
GENERAL

john guare six degrees of separation
Published: September 3, 2026  |  Index ID: #-

John Guare’s “Six Degrees of Separation”: A Deep Dive into a Theatrical 
Phenomenon

When you hear the phrase “six degrees of separation,” you might think of the popular theory that everyone on Earth

is connected through a chain of no more than six acquaintances. In the world of contemporary theater, however,

the phrase takes on a different, more dramatic meaning. It is the title of John Guare’s breakout play, a work that not

only redefined the boundaries of stage storytelling but also earned the playwright a place among the most

influential dramatists of the late twentieth century. In this article, we’ll explore the creative mind behind the play,

dissect its narrative structure, examine its thematic depth, and trace its journey from a small off �Off Broadway

production to a Broadway hit and a lasting cultural touchstone.

Who Is John Guare?

John Guare, born in 1941 in the small town of Doylestown, Pennsylvania, emerged as a formidable voice in

American theater during the 1970s and 1980s. With a background that blended rigorous academic training—he

earned a B.A. in English from the University of Pennsylvania and later an MFA in playwriting from the Yale School

of Drama—with a penchant for experimental storytelling, Guare carved a niche that combined intellectual rigor with

sharp wit.

Guare’s early works, such as “The House of Blue Leaves” and “The House of Blue Leaves,” showcased his

fascination with the interplay between reality and illusion, a theme that would become a hallmark of his later plays.

Yet, it was “Six Degrees of Separation” that catapulted him into the limelight, earning him a Tony Award for Best

Play in 1985 and cementing his reputation as a playwright who could weave complex social commentary into

compelling drama.

Plot Overview: A Tale of Lies, Dreams, and Human Connection

At its core, “Six Degrees of Separation” follows the story of a charismatic con man named Zachary Solomon.

Zachary arrives in New York City with a grandiose claim: he is the nephew of a prominent Hollywood actor and the

son of a famous film director. He seeks the help of an art dealer, Max, to secure a role in a major film. Max,

skeptical but intrigued, invites Zachary into his lavish apartment to test his story.

As the play unfolds, Zachary’s narrative intertwines with Max’s life, revealing a web of secrets, desires, and hidden

ambitions. The play’s structure is non-linear, employing a series of vignettes that gradually peel back the layers of

each character’s façade. Through Zachary’s eyes, the audience is introduced to a range of personalities—from a

lonely elderly woman yearning for companionship to a cynical journalist obsessed with uncovering the truth.

Guare masterfully balances humor and pathos, using Zachary’s tall tales to explore the human tendency to seek

validation through fabricated identities. The climax arrives when the truth about Zachary’s background is finally

confronted, forcing each character to confront their own aspirations and deceptions.

Key Characters and Their Significance

•  Zachary Solomon – The protagonist and con man whose elaborate stories serve as a catalyst for the play’s 



exploration of identity.

•  Max – An art dealer whose life becomes intertwined with Zachary’s fabricated narrative, representing the art 

world’s obsession with authenticity.

•  Ruth – Max’s wife, who embodies the emotional void that Zachary’s presence temporarily fills.

•  John – A journalist who becomes obsessed with exposing Zachary’s lies, symbolizing the media’s relentless 

pursuit of truth.

•  Elena – A young actress who sees in Zachary a potential mentor, reflecting the vulnerability of aspiring artists.

Exploring the Themes: Deception, Connection, and the Search for 
Authenticity

While the surface narrative of “Six Degrees of Separation” revolves around a con man’s deception, the play’s

underlying themes delve into deeper philosophical questions about human connection and authenticity.

Deception as a Social Tool

Guare examines deception not merely as a moral failing but as a social instrument. Zachary’s elaborate lies create

a temporary bond among the characters, offering them an escape from their mundane realities. This paradox—

where lies can forge genuine connections—mirrors real-life scenarios where people adopt personas to navigate

social hierarchies.

The Illusion of Identity

Identity is portrayed as fluid and often constructed. Zachary’s fabricated background is a testament to how easily

people can reinvent themselves. The play suggests that identity is less about biological lineage and more about the

roles we play in the narratives of others.

Human Loneliness and the Desire for Belonging

Characters such as Ruth and the elderly woman demonstrate the universal yearning for belonging. Zachary’s

presence, albeit deceptive, offers them a sense of purpose and companionship, highlighting how people sometimes

fill emotional voids with unlikely relationships.

Production History: From Off �Off Broadway to Broadway Stardom

“Six Degrees of Separation” premiered in 1983 at the La MaMa Experimental Theatre Club in New York City, a 

venue known for nurturing avant �garde works. The original cast included David Henry Hwang as Zachary and John 

R. McGowan as Max, both of whom delivered nuanced performances that set the tone for subsequent productions.

Broadway Debut and Critical Reception

The play made its Broadway debut in 1985 at the Gerald Schoenfeld Theatre. Directed by Peter Brook, the 

production featured a star-studded cast, including John Guare’s own portrayal of Zacharyin a cameo that added

meta �textual depth. Critics praised the play for its sharp dialogue and the way it blurred the line between fiction and

reality.

•  “A brilliant tapestry of lies and longing.” – New York Times

•  “Guare’s wit shines brighter than the Broadway lights.” – Variety

International Stagings and Cultural Impact

After its Broadway success, “Six Degrees of Separation” was staged in London’s Royal Court Theatre, where it

resonated with audiences for its universal themes. In 1990, a French adaptation titled “Six Degrés de Séparation”

premiered in Paris, earning the Molière Award for Best Play.



Beyond the theater, the play’s influence seeped into popular culture. The phrase “six degrees of separation” gained

renewed popularity after the play’s success, inspiring countless references in movies, television, and even scientific

research exploring social networks.

Critical Analysis: Why “Six Degrees of Separation” Still Resonates

John Guare’s work is often lauded for its intellectual depth, but it also possesses a timeless quality that keeps

audiences engaged. Below are some key reasons why the play remains relevant:

1.  Relatable Themes – The exploration of identity, deception, and loneliness speaks to audiences across 

generations.

2.  Dynamic Characters – Each character is multi �dimensional, allowing viewers to see facets of themselves 

reflected on stage.

3.  Innovative Structure – The play’s non-linear narrative invites audiences to piece together the story, 

enhancing engagement.

4.  Social Commentary – Guare’s subtle critique of the entertainment industry and media continues to resonate 

in today’s celebrity �centric culture.

Legacy: John Guare’s Influence on Contemporary Theater

John Guare’s contributions extend beyond a single hit play. His willingness to experiment with form and content has

inspired a generation of playwrights to push the boundaries of traditional theater. Key influences include:

•  Blending Reality and Fiction – Guare’s technique of intertwining factual and fabricated narratives paved the 

way for works like “The Laramie Project” and “The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time.”

•  Character �Driven Storytelling – Emphasizing complex character arcs over plot-driven narratives has become a 

staple in contemporary drama.

•  Social Commentary Through Humor – Guare’s ability to tackle serious subjects with wit has influenced 

playwrights such as Sarah Ruhl and August Wilson.

Practical Tips for Directors: Bringing “Six Degrees of Separation” to Life

Directing a play that relies heavily on nuanced dialogue and character development requires a clear vision and a

collaborative environment. Here are some practical considerations for directors:

1.  Focus on Authenticity – Encourage actors to find truth in their deception, ensuring that their performances 

feel genuine rather than forced.

2.  Play with Lighting – Use lighting to differentiate between Zachary’s fabricated scenes and the real world, 

enhancing the audience’s sense of immersion.

3.  Encourage Ensemble Collaboration – The play’s success hinges on the ensemble’s chemistry; foster an 

environment where actors can experiment with their interactions.

4.  Highlight the Play’s Themes – Incorporate subtle visual cues that reinforce themes of identity and 

connection, such as mirrors or fragmented mirrors to symbolize fractured personas.

Frequently Asked Questions About John Guare and “Six Degrees of 
Separation”

While no major film adaptation exists, the play has been adapted for radio and television in several countries, each

maintaining its core themes.



The title refers both to the literal idea that everyone is connected through a chain of acquaintances and to the

metaphorical connections formed through shared stories and deception.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of a Play About Connection

John Guare’s “Six Degrees of Separation” remains a landmark in modern theater because it captures the

complexities of human interaction with both humor and pathos. By weaving a narrative that blurs the line between

truth and fabrication, Guare invites audiences to examine their own desires for identity and connection. Whether

you’re a theater enthusiast, a student of drama, or simply curious about why a play can still resonate decades after

its premiere, “Six Degrees of Separation” offers a compelling reminder that, in the grand tapestry of human

relationships, we are all connected—sometimes in ways we never expected.
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