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To my father,
Jack Savran, M.D.



Perhaps . . . we shall still discover the realm of our invention, that realm in which we, too, can still be original, say, as parodists of world history and God’s buffoons—perhaps, even if nothing else today has any future, our laughter may yet have a future.

Friedrich Nietzsche

INTERLOCUTOR: Tambo, I understand you were at the cemetery yesterday.

TAMBO: Yessuh!

INTERLOCUTOR: Who died?

TAMBO: Everybody in the graves.

INTERLOCUTOR: No, I mean what friend or relative was buried?

TAMBO: No one.

INTERLOCUTOR: Then why did you go to the cemetery?

TAMBO: I went there to read the epitaphs on the tombstones.

INTERLOCUTOR: That’s a funny way of spending your time.

TAMBO: That’s where I get all my material for my jokes.
Blackface and Music: A New Minstrel Folio (1936)

The complicity of cultural criticism with culture lies not in the mere mentality of the critic. Far more, it is dictated by his relation to that with which he deals. By making culture his object, he objectifies it once more.

Theodor Adorno
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Foreword

There are many ways to react to the Wooster Group. You can become absorbed in the arcana and minutiae that eventually recombine to form the densely layered textures of their pieces (as David Savran rather remarkably does in this study), or you can just sit back and take it all in as the high-energy show-biz media-blitzed theatrical grandslam that it is. The latter course was tried with great success by uninitiated urban and suburban audiences in Boston a couple of years ago when even the 11:00 p.m. news critics had a great time with L.S.D.

And because there is so much detail, too much certainly to be taken in during a single performance, each viewer’s experience of the work is quite different. And the pieces themselves are constantly changing—for every performance Liz is busy adding or deleting or speeding something up or slowing it down—less, it seems to me, out of any attempt to get closer to some imaginary ideal of a “finished” performance than simply as an attitude, and a way of thinking and living. I have probably seen L.S.D. about thirty times now, and I still get sharply different takes from every performance.

I must admit that my own first encounter with the Wooster Group (it was their especially indigestible Route 1 & 9) left me enraged and annoyed—it is hard to say which was worse. Then some months later they mounted a retrospective of their work and I was quite overwhelmed. First off, there are very few companies in our country which can point to a body of new work, manage to revive it across a month, and then have it stand the test of time. But as I saw this body of work, a lyricism and classical repose began to emerge that I had not noticed beneath the busy surface level, and eventually the uncompromising search to confront actual subject matter at the most literal level began to show through. And in how many theaters besides the ballet, opera, and circus can one speak of a spectacular level of technique on the part of the performers. In her search for verisimilitude, Liz employs actors with little or no stage experience, children, and a highly skilled core of virtuoso performers. And as with the best work, they do get under your skin and provoke strong reactions. And it’s high time. Theater-going in our day has become a predictable act of lip-synching to the hoariest old commonplaces—The Wooster Group restores fire, outrage, scandale, and the sensation of something new. Theater as an art form is traditionally twenty to fifty years behind painting, music, dance, and the novel. The Wooster Group is upto-date.

And I think that whether one likes the work or not is really rather beside the point—it constitutes an event, something that must be seen—it will be important to have been there. Anyone with any interest in theater in the United States of America in 1986 owes it to themselves to know what some of the latest developments are. If theater in the United States is to become large again, the Wooster Group is out there, up ahead, scouting the way. They are inventing theatrical vocabulary that ten and twenty years from now will become the lingua franca of a revivified American Theater. For my money, they are the most important theater company in our country today.

Peter Sellars

Director

American National Theater

May 1986
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Introduction: Writing History

Among producers of experimental theatre in the 1970s and 1980s, the Wooster Group is unique for its combination of aesthetic and political radicalism with intellectual rigor. From the beginning, its work has been tough—difficult, vigorous and controversial. It has consistently addressed pressing social issues, including the victimization of women, racism and the multifarious processes of dehumanization. It has shocked and outraged a public inured to the unconventional and the daring. It has brought into the theatre material usually considered inappropriate, tasteless or illicit (including pornography, blackface comedy and pirated texts) not for sensational ends, but to explore and challenge middle-class culture, to question its assumptions and mode of operation and to reveal that which it has systematically suppressed. It has once again made the New York theatre a vital arena in which social, political and cultural issues are debated.

The Wooster Group’s radicalism is not the result of an anarchic or haphazardly destructive impulse. On the contrary, the Group has examined attentively the culture of which it is a part, and read closely and intently its theatrical landmarks, deconstructing a series of texts, including The Cocktail Party, Our Town and The Crucible. It has juxtaposed these plays against wildly contrasting material (ranging from deafening disco music to a Pigmeat Markham comedy routine) to perform incisive critiques that expose the contradictions lurking in each text. Coincidentally, it has pioneered a documentary performance mode, a kind of théâtre verité, that mixes simple, non-mimetic presentation with a reckless and flamboyant theatricality.

The Wooster Group’s theatre did not, of course, develop ex nihilo. It is, rather, an outgrowth of the off-Off-Broadway movement. In the early 1960s a number of artists attempted to create alternatives to mainstream commercial theatre. The first wave of experimentation included collectives, like the Living Theatre (under the direction of Julian Beck and Judith Malina) and the Open Theatre (under Joseph Chaikin’s direction), as well as individual playwrights such as Sam Shepard, Ronald Tavel and Maria Irene Fornes. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, off-Off-Broadway was further invigorated by the anti-Vietnam War movement and the development of a powerful counterculture. This resulted in a second wave of experimentation which brought to the fore director/playwrights Richard Foreman and Robert Wilson and two collectives, Mabou Mines and The Performance Group. The latter was founded by Richard Schechner in 1967 and served as home base for the artists who began to produce their own work in 1975 under the direction of Elizabeth LeCompte and who would, in 1980, re-form as the Wooster Group.

All of the aforementioned artists rejected the commercial theatre and its mode of production, choosing instead to create their own producing organizations. All worked with performers who had not received formal theatre training and thus had not been assimilated to the ubiquitous Stanislavskian “method.” All redefined the performer’s responsibilities and altered the traditional relationship between actor and role. All produced a kind of anti-theatre, more closely allied to developments in dance, music or the visual arts than those on the commercial stage. All rejected, to some extent, the traditional division of labor and created a theatre in which the director is the central creative force—a conjoint playwright/designer/director. All questioned the notion that the mise en scène must be subordinate to a previously written script and gave more or less equal importance to movement, text, design and music.

Of all the companies, the Wooster Group is the only one to retain its original organization and collaborative working process. Chaikin, Schechner, Foreman and Wilson no longer have their own companies. The members of Mabou Mines do much of their directing, writing or performing independently of the collective. Foreman and Wilson have begun to do a major portion of their work in a traditional theatre situation. Both have developed techniques and styles to use on more conventional material—both have been hired to direct trained actors or singers in a number of classic works, including Don Juan, Parsifal and Medea. In contrast, the Wooster Group has remained squarely within the experimental arena. It has produced six major pieces, each the result of a lengthy collaborative working process that brings together a variegated body of material from many different sources and filters it through a single consciousness, that of Elizabeth LeCompte.

LeCompte started directing in 1974 while a member of The Performance Group. She had been working as an assistant to Schechner who was then seeking to develop a theatre that would break down barriers: between art and life, between performance space and audience space, and between production elements. This ritualistic theatre was aimed at laying bare and transforming the psyche of all who participated in the theatrical event, both performers and spectators. For most of his pieces, Schechner created a fluid, environmental space and used the raw visceral power of the performer to attenuate the literary and mimetic dimensions of the theatre. He based his rehearsal process on a daily schedule of intensive physical and emotional training, exercises and group psychotherapy.

In 1968 The Performance Group bought the Performing Garage at 33 Wooster Street in SoHo and produced one of their most important pieces, Dionysus in 69, a blood ritual of sorts based on Euripides’ The Bacchae. After seeing and admiring the piece, Spalding Gray and Elizabeth LeCompte joined the company in 1970, Gray as performer and LeCompte as assistant director. They first collaborated with Schechner on Commune (1970), an examination of American mythology that juxtaposed a wide range of materials: Moby Dick, folk songs, spirituals, Thoreau’s Walden, the murder of Sharon Tate by the Manson “family,” the My Lai massacre and autobiographical texts by the performers.

In working and reworking a succession of pieces with Schechner, Gray and LeCompte developed their own idea of theatre. Gray credits Schechner with bringing him to maturity as a performer; LeCompte describes the five or six years working with Schechner as her apprenticeship, during which she was certainly influenced by his use of disparate texts and acting styles and his development of work through improvisation. In her own theatre pieces she would continue, as he had done, to work in a group situation and to use material furnished by the performers. She would mix cultural analysis with autobiography, combining plays with chronicles of the personalities and preoccupations of the performers.

During her years with Schechner, however, LeCompte became increasingly critical of his methods. She found his mise en scène too highly symbolic and ritualistic and his approach to performance dangerously psychoanalytical, urging the performer really to feel—at least in rehearsal—what he was experiencing on stage. She felt that Schechner never filtered the raw material rigorously enough, that he never fully mediated it through himself. She believed that the group situation (in which he enjoyed the role of guru) took precedence for him over the art and that the latter suffered as a result. LeCompte wanted to explore a different kind of theatre and in 1974 she and Gray joined with two members of The Performance Group and other friends to develop their own work through improvisation. The resultant piece, Sakonnet Point, broke sharply with Schechner’s work. During LeCompte’s years of apprenticeship, she had developed her own methods not only from her observation of Schechner—and then often doing the opposite—but from seeing other experimental work being performed in New York.

LeCompte has explained that she was particularly impressed by the work of Richard Foreman and Robert Wilson. She vividly recalls Foreman’s Pain(t) (1974) which included a fight between two sisters, Rhoda and Eleanor, played by Kate Manheim and her own real sister, Nora. LeCompte remembers it not as a literal representation but as an “abstraction of a fight,” featuring recorded voices and postures that suggested a fight more powerfully than anything she had experienced in the realistic theatre. Here she saw violence performed “with no relation to natural gesture and yet so real that it made you believe it was actually happening.” Similarly inspirational was Robert Wilson’s Deaf man Glance (1970) which expanded the possibilities she envisioned in using a nonlinear structure and “a visual language that was not necessarily psychologically real.” In watching Wilson’s work, she became attuned to its “musical” rather than logical form and to its “geometric structure”: its way, for example, of building an entire sequence upon a single movement drawn by the performers on the stage floor. And she was fascinated by his use of highly suggestive and wistful material, his “almost Wagnerian relationship to the world” and the “deep sadness” that she sensed in the work.

LeCompte was also interested in Stuart Sherman’s manipulation of objects on a TV tray, his “super-naturalism,” as she calls it, his use of pedestrian, sub-theatrical activity to suggest the arbitrariness and strangeness of the commonplace. She also responded positively to Meredith Monk’s Education of a Girl Child (1973) which, as a woman’s work, was “closer to home” and provided a “tremendous boost.”

In the first four pieces that LeCompte directed (co-composed with Spalding Gray and the other performers), the main roles were taken by Gray, Ron Vawter and Libby Howes. Vawter came to the Wooster Group via the U.S. Army. He recalls working downtown in the winter of 1972 as a recruiting officer and passing the Performing Garage on his way home every evening. After hearing, night after night, strange “experimental sounds” coming out of the place, he stopped in to see Schechner’s production of Sam Shepard’s The Tooth of Crime which he was “very taken with.” He gradually got to know the Group members and quit the Army in the summer of 1973 to become The Performance Group’s administrator. In 1976 he started working with LeCompte and Gray and has since appeared in all the Wooster Group’s pieces. Libby Howes, the fourth “core” member of the Group, met Gray in 1974 when he was directing a workshop at the University of Michigan where she was a student. Shortly thereafter she came to New York and in 1975 became involved in the making of Sakonnet Point. She continued working with LeCompte and Gray, appearing in the next three pieces and becoming a Group member in 1978. In 1980 she began working on her own and decided in 1981 to leave the Group.

By the late 1970s, that part of The Performance Group working with LeCompte had become more vital than that working with Schechner and it attracted several people who have since become members of the Wooster Group. Designer and technical director Jim Clayburgh first worked with The Performance Group in 1972 after graduating from New York University. He designed the lighting for Sakonnet Point and co-designed the setting for Rumstick Road. After a two-year hiatus, he continued his collaboration with LeCompte, co-designing Point Judith and all following pieces. Performer Willem Dafoe came to New York from Milwaukee, where he had worked as an actor with Theatre X, and joined The Performance Group in 1977. He became increasingly interested in the pieces LeCompte was directing and in 1979 became one of the co-creators of Point Judith. He has collaborated on all subsequent pieces and, at the same time, pursued an independent film career. In 1979 Kate Valk, then an N.Y.U. student, started working with the Group (initially to help with costumes for Point Judith). The following year she began working on a new piece LeCompte was developing, Route 1 & 9, and later filled in for Libby Howes in Nayatt School and Point Judith after Howes left the Group. Peyton Smith, the most recent full member, came to New York in 1975 from the Provincetown Theatre Company and worked with Richard Foreman in two productions before appearing in The Performance Group’s production of The Balcony (1979). The next year she became involved in the composition of Route 1 & 9 and has continued as a member of the Wooster Group. Richard Schechner, meanwhile, left The Performance Group in 1980 and it disbanded, although LeCompte and those working with her retained the Group’s corporate status. LeCompte became artistic director of the enterprise and the Group held on to what had always been, in fact, its corporate name: the Wooster Group.

Cognizant of the limitations of a systematic written chronicle, Breaking the Rules is a fractured history of the Wooster Group. The present tense runs against the past, juxtaposing documentation and analysis of the collaborative pieces against the Group members’ own observations and memories. In the constant interplay, the analysis that proceeds in the present tense provides the text with a basic line of action, interrupted from time to time by voices remembering the past. I have set these voices and tenses against each other; I have interwoven description, analysis, biography and memory in imitation of the Wooster Group’s work. I present my own interpretations in counterpoint with the members’ stated intentions and interpretations (with which I do not always agree) to expand a series of connotations or to enrich the theatrical with personal associations. Through this polyphony I hope to provide a sense of the complexity of the Wooster Group’s work, constituted as it is by a kaleidoscopic interplay of forms, perspectives and voices.

The words of Wooster Group members that interrupt the text, and are not footnoted, are taken from interviews, both formal and informal, that I conducted and edited, most between August and October 1984. Elsewhere, selections from what I call the Nayatt School Notebook were extracted from two notebooks containing Libby Howes’s records of rehearsals for Nayatt School. Because four of the Group’s pieces are based on widely performed modern plays, I have included detailed critiques of these plays prompted by the Group’s performance of excerpts of each of the “parent” texts. In assembling these disparate materials and interweaving them with my own analysis, I have attempted to create a structure modelled upon L.S.D., the most recent and certainly the most historiographic of the Wooster Group’s pieces (also, the piece that was being finished as I was writing this book).

In chronicling the Wooster Group’s activity, Breaking the Rules focuses on the collaborative pieces directed by Elizabeth LeCompte. This work, however, is not the Group’s sole product. Since 1979 Spalding Gray has largely dropped out of the collaborative pieces to develop a series of autobiographical monologues. Although these monologues are closely connected in many and various ways to the collaborative pieces, they fall outside the scope of the book because they are not directed by LeCompte. The only exception is India and After (America) which I analyze as an introduction to the Rhode Island Trilogy and to the use therein of autobiographical material.

Since every starting point is arbitrary, since every beginning is both a continuation of and break with the past, I choose not to begin with Sakonnet Point, the Group’s first piece. Wishing to avoid a strictly evolutionary framework, I disrupt chronological sequence. Thus Part I, instead of offering a measured introduction, provides an analysis of what is arguably the Group’s most concentrated and self-contained piece, Route 1 & 9 (1981). Part II retraces the steps and returns to the earliest work, Three Places in Rhode Island (composed of Sakonnet Point [1975], Rumstick Road [1977] and Nayatt School [1978]) and its epilogue, Point Judith (1979). It ends with a look at Hula (1981), a dance piece composed during a vacation from Route 1 & 9 rehearsals. Part III is devoted to an analysis of the Group’s most recent work, L.S.D.(. . . Just the High Points . . .) (1985).

In writing this book, I have assumed an ambiguous relationship to the Wooster Group and its audience. As an “authorized” chronicler, I have been made privy to the desires and motivations of many in the Group. I have thus become an insider while remaining a spectator, always outside the Group’s activities. My text no doubt reflects my own equivocal position, sitting alongside both spectator and performer, being both the spectator’s ally and an intermediary between him and the Group’s work. As a result, my text alternates between first and third person pronouns, never feeling comfortable with either authoritarianism, neither the editorial “we” nor the more impersonal epithet, “the spectator. . . .”

For the sake of clarity I have chosen to use the male pronoun to describe the hypothetical spectator or reader. Although its use reflects my gender (and is, thus, an accurate vehicle for my projections) there is a sense in which the convention of privileging the male is grossly out of place here. From the beginning, the Wooster Group has investigated that which is taken for granted and passes unnoticed in our culture. In its work it has questioned the disposition of theatrical forces and the status of the spectator. Writing about this work, I feel almost a sense of embarrassment that rhetorical convention has dictated the use of the male pronoun. In recognizing the relationship between the spectator’s stare and the masculine ogle, I am forced to consider the voyeuristic implications of my analytical gaze.

Finally, I would like to record my personal motivation in writing this book. When, in May 1982, I entered the Performing Garage to see the Wooster Group for the first time (the piece was Nayatt School), I had no idea what to expect. I knew only that the piece was part of their Rhode Island Trilogy (Nayatt School is, in fact, located some ten miles from where I grew up in Providence). I suspected the work would be contentious because the friend who accompanied me told me of the controversy surrounding the Group’s use of blackface in Route 1 & 9. I took my place in the front row and listened intently to Spalding Gray’s opening monologue, delighting in his irreverent presentation of The Cocktail Party. When the curtains opened to begin Part III and the performers descended into madness and chaos, I was enraptured, and I remained so until the end of the piece, carried away by a whirlwind the like of which I had never seen before in the theatre. When the performance ended I walked—or floated—out onto Wooster Street and, in a state of exultation, started running up the street. For me, the act of writing this book has been an attempt to recapture the thrill and the breathlessness of that run.


Part I

Route 1 & 9 (The Last Act): The Disintegration of Our Town

Our Town:

(no inflection) “Your mother’ll be coming downstairs to make believe, uh, make breakfast.”

“Chew that bacon good and slow. It’ll help keep you warm on a cold day.”

“. . . his appendix burst on a hunting trip in North Conway.”

“There are the stars making the crisscross . . .”

“This is the worst piece of shit.” “Shut up, I like it, it reminds me of Carousel.”

(Lizzie: incredible innocence & the hokey philosopher profound dimensions in downhome and he’s an asshole)

Nayatt School Notebook October 11, 1977

Elizabeth LeCompte: We began doing Our Town as a reading, fitting people into parts, rehearsing it during the day and performing it at night. Just as a reading, but excluding the part of the Stage Manager, that voice that connects, so that it would stand as a number of scenes, placed next to each other.

Kate Valk: When we started working on Route 1 & 9, it was just Our Town, reading Our Town, and I was still stage managing. Then I transcribed the Pigmeat Markham records, trying to figure out what they were saying. By the time I finished I could imitate . . . I could do all the voices. And that’s how I got started performing in Route 1 & 9, with the blackface routines.

Peyton Smith: The beginning of rehearsals was wonderful because the live performance part was dancing. And many of the early rehearsals, before we got into any depth, were spent making this wonderful musical piece that was a lot of fun to do. Of course, then it became more problematic, when we started realizing the intent, and how far it went.

***

When Route 1 & 9 (The Last Act) opened at the Performing Garage in October 1981, it polarized its audience more radically than any piece performed in New York in at least a decade. By January 1982 it had become the subject of a widely reported controversy. The dispute centered around the piece’s juxtaposition of Thornton Wilder’s Our Town against a reconstruction of a Pigmeat Markham comedy routine, performed by four actors in blackface. The New York State Council on the Arts (NYSCA), which has been a major source of funding for the Group, judged that “Route 1 & 9 contained in its blackface sequences harsh and caricatured portrayals of a racial minority”1 and, as a consequence, cut funding for the Group by forty percent, the fraction of the grant they believed subsidized the piece. The Wooster Group convened a number of public forums to discuss the piece’s alleged racism and in March submitted an appeal to NYSCA, drawn up by Jeffrey M. Jones, aimed at restoring the funding. The appeal contained a thirty-one-page defense of Route 1 & 9 as well as twenty-three letters of support by a formidable collection of artists, critics and producers. On June 10, 1982, NYSCA rejected the appeal and upheld the reduced level of funding.

***

Schema of Route 1 & 9 (The Last Act)






	Part IA
	THE LESSON (Upstairs): In Which A Man Delivers a Lecture on the Structure and Meaning of Our Town



	 
	Video reconstruction of “teaching film”



	Part IB
	THE LESSON (Downstairs): In Which the Stage Hands Arrange the Stage for the Last Act of Our Town


	 
	“The Lesson” continues
Blind building sequence begins
Black out



	Part II
	THE PARTY: In Which the Stage Hands Call It a Day and a Telegram Is Sent


	 
	Blind building continues
The “girls” make telephone calls
The Party begins (reconstruction of Pigmeat
Markham routine)
Video excerpts from Our Town, Act II, overlap



	Part III
	THE LAST ACT (The Cemetery Scene): In Which Four Chairs are Placed on the Stage Facing the Audience to Represent Graves


	 
	Video excerpts from Our Town, Act III, begin
The Party continues “sotto voce”
Ghoul Dance



	Part IV
	ROUTE 1 & 9: In Which a Van Picks Up Two Hitchhikers and Heads South


	 
	Video: “Route 1 & 9” (Driving sequence)
Porn





***
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Figure 1.Performance Space for Route 1 & 9 (The Last Act)
(Elizabeth LeCompte)

Elizabeth LeCompte: In the beginning I had an image of the performers in blackface. Wonderful visual thing. I thought of the blackface on them, and the lighting. And I could see, almost immediately, a kind of dance structure, going up and back, along an expanded floor grid from Point Judith. Usually, that’s one of the very first things that comes: a spatial element from the preceding piece, something I couldn’t do there, that pushed it too far, or that didn’t work, in some way. It’s as if each space is an interpolation of the last. Or a rearrangement of the last, or the space before that. The performance space had been falling more and more into a kind of parallelogram grid. I took the pattern of the house drawn on the floor from the earlier pieces, the parallelogram that it had become, and extended it over the whole space. The tin house would stand on top of the grid. And we constructed dances around that. Like on a chalk board. I knew that the audience would look down from above, onto a blackboard, that I was going to be sketching on a blackboard, so to speak. And the characters would be dancing and sketching in white on a black board.
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Figure 2.Route 1 & 9, The Party
Willem Dafoe, Ron Vawter.
(Nancy Campbell)
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Ron Vawter: I knew very well that we were unsettling people’s feelings, and our own feelings, about racism: racism in ourselves, racism in everybody in the audience, black and white. And it was all about pulling the rug out from under people’s secure, liberal and righteous feelings about racism, their own and society’s. We were agents provocateurs, saboteurs, working against people’s strong feelings of righteousness.

Peyton Smith: Well, sometimes, we got really scared when things got bad. I remember this one night . . . in the beginning when we got bad reviews, we’d have maybe seven people in the audience. And Route 1 & 9 is a hard show to do for seven people. Anyway, there weren’t too many people this one night. And I went through such a horror. There was a black man in the audience. And he had his coat over his lap. And he would put his hand under his coat. We were doing the part way up front, about the punch and I thought, “He’s going to shoot us. He’s closest to Ronnie. Well, I love Ronnie but that’s the way it goes. I’m going to dive under the seating arrangement.” And I had it all blocked out in my mind. And then, of course, nothing happened. So when we went off stage, I said, “Oh my God, I had such a fear.” And everyone else saw him. So it wasn’t that I was paranoid. It was so odd that we all picked up on it, because he never did anything. He just sat there, but he had this weird look. With Route 1 & 9, all the performances were exciting. And I liked that. I liked the controversy. But sometimes it was frightening.

***

Beyond Parody (Part I)

Elizabeth LeCompte: We reconstructed a 1965 Encyclopedia Britannica teaching film starring Clifton Fadiman. For a long time, I didn’t know where it would be played, we tried many different places. Finally, I separated it out and put it at the beginning, dovetailing it into the rest of the piece. Clifton Fadiman was the “Stage Manager” of Route 1 & 9, echoing Wilder s construction in Our Town. Then you’d see Ron come back as the Stage Manager, as Clifton Fadiman had played him in the tape. Those kinds of connectors came in late.

The first part of Route 1 & 9, “The Lesson: In Which a Man Delivers a Lecture,” is a videotaped lecture on Thornton Wilder’s Our Town, delivered by Ron Vawter and screened in the upstairs space at the Performing Garage. In the Wooster Group’s version, “The Lesson” appears to be a gentle mockery of the banalities of humanistic criticism. For the duration of the tape, the camera holds long static shots of the lecturer and pans portentously as he moves back and forth between a tiny model stage and the ladder to be used in Our Town (and Route 1 & 9). It zooms in for important “truths” and underscores them by spelling out the catch phrases across the bottom of the television screen. These production devices, combined with jump cuts in the editing (most of which were present in the print from which the Wooster Group worked), suggest that a subtly critical point of view is being taken toward both the speaker and his analysis of Our Town. In Ron Vawter’s deadpan characterization, the lecturer mouths the formulas of humanistic criticism with a forced informality and playfulness that mask his authoritarian pose. He explicates the play by setting himself up as a privileged interpreter who speaks for the audience: “He [Dr. Gibbs] uses the word unconsciously, he doesn’t notice it, but we do.”2 By so articulating the spectators’ emotions (“We’ve all had that feeling”3) he establishes his community with the audience in much the same way that Wilder implicates the spectator as a citizen of Our Town.


Ron Vawter: Fadiman makes these very unwieldly and awkward illustrative gestures. Willem and I studied them very carefully, second by second. When I look at my eyes in the tape, I’m amazed at how glazed over they look. I had done unconscious listening, putting on the audio tape when I was asleep. It’s as if performing it reinduced the sleep state I was in while I was digesting it.



The apparently ironic stance of “The Lesson” suggests a critique of the universalizing tendencies and the staunchly philosophical (rather than political) pose of liberal humanism. The lecturer, in what LeCompte calls his “extremely white analysis”4 of the play, would like the spectators to believe that Our Town is first and foremost a shared spiritual experience. Adopting the first person plural pronoun, he explains that the play assures the recognition that “all our lives are part of something vast and eternal.” He asserts that it “reconciles us to life” and “helps us to understand and so accept our existence on earth.” For him, Our Town, like “the humanities in general,” propounds an unchanging set of universal characteristics and all those things that “never go out of style”—birth, growing up, marriage and death.5 Between 8:40 and 11:00, the time the lecturer allots for a performance of Our Town, the Wooster Group reverses these axioms by historicizing the theatrical experience. It lifts the veil of aestheticism that certain artists and critics use to try to shield art from the realities of history and remove it from its political context. In Route 1 & 9, the Wooster Group recovers racial and cultural difference. Rather than reconciling the spectator to (social) life, it leads him to become aware of what Our Town has repressed and ignored. It suggests that Grover’s Corners is but a sweet fantasy and that Wilder’s American pastoral promulgates less a universal truth than the ideology of a particular class and culture.
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Figure 3.Route 1 & 9, (A) The Lesson; (B) Our Town Video,
Emily Webb; (C) Our Town Video, Mrs. Webb
Ron Vawter; Marissa Hansell; Peyton Smith.
(Nancy Campbell)

If “The Lesson” were simply a satire, its ridicule of a humanistic interpretation of dramatic literature (and the social values it champions) would unite the spectators “against” these formations. It would thereby repeat the very process upon which the lecturer relies. It would instill a sense of community and superiority among those who can share in the apparent condemnation, a condescension analogous to that enjoyed by Mr. Fadiman, poised confidently between the text he has “mastered” and the audience he “commands.” This stratification of points of view is subtly undermined, however, by the fact that the analysis proffered in “The Lesson” offers strategic access to the projects of both Wilder and the Wooster Group.


Elizabeth LeCompte: I liked the Clifton Fadiman film, but was bothered about liking it. It touched nostalgic chords of comfort for me that made me angry. It pressed two buttons simultaneously. And I found myself unable to accept either in comfort. I couldn’t destroy it, and I couldn’t go with it and be satisfied. I wanted to dig more deeply into it.



In “The Lesson” the lecturer speaks of the importance of three devices in Our Town: music, theme and variations as a formal principle, and the condensed line or word.6 Wilder used these devices (along with many others) to break with the dominant theatrical style of his time—realism. In the preface to Three Plays, he upbraids the realistic theatre for being “evasive,” for practicing a “social criticism” that fails “to indict us with responsibility.”7 He notes that a major cause of the theatre’s impotence was the box set which, when taken “‘seriously’ . . . removed, cut off, and boxed the action,” turning the theatre into a “museum showcase.”8 To oppose this convention he delocalized the stage, refusing “childish attempts to be ‘real,’”9 and created performance space.

In a project analogous to Wilder’s, the Wooster Group has reacted against the dominant style of its time—realism again. LeCompte notes her own attempts to move the work “ALWAYS AWAY FROM NATURALISM.”10 To accomplish this, the work relies on loud music, not only to create mood, as Wilder does, but to shatter a cohesive dramatic texture and evoke a historical and cultural setting. The Group’s attack on linear structure radicalizes Wilder’s lyrically episodic technique (theme and variations) to create a violently disjunctive form that breaks sharply with a plot-driven structure. (“I am looking for some substitute for plot. Non-linear,” writes LeCompte.11) Finally, the art of condensation, or “putting a lot into one small package,”12 suggests for the Wooster Group the development of complex symbols and actions which resist translation into discursive language.

To renovate Wilder’s break with realism, Parts II and III of the piece feature scenes from Our Town on video monitors, in what is as much an act of homage as it is a critique. LeCompte acknowledges Wilder as her “predecessor”13 in American experimental theatre and maintains that she loves “that kind of Our Town sentimentality. . . .”14 For she too has rejected the box set (as exemplified by the miniature stage, the “museum showcase” in “The Lesson”) and uses the theatre as performance space. In Route 1 & 9 she submits Our Town to a violent examination but she does so knowing that it has its roots in Wilder’s own intentions. Indeed, the closing paragraph of Wilder’s preface acquires a particular poignancy in this context, when he writes, “I hope I have played a part in preparing the way” for “the new dramatists we are looking for.”15 Ironically, during a period of retrenchment in the 1980s, in the midst of a revival of realistic playwrighting, Wilder’s hope has been fulfilled less conspicuously by new dramaturgy than new performance, and most powerfully perhaps, by a work that uses his own script as a starting point.

By inducing the spectator to read “The Lesson” as satire, Route 1 & 9 snares the audience in its own smug condescension: it lures the spectator to fall into the very trap that the lecturer himself has fallen into. By the conclusion of “The Lesson,” however, Route 1 & 9 has begun to move beyond parody and call into question the unanimity it has provoked. As the piece proceeds, it cuts through the hierarchy of points of view and makes it increasingly difficult for the viewer to retain a critical objectivity. It works in harmony with Wilder’s intent, to ensure that “the social criticism” will “indict” the spectator “with responsibility.” It restores the accountability of the individual by leading him to confront his complicity in the maintenance of what is revealed to be a deeply stratified and inequitable culture.

***

Kate Valk: I swear, I didn’t think the Pigmeat Markham was going to be a problem. I really didn’t. All the time we spent working on it, I thought it would be so evident because of the context. My feelings are hurt easily . . . I’m not interested in offending the audience. Really. I got upset that some people reacted so strongly against the piece. But it was also a very exciting time. Because of the controversy, houses were packed. Also, in this kind of theatre, there is sometimes a lot of distance between you and the audience, not physical distance but . . . I mean, I’m pretty isolated, working down here. And it was interesting to have so much feedback from everyone. Although I still don’t feel that it’s been resolved. Because the blackface gives me a lot of pleasure. It’s the most fun I’ve ever had. On the other hand, I hate to do something that I know hurts people or offends them. But I believe in it so strongly . . . it makes so much sense to me. But nothing tops the time we had in Zurich. Having a few liberals offended at you and getting your funding cut was nothing compared to having 650 people screaming at you. They hated the video. And the blackface, they didn’t care about that. They just didn’t want video. They were throwing eggs and tomatoes and shaking the booth where the guys were running the equipment. We were all . . . UUGGHH!!! It was really scary.

***

Stagehands (Part II)

Elizabeth LeCompte: We worked with the guys building the tin house blindfolded. That came out of Point Judith, a whole section of Point Judith that I excised, because I couldn’t fit it in. I took that section and expanded it for the beginning of Route 1 & 9—the comic structure of building the house. I took the idea, really, from vaudeville and comedic films about housebuilding. I remember, particularly, a Laurel and Hardy short in which they play incompetent workmen building a house which, at the end, totally collapses. The idea was to construct some kind of routine with the guys really blindfolded. So we did improvisations around them working, building the house blindfolded, and Spalding sitting above, watching them, talking to them as the foreman. That’s where we got the “skeletal house” text that’s played in the blackout. We combined the tapes of the improvisations from Point Judith with these new tapes and used them as one of the soundtracks for Part II.
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Figure 4.Route 1 & 9 Blind Building
Ron Vawter.
(Nancy Campbell)
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Figure 5.Route 1 & 9, Blind Building
Willem Dafoe, Ron Vawter.
(Nancy Campbell)

Part I of Route 1 & 9 concludes as the audience moves downstairs for the last section of “The Lesson” and the start of a very different kind of performance.
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