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Foreword

Summers in New York City nowadays burst with theatre. There are nights in July and August when you can walk Central Park end to end (north to south, I mean) and stumble upon four or five different troupes cavorting among the greenery, bringing drama to life for an audience of diehards and passersby. It's probably not too much of an exaggeration to say that all are the direct result of the success of Christopher Sanderson's Gorilla Rep, which transformed guerrilla theatre into gorilla theatre and made outdoor drama not just accessible but excellent.

The variety is enormous, everything from classics by Shakespeare and Moliere to contemporary experimental work by the likes of Mac Wellman. What's consistent is the aesthetic; every one of these shows is an instance of gorilla theatre—an opportunity to bring actors and audience together in nature and under the stars, the way the Greeks conceived of drama in the first place, where we share the passion and joy and spectacular heightened emotion that reminds us why the heck theatre is so vital and necessary.

Gorilla theatre means several things, all due to the pioneering influence of Christopher Carter Sanderson. It's free. It's outside. It's high energy. It requires bottled water and comfortable shoes because the audience almost always has to follow the actors around a park from scene to scene on a warm summer night.

Gorilla theatre is, of course, the subject of this book, and few living directors know more about how to do it well than Christopher Carter Sanderson. Anybody with nerve can put on a show in the middle of a park, and they will probably get some attention, at least for a while—that's busking, and it's cool. But what Sanderson has refined and codified, in this book, is a theatre that moves beyond momentary diversion. Gorilla theatre—as practiced since 1989 by Gorilla Rep, the company Sanderson founded—constantly surprises and engages and astonishes.

Take Gorilla Rep's signature piece, A Midsummer Night's Dream, which has been performed in Washington Square Park in New York City every summer since 1989. James Ireland Baker (Time Out New York, 1996) said the production “strikes a note of otherworldly awe” because of “audience proximity and the fluid use of the park space”; Ben Brantley (New York Times, 1994) noted that “The complicity between actors and audiences is as genial and unforced as theatre allows. And when we finally reach the celebratory play-within-the-play, it feels like an exultant metaphor for everything that's gone before.”

Note those words awe and celebratory: they're spot-on in describing the experience of gorilla theatre when it's done right. Here's how I described Sanderson's eerily magical Macbeth in a nytheater.com review in 2000:

Played on the Shakespeare Lawn at Fort Tryon Park, against a backdrop of craggy trees between whose leaves we can spy the splendor of both the Cloisters and the Hudson River, the familiar play comes alive under the remarkable direction of Christopher Carter Sanderson and the vivid and vigorous acting of its sixteen actors. Lighting is provided from above by whatever celestial bodies inhabit the night sky, and from below by Gorilla Rep's trademark mega-watt torches, skillfully operated by Sanderson and various actors doubling as handlers. The resultant grand shadows tower against what feels more and more, as night falls, like dense forest. We are transported to the moody, mysterious Scottish landscape of the play: a place where witches and wickedness feel right at home: a spectacular setting for a ghost story like this one.


And here's my attempt to convey what Sanderson's Cymbeline (2001) was like:

Gorilla Rep's Cymbeline is a living tribute to Shakespeare as storyteller: against the odds and our better judgment, we find ourselves utterly caught up in the thing, entranced and enchanted and eager to learn what's going to happen next. It's also a tribute to the artistry of Gorilla Rep's founder Christopher Carter Sanderson, who has staged it in the most gloriously stage-y natural settings imaginable and paced it within an inch of its life to ensure that no one in earshot is going to be bored and that no one, no matter how slowly he or she trudges from one scene to the next, will miss anything important.


Even on those rare occasions when Sanderson has the audience sit still for two hours, as he did with his mounting of Othello, the work is relentlessly involving: I left that production wishing I had never read or seen the play before, because Sanderson's crisp, thoughtful staging crystallized so many of its themes with incisiveness and clarity.

For here is the real essence of the gorilla aesthetic: Sanderson doesn't make his audience run around merrily after his actors just for the fun of it (though that's almost always the result). No, the notion here is to put us inside the drama; to make us active (not interactive) participants in the yarn that's being spun. In a nytheater.com interview, Sanderson told me the following:

We use what I call audience inclusion, not audience participation. The audience is supposed to be part of the performance, but in a detailed, omnipresent way. That's what Shakespeare wrote for. When Shakespeare writes a monologue, you have to ask, who is the character talking to? He's not talking to his toes. He needs the audience. In the first scene of Midsummer Night's Dream, the audience is the rest of the court. There are many techniques that can be used to include the audience. When you ignore this, you lock them into one relationship. They are voyeurs. You must respond to the audience like it was another actor.


Sanderson scouts outdoor locations to set his plays amid nature's magisterial grandeur—this reminds us of the sacred mission of theatre, easing us toward catharsis. And then he sets his actors to work with emotion, power, and energy. It looks easy—it's not—but it almost always works. People who resist outdoor theatre (and I number myself among them) are won over by the real electricity Sanderson and his collaborators generate without a single electrical outlet. Gorilla theatre is theatre of urgency and connection.

And lest you think the gorilla paradigm is only good for tried-and-true classics, be aware that several extraordinary new plays have had their genesis in the world of gorilla theatre. Sanderson commissioned works like Chris Barron and Kirk Bromley's Faust and Matt Freeman's The Death of King Arthur, which premiered under the auspices of Gorilla Rep, demonstrating conclusively that literate new drama can be developed outside the confines of what critic Neil Genzlinger called “stodgy” indoor theatre. Sanderson himself even adapted a spanking-new naughty UBU IS KING!, bringing Alfred Jarry's scatological stunt of a play squarely into the universe of Mayor Giuliani's New York City. Its success derived largely from the brazen audacity of its unorthodox staging, in unexpected style and in unexpected places all over the urban island that Sanderson thinks of as his stage.

I'm a theatre reviewer, mostly, so it's not important that I understand the inner workings of Sanderson's gorilla-theatre concepts. But I rejoice in the fact that he's written down the concepts so that others can learn what he's discovered about how to make outdoor theatre into an enlarging, enriching experience for artists and audience members alike. Every city and town deserves the magical summer evenings that a flashlight-lit Midsummer Night's Dream filled with irreverently marauding fairies and conspiratorial lovers can bring. Read Gorilla Theatre and then go out and make some.

Martin Dentonq

editor-in-chief

nytheatre.com

NYC 2002
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In 1989, a talented group of people came together to help me put on a production of William Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream in Washington Square Park, in the heart of New York City's Greenwich Village. It moved from place to place as it went from scene to scene around the southwest corner, near the asphalt hills, and bouncing over the playground fixtures there. The actors and a few helpful volunteers lit the show with flashlights.

When I watched that first audience of fifty or so intrepid New Yorkers go running after the actors to get the best spots for the next scene, I knew we were on to something. The show has run every summer since, to audiences numbering in the hundreds each night. I'm so thankful for the blessing of this show. It helped me launch an aesthetic and form a company that is now more than ten years old. This was the birth of gorilla theatre.

I have watched this aesthetic grow and inspire others to build on the ideas and forms that we have generated. From Gorilla Rep's work has come inspiration to groups in cities and on campuses all over the United States and the world. Here is a practical guide to that aesthetic.

If you are thinking about mounting such a show or have done so and want input from Gorilla Rep's years of work and the cat that dreamt up this crazy way of doing theatre, this book is for you. Welcome to gorilla theatre!

This book is a guide to creating gorilla theatre: productions that move from place to place as they go from scene to scene, in outdoor public spaces for the most part, and for free. Here is a look at the process that has generated so many shows and so much fun, and a study of how these ideas and values all fit together to enhance a production. It is also a suggestion that you all pool your marketing resources in a painless, productive way and call your work gorilla theatre. You can thereby associate yourselves with the company that started it all, and with each other's growing efforts. Who knows what the next step will be for this art form? Let's make this one together. This book is my effort to help you do so.

There is a cultural imperative that demands that we contribute to our culture, and this is my contribution. The river that is my culture in the broadest sense runs too wide and too deep for me to know it all, but I can feel the way it carries me. This is the tributary that my times demanded of me: free, outdoor theatre that moved from place to place as it went from scene to scene, most often of classical dramatic material, most often telling favorite stories in a new way. I have managed, with the help of many others, to bring this aesthetic to expression. I was lucky enough to sense that this expression was needed. And what felt like a risk—active theatre—might have simply been a response to the provocation of a passive culture.

We spend our time preparing for adventures that never happen; we buy startlingly large, rugged vehicles that we use for trips to the grocery store. We wear shoes built for running or hiking, and we use them to walk to these rugged vehicles and promptly drive away. Gorilla Theatre and its mode of production gives people something exciting to do of an evening; an adventure made up chiefly of some spirited walking around. But that walking around is informed by the audience's imagination. It is informed in a way that the disengaged forms of traditional theatre and art could never hope to duplicate. We walk through landscapes populated by what the best playwrights and the culture have to offer, presented with enthusiasm and joy by artists dedicated to their craft.

I say that the Theatre we all love is not made out of bricks and mortar. It is made out of two elements: the actors and the audience. When these two elements become one through performance, that one thing they form is the Theatre.

In gorilla theatre, as previously stated, the audience and the actors move from place to place physically as the play progresses from scene to scene. In this medium, the encounter between the actors and the audience is the most raw, the most dependent on the players and on the strength of the text. The audience and the actors have imaginations that need to be invoked and harnessed to the storytelling. They are both active in building the Theatre, right there and then. How many times have we been told that good listening is active, not passive? An audience listens with wider ears, wondering, on many levels, “What next?” The dynamic between the audience and the cast is intense, unlike anything I've seen or experienced before. And it translates into observable phenomena , in immediate terms.

An actor will often wonder, and with good reason, of the audience during a show, “Are they with us?” If a couple of hundred people get up and run to the next location, trying hard no t to miss anything, believe me—the y are with you.


Gorilla Rep Manifesto

By Christopher Carter Sanderson, founding artistic and producing director, Gorilla Repertory Theatre Company, Inc. (Reprinted by permission from theatremania.com.)

man-i-fes-to: a written statement declaring publicly the intentions, motives, or views of its issuer

Gorilla Repertory Theatre Company, Inc.'s mission is to provide the highest quality productions of classical dramatic material, with the flavor of contemporary immediacy, for people where they are, and free of charge. But why?

These are the reasons that I see:

	Because participation in the highest forms of culture is a right and not a privilege. To speak the English language (even as a second language) is to inherit the cultural richness that it contains. This inheritance is celebrated and transmitted in the theatre in a way unlike that of any other medium. This inheritance should be as easy to participate in as it is to check out a book from the public library.

	Because all theatre is political. And, therefore, we will make a political statement with every production that we create whether we intend to or not. This statement should be made responsibly and consciously and included in the very foundation of the mise-en-scène. It is as much a choice as any design decision is. More so. Gorilla Rep proposes a production of Romeo and Juliet staged in Harlem's Jackie Robinson Park, cast biracially along the family lines, and race-blind for the unrelated characters. Here, the focus is real, and it is on race issues in New York City right now. By the nature of its work and location, Gorilla Rep's work has a heightened political sensibility; it is art, in situ, in real society. It is designed to awaken the senses on many levels, political thought being one of them.

	Because culture is dynamic by nature. The dialogue between classical works and current culture is inevitable, and we can accelerate and optimize this interaction by admitting it into the mise-en-scène itself. This artistic choice brings classical texts into a dialogue with current associations. The synthesis that arises is new thought, new feeling, new behavioral modes, and new freedom. Washington Square Park becomes a wood outside of Athens in A Midsummer Night's Dream, and then an orchard in Russia in The Cherry Orchard. Fort Tryon Park becomes an embattled Scotland in Macbeth, the Peking, docked at South Street Seaport Museum, becomes the ship and setting for Pirates of Penzance in Gorilla Rep's delightful staging. And Andre-Philippe Mistier transforms Washington Square Park yet again into the woods and courts of As You Like It, as it was once transformed into the blasted heath of King Lear. The imagination is invoked and given freedom and a framework for seeing quotidian settings in a new way. The public space has a collective purpose, and an individual impact.

	Because we should let the Dinosaurs die. The value model for most modes of delivering theatrical participation is outmoded. Butts in seats are more valuable than eyeballs on sites. To be near the heart of these creations is to be near the hearts of the audience. It builds lasting loyalty and prestige for a brand or company. The old for-pay modes of theatre that survive the new age of free theatre will be influenced by the high standards of quality that exist in the new form.

	Because we should eat the Dinosaurs. We must take advantage of the opportunity presented; the theatre is an undervalued medium for exchange of ideas and cultural production. The more we provide top-quality shows, the more we set the paradigm for decision and evaluation. People will choose to make this work a part of their lives, to take advantage of this conduit to participation in the culture. The more sincere our pumpkin patch is, the more likely it is that the Great Pumpkin will arrive. Our audiences are hungry to experience the work, to understand, to engage, to move and to grapple with it in a saturated and energized way.


And why does the gorilla aesthetic support this mission?

Let's use Shakespeare as an example. Shakespeare writes wonderful fiction, and it is my goal to surround these fictions with a creative world that serves their needs—the needs of the stories themselves. The important markers are there, in the text.

To place a Shakespearean play in a setting that is specific to a particular time period is to abdicate creative responsibility at the highest level: in short, it's a cop-out. It solves all of your design and direction questions with punctilious attention to “period detail” and ducks the real responsibility of building a milieu that gives the kind of richness of detail and contradiction that Shakespeare's plays present us with on the page. Go to a museum of frozen mannequins for your “period detail.” As the characters live in their contradictions, the plays thrive in a polyanachronistic collage, stitched together from whatever works to evoke the correct supportive nuances.

Sometimes they are referential to specific cultural archetypes or shared images, sometimes referential only to the fantasy of the play. That said, this attention to detail should go all the way down to the pronunciations. In each instance, the pronunciations are the ones that I have experienced as true to my audience's ear: the ones that seem to best help them hear the meaning without stopping to process or “translate” it.

Shakespeare wrote English, there should be no need for such “translation” in your experience of his writing. So, if your English teacher told you that some of these words are pronounced differently from what you hear at a Gorilla Rep show—I suggest that you relax, hustle a bit between the scenes, and let the continuity of all of these interrelated choices entertain you for a while. Judge them on your way home (which often isn't far).

The essential Gorilla Rep manifesto is: Have fun now!




chapter one Concept and Location
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Inspiration

I have often said that the beginning of the process for me comes with the simultaneous realization of the play and location. The often-related story of the “Eureka Phenomenon” is one that plays well in the papers. However, on sober reflection, it is clear that an ambient, multilevel creative process is also at work. There is a lot of vocal warm-up that can be done, so to speak, before one shouts “Eureka!” from the rooftops.

Have ideas for multiple shows and sites milling around in your mind if possible. As you read plays and tour potential environments, partly formed notions should crop up in your imagination. Even one scene that erupts perfectly formed in your mind's eye as you walk around a park or other public place is a breakthrough. You are thinking gorilla style! Once a string of such scenes becomes clear, you probably have a full-fledged concept ready to talk about with your friends and collaborators.

Many creative notions start with one interesting bit. Andre Mistier's funky, enigmatic songs start with a lyric, even a phrase, or a few bars of succinct melody. Chris Barron's fantastic funk often starts with a memory or a person in mind, or a situation. Rob Hightower's brilliant, modern sculptures and evocative, spare paintings start with the most basic fascination with a technique or even a color. Each of these men, like a modern Mozart, Lord Byron, or Rodin, builds works of art that immediately take up residence in one's soul. This is my goal for gorilla theatre: a lease on the soul of this troubled culture. True, some concepts for gorilla theatre may leap from your brain fully formed like Athena from the brow of Zeus. Not every one will, though, and the clear, interesting idea should be seen as the tip of a mountain whose slopes lie under the sea, waiting to be discovered.

Also, it is worth noting down your play titles and sites as you go along. With each pair that has even a little “ah-ha” to it, something may develop later. They say that fortune favors the brave. I can say that fortune has favored this particular loudmouth by dropping the building blocks for some wonderful work right into my lap. But, each time, I had a play in mind and a site just perfect for it, so I could lay claim to what-ever resource happened to present itself.

Macbeth at Fort Tryon Park is a fine example. I had been journeying up to the Cloisters in New York City's Fort Tryon Park for years. It is up north on 190th Street and has a wonderful view of the river. It was a place where I could go for just the price of a subway token and still feel like I had been out of the city for an afternoon. One day, thinking and walking around the park, I happened to wander up to the side of the battle monument, and the witches leapt into my mind, speaking down from the battlements over the archway. I walked through the arch to hear Duncan and his warlords discussing the battle, and then the witches led me down the hill to a tree, and the rest of the play flowed right along to the final claustrophobic constraint of Macbeth and the titanic battle on the nearby hill. When staged, the battle became truly titanic, as the 1K floodlights cast the shadows of the combatants onto the underside of the towering oak foliage canopy. It was like watching giants battle against the trees and evoked the impact of these moments on the history that would follow. It was three years before I could convince the Gorilla Rep board to set to work on this show, now one of our best known. The resource that dropped into my hands was in the form of a donor who, on hearing the idea, liked it enough to donate the funds we needed to get the job done.

Similarly, Richard III by the lake in Central Park had been knocking around in my mind for some time when the resources and personnel made themselves available. It was an easy call to make, as everything appeared to be present to make a gorilla-theatre show. The show spawned a whole new company to make gorilla-style theatre, which they did from time to time for a few years after that.

Talking about concepts is a way to make them take shape and grow, both in your mind and in reality. I have often launched a production with full force on the strength of one brilliant actor who is perfect for a role agree that it would be an exciting project to work on. So, talking to actors is important. Also, not every question about a show is a threat—thinking up the answers will help to flesh out the concept. The essential truth about directing is that selection is as creative a process as generation; you must select the ideas that enhance your concept with truly focused artistic concern. Think of what is best for the show from the perspective of the audience.

Of course, once you've fallen in love with the concept for a production at a specific site, you should nurture this feeling. Talk about it, especially at parties, although I recommend that you keep it to a three-sentence summary at first. Those who want to know more will ask, and this will sharpen your ability to communicate clearly and in a moving way just what is so exciting about your concept. This, incidentally, prepares you for offering short, punchy answers to the media when you're interviewed. People who love theatre in any way who are together for drinks, dinner, or whatever reason are an ideal group on whom to try out a concept, in measured doses. After all, if the idea isn't provoking anyone's imagination but yours, even you might wake up one day and realize that it was a bit limited or overly facile. It's all right to fall out of love with a concept; it happens. You never know—elements of that concept might help to flesh out a future plan.


Read Plays, Shakespeare First

Shakespeare's plays don't need further recommendation from me. They are beyond praise. They tell their stories strongly, clearly, and with wonderful layers of meaning and nuance—especially the ones done most often. What I do want to say is that Shakespeare, almost without exception, is the playwright whose work commends itself the most to outdoor, environmental, gorilla-style production. Although new plays are important to the form, I suggest that you perform a Shakespearean production first if you are pursuing this aesthetic.

Here are a few practical reasons for working with Shakespeare first. These reasons will give you a good framework for making decisions about directing new plays later. Shakespeare wrote plays for an unamplified environment. The texts, therefore, are seeded with devices specifically designed to be taken advantage of by an unamplified production. There is often restatement of key plot elements, often immediately following each other in the text. If you have an audience of more than a hundred people, you will quickly find that an actor can face a different direction for each of these expositions and get everyone well along in the story. Of course, the next layer of complexity is to weave and circle the actor back and forth between these areas so that every audience member gets every point clearly, but in a different order. This goes for scenes and their staging as well.

The often-cited fact that Shakespeare writes the scenery into his plays helps out too. Although this device has been used to advantage by minimalist scenic designers on empty modern sets, for your gorilla production these words can suggest far more to an audience. They can reveal that the skyscraper an audience is directed to look at is a castle, that the few sparse trees of your urban park are a magnificent forest, and so on. In short, Shakespeare's words can act as your scenic paintbrush to transform an entire environment many times during the play. Reread the prologue of Henry V, if you have not been lucky enough to see Jeffrey Kitrosser's effervescent performance of it, and think about a park. This should evoke the aesthetic very clearly, and in Shakespeare's words. The dedicated storytelling of a well-rehearsed gorilla-style actor will do more for your scenery than a fleet of bulldozers and landscape architects could.

Iambic pentameter supports acting; it gives an underlying pace not only to the flow of the story but to the very breath of the actors. You can put in breath marks the same way you would with a piece of choral music. That the characters think as they speak their lines and not during pauses allows the actor to look right into an audience's eyes and involve them in the story. The plays lend themselves to multiple casting of roles, and this, well done in the park, can be breathtaking. I am reminded again of the Gorilla Rep's Henry V in Northampton, Massachusetts. The audience members couldn't believe that we had only six members in the cast—they thought there were at least eighteen!

Other authors have proven durable and useful in gorilla-theatre shows. My personal bias against the ancient Greeks may be supported by noting that they are very short on action. You may be able to commission an adaptation of an ancient Greek tragedy or comedy, but I have yet to see one that really works. Beau Willimon's dramatic adaptation of Beowulf seems ideal for gorilla-theatre production. Perhaps, along these lines, you could create an adaptation of the Iliad or the Odyssey, Leah Ryan's adaptation of The Cherry Orchard for Gorilla Rep was a brilliant success, and I believe that other Chekhov plays, especially those in which the outdoors is an important part of the action, like Ivanov, could be well adapted for gorilla theatre.
[image: ]Bottom (Bill Migliore), right, makes a friend. Photo by Lynda Kennedy.
In my experience, a playwright who hasn't seen a gorilla-theatre production is less likely to understand the needs of one than a playwright who has often been in the gorilla-theatre audience. Much like the gorilla actors, playwrights well suited to the work will usually enjoy a gorilla performance, and will later think, completely benignly, that what they saw was fun but that they could do it better. Still, I've been hotly approached by playwrights who have insisted that their work was perfect for the gorilla-theatre style who have then shown me plays that baffled me completely. The art of choosing a play for gorilla theatre is just that: an art.

Since premiering Talia Field's The Celibate, I have not directed a non-linear or “language” play. I directed The Celibate as an interior, environmental, or “action theatre” work, using many elements that would later become hallmarks of gorilla theatre. Chapter 12 contains a fuller description of this staging. My point is that I believe that gorilla theatre is not exclusively for producing “classic” dramatic material. I know otherwise, in fact. Perhaps classic material has been an easy choice, or a very practical one made to introduce gorilla theatre to the world. The future of the form may determine that it premiered classic work: contemporary work that became classic due to its widespread enjoyment and acceptance of gorilla-theatre audiences.

At first, a new play will need to be evaluated for relevance. Why would this play be better staged outdoors? Do the transitions between scenes—and hence from location to location—make sense? Why are they occurring? Shakespeare couldn't move his wooden “O” from place to place, and if we are going to move our audience around a park or through a city neighborhod all evening we should have good reasons for doing so. The audience must believe that the scene-location changes are logical textually. The Zoo Story, for example, is a play that has often been suggested as a Gorilla Rep production. But is it possible, really? I think to be truly gorilla, it would have to move from park bench to park bench, and I am not sure the playwright's text would support or be supported by this notion. One of the most amusing uses of the form to date has been “returning” to a location in the story that is being represented by an entirely different real site in the staging. Simple, but fun, as it can be used to underline the way that we look at the “place” that is represented in the story. What is the function of “place” in a language play? How does it fit the mise-en-scène, and what makes it work with dynamic moves from place to place? I believe that the future of gorilla theatre includes new plays, but not just any new play.

That's why it's essential that we work with playwrights right from the beginning of a project. “Support playwrights, not plays,” as Ellen Stewart, founder of New York's La Mama, once said to me. When you find out that a playwright whose work you enjoy is interested in this form, it's time to think about commissioning a play.


List Plays

Keep a list of plays you have seen that have provoked you. Where, why, and how would you do them outdoors?

Your goal in gorilla theatre is the same as in any theatre in that you want to transport the audience into the world of the show. You want it to live around them, and for them to live in it. That's not to say that gorilla theatre is analagous to a scripted improvisation at a Renaissance Fair; in gorilla theatre the literary aspect of the text is key. The words are really important, and I don't want to lose sight of that, to use a Bottom-like malapropism. You use a behavioral metaphor to help carry the hearts and minds of your audience along the language that the playwright has provided, building durable characterizations and pointing up the dramatic action as you go.

The term site-specific is on e that is often confused with gorilla theatre.
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