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Introduction
Andrew Quick

FRANK Sue,can you stay an extra hour? I'm gonna need a little help.

SUE Why, did you find that tape with the answer to everything on it?

(Frank Delf's The Temptation of St.Antony "Episode 1: The Monologue")

The photograph on the front cover of this book is taken by Paula Court of Frank Dell's

The Temptation 0[5t. Antony, which was first staged by The Wooster Group in 1987.

It captures a beautiful and humorous moment that occurs towards the end of the
penultimate episode in which the character of Frank Dell (played by Ron Vawter)
attempts to stage a death defying escape routine as part of a hastily arranged magic
show. At the start of this scene the stage is filled with smoke. The performers, seem-
ingly surprised by having to take part, attempt to disguise their confusion by enacting

improvised dances or by desperately rushing around the stage as if involved in the

creation of some grand finale that might ward off Frank Dell's imminent psychological

and physical disintegration.At the center of this photograph, we see the raised body

(a dummy in a white shroud), held in place by a silhouetted performer (Kate Valk),
apparently frozen in response to the mesmerizing hands of Frank Dell. Something in

this image captures both the promise and in-built failure of theater. This stilled moment

evokes the potential for a theatrical event to transcend the ordinary-that a trans-

formative act might occur before us, that the living be induced into a state of death

and then be brought back to tife. Yet, at the same time, behind the illusionary appear-

ance of things, we can see that theater is little more than an elaborate arrangement

of barely hidden ropes. sleights of hands and a series of tricks. It is all a sham.

As the foHowing documents and interviews bring to light. this apparent contradiction

is one of the most important preoccupations in the work of The Wooster Group- the

search for a profound form of experiential reality that challenges the ordinary, which

is. paradoxically. always negotiated and filtered via the very artistry and artificiality

of performance itself. The photograph also prompts me to recognize one of the con-

tradictions that haunts the pages of this book. This is the potential for a collection

of documents and interviews to assume that they can miraculously breathe life once

again into dead works of theater, that they can somehow resurrect the past before

us in order that we might establish where the origins of an event began. The notion

that he document "houses" origins is, of course, one of the fantasies (or fevers, as the

philosopher Jacques Derrida puts it) that a close proximity to the archive generates:

8 the dream that we might be able to gain access to the actual Source and beginning

of things.' As Carolyn Steedman warns us in her excellent analysis of the practice of

"archivisation" nothing begins its life in the archive, although, as she comments, "things

certainly end up there." Rather, she observes, the archive houses "stories caught half way

through: the middle of things; discontiouitles.v-tn short, as is implied in the citation

taken from FrankDell's The Temptation of St. Antony that opens this introduction,

it is not possible to find the tape "with the answer to everything on it." a In the course

of my research for this book, I have watched hours and hours of tapes and searched

through boxes and boxes of documents. While watching recordings of rehearsals and

performances and reading the many and diverse forms of documentation that make

up the Group's archive, I have sometimes been seduced into thinking that the actual

mechanisms and processes of how particular performances were put together were

tantalizingly within my reach. And yet, I was also always conscious that so much is

missed or excluded in all forms of documentation. A great deal happens off the screen

and, of course, many important parts of the process never make the page. As such, it

is impossible to grasp the totality of how a particular work is put together and it is

necessary to acknowledge that the interpretive acts that are generated by an engage-

ment with the archive are always speculative. Perhaps, we have to approach the doc-

umentary sections and interviews that make up this book in the manner of a detective

(but one with little hope of solving the mystery). We have to be prepared to piece together
the scattered traces left in the wake of a work's creation, to imagine and speculate

upon the events stilled in the many beautiful and evocative black and white photo-

graphs of the performances and be alert to the fact that words spoken in interviews

are always partial and subjective accounts of what occurred. Perhaps most important

of all, we have to be aware of the fact that the various notes, drawings, interviews,

transcriptions, photographs, performance and technical scores that make up this pub-

lication can never stand in for the fullness, the plenitude and the sensuous reality of the
live event itself.

Yet, looking closely at the spidery network of scribbles and words that are layered

into the photograph that introduces us to this book, it is possible to surmise that

these notations are the very origin of performance, that this frozen moment of Frank
Dell's The Temptation of St. Antony was born out of these enigmatic and highly coded

markings. Indeed, many of the documents in the pages that follow reveal the ways in

which the various practices of documentation playa key role in The Wooster Group's

making process. Transcription, forensic reconstruction of documentary material (drawn

from recordings of their own rehearsals, television. film, the performance work of

others, interviews, telephone calls, meetings and so forth), the intricate construction

of Scores by performers, technicians, assistant directors, stage managers, all indicate

the multiple ways in which documentation is not only a residue of their process but

also a vital component of the Group's creative practice. In short, as I explore in more



detail in the concluding chapter of this book, documents are not solely a way of

accounting for what took place but are often an instrument in the work's construction

and performance to audiences. These documents might not have begun their life in

the archive, but TheWooster Group often turn to its tapes, its various and multiple

forms of documentation asan important resourceand stimulus for the creative process.

Seen in a different light, however, the photograph appears to be disappearing under

the weight of cryptic writing. Rather than emerging from the etched surface of fran-

tically arranged phrases, numbers and drawings, the photograph looks as if it is being

submerged under a wash of information. From this perspective the image suddenly

becomes a telling reminder that a book can never rigidly fix the event of performance,

which, in its original incarnation, always presents itself asa series of fleeting moments

that occur in a particular space and time with and before living bodies. Consequently,

as the following pagesbear testimony, all we are left with are the documentary relics

of the performances and our fickle memories of having witnessed their particular stag-

ings. It would seem then, that we have to engagewith the documentary material that

makes up this book with a certain caution, accepting the fact that documents cannot

fully represent the complex reality of TheWooster Group's work while all the time

understanding that they offer us key insights into the making processesof one of the

North America's most enduring and inftuential performance companies.

Establishing The Wooster Group
As is well documented in other publications, TheWooster Group began by working

within the organizational set-up of The Performance Group in New York, which had

been established by Richard Schechner in 1967' Elizabeth LeCompte, who has been

the Director of TheWooster Group since the first piece Sakonnet Point premiered

in 1975, joined Schechner's company in 1970 asAssistant Director for his production

of Commune (1971). While assisting Schechneron a number of productions (which she

has likened to serving an apprenticeship) and sometimes performing in Performance

Group pieces (Sam Shepard's Tooth of Crime in 1972; Bertolt Brecht's MotherCourage in

1974; The Marilyn Project in 1975; Cops in 1978), leCompte began to develop a theater

aesthetic that broke away from Schechner'smore ritualistic and psychologically based

style. Drawing on the improvisational techniques and approaches to texts that she

had observed while working with Schechner and taking inspiration from innovative

work that was being made and shown in New York, LeCompte, along with other col-

laborators from both inside and outside of The Performance Group (these included

Spalding Gray, Ron Vawter, Libby Howes, Willem Dafoe,Jim Clayburgh, Peyton Smith

and Kate Valk) began experimenting with and pursuing a markedly different approach

to making theater.' Schechner's methodology primarily placed an emphasis on the

performer's emotional and psychological state as a mode of communication. This

performer-centered approach was also wedded to the interrogation and exposing

of particular social and political conditions that could bepotentially transformed through

creating what Schechnerbelievedwas an authentic relationship between performer and

spectator, which often involved direct physical and verbal interaction between player

and viewer. Naming this form of performance "Environmental Theater," Schechner

sought to break through what he considered to be the illusory and aesthetic con-

dition of theater itself in order to make contact with the more real experience that

might arise through a genuine social exchange between performer and spectator

and between the space of theater and the spaces of everyday reality (primarily the

street). His aim, in short, was to create a reality that might challenge the dominant
ideological order.'

In contrast, but clearly informed by her work with Schechner, LeCompte sought to

position the performer within a shifting array of frameworks in which autobiography,

found materials, documentary and fictional texts, improvised and reconstructed action,

sat within what she has sometimes called an overarching "architectonic" structure.'

Unlike Schechner'swork, there is no place for a physical interaction between performer

and viewer. The audience is always spatially separated from the scenic landscapes that

she constructs. This is particularly evident in the performance pieces that make up this

book where the dividing-line between the spacesof performing and spectating is explic-

itly marked by a metal rail (House/Lights [1997]), raised platforms (FrankDeli's The Last
Temptation o[St. Antony; Brace Up! [1991[; FishStory; ToYou, the Birdie! (Phedre) [ZOO211
and/or movable metal frameworks that operate as a kind of skeletal safety curtain

(Brace Up'; House/Lights; FishStory; To You, the Birdie! (Phedre)): these are often named

"dummy" and "stupid" in the documentation. The spectator's role, as she expresses

in an interview with David Savran, is to witness events, rather than become an active

or equivalent participant in their performance of them," LeCompte's approach in these

earliest works (Sakonnet Point, Rumstick Road [19771, Nayatt School [19781 and Point
Judith (an epilog) [1979]) placed an emphasis on encountering material, rather than

seamlessly representing or embodying character and/or the landscape in which the

dramatic action takes place.As she comments in an interview that directly relates to

this period, "I circle around ideas, rotate the vlewpoint.tt Ihis circling and rotating

has always involved negotiating the mediating mechanisms of performance and the

technologies of meaning production that exist both in the theater and also in pop-

ular culture (including the various technologies of communication-sound, video,

tetevisual, as well as pictorial, cinematic and choreographic modes of expression).

Equally significant is the fact that leCompte immediately began building each piece

in relation to the previously completed work. Gestures, physical and musical motifs,

scenic references, the biographical history of Spalding Gray and the various responses

to this material produced by the other performers, are repeated acrossa seriesof pieces 9



that are constructed in direct relation to each other. This body of work eventually formed

a trilogy, which was linked under the title of Three Places in Rhode Island and was con-

cluded by the performance of Point judith (an epilog) in 1979.

If Point Judith (an epilog) marked a certain completion in a cycle of The Wooster

Group's work (leCompte has described it as being a piece that staged a "gentle good-

bye" to "the character" of Spalding Gray), it also coincided with a number of changes

that began to take place within the wider community of The Performance Group.'?

In 1980 Schechner left The Performance Group, which then formally disbanded. The

Performance Group had purchased The Performing Garage on Wooster Street in SoHo,

a Downtown district in New York, in 1968. and the ownership of the space was carried

forward to The Wooster Group, under LeCompte's artistic direction, where she has

continued to make the work ever since. The function of The Performing Garage as a

home and rehearsal/performance space has been one of the most important factors

in ensuring the long-term survival ofThe Wooster Group. In the concluding interview

of this book, LeCompte describes how crucial a studio-based practice is to her way

of working and the great debt she owes to both Schechner and Gray for introducing

her to a collective based methodology for making performance. She comments, "In

many ways it's thanks to Richard (Schechner) that I'm here - Spalding, as well. They

showed me that I could do with other people what I had previously tried to do on my

own. They took me here" (p. 268). Across the interviews it becomes clear that this

approach to performance making is founded on the fact that the Group has unrestricted

access to this building. On simple economic grounds, it would be commercially impos-

sible to rent spaces for the lengthy rehearsal periods that the methodology of con-

structing the work demands. The Garage. LeCompte explains, makes available the time

and space to thoroughly play with and meditate upon the material generated in

rehearsals. It is the constant access to the space that creates a regular working struc-

ture for the Group, The every day use of the space permits the Group to pursue a form

of practice that is based on problem solving, on being able continually to layer and

re-organize the material over the required time it takes to complete a work. It allows

leCompte to gather a core group of collaborators that can participate and share in

a history of making performance that can run for years, which often includes pre-

senting unfinished versions, as works-in-progress, to the general public before they are

finally completed. The Performing Garage also provides an administrative and archival

home for the Group and houses parts of the sets, the costumes, the props and other

materials that are continually returned to and re-engaged with across the different

performance works that are made there.

10

Performance signatures

In a sense, it is The Performing Garage that creates the authorial space that has estab-

lished LeCompte as one of the most significant figures in the field of contemporary

performance. As I examine in more detail in the conclusion, it is possible to locate the

scenic footprint of The Performing Garage in all the works that The Wooster Group

have created to date. This footprint not only continually replays and refashions the

history of the Group and the shifting relationships of all those who work within the

company but it also repeatedly bears the mark of LeCompte's directorial Signature.

In the following interviews LeCompte avoids being cast as an auteur, preferring to

emphasize and explain the collaborative nature of the work. She describes how it is

constructed out of who and what is in the room, how it is always filtered through

the different personalities that have changed over the years, by those individuals

whom she describes as being "closest to the center of making the work" at any par-

ticular time (p. 268). And, as the various documents that dominate this book reveal,

it is clear that LeCompte is able to harness and frame an extraordinarily diverse and

skilled range of energies in the process of composing the Group's performances.

Depending on the nature of the piece, she is able to make room for a great deal of

individual creative input. Her description of Chris Kondek's contribution to how Brace

Up! was composed is one particular example of the complex relationship that clearly

exists between LeCompte, as the primary shaper of the material. and an individual

who is able to bring her/his creative energies into play in the work's construction.

Recalling how Kondek brought important video and sound material into the rehearsal

process. she describes how crucial his intuitive approach was to arriving at the final

layering of video and sound sources that formed one of the key components in the

scenic structure of Brace Up!: "Chris had no fear of interfering with anything I was

doing. He would just come in with anything at any time" (p. 109). l.eCompte also

acknowledges how problems arise in rehearsals when ideas and inputs are not forth-

coming: "Every time I approach a project, I am like "Why?" Then, the people in the

room tell me why. If they're not there, I am not there" (p. 265). Indeed, l.eCompte

points out that the impetus to explore the different texts that are negotiated and

performed in the Group's work rarely comes from her. As she explains, "I get taken

to things. Often, the things I do for myself just aren't as interesting" (p. 268).

However, despite this apparent dependence on others. LeCompte, as Valk points

out. is the pivotal creative and organizational presence: the figure through whom

all the material is finally filtered and structured, the person who has a sense of the

"whole," LeCompte attends almost aU of The Wooster Group's rehearsats and is rarely

absent from any public performance, Even when a piece first opens to an audience.

as Valk explains, it is "not finished." According to Valk, it is leCompte's "work of art,

so she gets her hands in there, tweaking and tuning and changing and manipulating



whatever she needs, until it is realized for her" (p. 158), While LeCompte goes to

great lengths to acknowledge the collective process involved in the making of each

performance,l think it would be a mistake to underestimate her role in "authoring"

the work of The Wooster Group. Perhaps, one of the key reasons for her success as a

director rests on her ability to allow space for individual creative expression and input

while all the time setting up particular structural frameworks and scenic landscapes

that situate this activity within a coherent and often challenging aesthetic-one that

we recognize as being the work's signature. This may be at the root of the "architec-

tonic idea" that LeCompte has spoken of as being a key starting point for her in the

making of any performance. This architectonic idea is the larger structural and sce-

nic/spatial framework (she also sometimes speaks of this framework in musical terms)

within which the work of others can exist and reverberate. It is a framework that often

declares or reveals itself structurally in the performance. This, it seems, is very much

what LeCompte is in control of. The specific nature of LeCompte's role is difficult to

define, even to herself, reflecting the complex function and status she has within the

Group. However, what LeCompte makes clear in the interviews is that she is not

necessarily the originator of ideas. What she sets up are systems and environments

that generate material, which is then filtered through a set of frameworks that she

establishes, frameworks that are always in some dialogue with whom and what is

in the room with her and the history of the Group itself. As she explains in an inter-

view from 1984, "I am the central vessel, or vehicle, or last circuit that everything must

pass through." In order to hold a group together, she adds, "You have to have a central

vortex." According to leCompte, this is "not an ego center" but a "functionary center,"

one in which all things "must pass through," so that everything can be brought together,

"in one line."ll

The work of this book

What follows this introduction, as the title of this publication describes, is a book

of work. It engages, as directly as is possible, with how The Wooster Group make

their performances. It does not seek to find thematic or theoretical frameworks in

order to contextualize and explain their practice, although theories and contexts

inevitably ghost throughout the following pages. Rather, this book's premise is to

locate and juxtapose the multiple languages (textual, physical, aural, technological,

anecdotal, filmic, televisuat and so forth) of The Wooster Group's practice and history

in order that the reader might gain some understanding of the diverse and complex

ways in which the five performance pieces that make up this book have been put

together. Almost aU of the documentation has been drawn from the company's

archive, from storage boxes and files of gathered and collated material. As well as

paper-based documents the archive contains numerous video tapes of rehearsals,

works in progress and performances, the earliest of which (in relation to this pub-

lication) date back to the initial rehearsals of FrankDell's The Temptation orSt. Antony.
The archive also houses many beautiful photographs and slides, which are themselves

an extraordinary testament to over thirty years of performance practice.

The specific performance works that form the focus of this publication were made

between 1985 and 2002, beginning with the documentation of Frank Delf's The
Temptation o[St. Antony and ending with ToYou, the Birdie! (Phedre). Frank Dell's The
Temptation of St. Antony is the final piece in a trilogy entitled The Road to Immonality,
wh ich also included Route 1 [; 9 (1981) and l.S.D. ( ...justthe High Points...) (1984).

The logic for the exclusion of these and earlier Wooster Group works from the doc-

umentary sections of this book, apart from issues of page space, is that David Savran's

Breaking the Rules: The Wooster Group provides an excellent account of the processes

involved in the making of these performances in addition to analyzing the individual

pieces and the various controversies that some of them accrued. It is also important

to note that within the time period covered by this book, The Wooster Group revived

North Atlantic and performed two Eugene O'Neill plays, The Emperor jones (1993)
and The HairyApe (1995). In the initial planning of this publication, since it was impos-

sible to document every performance, the exclusion of these two O'Neill plays as a

body of work. felt like the most logical form of omission. The Wooster Group Chronology

in the end section of this book gives an excellent account of the dates when these and

all the other works dating from 1985 were rehearsed and performed and provides

a summary account of the Group's history up until 2006.

As is the case with all Wooster Group pieces, each separate part of The Road to
Immortality was made in relation to the previous completed work and it is important

to contextualize Frank Dell's The Temptation of St, Antony by touching briefly on the

other two performances that make up the trilogy. White Route 7 & 9 marked a new

direction for the Group in that Gray and his autobiographical narrative and physical

presence no longer formed a central thread, it also continued the practice of using a

well-known play to form one of the performance's integral structural layers. This had

first occurred in Nayatt School with its staging of selected scenes from T. S. Eliot's The
Cocktail Party.Pointjudith (an epilog) also included a highly condensed version of Eugene

O'Neill's Long Day's Journey into Night and all the works in this book continue this

practice of staging The Wooster Group's encounter with a literary, cinematic or dramatic

text. Both Route 1 [; 9 and l.S. D. (...just the High Point"'.) engaged with "classic" plays

(Thornton Wilder's Our Town (1938) and Arthur Miller's The Crucible (1952), respec-

tively), and placed them in relation to other found material that is performed and pre-

sented on the stage. Route 7&9 juxtaposed Our Town with Pigmeat Markham's comedy

routines, which were performed in blackface and included a lecture demonstration,

dance, the presentation of Wilder's text in the style of soap opera on televisions 11



suspended from the lighting rig, task-based actions (the construction of a house) and

a pornographic road-movie within its multiple layers. As LeCompte was to acknowl-

edge later, the absence of a central narrative voice, which had been a presence in the

pieces made in collaboration with Gray, may have accounted for the some of the angry

reactions that Route 1& 9 generated in some quarters as a response to the Group's

performance in blackface. This reached its negative climax when The New York State

Council on the Arts (NYSCA)drastically cut the Group's funding in 1982. Rather than
perceiving Route 1& 9 as a staged encounter with representational constructions

of race (created through the juxtaposition of a solely white version of America in

the soap opera framed presentation of Our Town with the performance in blackface),

members of NYSCA accused it of caricaturing a racial minority.

leCompte has described how L.S. D. ( .. .jusrthe High PointL.) was made in direct
response to the fall-out that Route 1& 9 created. Drawn to what she identified as

the highly moralistic tone in The Crucible that dealt with concepts of responsibility

and hysteria, LeCompte placed her reworking of the play against sections taken from

the life of Timothy Leary, who had been imprisoned for his experiments with LSD

and his attempt to establish an alterative community (Millbrook) that renounced

the ideologies of a consumer led North American culture. Re-playing the four act

structure of Miller's drama, LSD. ( ..Just the High Points.i.} juxtaposed the reading
of excerpts from various "authors that might have been at the Leary household, circa

1960" (Act 1), with stagings of TheCrucible (Act 2), sections taken from a filmed debate
between leary and G. Gordon Liddy that took place in the early 1980s (Act 4) and a
performance of a choreographed routine by a dance troupe in Miami (Act 4). Nancy Reilly,

who spoke the words of Anne Rower, Leary's babysitter, provided a narrative thread

in the work, although the presentational style of the performance, which referenced

the McCarthy led judicial hearings of the 1950s, eschewed any overarching fictional

framework. Once again, the Group attracted controversy as Arthur Miller took legal

action and halted the use of any of his writing in the performance.

In contrast to the two previous works that made up the trilogy, Frank De/l's The
Temptation cf St. Antony marks a return to a more meditative landscape. This is sig-

nalled in its source material, which includes Haubert's The Temptation of Saint Anthony,
Albert Goldman's biography of lenny Bruce, Ingmar Bergman's The Magician and the

spiritualist writings of Geraldine Cummings as some of the piece's many textual

references. The structural spine of this performance is "The Monologue" in which

Vawter, playing frank Dell (one of lenny Bruce's alter-egos), speaks the words of all
the characters who appear on a video called "Channel J" ("Channel J" was a late night
nude chat show that was shown on cable television in New York in the early 1980s).

In the Group's Videotaped re-working of "Channel J"Vawter (as the host) along with
12 Kate Valk, Peyton Smith, Willem Dafoe and Anna Kohler (as the guests) improvise a

version of the chat show while "riffing" off Nancy Reilly, who is reading Haubert's

text to them (Reilly is only occasionally seen in the video, p. 25). "The Monologue"
forms the main focus in the opening documentary section of this book, which includes

earlier and final transcripts of "Channel J" (pp. 22-23 and 28-33) and also two pages
of Reilly's score that clearly lay out the juxtaposition between Haubert's writing that

she was reading and the particular version of the monologue that was being worked

on at the time (pp. 26-27).
"The Monologue" is delivered at the front of the stage by Frank Dell who directs

"J.J." to stop, rewind and fast-forward the tape as if it might provide the answer to what

appears to be the profound metaphysical crisis that Frank Dell is enduring. LeCompte

describes this obsessive replaying of the tape as being driven by the need to find its

meaning and alludes to the possibility that all the other figures in the performance

are "figments" of Frank Dell's imagination (p. 58). Of course, this attempt to "find the

meaning" reflects the autobiographical struggle to create and complete the piece

itself -a struggle that always works its way into Wooster Group performances, which

in this case was seriously affected by Vawter's hospitalization and subsequent absence

for a prolonged period of rehearsal (p. 59). Interrupting the internal meditation of

the "The Monologue" are a series of "episodes" that take place on and around a raised

platform that dominates the center and rear of the space, which appears to double

as a hotel room and a theater (the back wall of the room lowers to create an extended

raised playing area). This part of the space is mainly occupied by two women, Onna

(KateValk) and Phyllis (Peyton Smith), who converse with frank Dell, rehearse a dance
routine, stage a party and help him perform a magic show. Other characters include

Sue, Dell's assistant (originally played by Reilly) and two of the hotel's staff, the maid
and her boyfriend, who are strapped to doors that SWing(loudly) in and out of the space
(played byAnna Kohler and Mike Stumm-his performance SCore is included in the

documentation on pages 50--52). Frank Dell's meditation is further disrupted by "visits"

from Cubby (Willem Dafoe) performed on video, who as the Devil (a re-working of the
figure of Hilarion in Haubert's text), repeatedly tempts frank Dell to "follow" him
to a more glamorous life in Hollywood (pp. 38-39).
FrankDell's The Temptation of St. Antony ends with Vawter alone at the front of the

stage refusing to acknowledge the urgent request made by Onna to accompany her and

the others to stage a show for the "King of Sweden." After the rest of the performers

have packed up and left, Vawter puts on a fur coat, switches off the television sets and

strikes a final theatrical pose before leaving the stage in darkness. As the concluding

action in The Road to Immortality, Frank Dell's exit feels like a poignant ending to a

specific cycle of The Wooster Group's work. These works had, in their very different

ways, created a dense, often humorous and highly nuanced examination of American

culture (high and low), while always exploring the potential of performance to express



a lived (rather than represented) experience of spiritual and societal crisis.

The brightly lit and open stage of Brace Up!, first performed in 1991, marks a striking

contrast to the engulfing senseof darkness that concludes FrankDell's The Temptation
of St. Antony. The concept of a theater troupe attempting to construct a performance,

which had ghosted in the Group's previous work, is brought to the fore in the per-

formed encounter with Chekhov's Three Sisters that forms the structural basis for

Brace Up!. Here, the dramaturgical engagement with Chekhav's text becomes the

matter of performance, rather than being relegated to the contextual or background

information usually negotiated in rehearsal. The opening pageof Marianne Weems's

notebook (p. 65) tells us that the idea of a Japanese Theater Troupe staging Chekhov's
play came to the Group very early in the rehearsal process (Weems was LeCompte's

assistant between 1988 and 1994).As LeCompte explains in the interviews, she was

drawn to Japanese performance styles as a means to break up and re-configure the

naturalism of Chekhov's dialogue and his hermetically sealed dramatic landscape.

The scenic organization of Brace Up! is modeled on the Noh stage, with its brightly

lit raised performance area, entrances from the sides and rear and table at the back.

LeCompte also turns to specific Noh based movement patterns to choreograph the

performer's action in and across the space,which she augments by dividing the stage

area into sections (p. 83) and inserting a set of rules as to how these areas might be

entered and exited (p. 110). The space is also organized so that very little dialogue is

spoken directly by one person to another and Chekhov's text is often re-configured as

a seriesof monologues. Conversation takes place between live performer and a close-

up on a television monitor or between someone at the back table and another who

faces the audience from the center of the stage. The close-ups are often filmed live

during the performance via cameras positioned behind screensto the side of the stage

(p.82) and these imagesaremixed and collaged with other visual material selected from

Codzilla films, the cinematic work of Yasujiro Ozu and Kenneth Branagh's Henry V

(pp. 89 and 91).
The Narrator, performed by Valk, acts as the primary facilitator for the on-stage

negotiation of Chekhov's text, setting up the scenes,prompting commentaries from

Paul Schmidt, the translator of the performed version of Three Sisters (Schmidt also

plays Chebutykin), filling in for any cut material and explaining the story to the audi-
ence (an example of these inserts can be found on page80).The Narrator, asValkexplains

in the interviews, also alluded to the figure of the benshi, who would tell the on-screen

story live to the audience in the era of japanese silent cinema. Valk also describes how

her performance of the Narrator isa reflection and outcome of her working relationship

with LeCompte, how shealways has,in some sense,a facilitative connection to the way

the work is put together. In this role, she comments, "I'm always creating what I think

she (LeCompte) wants to see,keeping track of all the materia! and finding, as a kind

of editor on my feet, a way to put it all together" (p. 158). LeCompte similarly describes
the way in which valk's presence as an on-stage dramaturg, who could always fill in

and explain the intricate narrative, allowed her to focus attention on how to organize

in the space rather than having to defer to the script as the basis for her compositional

process."The two things- the stage and the page," LeCompte observes,"never meshed

in that piece. I always had to be looking at the stage" (p. 110).
LeCompte introduces a further choreographic texture into Brace Up! in the form

of dance sequences,which are the documentary focus of the last part of this section

of the book (pp.93-103). Cluesasto the different sourcesthat informed the construction

of these dances can be found in the notes for a presentation that TheWooster Group

made at the Whitney Museum of American Art (p. 94). The accompanying photographs
beautifutly communicate the life-affirming vibrancy and humor that these dances

brought to the Group's performed negotiation of Chekhov's text. Brace Up! concludes
with a condensed version of the final act of Three Sisters where the Narrator explains

to the audience how the play finishes and everybody sings "The Farewell Song." This

underscores the final withdrawal of the military garrison that is the backdrop for the

series of sad good byes that take place at the end of Chekhov's play (p. 104).
Fish Story, which began preparation almost immediately after Brace Up! was com-

pleted (although it was not presented in its final form until 1994). picks up the threads
of the last act of Three Sisters and interweaves it with Geinin, a documentary about a

japanese traveling theater troupe who combine popular and traditional forms of per-

formance mainly for tourists and local audiences. In an early rehearsal tape LeCompte

proposes that the piece is set in some imagined future, "a flash forward," where the

company is attempting to perform a classic play that is now unknown to them. The

Wooster Group return to the story of the theater troupe that ghosted in Brace Up!,
focusing on a playful engagement with its documentary life, which clearly resonated

with their own experience as a company. As LeCompte remarks, "I was just thinking

and imagining us in the future" (p. 108). In Fish Story Chekhov's text is spoken live

and also via video monitors. jeff Webster performs the narrator's voice from selected

parts of Ceinin at a live video station positioned at the back of the space and the

on-stage action takes place on a slightly re-organized Brace Up! set, reflecting the

fact that the Group's original plan was to present the two works together.

Most of the live action in Fish Story takes place in the form of highly choreographed
dances in which every movement feels saturated with significance. In the interviews

LeCompte comments on the way in which she likes to create pictures that are always

in the process of transforming, how performers "get in and out of their moves" and

this focus on the tension between placement and displacement seems to be one of

the central organizing principles at work in FishStory [p. 215). Valk also describes how

the piece is sculpted from the paring down of material, what she calls an emptying 13



out of the center, "where there really isn't a play, but just its signs, the props, costumes,
articles" (p. 161).While these descriptions capture the work's abstract quality it is
important to recognize that FishStory also makes reference to and stages the Group's
autobiographical experience. This is evident not only in the highly stylized re-exam-
ination of Three Sisters, their explicit reconstruction of the" documentary life" of a
theater troupe, but also in their performed negotiation of the changes that were
talking place at the very creative core of the company. Both Lecompte and valk describe
how Vawter's portrayal of vershinin's touching farewell to Masha at the end of Fish
Story doubles as a goodbye to Vawter himself (Vawter died before the piece was finally
completed). There is something very moving in the sheer beauty and humor of this
scene's composition, which is captured in the video stills and accompanying text in
the final pages of the complete score of FishStory that occupies the central section
of this book. This score, which is adapted from an original notation by Clay Hapaz,
provides a scripted account of the whole work and is organized to reflect the ways in
which the piece is constructed out of a finely tuned layering of spoken text, physical
action, sound and video. It also gives a sense of the precision that goes into the com-
positional process and the specific demands (accuracy, timing and so forth) that are
made on the performer and technician during the work's performance.
The penultimate section of this book provides a documentary account of House /

Lights, which the Group began rehearsing in 1996 shortly after their staging of Eugene
O'Neill's The Hairy Ape. House/Lights is structured through a playful interweaving
of Gertrude Stein's Doctor FaustusLights the lights (1938) and Joseph Newra's B-movie,
Olga's House o[Shame (1964). The choreographic organization of the piece is largely

drawn from t-tewre's film, which the actors channel and imitate as it is played on video
monitors during the performance. LeCompte takes the structural language of the film
(the camera moves, the use of close-up and long shot, etc.) and uses it as a template
around which to organize the movement in and through the space. For example, a
close-up forces the performer to move to the front of the stage, a long shot induces
a move to the back. The text of Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights is mostly spoken by
Valk, who channels Stein's words as she listens to a recording of the text through
an in-ear receiver. As valk explains, the only way to get Stein's text to feel present
on the stage was, "to have it recorded and to say it, not ahead, nor behind, but to
stay with it" (p. 216). Live action is recorded via a camera placed at the front-cen-
ter of the space and images are stilled and mixed into sequences of Olga's House

of Shame as well as other source material drawn from cinema and television (these
include Young Frankenstein (1974) and I Love Lucy), which are shown on TV monitors
in the space (pp, Z10--Z 1Z),

Actors' scores make up a large part of this section of the book, often giving a witty
14 and vivid account of what constitutes the main elements and actions of their indi-

vidual performances. Each score varies in style, detail and content. Some feel organ-
ized and definitive, others such as Valk's, with its almost indecipherable writing and
crossings out. reflect the way the piece was obsessively reshaped and reworked across
the extensive rehearsal process. LeCompte's journals, written during the making of
House/Lights, give us tantalizing insights into how she thinks through problems and
builds the work layer by layer-how, for example, the ideas of pivoting ramps and the
overall design of the piece came together relatively early in rehearsals and the ways
that different sources, such as Chinese opera and the films ofThe Marx Brothers, were
brought into the mix (pp. 168-171 and 181).ln a journal from 1997 she produces a

sketch that maps out the way in which the center line in the space (occupied by
Faustus/Elaine) forms an axis around which all the action revolves. The diagram and
accompanying notes also tell us something about her initial thinking as to the place-
ment of the camera on this line, how it connects to the "eye/I" that is continually
moving to, and then dispersing from, the center of the space. This staging of the
performer's inability to hold the center adds to the acute sense of identity crisis that
haunts House/Lights, one that is connected to the experience of always being in the
thrall of language and the environment, rather than being their master.
ToYou, the Birdie! (Phedre), which the Group began rehearsing in 2000, occupies

the final documentary section of this book. This piece is constructed around Paul
Schmidt's translation of Racine's Phedre and the design, with its illuminated open
stage, marks a return to some of the scenic features of Brace Up! and Fish Story,

although, as LeCompte explains in the interviews, it is also framed by references to
American modernist architecture and the Palace of Versailles (p. 264). LeCompte
places the dense melodrama of Schmidt/Racine's play within the game structure of
badminton. Here, the formal rules of badminton are interwoven with the conventions
of the French court, where the referee doubles as Venus, the servants as attendants
throw shuttlecocks (birdies) to the players, mop the athlete's brow and clean the court
during the match. Developing some of the choreographic approaches explored in
House/Lights, LeCompte creates the physical score of the piece by having the per-
formers imitate and channel sequences taken from Martha Graham, The Marx Brothers,
Merce Cunningham and other sources, which are shown on monitors above, and out
of sight, of the audience. The effect of bringing the text of Ph.dre into play with this

choreographic structure is to create a highly formalized sense of disembodiment,
where movement and language are rarely allowed to synthesize and the performers
move and speak as if possessed by sets of rules that they are never fully in control of.
The documentation focuses on the Group's struggle to construct the piece, which

is narrated via the rehearsal logs of Jim Dawson, Richard Kimmel and Judy Tucker. One
of the consistent problems that is articulated in these accounts of the rehearsal process
is the difficulty of defining a way of being on the stage and of dealing with the play's



language without inhabiting it in the style of naturalism. We repeatedly read how the

Group return to the badminton in their hunt for an appropriate way to negotiate

the text, to find the form in which language and movement can co-exist. However,

it is not until LeCompte gives Phedres lines to Scott Shepherd that the piece begins to

take its final shape (p. 262). Shepherd's role in the performance, as he speaks Phedre's

lines,echoes the benshi-like Narrator in Brace Up!, and, of course, can be to traced back

to the storytelling and dramaturgical figure that LeCompte always seems to have
ghosting in the Group's work.

We feel the strain experienced in making this performance in the words of

LeCompte's journal where she describes the end of a particular rehearsal period for

To You, the Birdie! (Phedre) as being "the worst day of my life" and adds "want to

get out. But how?" (p. 229) This journal entry gives us a fleeting insight not only into

the struggle that composing such performance work entails, but also a sense of the

personal investment that is at stake in this pursuit. Of course, the Group "get out"

of the despair caused by this creative impasse by carrying on working, by returning

to the every day activity of rehearsing,to those modes of practices that the documents

in this book both represent and reflect. until the piece is finalty finished. The main

documentary body of this book ends with LeCompte's scribbled notes, written to

introduce To You, the Birdie! (Phedre) to the audience at a work-in-progress showing

of the piece in New York. Her closing words, "Please bear with us, come back, have

a good time" capture something of the contingency of The Wooster Group's work,

that it is always in some way or another in progress, but most of all, they remind
us that it is here to be enjoyed.
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Neither behind, nor ahead:

animating House/Lights

An interview with Elizabeth leCompte and Kate valk (Oxford. Maine, July 9th. 200S)

Andrew Quick (AQ): How did you become interested in Gertrude Stein's
Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights (1938) for the making of House/Lights?

Kale Valk (KV): We already had the idea toslage the Olga's House of Shame(7964)
film and we were even using this material to sketch something out in the space.
We already had some notion of how the set might work. but we knew we needed
some weight something to counter the film, that would give it bottom. Then, we
found out that the anniversary ofCertrude Stein's death was about to come up.

AQ: Was it also about getting funding, tying the project into Stein's anniversary?

KV; Yes, it was kind of pragmatic. but you never know about these kinds of things.
Someone made a suggestion and Liz picked up on it immediately- "O[ course,
Olga's House of Shame-a femaledominant/submission film-Gertrude Stein":
Stein's relationship with Alice B. Toklas: Stein's whole world alongside the world
of the film.
Elizabeth LeCompte (EL): And lumpy women, for me.

KV: We didn't come to that specific text at first. It was Gertrude Stein as a per-
sona/writer that we were interested in. Everyone brought in all the Stein material
they had on their shelves, most of which they had never really read, and pictures
and recordings. We listened to Stein reading and then we all took turns reading.
There was a fantastic recording about death that Stein read. When it came to the
opening encounter with Faust and the Devil, Lizjust got the glazed over look. Her
eyes swelled up and she was like, "this is it."

AQ: Was there something about the story of Faust that was interesting?

K.V: Yes. On one level it went seamlessly into the Olga's House of Shame film because
of the relationship with Olga as leader of the girl·gang. The voice-over even calls
Olga "the devil herself." And then there's the power slruggle witt: Elaine and Olga
and Faust and the Devil. It had a symmetry to it.

AQ: What was it about the tone of Olga's House of Shame that you liked?

214

EL:Well, initially we were working on something different. We were working on
a film and we needed some torture footage for a dream sequence, so we went
to Dennis Dermody, our "cinematurg." He showed us a whole bunch of films and
we watched a section of Olga's House 01 Shame, and we said, "Go back to the

beginning," and we watched the whole film. There was just something about the
simplicity of the voice-over, its language, which had a lot of room in it. It could
mean a tot, or nothing. It was both funny and touching. At first, I was thinking
about attaching the film to something else.

AQ: It's a well-made film, in a strange way.

EL:Yes,and the cinematography is in the mode of the late 1960s/early 1970s,
although it predates that period of independent cinema: odd angles, strange edits,
jump cuts, even a couple of shots from way above the rooms.

AQ: Did you begin by attempting to translate the film into a physical score?

KV:Well, we also knew that we didn 'Ihave any men for the projecl. Willem (Dafoe)
was going olf to do a long stint 01making movies and 50 we were looking for things
about women. It seemed more like a surprise to me when we came across the Olga's
House of Shame film because it was such a good vehicle for us, for the women in
the company-the film has this girl-gang element to it. Iguess I'm just selfish. but
Peyton really loved n too. She hadjust played Olga in Brace Up!. Well that was il;
she was going to be Olga. That's why it was so entertaining, because it really was
a titillating extension 01 the power dynamics between Peyton, Liz and Kate.

AQ: This sense of absent men, of men leaving, it's there in Brace Up! as well.

EL:Yes,it's in Pain/judith (1979) too. It's in St. Anlony (1987) as well. All of the
pieces are about men leaving-it's a common theme in literature. It's even true
of ToYou, the Birdie! (2002): Theseus is away and then he returns.

AQ: You seem to be concentrating on the film in the earliest rehearsal tapes.

EL: I think before we got hold of the film, we looked at playing with the set.We
spent a week just rearranging all the pieces of set from The Emperor jones (1993)
and The HairyApe (1995).

AQ.:What's really evident from the early rehearsal tapes is how quickly you
arrived at a basic concept for the set: the ramps, the section at the back, the
TVs t~at could go up and down. It doesn't change that much as you develop
the piece. Was this early definition of the space unusual?

EL: I think this was the earliest that we defined the space. Usually, I would need
to have something built. This means that there is always a period of time between
when I ha~e the idea of the set and when we physically start work on it. In this
case we didn't have much money, so we just had to use what we already had.

AQ: You were ransacking previous sets?

EL:Yes.We just made it up I id "L ' . .. sal, et s Just take apart the set and see where It
lands." So, we (aid out what interested us on the floor and reassembled it.
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AQ: The large swinging lights were first used in 5t.Antony, weren't they? They
seem so appropriate to the design for House/Lights

EL: I know, We were all surprised too.

AQ: And the costumes? You just mentioned this thing about lumpy women.
Did you have a specific costume designer for this piece?

EL:Yes. Usually, we don't work with a costume designer, but this time Ijust had
no idea how to costume the piece. I think this was because Iwas caught between
the 1950s and the 19305.1 didn't want it to be kitschy 50s and Ididn't want it to
look like period 305. But, I knew Iwanted lumpy. So, Ijust said to Elizabeth Genyon),
"Lumpy," and that is what she came up with.

KV: You also talked about those dolls with seams on their shoulders and their heads
- those dolls that have plastic arms and heads, but have a stuffed cloth body, giving
them that lumpy, unstructured look.

AQ: Iwanted to ask you about Stein's use of language. I'd never really thought
of her as an American writer. I suppose I'd always thought of her as being within
a European tradition-with her spending so much of her life in France. Then,
when I saw House/Lights, it struck me how quintessentiaHy American Stein is
and that, perhaps, it was only the fact that she was an American living abroad
that coutd have allowed her to create that attitude to language.

EL: Absolutely.

AQ: It was the same with Olga's House of Shame, where else but in America
could the B-movie meet art?

EL:America doesn't have the hierarchy of European high art.

KV' And it doesn't have a hierarchy in language where meaning isat the top.

. h f dern language. She reallyEL: Stein had such a strong sense of the rhyt m 0 mo
listened to it, to get its rhythm and sound.

, 'f ery little punc-AQ: And there's little or no conventional syntax In her wrr mg. v
f d level and it struck metuation. She plays with the language at some pro aun .

f I unravel in the prece, youthat while you were letting this play 0 anguage d '
f th ater like space an time.were also playing with other core elements a e ,

'5 . 's language and that simpleEL: Those two pieces worked so well together. teln h II
I f h bounce off each at er rea yanguage that Elaine has with Olga. The two 0 t em . th flm
. . .' . st like there was In e 1nicely. Because, again, there IS air In her language, JU . h f'l ere
I " f the voice-overs In t e J m wanguage, about "What could this mean? Some a h

. the two languages, t e waySo beautiful. There was a close relationship between .
h h h flm was usmg language.s e Was using language and the way t at tel

AQ: You use the structure of film, the editing, camera angles, close-up. fore-
ground and background and so forth, as a way to construct the physical score
in House/Lights.

KV;Yes, that's how we started. When we sketched out our physical Score [rom the
film it was more like a translation. There weren't strict rules. It was like being in a
playing field where you had to imagine where the camera was, It wasn't always in
relation to the live camera in the center o[the stage. When we were developing
the movement, you could make the camera be anywhere. So, if there was a close-
up, you had to find it for yourself You had to decide how to mark something as a
close-up and it was the same thing for medium and fang shots. Then there was the
way the camera moved, you had to translate this to the theater space too. Lizalso
divided the space with the center aisle, and the two areas either side of it made it
look like two frames or squares next to each other. So. we played a lot with the idea
of passing from one frame to the other, or scanning, or doubling somebody in the
other square. These were some of the parameters Lizset up at the beginning.

EL: j thought of it a bit like when you're editing a Super B film. Yousee the film run-
ning through the editing machine and you watch the two frames go by. It was like
that. Yousee the same action in the next frame -just a fraction of a second later.

AQ: SO,it's off the beat. It's never really synchronized is it?

EL: Right-just off.

AQ: When you're searching for this physical score inHouse/Lights, the rehearsals
are very raucous and chaotic. I remember Peyton saying at one point, "I want
it to be just a bit stiller. Can we have it a bit calmer?" And liz replies, "I have
trouble with stationary."l wanted to ask what that trouble was.

EL: Peyton always liked to make a picture of herself in a space and be "placed"
and I always like to see something transforming. I like to see things between the
picture and the next picture. I like to make sure that nothing gets stuck, that it's
always changing. Even now, as I'm working with dance (Poor Theater [2004j), I like
to see how they get in and out of their moves, rather than the move itself.

AQ: SO,it's actually getting to the point of doing something and then leaving it?

EL: Exactly, and then leaving it. Peyton was very good at assembling herself as
a picture and very good at striking a very comfortable one-to-one relationship
with the audience.

AQ: You can see this at work in Fish Story (1994),

EL: In many ways that was set up specifically for her.

AQ: You also continually break up that stillness in FishStory. You create a series
215



of frames she has to get into and out of.

El: Yes, but that was almost impossible for her. She couldn't even bear that. She
just wanted to stand in front of the audience in the position that she always cre-
ates for herself and have them love her and they did. I had to find ways to give
her different frames so that she was always having to make transitions. It was the
tension of her wanting to stay still but having to move to the next position that
I found interesting to watch.

AQ; Returning to House/Lights. Was this the first time that you'd used the
in-ear device, where the performer had to respond to what was being heard
on a recording?

EL: No, that was in L.5.D. (L.5.D. [. ..Just the High Points ... ) [1984)): Nancy Reilly
listens and speaks the recording of Leary's babysitter. House/Lights was the first
time we had access to that particular piece of equipment-the in-ear receiver.
But people had used similar devices in other pieces; Peyton in FishStory and Brace
Up!. She used this device whenever she had to speak and there was a lot of other
stuff going on. She'd get a bit rattled and she was unable to center herself, like in
the fire scene in Brace Up!, with everybody running around with all that noise.
So we recorded her speaking her lines and at that moment she's listening to the
lines and just saying them back as she spoke them originally on the recording.

AQ: SO, the in-ear is always pragmatic?

KV: The only way we could make the Stein work was to have it recorded and to say
it, not ahead, not behind, but to stay with it. And I was listening to somebody else
reading the text. It was the only way we could get Stein to feel more effervescent
in the space and not purely dredged up from some memory.

AQ: You were being receptive to the language in the moment.

KV: Yes, so I could channel it.

AQ; Then, there's the opening monologue in St. Antony, where Ron is work-
ing directly off the "Channel 1" videotape.

EL: He improvised that section by listening to Nancy Reilly-this was before
we had the in-ears. We couldn't do it like that then. I had to put Nancy Reilly
far away from him, almost in another room. Then 1had her read Haubert's The

AQ: Transcription and translation is one of the signatures of The Wooster
Group's work. It's used in Route 1&9 (1981) with the Pigmeat Markham routines
and I assume that you have used these techniques in earlier works as well.

EL: Ron (Vawter) in Rumstick Road (1977), lip-synching the conversation between
the father and Spalding Gray.
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Temptation of Saint Anthony and have Ron just pick out whatever he could hear
and to make up the rest. The situation was a talk show. So, he knew he was either
talking to the audience beyond the camera, or to the person in the frame with him
and he would riff off what he heard from Nancy Reilly.

AQ; It's like those broadcasters who are receiving information as they are
delivering the news. Some are very good at it, but others really struggle.

EL: Yes,they can't take in that information. I always love that, when Isee them and
realize that they are getting information while they are interviewing someone.
They are getting a whole lot of information about other things. In a weird way
they are acting-they are not listening to what is being said. They are presenting
it to the audience, because they can't be listening and getting something else
-they can't really be engaging.

AQ: There's something about time here isn't there-about being in two time
zones in the same instance? This would seem to break up any psychologically
based acting, where you have a very clear sense of where you are, where your
impulse lies.

EL:What you just brought up about broadcasters, I hadn't really thought of it
like this. But, it's very similar to when you're on the in-ear because you have to
be very aware of the room and I think this awareness is in that part of the brain
that's engaging on some kind of psychic or visual level-it's not intellectual. I
don't think you can process two things at once, what's in the space and what's
coming in through the ear. So, you have to deal with what you're hearing and
what's happening then and there in the room with you.

KV: Yes, it's different every night because the feeling in the room is different.

El: Exactly. The audience is different.

AQ: Do performers who are new to the company find this approach difficult?

KV: .Yes,Some people do find this difficult. There's a certain anxiety that goes with being
fed mformation through your ear, a type of anxiety that makes that state that Richard
~orem.an talks about-a state of awareness. It's interesting to watch somebody deal-
mg With and channeling information, responding to stimulus and also negotiating
the room, the whole room, with a kind of presence.

AQ; It's not just the in-ear that you have to be abLe to negotiate in House/Lights
-you have to respond to all the other dynamics in the space, the sound, the
other performers and, of course, the video ...

EL: We're moving more and more in that direction. House/Lights is more like a
machine with the vde th I' h .

I 0, e 1& ts and the sounds and everybody working
together to make the Cues. I would say that ToYou, the Birdie! is even more video
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driven, because we had two different kinds of videos we were responding to. There
was the live scratching of the video material and there were also the video tracks
that we honed and selected for our physical score, much like inHouselLights-
but the live scratching of the video in To You, the Birdie! added something else,
because we had to physically keep up with it.

AQ: SO, you are working off the video operators' improvisation with the visual
material?

EL:Yes, a little bit. The biggest thing for us in House/lights was that thing about
learning not to anticipate what you are going to see on the televisions- in the
same way that a lot of acting teachers talk about not anticipating how you are
going to feel in a certain scene and to always be open and responsive. You know
that the performers are going to do the same thing because they have a partic-
ular blocking and the task is to somehow make this new every night. To do this with
a television, you have to turn the television into another actor, a participator in the
scene with you, one that you can't ever take for granted. Youhave to imagine, when
you look at the TV, that it's for the first time and take on whatever is presented
to you at that moment. so that you don't prepare for it. I'm taking what's a normal
discipline in theater and applying it to the TV-people think of TV as a mech-
anized thing, but you can't do that here. For me, there are so many impulses that
can be generated by a visual picture. One day you might respond to the way the
camera moves and the next day you might respond to the fact that the person
on the fitm looks in a certain direction. Katie, you can talk about this better than
me. You know how you respond to the same picture over and over again.

KV: Yes, it's always a challenge. Ihave one of the worst performer tendencies, which
is to generalize. It's the detail that's amazing; that's what we find in rehearsal- that
there's always more detail and also that there's a tendency to generalize and a desire
to control and shape things, which comes out when you say, "Ohyes, Idid that re~/y
well tonight." But, Liz sets up a situation that liberates you from these tendencies.
You have to approach it like a game or like an athlete. Youhave to approach the text,
th . . . h th 'dec sound lights and thene words, the physical score,yourrelatJOnshlp Wit e VI, '

just respond, just be in the moment with the material. You have to try to be op~n
, h b t t te-whenyou surpnseenough, so that you can surprise yourself That s tees s a

. , .., d no knows how it's going toyourself and It s not the way you ever did It bejore an w
feel? There's always more detail to be discovered and usually you need somebody
I . . tor]: . the whole thing tweaked,e se to POint this out to you. Liz is incredible jar eeprng
h . . t aked as an ensemble. Also,re earsrng certain transitions or cues, keeptnq us we

5 ople have to work hardeveryone in the room has access to this process. orne pe , .
h·d because they don t thmkto think ahead to be where they have to be for t e VI eo - ,

h h d ·magine they're there. It s
a ead enough. Some people think ahead too moe an I . .

. hst' t fall performing, any kmdsomething about your personality, but Ithrnk t at s rue a

of performing. It's just that the video gives you lots of different kinds of stimuli.

AQ: Is one of your main functions, once the piece is being performed to a
public, to stop it becoming too rigid?

El: Well, by relinquishing a certain kind of control there's an electricity in the whole
space, because there are these things that are being played that you can, in the best
sense, channel or make a response to. I don't think this is really different from any
good production, where a performer, no matter how big or small their role is, has to
work out what his or her relationship is to the scene. I'm trying to get the same effect,
just using different means. Only it's more abstract here because the performers
are working off something that's a little more abstracted. The movements that you
make up from the TVdon't look natural and they feel a bit more random, which is
more fun for me. And if the two tracks are humming next to each other. the vocal
text and the physical world, then they playoff each other and then it becomes
surprising-you can always do something that you never thought of.

AQ: Watching the rehearsal tapes of House/Lights,1 was struck by how much
laughter there was. You played with the material a bit like the way chiLdren
play with the adult world-imitating it,jagging off it, taking things in strange
directions.

KV: I think this is to do with the way we work. Lizdidn't come from a theater beck-

ground and most of the performers aren't specifically trained in theater. I think that
what you are sensing might be the approach of the non-expert. which is based on
how much fun it is to be able to think you could do anything and be anybody. You
can be interested inJapanese Noh Theater, and then you play with it, a bit like a child
does. Lizalways has this bottom linewhicb is us encountering the material. I think
that with any of the things we take on we keep, in the best sense, a beginner's mind,
or, at least, the attitude of a divine amateur.

AQ: There was a lot of laughter in rehearsal, but I am aware there were
moments of real struggle as well, especially with getting the right tone for
Stein's text. Why was it so difficult to deal with Stein's language?

El: It sounded pretentious. It was hard to listen to. Often, we would make mean-
ing out of it and I heard it as music. So, it was very hard to find a style of per-
forming that would let the language be free of meaning. It's only thirty-four pages
long, but the problem was how to sustain the language.l would separate the text
out into segments and I'd say, "I hear this with this." Then, I'd say, "Well, we will
skip all of this," but Katie was so good at remembering what happened, what
the order was, and she'd take me back to certain things.

KV: I think I had a compulsive relationship with the teKt during the early rehearsal
period. I memorized it and it's hard to memorize. So, I knew the text and the
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different parts and so I'd be, "We need something here" - "I remember this" - "this
section for here."

AQ: But you never changed the order of Stein's text, you didn't break it up
completely.

EL: I didn't want to take it out of order. And Katie knew the whole of the Stein.
So, we'd skip a huge section and we would get to a place in our score and I'd go,
"What have we missed here that could go next to this image or these words from
the film? Is there anything we can use, because it needs Stein here?" It's like play-
ing around with colors-we needed the Stein color at that point and Kate would
be able to go through the Stein and come up with, "Welt, what about this?" She
was emotionally connected to the text. She and I really depended on Clay (Hapaz),
who was on both scripts all the time.

KV: I also transcribed Olga's House of Shame, so {got quite familiar with the film.
It always helps to have the parts transcribed when you actually start working with
the material.

AQ: Is this notion of transcription ghosting in Tanya's (Selvaratnam) role, when
she's at the computer at the front edge of the stage? She's a bit like the scribe.
She seems to be writing what's happening on stage around her, then adding
sound effects.

EL: She's also on the text and she is putting in things that I couldn't incorporate
verbally. Tanya puts the text in the MaclnTalk computer program when Igo, "I don't
want to miss these lines here," and Katie can't say them because she's doing some-
thing else.

AQ: Doesn't Tanya make the lines into a song at one point?

El: She may also make songs out of the text as well. She takes some of the phrases
and some of the words and just repeats the words, so she's like a chorus. Also,
the whole thread of assisted suicide-that's all done though the computer. She
has a whole track of her own.
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AQ: She functions a bit like the character of Sue in St. Antony or Nancy Reilly's
role in LS.D. -on the edge of the action, but following the whole story.
Marianne Weems also had the text of Three Sisters with her at the back table
in Brace Up!.

H: That has to do with the bottom line-the whole text on the computer. Nancy
was originally in St. Antony too, several people took her role, but she had the book
and they were always following the book.

AQ: SO you have the source on or very near the stage. It's a bit like the old-
fashioned stage manager, who was always on the book, who would give you

the cue when you forgot your lines.

EL: Exactly, to have somebody in a direct physical relationship with the text. It
might not even be the person who's speaking it.

AQ: Iwanted to ask you about the function of the men in House/Lights. They
never seem to hold the center of the space, like the women do. They're always
crashing about; they don't really seem to have any hold on the language either.

EL: I just think this is because we didn't have any men at the beginning. There's
no reason why one of the men couldn't have been playing Faust, it's just that
we set off without the men. Anyhow, what's so much fun about the Stein is that
she makes Marguerite Ida and Helena Annabel the central crisis of the piece. But I
never thought about limiting the men. Roy (Faudree) refused to say any lines of
the Stein-he hated it. It took a long time to get him to say the few lines that
he says, that he listens to, because he would sabotage them: he would make fun
of them or he would do them as an actor. He would try to get away from Stein
and so Icouldn't give him any lines. It wasn't saying, "Men don't control the space."

AQ: We're back to pragmatics again. It's clear in the rehearsal tapes that Roy
loves playing the role of Nick from Olga's House of Shame.

El: Yesand it's humorous and funny, which is what he's great at.As for Ari (Fliakos),
Ijust don't remember why he doesn't have any language. Oh, because he's a dog
and all the dog says is, "Thank you." With Ari, I was fascinated by his physicality.
It was the first time I saw what a wonderful physical performer he was.

AQ: He has an incredible energy in the piece. The piece buzzes, hums, to use
your expression, with contrasting energies and tensions. It's very noisy ...

EL: A lot of this is to do with putting a room together that contains that kind
of tension, which I used to love to work with. Oddly enough, in Poor Theater I
just wanted to get rid of all that tension and get to a room that was peaceful.

AQ: I suppose that tension can't help but return.

EL: Yes,it does. But Poor Theater has a different feel about it, because there isn't
~hat tension in the room. You get a little tension when you feel you're not doing
It well, but I don't like that kind of tension. The tension I usually like is with people
competing with each other, "I can do that better, I can do that better."That kind
of tension, I like.

AQ: You give the performers a great deal of freedom, certainly in the early
parts of the rehearsal process, when you're really developing the piece. You
often .u~e this phrase in response to what you are watching: "I don't know
what It IS. I know it's not this, but when you do it, I'll know it works."This is
a very particular directorial approach.



KV:When f worked with Richard Foreman, it was the exact opposite. He would tef{
you where to go, what to do and what to say. He would like things that you did, but
ifyou ever said, "I could do this while I say the line, "he'd say, "No, what about this. "

AQ: He admits to a certain sado-masochistic tendency as a director.

KV' But I've never really worked with another theater director and I've never seen
how other directors, except Foreman, work. But I think you're right, Lizdoes place
an emphasis on the relationship with the performers, where they bring something
into the room.

AQ: I get a sense it was really difficult to complete House/Lights.

EL: I remember thinking that this was the closest we ever came to abandoning
a project. To You, the Birdie! was really hard, but I never came as close to aban-
doning To You, the Birdie! as I did to giving up on House/Lights. With ToYou, the
Birdie! I had a story to complete, whereas with House/Lights there wasn't a story.
I had to construct the story for myself as we were going on, which makes it eas-
ier to abandon for me. And Peyton (Smith) was leaving the company at the time,
50 that was another kind of ending.

AQ: Were you sustained by the energy and tension in the room, did it keep
the rehearsal process going?

KV: Well, it was a kinetic room. This is an important point. Liz would always be in
despair because of the amount afside-text we had to bring in. But, when we were
blocked, we could always go back to the "running" section, which we took from the
film, and she would be laughing again. We would get back to having a good time,
because we always had that section, like the badminton inToYou,the Birdie!.There
was always a physical thing that could animate the space and make it kinetic.

EL: Usually, this comes very early in the process, along with the architectonics of
the space, before we have even read the text. We set something up that creates
a game, or we take an already established game, using all the material we have
-the video and the technology, which animates the space.

AQ: It's the play between all these different things, the technology, the game,
the design, that creates this animation?
EL . t 0 "Oh please do some-: Yes, It makes the space kinetic. If I get stuck, Iwant 0 g , '
thi . B t if they ail sit on thelng, anything," because then my mind keeps gOing. ut, .
side and go, "Next." my mind goes dead too, because Ihave completely Invested

in what is happening with them.
A h t rks and what doesn't?
Q: SO, how do you make decisions about w a wo

EL Wh t makes me laugh. what
: When I see what I like, whatever that means. a

makes me cry (iaughs).

AQ: What made you want to carryon with House/Lights?

EL: I guess it's just the daily thing; because I had to come back every day. If we
worked in some other way, 1think t would have given up on it. If we'd had to rent
the rehearsal space, then, maybe, Iwould have gone, "Oh. this doesn't work," and
not finished it. But because I have The Performing Garage, 1keep coming back and
sometimes I'll faa! myself into thinking, "Alright, I'm not going to do this piece but
we'll do a little work on something else that l Iike." And this will take me back
into the piece. I'll put something up on the stage that I like. Sometimes it takes a
while.! might have to watch what I like for a long while-it's like a meditation.
Then, something comes out of this process.

AQ: And then you run with that thing that comes out?

EL:When I come to what you'd call writer's block, the oniy thing to do is to go
back in the room and have the performers do something-anything. And there
are times when you might hear me say, "Do something and I don't care what it
is, just move in the space;" and then I'll start thinking again.

AQ: SO,it's almost like you are sculpting with the people playing in the room.
If they keep moving, your mind keeps moving.

EL:And then, of course, I go home and think of zillions of things I want to do. I
write this and that down and I turn it into some kind of psychological meaning
for myself. And then, I go back in with this information and it doesn't work. It never
works because it's in my mind, it's separate from them: it's a residue of what they
have given me. Then I bring it back and it's just repeating something that's already
there in a language that they don't relate to. It's not theirs and then I have to throw
it away. But this is all part of the process of throwing away the duff layers. Idon't
go home and say, "Don't bother writing this down because you are not going to
use it anyway." I still write it down, because, somewhere, it animates something
underneath. It gives me a thicker experience to bring back into the space, And my
telling them what I thought. even though they can't act it out and we have to
throw it away, they still have it-it's there.

AQ: It hangs in the room somewhere?

El: They have shared with me what is the most personal thing for me about the
piece. I'm on the outside, so it gives them something next to their performance,
which they don't own themselves. There's something bigger in the space.

;"
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Only pragmatics?
Andrew Quick

Elizabeth leCompte Is it that you want to know how we construct the set?

I can answer that.
Questioner That's only pragmatics.

Elizabeth leCompte Only pragrnatics i'

A workbook is always going to focus on pragmatics, on everyday practices that are

somehow brought into play when putting a performance together. As the questioner
above illustrates, there is often a skeptical response to pragmatics, especially within
academic circles, as jf a direct engagement with the processes of making work, what
might be called the "doing" of performance, is avoiding those larger issues of mean-

ing and context. LeCompte's playful retort, "Only pragmatics?" which so disarmed

the dramaturg that was attempting to [ocate The Wooster Group's work within what

he termed "the socio-cultural contexts of downtown New York," can be interpreted

as the conventional refusal of the experimental artist to explain their work. However,

Lecompte's insistence on engaging with the pragmatics of making and doing, as a

means to speak about her practice, gestures towards significant ways in which we

might critically encounter the five performances that make up this book that have

often been overlooked in previous attempts to negotiate The Wooster Group's work.

Across the interviews that accompany each of the enclosed documentary sections,

LeCompte and Valk repeatedly describe a performance making practice that is primarily

based on problem solving. Work takes place around who is in the room, the material

brought into the room and what constitutes the history of The Wooster Group dur-

ing any particular (often lengthy) period of rehearsal. History is rarely thought of
in abstract terms. It is made manifest in the materiality of objects, in the skeletal

structures of the sets that are continuously returned to and re-worked across many

of the performance pieces. Each rehearsal period begins with the almost ritualistic

act of laying out the set design of the previous work and re-orientating it in some

dynamic way. Words such as stretched, lifted, dropped, rotated and reversed describe

how the footprint of the room, or the double room, which has dominated LeCompte's

vision from the very beginning, appears again and again. This return to the specific

designs of past works can be seen in leCompte's journal entries for House/Lights (1999)
(p. 181) where, although separated by eleven years, the basic scenic layout of Frank
Dell's The Temptation 0[5t. Antony (1987) is revealed as a reference point around which
design choices are being negotiated.

In this sense, each new Wooster Group set is as a kind of palimpsest, where the

clean straight lines of metal and tight are, in fact, built on top of the scar tissue of all

the previous works. Scratch away at these designs and you inevitably find the faint

imprint of the architectural layout of The Performing Garage itself: The Wooster Group's

..

home for close to thirty years and the space in which all the work has been made. And

~he archaeological digging does not end here, because written into The Performing Garage

IS also the model and history of theater, with its spatial divisions, its mechanisms of

repr~sentation, its traditions, its manipulation of sound and light. its practices of play

and Its complex relationship to the operations of illusion. Digging deeper still, we might

speculate that theater somehow harks back to the rooms, real and psychological. out

of which we make and imagine ourselves, those domestic spaces (the houses) that

fashion and shape how we begin and what we become.

Animating the room

Looking back at the accounts of The Wooster Group's first body of work - LeCompte's

collaborations with Spalding Gray and others in Three Places in Rhode Island (Sakonnet
Point [19751, Rumstick Road 11977J.Nayatt School [1978])-it appears that this inter-
play between theater and domestic space has been there right from the beginning.

In these pieces, the various domestic places of Gray's childhood are superimposed upon

and interwoven with LeCompte's engagement with the mechanisms of theatricality

as a practical means to "confront," rather than represent. the material generated and

negotiated in the rehearsal process.t rhe house/theater is not organized as a site of

quiet contemplation, a place where personal memory, conflict and tragedy can be

easily identified, communicated and resolved. In these works, the interleaving of house

and theater prompts a disorientating form of animation. Here, memories and events

are encountered through the practical interaction of texts, bodies and objects in and

with space, in and with time. This animation, this making mobile, in which all the

elements in play are rarely permitted to synchronize, not only undermines the foun-

dations of domesticity (the site of our identity creation) but also the possibility of

theater as a system to secure or ground representation (as form or meaning).

This delicate imbrication of house and theater is clearly evident in all the works

documented in this book. It is there in the split levels that make up the scenic design

of FrankDell', The 7emptation 0[5t. Antony (1987), where the downstairs hotel room
occupied by Frank is juxtaposed with the room upstairs in which a magic show is being

performed. It ghosts in Brace Up.! (1991), as Chekhov's domestic space is transformed

into a kind of rnicro-theaterv- a steel-framed box, which facilitates a practical engage-

ment with the text of Three Sisters (p. 85). The idea of a theater company attempting

to stage Three Sisters, which forms a barely discernable layer in Brace Up!, becomes
much more explicit in Fish Story (1994), where shards of the last act of Chekhov's
play are interwoven with Ceinin (1977), a documentary account of the day-to-day

activities of the Sentaro Ichikawa Troupe from Japan, In To You, the Birdie! (Phedre)
(2002), the domestic drama of Racine's royal court is played out on a stage constructed
from an elongated version of the Brace Up! set, which echoes not only the Noh-

influenced scenography of the earlier work, but also the streamlined grandeur of

modernist Californian architecture. In House/Lights (1999) the concept of domes-

ticity is invoked through the use of television monitors as windows, the sofa that 269



slides on and off the set and the coffee tables that balance precariously on the ends
of the pivoting ramps.The separation of the stage into two film-like frames, created
by the placing of parallel dotted lines across the depth of the space (a reference to
the sprocket holes in a spool of cine-film) also reworks the juxtaposition and over-
laying of rooms that is a feature of these and earlier works.

What might be at stake in this doubling, in these acts of destabilization, in this
apparent emphasis on confrontation and encounter? One response to this question
is to suggest that the different works contained and referred to in this book explore
the various ways in which we fashion ourselves in the world: how we are formed, and
form ourselves, as subjects. After all, if being is a form of dwelling (to borrow from
Heidegger), then the shaking of the foundations of domestic and theatrical space
would seem to speak of some profound displacement of selfhood.' This would be a
convenient thematic in which to "house" TheWooster Group's work. It would cer-
tainly link with those approaches that have attempted to place their performances
within particular philosophically informed critiques of presence. It would also mirror
the many attempts to explain their work through the twin lenses of deconstruction
and postmodernity-approaches that have always placed a certain emphasis on the
idea of the de-centered subject.' Similarly, to engage with theater's failure as a rep-
resentational system would probably return us to these very same critical reference
points. After all, so much deconstructive energy has been expended in order to expose
the limits of representational systems, to reveal how these systems function to make
everything intelligible and how they exclude and erase all that cannot be contained

within their various operations.
Without wishing to dismiss such contextualization, I want to identify what I con-

sider to be less iconoclastic and more affirmative practices in TheWooster Group's
work. LeCompte's insistence on pragmatics in relation to her performance practice
draws our attention to the activities of doing, rather than undoing, to the processes
of production, rather than reproduction and to the experience of negotiation, rather
than explication. Indeed, what is at stake in these works is the attempt to create a
direct and lived relationship with material as it is encountered. This accounts for why
LeCompte and Valk, in their different ways, insist on a suspension of the performer's
ego,why a particular emphasis is constantly placed on the performer being open to
what is happening in the room (p. 162).Consequently,TheWooster Group's pragmatics
engage with the mechanisms of theater to produce what. for want of a better word,
we might call experience: experience that presents itself as a seriesof happening nows,
as occurrences,aspresencesthat resist being folded back into meaning (what LeCompte
refers to as the "ordinary" or, the "literal").

This insistence on being open to the materiality of performance, to everything that
is confronted within the performance, to the extraordinary, is distinctly ethical. It is
built on the performers' ability to relinquish themselves entirely to what is happening
in the room, to respond without the safety blanket of predetermined thinking: in
short, to "be" in relation to what is encountered. This seems a long way from those270

descriptions of a post-modern stage in which truth is banished, forsaken for the ironic
play of endless simulation. In these performance works, the truth, the "to be" of the
encounter, emerges in the act of confronting the material. rather than in an excava-
tory practice that would pull the truth from hidden depths. As LeCompte explains
in an early interview, "I don't learn, I search."? This searching is founded on a deep
respect for the material that is brought into the room. This includes the dramatic texts
that are always put to work in the performances: in this book, these are the words
and dramaturgical structures of Flaubert, Chekhov, Stein and Racine. Far from over-
powering this material, this demand for openness entails an engagement that is not
prescribed. It is a searching for those multiple possibilities and outcomes, which are
identified, explored and shared in rehearsal and, most important of all, in front of
and with the audience as well.

The art of confrontation
Confrontation should not be seen asan act of aggression towards the material that
makes up the work or audience that watches it, although, in the past, TheWooster
Group havesometimes beenaccusedof this.' Confrontation is a mode of dealing with
the material at hand, keeping it on the move and always, somehow, alive in the very
processof its negotiation. AsValk puts it, "Liz always has this bottom line, which is us
encountering the material" {po217).lt is a doing that arisesout of a practical encounter
with everything that finds itself in the rehearsal space during the work's making. This
matter of (and in) performance cannot be reduced to the dramatic text, although
a specific play-text is often one of the key components. It is produced by,and attaches
itself to, whomever and whatever is brought into the room. It circulates around the
personal histories of all those involved in the making process and it is generated
through the ways in which these participants interact with the texts, props, costumes,
technologies (audio and televisual) and specific performance practices, which are
often returned to and developed in each of the individual pieces. This explains why
LeCompte is always at pains to acknowledge the collective nature of TheWooster
Group, how it is energized by the shifting sensibilities that work within its compass.
For LeCompte, the worlds that are made are never created in isolation: "it's not me
alone." Rather, these worlds are always gathered together, "with the others" {p. 268).

TheWooster Group's multiple interactions with the texts, props, technologies, cos-
tumes and so forth ensure that the materials and objects used in these performances
are alwaysmarked by use.This isevident in the repeated appearanceof particular props
that often have a utilitarian, rather than a decorative, function. These include tables,
televisions, lamps, fabrics,costumes, screens,chairs, aswell as the more obvious recy-
cling of the larger scenographic elements outlined above. Many of these objects are
also marked by histories that indicate a life before and outside of TheWooster Group.
This can be seen, for example, in the antique lamps used on-stage in Brace Up!, Fish
Story and House/Ughts (these lamps also appear in Point Judith [1979] and Route]

& 9 [1981]), which seem to invoke a period of North American vernacular design



that combined forms of classicism and modernism (perhaps, a nostalgic nod to an
America that was confident in expressinghow it had supersededan older and lesseco-
nomically successful Europe).These objects are marked by a history of domestic use
that precedesthe formation of TheWooster Group.Theycarry the imprints of the every-
day activities of other users,which, although having had a life before the rehearsal
process, inevitably ghost into the Group's work. Suchobjects also function to remind
us that in the encountering of props, bodies, technologies, sounds, texts and tele-
visual/film images in these performances, we not only confront their various material
presences, but the wider social and public histories that have formed them as well.

It should come as no surprise, then, that much of the documentation that makes
up this book is similarly marked by use. Each of the documentary sections is made
up of texts, performance scores and choreographies that are the outcomes of a con-
stant rewriting, re-scoring and re-editing. These re-writings, which can be seen in the
multiple examples of scribblings, notations, jottings, listings, sketches, in the patch-
work of post-it notes and the thick tracery of amendments on performance scores,
explicitly mark the temporal development of each work as it constructed, layer by
layer. These are the textual and visual relics of a performance making process that
is constantly in flux; a process that, as is made evident in the transcripts and accounts
of Ler.ompte's notes to the actors (p.53),continues throughout the work's performance
to audiences and also across the histories of individual pieces.This demand to keep
everything that is developed in rehearsal in play, in motion, in what Valk calls "the
present," accounts for the seemingly obsessive recording of actions and decisions
that scar so many of these documents. Consider,for example, the Assistant Director's
scores for House/lights (pp. 174-180) and ToYou, the Birdie! (PhOdre) (pp. 252-254),

which depict not only the intricate relationship that exists between the different
components of the performance (sound, video, performer actions etc.) but also how
the work is continually tuned and tweaked as it is composed. Often, the writings
on these documents seem to bear the signs of their author's energetiC engagement
with the compositional process.This is starkly apparent in the scribblings that make
up the early technical score for Brace Up' (pp. 8B-90). Here, Chekhov's script is almost

obliterated by the chaotic tapestry of sound and video cues, which is etched onto
its pages. Similarly, the Post-it notes that crowd around Paul Schmidt's translation
in the score of ToYou, the Birdie! (Phedre) seem to be a documentary responseto the
complex process of layering and juxtaposition that forms the structure of the piece,
where all the major elements can be re-arranged and re-ordered as they are devel-

oped and tested out in rehearsal.
It is possible to view the documentation in this book as the by-product of the

individual and collective attempts to impose a system on a process that is, by its
very nature, difficutt to control, What is fascinating about many of these documents
are the ways in which they illustrate the desire to choreograph and place absolutely
everything: to enforce some senseof order, or sustain a lost presence.This should not
come as a surprise because theater production is, by necessity, highly disciplined.

-

It relieson the capacity to repeat with a great deal of accuracy.This is especially true
of its technologies, which impress certain types of logical systems on all genres of
performance: these logics are evident in the many sound and video cue sheets, in the
props lists, in the performance scores that juxtapose live action against the running
orders of sound, light and video. If these documents stage an attempt to control
material, they also reveal. through the signs of their constant scorings and amend-
ments, how the process of composing the performance is never entirely fixed. It is
important to point out that these documents also have a practical relationship to
TheWooster Group's organizational make up-how the Group, although econom-
ically able to sustaina full-time company acrossthe long period of an individual piece's
development, are often faced with the problem of having to change both on and off
stage personnel becausetheir basic wages are relatively low (people have to supple-
ment their income by other means). Documentation becomes a key mode of record-
keeping and communication that helps solve the difficulty of having different people
entering and leaving the making process.The function of documentation doesnot end
here, however. The documents in this bOOKalso reveal how important the activity
of documentation is to TheWooster Group's compositional methodology, how the
practicesof notation, recording,transcribing and copying are put to use in constructing
the work. In this sense, the documents that make up this book are not merely illus-
trations or representations of the multiple and complex ways in which these perform-
ances are put together. They are much more than the residues, or the leftovers, of
practice. Thesedocuments signal the ways in which the practices of documentation
are used as key tools for creating and composing the work. In short, documentation
has an important creative purpose.

One very obvious example of this is given by valk in her explanation of how the
Group arrived at the idea of using LeCompte's live spoken directions, via the in-ear
transmitter/receiver, in the performance of To You, the Birdie! (Phedre) (p. 162). As
LeCompte and Valk both acknowledge, the speaking of simultaneously heard text
has featured in many of the performance pieces: it is at work in Ron Vawter's lip-
synching of the recorded conversation between Spalding Gray and his father in Rum-

stick Road: Nancy Reilly speaks the lines of Ann Rower,Timothy Leary's babysitter,
as she hears them through a Walkman in 1.S.D. (...ju,t the High Points.i.] (1984);
Vawter and other performers periodically repeat and improvise from, Reilly's read-
ing of Haubert's The Temptation o[Saint Anthony in the making of the "Channel J"
video, which forms the opening monologue of Frank Dell's The Temptation of St.
Antony; Kate Yalk is listening to a recording of Doctor Fsustus Light, the lights (1938)

via an in-ear transmitter as she says Gertrude Stein's lines in House/Lights. In all
these pieces, this technique is used to bring documentary material directly into play
in the rehearsal and/or performance, providing a source text that can be mediated
via the performer, or used asa basisfor improvisation, In the caseof ToYou, the Birdie!
(Phedre), valk describes how she uses the video recording of a particular moment
in a rehearsal in order to learn and repeat a set of specific moves. While watching 271



the tape, she realizes that it is LeCompte's directions, which are being shouted from

the back of the space, that are making the room "dynamic." It is through a careful

scrutiny of the rehearsal tape that she comes to comprehend what, as she describes,

"was really happening in the room." To re-create this "happening", she requests that

LeCompte's voice be introduced to feed live responses and directions into the ears

of performers as they move and speak on the stage.ln this performance, it is LeCompte's

whispered instructions that Valk finds liberating, that provide the impulse for her

to have a "present" relationship with the material.
valk's account of how the Group arrived at the decision to make use of Lecompte's

live instructions in ToYou, the Birdie (Phedre) provides a very useful insight, not only

into the complex ways that documentation is put to use in The Wooster Group's work,

but also as to what might be at stake in the need to be present in these performances.

vetk returns to the director's voice at this vital stage in the development of the piece

in order to free herself from the act of repetition that is making the performance

feel forced and constraining. LeCompte's directions, made in response to what she

is watching, oblige the performer to react impulsively, without recourse to doing

something that is learned or habitual. It is somewhat ironic that it is the words of

the director, traditionally the authoritarian figure in the theater, who initiates these

unrehearsed and spontaneous actions. Of course, LeCompte's scenic landscapes are

often organized to keep the key performance elements in motion, to ensure that the

room is "kinetic." asValk puts it (p. 219). This begins to explain why the sets are often

constructed like obstacle courses. why they are arranged as spaces in which it is dif-

ficult for the actor to find secure points of rest. Consider, for example, the performers

who are tied to the doors in St. Antony; the two ramps that are continually swiveled

(and "crashed") across the space of House/Ughts; the actors' feet that are fastened

to their backs by bungee cords in Fish Story (p. 145); the bound arms and physical
restraints imposed on the performers in ToYou, the Birdie! (Phedre). The performer's

relationship in these spaces is always one of active negotiation, an encounter in which

the scenic landscape is never fully mastered. The demand that the performer relin-
quish certain key elements of control is an important feature in this work. Nowhere

is this more tellingly revealed than in the description of the actors having to perform

while having beanbags hurled at them during a rehearsal of St. Antony. In doing this,

as LeCompte explains, you learn what performers have to "do to survive," you "see

what their bodies do when they're not in control of the situation" (p. 267).

272

Survival practices
Across the five pieces of work documented in this book, LeCompte returns to a number

of key practices that compel the performer to relinquish their control in the playing

space, which induce the production of "survival" techniques. She often sets up chore-

ographic rules that performers have to follow while they deliver the lines, participate

in the dramatic narrative, or be in the space. For example, in Brace Up! LeCompte

tells us how she divided the space into three separate sections: middle, back and

foreground. These spaces demanded a different type of movement that had to be

dropped and then adopted as a performer passed through each division (this sep-

aration of the space is clearly marked out on LeCompte's sketch of Brace Up! on p. 83).
Specific movement sequences taken from Noh Theater books were also used to con-
struct choreographic patterns (described byValk as "the grammar of the feet"), which

were interwoven with Three Sisters. According to LeCompte, the demands made by

following these choreographic rules stopped the action from becoming literal; they

prevented the performer from always having a psychological (and, by implication,

a readable) relationship to Chekhov's text.

It is clear, however, that the introduction of Noh movement patterns also worked

to disorientate the performer in the space. This might sound contradictory, as one

would expect the strictly organized choreographic structures of Noh Theater to impose

order (establish orientation), rather than create disjuncture and displacement. The

performer's disorientation, it seems, arises out of the discontinuity that is created from

having to move between the highly focused demands made by the Noh choreography

and the spatial rules imposed upon the performing area and the representational

logistics of Chekhov's dramaturgy, where character and psychological motivation are

still in play. It is the move between these distinct modalities of performance that

creates the kinetic energy that Valk and LeCompte both invoke. It is an energy that

arises from the performers having to navigate their way through the scenic landscape,

continually having to re-orient themselves as a reaction to the shifting demands made

upon them as they move and/or speak within the space. Hence, the emphasis placed

on completing physical tasks, on the act of doing, rather than on what the action

represents. This mode of performance necessitates, as Ron Vawter (who played Vershinin

in Brace Up!) explains, "such consciousness and such concentration." Crucially, it is

this concentration, created by the obligation to fulfill and embody the physical tasks,

and to follow the complex and layered score, that keeps the work "open" for Vawter.

As he describes, it is the very difficulty of the physical demands made by the work
and the mental effort required to perform it that keeps it "open and alive." I

Similar choreographic structures are put into play in House/Lights, where the text

of Gertrude Stein's Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights is interwoven with Joseph t-tawra's
B-movie Olga's House of Shame. As in Brace Up!, the stage is divided into sections,

although in this performance the separations are two adjacent spaces marked by

dotted lines, which are taped across the depth of the playing area (see LeCompte's
journal entries on p. 181 and the set diagram on p. 182). These areas are used by the

performers to mirror actions, sometimes choreographing their movements in response

to what another performer is doing in the parallel space, often imitating the physical

actions of Olga's House of Shame, seen on TV monitors that are placed to the sides and

above the audience. During rehearsals, as both LeCompte and Valk explain (p. 217).
performers were encouraged to create physical action white watching the film in a

number of ways. They could respond and channel an element of the film's compo-

sition at a particular moment close-up, long shot, camera movement, edits and so



forth (for example, a close-up might generate a move to the front of the stage, a
long-shot a move to the back). Or, they could imitate a movement of a character
on the film (this could be a move of the head, a particular gesture, or action). In her
journals, LeCompte notes that the necessity to channel their response to the film
always positions the performer as either being a little behind the action and having
to follow it; or, in a state of anticipating the action: being a little ahead of it (p. 170).
LeCompte seems to be identifying with, and producing a practical response to, Stein's
observation that action on the stage is usually "syncopated," where the spectator's
emotional relationship to the scene is of a different temporal order to that which
is taking place on the stage. Stein writes, "I say your emotion concerning that play
is always either behind or ahead of the play at which you are looking and listening.
So your emotion as a member of the audience is never going on at the same time
as the action of the play."! LeCompte's introduction of delayed and/or anticipated
responses into the scenic landscape moves the performer into a similar emotional and
temporal relationship to the action that is occurring on the stage. In this sense, LeCompte
produces an extraordinary reversal. where the performer is put in the position of Stein's
spectator, becoming a looker and a listener, rather than being a master of the material.
This is a state of syncopation, not synchronization. Here, the performer is always on
the offbeat and always out of time, arriving, like a jazz musician, at the unexpected
accent. It is the emotional sensation, an embodied affect, produced by being in this
state that, as Stein reminds us, "makes one endlessly troubled about a play."

LeCompte extends this interplay with technology a little further in To You, the
Birdie! (Phedre).At specific points in the performance, the performers compose phys-
ical actions by imitating particular sequences extracted from dance pieces by Martha
Graham and Merce Cunningham that are played on TV monitors, which are positioned
out of the audience's sight. In these instances, however, a new dynamic is introduced.
The video operator can manipulate, or "scratch" the images. This ensures that the
performer always has to react to the moment-by-moment technical improvisation
with this visual material, which, in turn, compels a spontaneous and impulsive reaction
to take place on the stage. Once again, the interaction with technology is instrumental
in keeping the performers in a state of heightened awareness, as they have to channel
a shifting array of stimuli (visual image, director's voice, the actions of other performers,
audio and so forth). In describing how the performer interacts with the television images
in House/Lights, LeCompte makes it clear that technology is not a mechanical device
for her, one that is used to illustrate or explain what is occurring on the stage. She
describes how technology always has to be dealt with and negotiated, likening the
live interaction with the televisual image to that of encountering another person on
the stage: "you have to turn the television into another actor, a participator in the scene
with you, one that you can't ever take for granted." Consequently, the performer has
to look at the TV as "if it's for the first time" and engage with what is presented with-
out premeditation (p. Z17). In rehearsal. the f1owofTV images can stimulate a range
of responses that can change with each encounter: "One day you might respond

to the fact that the camera moves and the next day you might respond to the fact
that the person on the film looks in a certain direction" (p. 217).

LeCompte makes it dear in this statement that the performer is not in the thrall
of technology, always compelled forensically to reproduce or follow the information
that flows from the TVs, through the in-ear devices, that is generated by the sound-
scape and by the interaction with the set. Rather, the performer has an embodied
relationship with the technology and uses it as a means to be present in the space.
This is not to say that anything can happen in response to the information that tech-
nology produces. The performer's ability to be responsive to the impulses that the
interaction with technology generates is always framed within a highly organized chore-
ographiC and scenic structure. The presence LeCompte invokes is one that is based on
the performer being open to the multiple and complex stimuli that the technology
offers, to channel the information and respond experientially and somatically to the
encounter with it. Valk describes this process as one that works against "the tendency
to generalize and a desire to shape and control things." According to Valk, the systems
that LeCompte sets up in the space ensure that rehearsals and performances are
approached in the manner of an athlete or game-player. Consequently, you have "to
approach the text, the words, the physical score, your relationship with the video
and then just respond, just be in the moment with the material." As Valk explains,
this induces a state of disconcertion (disarrangement) in the performer, which arrives
when something completely new is being experienced: "That's the best state-when
you surprise yourself and it's not the way you ever did it before and who knows how it's
going to feel" (p. Zl7). What Valkemphasizes here is the veracity that arises when you
let go, or move beyond, predetermined limits. This is the risk that these performances
demand: the state of surprise that arrives when one surrenders to the indeterminate.

The ethics of listening
Risk always implies danger. What is imperiled when the performer interacts in the
scenic landscapes described above? It would seem that the performer always has
to let go of certain habitual ways of being on the stage in order to bear the impress
of the experiential and to discover what might really be there. As leCompte explains
in the final interview in this book: "t llke to get at what's at the root: where's the real
pleasure, where's the real impulse 7" (p. Z67). When Valk speaks about what might be
at the 'root' of her own mode of performance in these works, she often invokes the
metaphor and the physical reality of the mask. to describe a means for moving beyond
her own desire to generalize and control. According to Valk,the mask can appear in many
guises. It is most obvious in the use of blackface in Route 1& 9 (1981), L. 5. D. (...just
the High Points ... ) and The Emperor Jones (1993), but it is also at work in the persona
of the facilitator in Brace Up! and Fish Story, and in the on-stage relationship with
the video camera, the TV monitors and in-ear technologies in House/Lights and To
You, the Birdie! (Phedre).' The mask, however, is not solely a device that disguises
and hides the personality of the performer. Nor can it be explained as a Brechtian 273



device to expose how the operations of power and ideology shape social structures
through the non-psychological medium of gestus. The mask has three functions. It
establishes a sense of distance between the performer and the audience, creating
a barrier between a two-way process of potential psychological identification: the
performer with the audience and the audience with the performer. The mask also
pushes aside the burden of always having psychologically to embody the character
that is formed in the fictional world being negotiated on the stage. Finally,and perhaps
most important of all, the maskworks to displace the performer's construction of their
own subjectivity, the requirement psychologically to be themselves on stage. In this
sense,the mask operates as a means through which the performer is able to let certain
notions of the self fall away.This leaves the performer free to engage as immediately
as is possible with what the stage presents to them. In an unpublished interview
from 1991, Valk explains this process by referring to the function of the mask in Noh
Theater: "They say the mask is the device that allows for 'spiritual possession' because
you deny your own self by donning the mask,and then you deny the existence of the
mask." In the Noh tradition, the mask acts as a barrier to the representation of a
performer's subjectivity. Then, in a crucial second stage, where the mask itself is
denied, the performer moves into the complete state of dispossession (thus able to
be spiritually possessed),which allows contact with the immediacy (the reality) of the
on-stage experience. This is why the use of the mask is such a liberating device for
Valk:"You truly discover through this two-step processof denial- first by denying your
own physicality, and then by going a step further within your own consciousness to
deny the existence of the mask." 10

Theworlds created by TheWooster Group are places for discovery, for searching and
for finding out. In the act of surrendering a certain construction of selfhood some-
thing else is created in its place.What is being described here is not the eviscerated
or dehumanized performer, where the will of the actor is always subjugated by the
machinic operations of LeCompte's scenic organization. In her program notes written
for the performance of Fish Story at the Vienna Festival in 1993, LeCompte describes
one of the functions of the mask in her work in the following terms: "Actors are search-
ing for masks of themselves-not of character. Who they are on stage is who they
are on stage-period. They must be more 'themselves' than in life." "The implication
here is that the interaction with the scenic landscape might reveal something pro-
found about the performer: that it somehow exposes who and what they really are.
The "more" of the self is the self that the performance induces, one that, because
of the acute demands made by being on the stage, is always more intensely there,
always more present, than in everyday life. In short, the act of having to perform on
TheWooster Group's various stages produces a profound revelation of self in the very
activity of having to give up what the subject thinks s/he knows about her/himself.
This notion of heightened awareness (the "more" of the self), that there is always
something new to be discovered through the act of performance, is elaborated by

Vawter in relation to his performance in Brace Up!:274

It wasn't about my ability to impersonateor "be"Vershinin.What wasvery important
wasthat \ find waysof beingmyself,asbest I could,publicly...It's a very difficult thing
to describe;I don't evenknowwhat this processis.In somewaysit's the mystery of my
life, and I sort of hopethat I die beforeI discoverthe answerto it. It's sort of the thing
that still makesmewant to goon the stagebecauseI'm still trying to figure out what
it is I'm doing in front of an audience.Thereare no lessonsto be learned,but I'm still
interestedin finding out who \ am in front of an audience."

ForVawter, his work with TheWooster Group is always concerned with a process
of self-revelation, with the need to test out who he is (how to be) in relation to
the material that is encountered in the various pieces. His search, which he claims
is identical to that of LeCompte's, is "to figure out what's there." What LeCompte,
Vawter andValk are each invoking here is the necessity to have an ethical relationship
with what takes place on the stage with and before audiences. The relationship is
ethical because to "figure out what's there" entails a willingness (an openness) to
surrender themselves to the immediacy that is the experience of what is being
encountered. To do this they have to abandon all predetermined modes of thinking,
to set aside the rules through which the world might be known (this would be a moral
order), to be receptive to what is really happening in the room. Ethics is not neces-
sarilya mode of discovery,although finding out is inevitably part of the ethical process.
The openness to experience, to being present provokes a practice of judgment: what
to do next, now that ( know this; how to be in the future, now that I have had this
experience? It is a mode of judgment that proceedswithout criteria, one that demands
an imaginative or inventive way of responding to the immediacy-the occurrence
-of the event that is the performance. This form of ethics, of thinking the future,
like the work itself, is always a matter of pragmatics.

In the closing interview in this book, LeCompte tells us how she always has to
create an environment in which she is looking into the space, not down at the script
or score.Tellingly, she often describes her attention to the space as one of listening,
rather than seeing:"How do I hear it' How do I hear it-me-personally'" (p. 268).
This explains why all the texts under consideration for a particular performance have
to be played with, heard and explored in the space. However, the effort of listening
implies something that's markedly different to the act of seeing. This emphasis on
the ear indicates that there is something about the present, the experiential, the
"thereness" of performance that cannot be accounted for just by the eye. Listening
demands an openness to the rhythm, the timbre and to the audible plasticity of
occurrences,to what might be taking place beneath the surface appearance of things,
to the fullness (the noise) of what is there in the room. This begins to explain how
vital The Performing Garage is to The Wooster Group, why LeCompte continually
places such ~n emphasis on engaging with what Occurs in the rehearsal space, on
the pragmat.lCsof the work's creation. The Garage becomes the epicenter for this
process of discovery, of searching, of listening, which is shared by all participants



(performers, technicians, composers, stage managers and so forth). The Garage not

only produces the sense of continuity and history that a home for the company

inevitably provides. It also creates the time for a prolonged enquiry, the time to shift

in and out of projects, the time to leave and then return to the room when rehearsals

get difficult, the time it takes to search and listen. These kinds of temporality are very

precious in a contemporary culture in which time is constantly measured, commod-

ified and fixed by financial exchange. The time needed to explore, to imagine and to

listen is becoming increasingly scarce.

Of course, the ultimate aim of engaging with these processes of finding out is to

share the experience with audiences: this is the goal of aU performance. The presence

of the audience also affects what happens in the room. They have to be listened to

as well. In some ways, as an audience member, I undergo a similar sense of disori-

entation to that of the performer as I also watch, listen and feel the effects of the

constant movement of sounds, bodies and images that occur on The Wooster Group's

stage. Yet, perhaps more importantly, in the act of being in front of these perform-

ances, what I bear witness to is the obligation to experience what might be there,

to encounter what might be present not only in this room (the theater), but all the

rooms and places I inhabit and interact in. What I am reminded of in acknowledging

this obligation is that I too might have to be prepared to give up on who I think I am

and what I know. Perhaps, this is the work of all performance and of thinking itself:

always to be considering what might be possible and then to live up to this imagining.

Something of this notion of work is echoed in the dosing lines of Fish Story. Looking

at the nearly empty stage I see Vawter, who is playing Vershinin, on the TV screen, his

eyes moist from the glycerin that he has recently dropped into his eyes. Just before

he kisses Masha he speaks the following lines, taken from the final act of Three Sisters:
"We must find a way to join love of work to love of higher things, mustn't we? Well

now I must go ... I came to say goodbye." The prolonged kiss between Vershinin and

Masha that immediately follows these words ends with Olga saying, "Now, now, that's

enough" (p. 156). Vawter's image then slowly fades away. This beautiful and moving

final moment reminds me to acknowledge not only the transitory nature of performance

but also how the work of performance, like thinking itself, is rarely brought to a neat

or fully resolved conclusion.

..
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