he was exiled to 
Argentina. Here and in Peru he developed 
his concept of Theatre of the Oppressed until 
1976, when the political climate forced a 
move to Europe. 

Theatre Forms

Theatre of the Oppressed (Pluto, 1979) redefined theatre 
as a popular means of interactive expression and a tool 
for social change. Forum Theatre is a means to this end, 
breaking down the boundary between performers 
and audience. A play outlining a form of oppression 
is performed twice. Members of the audience, or 
‘spect-actors’, are invited to spontaneously stop the 
action and show how the protagonist could behave 
differently, enabling alternative outcomes. A Joker 
facilitates these interventions, enabling the creation 
of a dialogue on stage where the performance itself 
becomes a dynamic forum for debate.

Invisible Theatre scenes are performed interactively 
in public places without the prior knowledge of the 
audience, raising awareness about social issues by 
staging exaggerated versions of normal behaviour. 
Members of the public are encouraged to express 
their own opinions through interaction with each 
other and (unwittingly) with the performers. The 
covert approach was invented by Boal as a means of 
avoiding arrest.
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Boal returned to Brazil in 1986, later serving as an MP when he invented ‘legislative theatre’. Theatre 
of the Oppressed is now a world-wide movement (www.theatreoftheoppressed.org) with centres in 
dozens of countries.  Augusto Boal was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 2008 and received 
the title of “World Theatre Ambassador” from UNESCO in 2009.

Image theatre, now a widely-used drama technique, 
involves participants in rapidly sculpting their own 
or others’ bodies to express feelings, attitudes and 
experiences. These frozen images are dynamised - 
brought to life - in the investigation of oppression, 
enabling participants to express concerns and desires. 
The Rainbow of Desire (Routledge, 1995) outlines 
Boal’s therapeutic use of Image Theatre to deal with 
internalised oppression. More recently, Legislative Theatre 
was invented as a way of using theatre to make laws.

“Everyone can do theatre - even actors. 
And theatre can be done everywhere, even 

inside theatres.”
Augusto Boal.



An Introduction to Boal's Image, Invisible and Forum Theatre 

Image Theatre 

Image Theatre is an ensemble's collective visual perspective on an issue that 
is being dramatically created. The idea underlying Image Theatre is that a 
picture paints a thousand words and that our over-reliance on words can 
confuse or muddle issues rather than clarify them. In some instances images 
can be closer to our true feelings, even our subconscious feelings than 
words, since the process of thinking with our bodies can short circuit the 
censorship of the brain. Boal calls censorship of the brain cop in the head, 
as these are the do's and don'ts already placed there by society's 
Â structures and our personal experiences. 

Image Theatre is dynamised through physical transitions from one moment 
of enacted theatrical oppression to another; these transitions provide a way 
for the spec-actors to question, discuss and analyse and try to solve the 
problem. Therefore dynamisation, combined with Image Theatre, is one of 
Boal's acting approaches which allows spec-actors to express their 
oppressions in a non-verbal manner. 

Sculpting is an important acting technique in Theatre of the Oppressed. 
Sculpting is when ideas are expressed using the bodies of others. It is an 
important technique as 'it requires sensitive physical interaction… and 
develops physical communication skills (Babbage, 2004, p.123), since the 
sculptors must use their bodies, rather than words, to give shape to their 
ideas. 

Invisible Theatre 

Invisible Theatre is public theatre which involves the general public as 
participants in the dramatic action without their knowing it. They become the 
spec-actors. There is little obvious theatrical context with an audience in 
Invisible Theatre. The idea is that an issue can be raised without advertising 
that this is a piece of theatre. It is important that the audience should remain 
unaware that they have seen an action. Invisible theatre is a way of using 
theatre to stimulate debate by getting the public to question issues in a 
public space. The audience can take up any position they wish on the issue. 
This type of theatre asks questions without dictating the answers. 

Discuss how actors devise a piece of Invisible Theatre and the acting 
approaches that are needed. For example: 

• the actors find an issue that is of importance in their society 
• they create a small scenario of the issue that may provoke debate 

among the general public 
• they decide where and when this scenario should be played out 



• the scenario, in the main, will be in the style of realism with well-
developed characters 

• the scenario is rehearsed and polished, but has room for improvisation 
if needs be. 

Forum Theatre 

Revise the function and purpose of Forum Theatre as well as the role of The 
Joker, Spec-actor and Dynamisation in this type of performance. 

Forum Theatre is a Theatre of the Oppressed devising method in which a 
scene demonstrating an oppressing is presented by actors and then 
replayed with spontaneous intervention by audience members who 
replace the protagonist. The aim is twofold: to find ways to combat a 
specific oppression, and to create maximum opportunity for 
participants(Babbage, 2004, p.142). 

The Joker facilitates the presentation of the play, along with its analysis. 
S/he is like a narrator of the action for both the actors and the audience. 
S/he can intervene in the dramatic action and help propose ways of dealing 
with the problems or to seek explanations from characters. Through the 
Joker the spec-actors understand the issues raised by the characters in the 
performance and how the style of performance may affect the issue; it is an 
acting role that mediates between the actors and the non-actors. 

The Spec-actor is Boal's term for the audience who are turned into actors. 
The spec-actor has a participatory role in the play. This involves both 
reflective and evaluative discussion of the issues at hand as well as active 
intervention in the actual play. 

Dynamisation permits the actor and spec-actor to take control of political 
and social problems and to probe and inquire, whilst trying to invent new 
ways to confront oppression. 

 


