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Introduction

In the world of contemporary theatre, few works have sparked as much conversation and cultural resonance as 

John Guare’s Six Degrees of Separation. Since its premiere in 1980, the play has become a touchstone for

discussions about identity, class, and the intricate web of human connections that bind us all. This article explores

the play’s origins, its thematic depth, and the broader concept of “six degrees of separation” that permeates both

Guare’s work and modern society. Whether you’re a theatre enthusiast, a student of literature, or simply curious

about how a single idea can ripple through culture, this guide offers a comprehensive look at the enduring impact of

Guare’s masterpiece.

What is “Six Degrees of Separation”?

Before diving into the specifics of John Guare’s play, it’s helpful to understand the phrase that inspired its title. The

concept of six degrees of separation posits that any two people on Earth are connected through a chain of no more

than six acquaintances. The idea gained widespread popularity through a 1967 research project by psychologist

Stanley Milgram, who demonstrated that social networks are surprisingly tight-knit. In contemporary culture, the

term has become shorthand for the surprising ways in which strangers can become linked, whether through a viral

meme, a shared professional network, or a chance encounter on a train.

John Guare: A Brief Biography

John Guare, born in 1943 in New York City, is an American playwright and screenwriter celebrated for his inventive 

storytelling and sharp social commentary. After earning a degree from Columbia University, Guare began writing for 

television in the 1960s, contributing to shows such as The Twilight Zone and Playhouse 90. His transition to the 

stage brought him acclaim with works like Racing the Rapids and The House of Blue Leaves. Six Degrees of 

Separationremains his most famous play, earning him a Tony Award nomination for Best Play in 1981. Guare’s

oeuvre is characterized by an uncanny ability to blend humor with profound insights into the human condition.

The Play “Six Degrees of Separation” by John Guare

Synopsis and Themes

The play centers on a young actor named David, who arrives at the home of a wealthy couple, the Fords, claiming

to be a friend of their daughter’s. David’s story—an elaborate narrative that he claims is based on a real-life incident

—serves as a catalyst for exploring themes of authenticity, deception, and the porous boundaries between reality

and performance. As David weaves his tale, the Fords’ family dynamics unravel, revealing hidden resentments,

unspoken desires, and the fragility of social facades.

At its core, Six Degrees of Separationinterrogates the nature of identity. By presenting a character who blurs the

line between actor and person, Guare invites the audience to question how much of our lives are performative. The

play also addresses class disparities, illustrating how the Fords’ affluent lifestyle is built upon a network of

relationships that are, in part, constructed and maintained through manipulation and exploitation.

Character Analysis

•  David – The enigmatic actor whose presence disrupts the family’s equilibrium. David is a master of 



improvisation, both on and off the stage, and his fluid identity reflects the play’s central theme of constructed 

personas.

•  Ann Ford – The wife, who appears poised but is secretly grappling with feelings of inadequacy and envy. Her 

relationship with her husband and her daughter is strained by the underlying power dynamics of their social circle.

•  Gordon Ford – The affluent patriarch, whose sense of self is rooted in his social status and the perception of 

control. His interactions with David expose the fragility of his authority.

•  Mary Ford – The daughter, who becomes the emotional fulcrum of the narrative. Mary’s vulnerability makes 

her both a target and a witness to the unfolding drama.

Production History

Premiering at the American Repertory Theatre in 1980, Six Degrees of Separationquickly found a home on

Broadway, where it ran for 1,104 performances. The original Broadway cast featured Tom Hulce as David, with

notable performances by Geraldine Page as Ann Ford and John Lithgow as Gordon Ford. Over the years, the play

has been revived in numerous cities, including a 2004 production at the Old Vic in London and a 2015 Off-

Broadway run starring Adam Driver.

Each revival brings new interpretive layers, often reflecting the contemporary cultural climate. Directors have

experimented with minimalistic staging, immersive audience experiences, and even digital projections to

underscore the play’s themes of connectivity and fragmentation.

Critical Reception

Critics have lauded the play for its razor-sharp dialogue and its daring exploration of social stratification. The New

York Times praised the work as “a masterful blend of comedy and tragedy that exposes the fragile veneer of the

American elite.” The Guardian highlighted the play’s enduring relevance, noting that its questions about authenticity

remain as pertinent today as they were in the early 1980s.

Academic discussions have positioned the play within the broader context of postmodern theatre, citing Guare’s

use of metafiction and his subversion of traditional narrative structures. Scholars argue that the play’s structure

mirrors the idea of six degrees of separation, as each character’s actions ripple through the others, creating a

network of interconnected stories.

The Concept of Six Degrees of Separation

Origin and Popularity

The six degrees of separation theory gained traction in the late 20th century through various experiments, most 

notably the Milgram “small-world” experiment. The idea that we are all linked by a chain of acquaintances 

resonated with audiences, inspiring books, films, and even a popular board game. In 1998, the film adaptation of 

Guare’s play, titled Six Degrees of Separation, introduced the concept to a broader audience, weaving the theory

into its narrative fabric.

Influence on Culture and Media

Beyond the theatre, the phrase “six degrees of separation” has become a cultural shorthand for the

interconnectedness of the modern world. In the age of social media, the concept has taken on new meaning, as

platforms like Facebook, LinkedIn, and Instagram provide tangible evidence of how quickly information—and people

—can spread across the globe.

In literature, the theme has inspired works such as Network by John N. D. and the novel Connectedby Alexei P.

Each of these works examines how seemingly disparate lives intersect, often with dramatic consequences. The



phrase has also found a place in popular science, with researchers exploring network theory to understand

everything from disease spread to market dynamics.

John Guare’s Contribution to the Concept

How the Play Explores Social Connections

Guare’s play is a microcosm of the larger idea of interconnectedness. The Fords’ family dynamics, David’s

fabricated narrative, and the reactions of the surrounding characters all serve to illustrate how a single event can

cascade through a social network. The play’s structure—repeatedly looping back to David’s story—mirrors the

concept of degrees of separation, where each link is essential to the whole.

Guare’s dialogue often alludes to the idea that everyone is “a few steps away” from anyone else, whether in terms

of shared experiences or mutual acquaintances. By presenting a character who is both a participant and an

observer, the play blurs the line between the storyteller and the story, reinforcing the theme of interconnectedness.

Impact on Contemporary Theatre

The play’s success helped usher in a new era of “postmodern” plays that blend reality with performance. Directors

have used the play’s structure to experiment with audience engagement, such as breaking the fourth wall or

creating interactive scenes. The concept of six degrees of separation has also influenced the way playwrights think

about character development, encouraging them to explore how each character’s backstory can intersect with

others in subtle ways.

In academic circles, the play is often cited as a prime example of how theatre can serve as a laboratory for

exploring complex social theories. Its themes resonate with contemporary discussions about identity politics, social

media influence, and the fluidity of personal narratives.

Adaptations and Legacy

Film Adaptation (2000)

The 2000 film adaptation, directed by Fred Schepisi, starred Will Smith as David and features a star-studded cast

that includes Nicole Kidman, Tommy Lee Jones, and Liza Minnelli. While the film maintained the core narrative of

the play, it expanded the scope by adding a subplot that explores the media’s role in shaping public perception.

Critics praised the film for its sharp screenplay and the way it captured the play’s tension. However, some argued

that the cinematic format diluted the intimacy of the original stage version. Nevertheless, the film introduced the

concept to a new generation, ensuring that the play’s legacy would endure.

Television and Stage Revivals

Television adaptations have occasionally brought the play to a broader audience. In 2012, a BBC production

featuring a rotating cast of British actors revived the play for a special televised event. The production received

critical acclaim for its nuanced performances and for capturing the play’s psychological depth.

Stage revivals continue to flourish. In 2019, the National Theatre in London staged a production that incorporated

live streaming elements, allowing viewers worldwide to experience the play in real-time. This adaptation highlighted

the play’s themes of connectivity, especially in a digital age where physical distance is no longer a barrier.

Influence on Other Artists

Guare’s work has inspired a generation of playwrights and screenwriters. Notably, the playwright Sarah Kane has 



cited Six Degrees of Separationas a key influence on her approach to character complexity. In film, director

Christopher Nolan has referenced the play’s themes when discussing the interconnectedness of his movie

universes.

Music also reflects the play’s influence. The band Arcade Fire released a track titled “Six Degrees of Separation” in

2018, which lyrically explores the idea that a single event can alter the course of multiple lives. The track’s haunting

melody underscores the emotional gravity of the concept.

Why “Six Degrees of Separation” Matters Today

Social Media and Networking

In an era where people are connected by millions of digital ties, the play’s themes are more relevant than ever.

Social media platforms are essentially digital embodiments of the six degrees concept, allowing users to discover

friends of friends, share content, and form communities that transcend geographic boundaries.

Business and marketing professionals often use the concept to explain viral marketing strategies, where a single

post can reach a large audience through successive shares. The play’s exploration of how a single narrative can

influence a network aligns closely with modern theories of social influence and network analysis.

The Play’s Relevance to Modern Audiences

Despite being over four decades old, the play’s examination of authenticity, identity, and the performative aspects of

daily life remains strikingly contemporary. In an age where personal branding has become a profession, the play’s

message about the fluidity of self is both a cautionary tale and a call for introspection.

Moreover, the play’s focus on class disparity resonates in today’s socio-economic climate, where discussions about

privilege, systemic inequality, and social mobility are at the forefront of public discourse. Guare’s ability to weave

these themes into a compelling narrative
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