john guare six degrees of separation

john guare six degrees of separation is a seminal work that has captivated audiences and critics alike for
decades, exploring the intricate webs of human connection and the potent, often dangerous, allure of
deception. This play, and its subsequent acclaimed film adaptation, delves into the fascinating concept of
interconnectedness, demonstrating how a single lie can ripple through social circles, blurring the lines
between truth and fabrication. This comprehensive article will dissect the multifaceted genius of John
Guare's masterpiece, examining its thematic depth, character development, theatrical impact, and enduring
legacy. We will explore the core ideas that underpin the narrative, the unforgettable characters that

populate its world, and why Six Degrees of Separation continues to resonate so powerfully in contemporary

society.
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Thematic Foundation

The very essence of John Guare's Six Degrees of Separation is deeply rooted in the titular sociological
theory, which posits that any two individuals on Earth can be connected through a chain of no more than
five acquaintances. Guare, however, takes this concept and injects it with dramatic tension, personal
ambition, and the seductive power of curated identities. The play is not merely an illustration of the
theory; it's an examination of how this interconnectedness can be exploited, manipulated, and ultimately,

how it shapes our understanding of ourselves and others.



Guare masterfully uses the theory as a springboard to explore the human desire for belonging, the
construction of social facades, and the often-fragile nature of personal narratives. The play’s structure, with
its non-linear progression and fragmented storytelling, mirrors the way our own social networks often
operate — a series of seemingly disconnected encounters that, upon closer inspection, reveal underlying
patterns and connections. This thematic grounding is what makes the play’s exploration of identity so

compelling.

The Universal Law of Connection

The theoretical underpinnings of "Six Degrees of Separation” are not just a plot device but a philosophical
lens through which the play examines human interaction. The idea, famously popularized by Stanley
Milgram in the 1960s, suggests that the world is far smaller than we often perceive. John Guare’s genius
lies in taking this abstract concept and dramatizing it through the personal journeys of his characters,

demonstrating how easily these invisible threads can be frayed or weaponized.

In the context of the play, the theory becomes a playground for ambition and a vehicle for social climbing.
Characters are drawn to each other not just by chance, but by perceived proximity to fame, fortune, or
influence. The play highlights how individuals actively seek to leverage these connections, sometimes
with innocent curiosity and at other times with calculated intent, leading to a complex tapestry of

aspiration and disillusionment.

The Theatrical Brilliance of John Guare's "Six Degrees of

Separation”

John Guare's play, which premiered in 1990, is a masterclass in contemporary dramatic writing. Its
innovative structure, sharp dialogue, and profound thematic resonance have cemented its place as a modern
classic. The narrative unfolds through a series of interconnected vignettes, each adding a layer to the
central story of Paul, the young imposter who infiltrates the lives of wealthy New York socialites Flan and

Ouisa Kittredge.

Guare’s script is characterized by its wit, its intellectual rigor, and its keen observation of human behavior.
The play doesn’t shy away from exploring uncomfortable truths about class, race, and the performance of
identity. The theatricality is not just in the plot but in the very fabric of the dialogue, which crackles with
intelligence and reveals character with every carefully crafted line. This makes Six Degrees of Separation a

compelling piece of theater that challenges and entertains in equal measure.



Plot and Narrative Structure

The narrative of Six Degrees of Separation is anything but straightforward. John Guare employs a non-
linear, episodic structure that allows for rapid shifts in time and perspective. The story is framed by Flan
and Ouisa recounting their experiences with Paul, an enigmatic young man who claims to be the son of
actor Sidney Poitier and a friend of their children. Paul’s ability to weave elaborate tales and exploit his
perceived connections draws him into the upper echelons of New York society, leading to a chain of

events that profoundly impacts the lives of those he encounters.

‘What makes Guare’s storytelling so effective is the way it mimics the fragmented nature of memory and
gossip. The audience pieces together the events as the characters themselves do, creating a sense of shared
discovery and growing unease. This intricate weaving of plot threads ensures that every seemingly minor
detail contributes to the overall impact of the play, highlighting the interconnectedness of the characters’

lives.

The Art of Deception: Paul's Masterful Performance

At the heart of Six Degrees of Separation is the character of Paul. He is an archetypal con artist, but one
with a unique blend of charm, intelligence, and desperation. Paul’s ability to accurately read people,
understand their desires, and present himself as precisely who they want him to be is his greatest asset. He
doesn't just lie; he crafts convincing realities, leveraging the social capital he has gleaned from his keen

observation of the world.

Paul’s motivations are complex and layered. While the immediate goal is often personal gain or access,
there’s also an underlying search for validation and a desire to experience a life he believes is just out of
reach. John Guare’s script imbues Paul with a certain tragic nobility, making him a figure of both
fascination and pity. His performance is a commentary on the nature of acting itself, questioning where the

performance ends and the authentic self begins.

Exploring the Thematic Depths of "Six Degrees of Separation”

Beyond its clever plot and engaging characters, Six Degrees of Separation offers a profound exploration of
several key themes that resonate deeply with audiences. John Guare uses the central narrative to delve
into the complexities of identity, the pervasive nature of deception, and the stark realities of social class in
America. These themes are not presented in isolation but are interwoven, creating a rich and thought-

provoking theatrical experience.



The play asks fundamental questions about who we are, who we pretend to be, and how our social
standing influences our perceptions and opportunities. The allure of the fabricated life, the desperation to
escape one’s own circumstances, and the ways in which privilege shapes our understanding of truth are all

central to Guare’s masterful examination.

Identity and the Construction of Self

The theme of identity is perhaps the most central to Six Degrees of Separation. John Guare presents
characters who are deeply invested in how they are perceived by others. Paul, the outsider, meticulously
constructs an identity that grants him access to a world he otherwise could not enter. Conversely, the
wealthy socialites, Flan and Ouisa, have established identities that are inextricably linked to their social

status and their connections to the cultural elite.

The play suggests that identity is not a fixed entity but a fluid performance, constantly being shaped and
reshaped by external influences and internal desires. The characters grapple with who they truly are
versus who they present themselves to be, highlighting the societal pressures that compel individuals to
adopt specific personas. The ease with which Paul manipulates these perceptions speaks volumes about the

performative nature of modern life.

The Power and Peril of Deception

Deception is the engine that drives the narrative of Six Degrees of Separation. Paul’s elaborate lies are the
catalyst for the play’s events, but the play also reveals that deception is not limited to his actions. The
characters themselves engage in a form of self-deception, maintaining appearances and upholding social
niceties that mask deeper insecurities and desires. John Guare masterfully illustrates how a well-crafted lie

can be more believable, and often more appealing, than the unvarnished truth.

The peril of deception lies in its potential to unravel carefully constructed lives and expose vulnerabilities.
For Paul, the danger is being discovered and facing the consequences of his actions. For Flan and Ouisa, the
peril is the erosion of their perceived reality and the unsettling realization of how easily their world can be
infiltrated and manipulated. The play questions the ethical implications of deception and its impact on trust

and authenticity.

Social Class and the American Dream

John Guare’s Six Degrees of Separation offers a sharp critique of social class and its influence on the pursuit

of the American Dream. The play is set against the backdrop of New York’s elite society, a world where



wealth, status, and connections are paramount. Paul’s desperate attempts to penetrate this world highlight
the barriers that exist for those on the outside, and the lengths to which some will go to achieve a

semblance of success and belonging.

The play subtly examines the privilege inherent in social standing. Flan and Ouisa, insulated by their
wealth, are able to view Paul’s machinations with a degree of detached amusement until their own lives
are directly impacted. The play suggests that the American Dream is not equally accessible to all, and that
the pursuit of it can lead individuals to compromise their integrity, blurring the lines between ambition
and desperation. The stark contrast between Paul’s impoverished background and the opulent lifestyle he

infiltrates underscores these class divides.

Critical Acclaim and Enduring Theatrical Significance

Upon its premiere, John Guare’s Six Degrees of Separation garnered widespread critical acclaim, solidifying
its status as a significant work of American theater. Reviewers lauded its intelligent script, its complex
characters, and its timely exploration of themes relevant to contemporary society. The play’s innovative
structure and its biting social commentary set it apart from more conventional dramatic fare, earning it

numerous accolades and a lasting impact on the theatrical landscape.

The success of the play is a testament to Guare’s ability to craft narratives that are both intellectually
stimulating and emotionally resonant. Its continued performance and study by theater companies and
academic institutions worldwide underscore its enduring power and relevance. The play’s ability to
provoke thought and spark discussion about human connection, identity, and societal structures ensures its

place in the canon of modern drama.

Awards and Recognition

The critical success of Six Degrees of Separation was reflected in the numerous awards and nominations it
received. John Guare’s writing was particularly praised, earning him prestigious honors. The play’s impact
was recognized by the Tony Awards, where it was nominated for Best Play, showcasing its significant
contribution to Broadway theater. Beyond Broadway, the play’s critical reception was overwhelmingly
positive, with critics consistently highlighting its sharp wit, its profound insights, and its daring exploration

of complex social issues.

The consistent praise across various critical platforms cemented Six Degrees of Separation as a landmark
achievement in contemporary playwriting. The awards it garnered were not merely for its entertainment
value but for its intellectual depth and its ability to challenge audiences’ perceptions of the world around

them. This recognition affirmed its status as a vital and important work of art.



The Acclaimed Film Adaptation of "Six Degrees of Separation”

In 1993, Six Degrees of Separation made its transition from the stage to the silver screen, bringing John
Guare’s compelling narrative to an even wider audience. The film adaptation, directed by Fred Schepisi,
was met with significant critical praise, largely due to its faithful interpretation of the play’s spirit and its
exceptional performances. The cinematic medium allowed for a visual expansion of Guare’s world,

capturing the opulence of New York’s elite and the subtle nuances of human interaction.

The film successfully translated the play’s thematic concerns about identity, connection, and deception into
a visually engaging experience. Key performances, particularly from Stockard Channing and Will Smith,
were lauded for their depth and authenticity, bringing the complex characters to life with remarkable skill.
The adaptation is often cited as a prime example of how to successfully translate a theatrical masterpiece

into a compelling cinematic work.

Key Cast and Performances

The success of the film adaptation of Six Degrees of Separation owes a great deal to its stellar cast. Stockard
Channing, reprising her Tony-nominated role as Ouisa Kittredge, delivered a performance that was both
nuanced and powerful, capturing the character’s gradual disillusionment and growing empathy for Paul.
Will Smith, in one of his early dramatic roles, was widely praised for his charismatic and complex portrayal
of Paul. His ability to embody both the charm and the underlying desperation of the character was crucial

to the film’s impact.

Donald Sutherland also provided a strong performance as Flan Kittredge, embodying the slick, often
detached art dealer. The chemistry between the leads and the supporting cast was instrumental in bringing
John Guare’s intricate narrative to life. The performances were integral to conveying the subtle power

dynamics and the emotional undercurrents of the story, making the film a powerful cinematic experience.

Visual Storytelling and Cinematic Interpretation

Fred Schepisi’s direction of the film adaptation of Six Degrees of Separation skillfully translated John
Guare’s theatrical vision into a visually compelling narrative. The cinematography captured the stark
contrasts between the opulent lifestyles of the New York elite and the more grounded realities faced by
characters like Paul. The use of elegant interiors and the bustling cityscape served to underscore the

themes of social stratification and the elusive nature of success.

Schepisi employed subtle cinematic techniques to enhance the audience’s understanding of the characters’



internal states and the intricate web of connections. The film’s pacing and editing effectively mirrored the
fragmented, yet interconnected, nature of the story, ensuring that the audience remained engaged and
invested in the unfolding drama. The visual storytelling amplified the play’s exploration of authenticity

versus performance, making the cinematic experience a rich and thought-provoking one.

The Enduring Relevance of "Six Degrees of Separation”

Decades after its debut, John Guare's Six Degrees of Separation continues to resonate with audiences and
artists alike. The play's exploration of universal human desires—the need for connection, the aspiration for a
better life, and the complex dance of identity—remains profoundly relevant. In an age increasingly
dominated by social media and digital connections, the underlying theories of interconnectedness and the

potential for manipulation are perhaps even more pronounced.

The play serves as a timeless reminder of the importance of authenticity, the dangers of superficiality, and
the intricate, often invisible, threads that bind us all together. Its continued production and study attest to its
enduring power as a piece of art that speaks to the core of the human experience, prompting us to reflect
on our own relationships, our own identities, and the stories we choose to tell ourselves and others. John

Guare’s masterpiece remains a vital and thought-provoking examination of the human condition.

The enduring legacy of Six Degrees of Separation lies in its ability to spark ongoing conversations about the
nature of truth, the performance of self, and the ever-present allure of the fabricated narrative. The play
challenges us to look beyond the surface, to question the stories we are told, and to consider the profound
ways in which we are all connected, for better or for worse. Its themes are not confined to a specific time

or place but speak to universal aspects of human psychology and societal interaction.

Impact on Contemporary Culture

The impact of John Guare's Six Degrees of Separation on contemporary culture is undeniable. The play and
its film adaptation have become touchstones in discussions about identity, social mobility, and the blurred
lines between reality and performance. The very phrase "six degrees of separation” has entered the popular
lexicon, often used to describe the surprising ways people are connected. The play’s examination of how
easily social networks can be exploited continues to be relevant in our increasingly interconnected, yet

often superficial, digital age.

Furthermore, the play’s exploration of the desire to escape one’s circumstances and achieve a perceived
better life resonates with many in society. The nuanced portrayal of both the con artist and the deceived
offers a complex perspective on human motivation, prompting audiences to consider the societal factors that

can drive individuals to extreme measures. The work’s continued exploration in academic settings and



theatrical revivals speaks to its lasting significance.

Lessons on Authenticity and Connection

Ultimately, Six Degrees of Separation offers profound lessons on authenticity and the true nature of
connection. John Guare's play suggests that while superficial connections can be easily forged and exploited,
genuine human connection requires vulnerability, honesty, and a willingness to see beyond curated
facades. The journey of Ouisa, in particular, highlights a dawning realization that the most valuable

connections are not based on status or perceived importance, but on shared humanity.

The play encourages audiences to consider the narratives they construct for themselves and the stories
they accept from others. It prompts reflection on the potential for both immense harm and profound
understanding that arises from our interactions. In a world where curated online personas are
commonplace, the play’s message about the importance of genuine, authentic connection remains a vital

and timeless takeaway.

FAQ

Q What is the central theme of John Guare's "Six Degrees of Separation"?

A: The central theme of John Guare's "Six Degrees of Separation” is the exploration of human
interconnectedness, the power of deception, the construction of identity, and the influence of social class, all
framed by the sociological theory that any two people are connected by a chain of no more than six

acquaintances.

Q Who is the character of Paul in "Six Degrees of Separation"?

A: Paul is an enigmatic young man who poses as the son of famous actors and a friend of the wealthy
Kittredges. He masterfully cons his way into their lives and the lives of other members of New York's

elite by exploiting their desires and perceived connections, blurring the lines between reality and fantasy.

Q What is the "Six Degrees of Separation” theory, and how does it relate
to the play?

A: The "Six Degrees of Separation" theory suggests that any individual on Earth can be connected to any
other individual through a chain of no more than five acquaintances. John Guare uses this theory as a
narrative device to illustrate how seemingly disparate individuals can become entangled through a series of

social interactions and shared connections, often with unexpected and significant consequences.



Q What are the main thematic elements explored in John Guare's play?

A: The play delves deeply into themes of identity, with characters constructing and performing different
versions of themselves. It also examines the pervasive nature of deception, the stark realities of social class

and privilege in America, the human desire for belonging and acceptance, and the fragility of truth.

Q How does the film adaptation of "Six Degrees of Separation” differ from
the play?

A: While the film adaptation, directed by Fred Schepisi, is largely faithful to John Guare's play in terms of
plot and themes, it translates the theatrical experience into a cinematic medium. This involves visual
storytelling, different directorial choices, and performances by actors like Will Smith and Stockard

Channing that brought the characters to life on screen for a broader audience.

Q Why is "Six Degrees of Separation” considered a significant work of
modern theater?

A: "Six Degrees of Separation” is considered significant due to its intelligent and intricate narrative
structure, its sharp and witty dialogue, its complex characterizations, and its timely and profound
exploration of universal themes that remain relevant to contemporary society. Its critical acclaim and

continued relevance speak to its artistic merit.

Q What role does social class play in the narrative of "Six Degrees of
Separation"?

A: Social class is a crucial element, highlighting the vast disparities and the barriers that exist between
different socioeconomic strata. The play critiques the way wealth and status grant access and influence, and
it explores the desperation and ambition that can arise from the desire to transcend one's own class

limitations.

Q: Are the characters in "Six Degrees of Separation” based on real people
or events?

A: The play was inspired by an actual event where a young man, David Hampton, conned several wealthy
New Yorkers by posing as the son of actor Sidney Poitier. While fictionalized and dramatized, the core
premise draws from this real-life deception, making the play's exploration of such events particularly

resonant.
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