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ABSTRACT 
  

The post-war World War Two years were an exciting period of theatrical                

history. This particular era was one of great theatrical activity and experimentation.   

American writers and painters were a part of the post-war boom that shifted the center of  

art and culture from Paris to New York. In this dissertation, I will examine the  

counterculture theatre movement that emerged in this period and came into being in the  

1950’s and 60’s in terms of new portrayals of character as reflected in experimentations  

in text and music.  

 In order to establish the intellectual frame of my discussion, in chapter one, I will  

first define the major terms that I will be discussing such as modernism  and character.  I 

will address the finer aspects of the discussion such as postmodernism and humanism in  

my concluding chapter. I will also discuss the major trends of the historical/artistic  

period- terms such as avant-garde in this context and will also describe the major artists  

of each of its waves and what themes were most prevalent in their work. Who were the  

avant-garde that proceeded the New York post war theatre artists I am examining and  

how did they influence their work?  How am I defining this wave of the avant-garde  

and when did it end?” How did this new sensibility materialize in some of the  

experimentations that took place in the staging of these productions as well as the  

performer/spectator relationship? 

In the body of my dissertation, chapters II, III, IV, V and VI I will address  

specific productions of the primary companies of this period:  In chapter II: The Living  

Theatre, founded by Judith Malina and Julian Beck in 1946; in chapter III: The Open  

Theater founded by Joseph Chaikin in 1963; in chapter IV, Richard Schechner’s 

Performing Garage founded in 1968; in chapter V,  Medicine Show Theatre 

Ensemble,founded by James Barbosa and Barbara Vann in 1970.In the chapters 

concerned with the theater companies of the New York avant- garde that I have 

identified, I will primarily discuss these specific productions:  The Connection and  

“Paradise Now” by the Living Theatre, “The Serpent” by the Open Theater, Dionsyus in 

69 by the Performing Garage, and Bound To Rise, A Change of Hearts   The Songs and  

 

    

vi 

 



vii 

 

Poetry of Leonard Cohen  and Queen Being, created by Medicine Show Theatre 

Ensemble.     

As I discuss the companies and productions I have identified I will ask the 

question what was new about the presentation of character as portrayed through the text, 

music, staging and direction of these productions?  The Connection, the first major 

production of the Living Theatre for example, marks the beginning of their journetowards 

the elimination of fictional characters and space on the stage (Aronson 61).  Dionysus in 

69 and Brace Up performed by the Wooster Group, The Serpent,  pformed by the Open 

Theater, and Paradise Now  performed by the Living Theatre involved the ensemble in 

new ways in the creation and telling of the story. In the final chapter of my dissertation I 

will look at some of the new directions avant-garde theatre is taking, in particular, the 

work of Meredith Monk as reflected in her opera Atlas as well as the work of a group 

dedicated to preserving her work for future generation of singers and audiences, M6.  

 

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                      CHAPTER ONE                                       

                           INTRODUCTION-THEORETICAL INFLUENCES 

  

The post-war World War Two years were an exciting period of theatrical                

history. This particular era was one of great theatrical activity and experimentation.   

American writers and painters were a part of the post-war boom that shifted the center of  

art and culture from Paris to New York. In this dissertation, I will examine the  

counterculture theatre movement that emerged in this period and came into being in the  

1950’s and 60’s in terms of new portrayals of character as reflected in experimentations  

in text and music. 

 In order to establish the intellectual frame of my discussion, in chapter one, I will  

first define the major terms that I will be discussing such as modernism  and character.  I 

will address the finer aspects of the discussion such as postmodernism and humanism in  

my concluding chapter. I will also discuss the major trends of the historical/artistic  

period- terms such as avant-garde in this context and will also describe the major artists  

of each of its waves and what themes were most prevalent in their work. Who were the  

avant-garde that proceeded the New York post war theatre artists I am examining and  

how did they influence their work?  How am I defining this wave of the avant-garde  

and when did it end?” How did this new sensibility materialize in some of the  

experimentations that took place in the staging of these productions as well as the  

performer/spectator relationship? 

In the body of my dissertation, chapters II, III, IV, V and VI I will address  

specific productions of the primary companies of this period:  In chapter II: The Living  

Theatre, founded by Judith Malina and Julian Beck in 1946; in chapter III: The Open  

Theater founded by Joseph Chaikin in 1963; in chapter IV, Richard Schechner’s  

Performing Garage founded in 1968; in chapter V,  Medicine Show Theatre Ensemble,  

founded by James Barbosa and Barbara Vann in 1970.          

 In the chapters concerned with the theater companies of the New York avant-  

garde that I have identified, I will primarily discuss these specific productions:  The  

Connection and  “Paradise Now” by the Living Theatre, “The Serpent” by the Open  

Theater, Dionsyus in 69 by the Performing Garage, and Bound To Rise, A Change of  
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Hearts   The Songs and Poetry of Leonard Cohen  and Queen Being, created by Medicine  

Show Theatre Ensemble.  

 As I discuss the companies and productions I have identified I will ask the  

question what was new about the presentation of character as portrayed through the  

text, music, staging and direction of these productions?  The Connection, the first major  

production of the Living Theatre for example, marks the beginning of their journey  

towards the elimination of fictional characters and space on the stage (Aronson 61).   

Dionysus in 69 and Brace Up performed by the Wooster Group, The Serpent,  performed  

by the Open Theater, and Paradise Now  performed by the Living Theatre involved the  

ensemble in new ways in the creation and telling of the story. In the final chapter of my  

dissertation I will look at some of the new directions avant-garde theatre is taking, in  

particular, the work of Meredith Monk as reflected in her opera Atlas as well as the  

work of a group dedicated to preserving her work for future generation of singers and  

audiences, M6.  

Modernism and Character 

  Modernism in general has been described by William Everdell in his book  

The First Moderns as a movement away from things being seen as steady and whole  

(Everdell 11). This new sensibility was manifested in a new understanding of identity 

which was more dispersed, even fragmented: character did not necessarily represent one  

thing. We can see this modernist understanding of identity reflected in some of the  

experimentations that took place in the text, staging, and music of the productions that I  

will examine in chapters II, II, IV and V of my dissertation. 

 The concept of character is one that has been the subject of discussion for many   

years.  Aristotle analyzed it in The Poetics and discussed it in relation to the presence of  

action and plot in the drama:  

Dramatic action, therefore, is not with a view to the representation of character; 

characters comes in subsidiary to the action. Hence the incidents and the plot are 

the end of a tragedy; and the end is the chief thing of all. Again, without action 

there cannot be a tragedy; there may be without character… Again, if you string 

together a set of speeches expressive of character, and well finished in point of 

diction and thought, you will not produce the essential tragic effect nearly so well 
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as with a play which, however deficient in these respects, yet has a plot and 

artistically constructed incidents.. The Plot then, is the principal, and as it were , 

the soul of tragedy. Character holds second place (Aristotle 17). 

 

The relationship between action and character was taken up in the 20
th

 century by  

Bertolt  Brecht who also emphasized the importance of the action in the creation of  

character. When discussing his play, Street Scene, in his text Brecht On Theatre, he  

states that  “the demonstrator (the actor) should derive his characters entirely from their  

actions”(Brecht 61). The pattern in traditional theatre for a character had been for him to  

attempt to excuse his actions as they were a result of his innate character and are as  

Brecht described them “an unavoidable consequence deriving by natural law from the  

characters who perform them” (Brecht qtd. in Fuchs 33). In the performances of the  

avant-garde theater artists I will examine, the boundaries  between performer and  

character were broken down.  While traditional theatre generally casts according to  

physical type, in the ensemble creations of the avant-garde, the personal qualities of the  

performer were very clearly incorporated into the characters they portrayed. 

Also, in this type of work, the space or theater environment was an integral part  

of the theatre experience and  helped create the  “reality” of the characters and the  

audience. Performers were encouraged to play to the entire theatrical space as well as  

to the audience. In traditional theatre, actors play to the invisible fourth wall that 

divides actor and audience.  

  Director and writer Richard Schechner used the term “environmental theatre”  

to describe the work of the Wooster Group and the Performing Garage in that it utilized  

the entire theatrical space. Much of the work of the Living Theatre, The Open Theatre  

and Richard Schechner’s Environmental Theatre experimented with the physicality of  

the individual actor as well as the physicality of the actors in the company as a collective.  

The actors in these companies not only found new ways to use their bodies as individuals,  

 

but their entire approach to movement as a group changed. One of the reasons for the  

change in the actor’s physicality was in their new understanding of the theatrical space.  

As these actors were no longer confined by the limitations of the traditional proscenium  
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stage and were free to inhabit the entire performance space, their range of movements  

expanded considerably.  

The military use for the term avant-garde refers to the troops in  

the front of the lines; in the same manner, the artists of this period consistently pushed at  

the limits of the “potentialities” of the  audience, the performer, as well as the  

performance space all with the goal of finding new means of communicating with each  

other as theatre artists and with their audience. The artists of the New York avant-garde  

theatre that I have outlined  not only sought out new means of using language, they  

challenged all aspects of the traditional theater experience  

In addition to challenging the concept of character and the theatrical environment,  

the artists of this period opened up the whole sense of time and space in their productions  

creating an entirely different theatrical landscape. This new environment was created   

through the total use of the theatre space as well as the non-linear approach to the story  

line and character in their ensemble productions.  If the “self” as represented in the  

traditional approach to character  is no longer considered to be the “primary existential  

entity,” then what is there to take its place (Fuchs The postwar avant-garde theatre has 

been described as the age of the ensemble. In this period, artists worked together in a 

manner quite unlike that seen in the commercial Broadway theatre and in Hollywood 

creating a collective sense of identity which reflected the spirit of the times replacing the 

emphasis on the self as the focus in the creation of character. 

 

The Age of The Ensemble 

 

The ensemble era of theater that I will be examining was grounded in the work of  

Judith Malina and Julian Beck and the experimentations that took place in the  

Living Theatre. From its inception, Beck and Malina were interested in finding new ways  

of bringing language to life and waking their audiences up to their social and political  

circumstances. Their work however grew out of the experimentations that  

had already taken place in avant-garde theatre. Lee Strassberg, one of the founders of the 

Group theatre summed up the feeling of pre-World War II experimental theatre and the  

focus on the presence of the actor in the context of the text: 
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The theatre generation after the First World War felt itself to be part of a new       

dream which it hoped would lead to a new theatre. It was not to be words, scenery, and 

acting as separate elements uniting into a somewhat mechanical entity. It was 

to be the word transfigured from its purely logical and literary meaning on a page by the 

living  presence of the actor whose creation of the moment the event, the situation, 

brought out or added dramatic meaning to the word (Srassberg qtd. in Aronson p.16). 

The political climate of the late 1950’s and the 1960’s fed the work of the Living  

Theatre and the Open Theater, the second experimental theater company I will discuss.   

Schechner described the experimentations in performance of the 1960’s and 70’s as being  

connected to the phenomenon that performances originated from many centers other than  

 

dramatic texts (Schechner 24). We see this very clearly in the work of the Living  

Theatre and the Open Theatre where the constant interplay of the ensemble and  

their direct interactions with the audience  was an integral part of the  

performance. Also, the group worked together in the creation of the play.  

Very often a theater piece grew out of a political or social theme the company was  

exploring as well as the specific message that they wanted to convey to their audience. 

They didn’t just mount someone else’s script, they worked together in order to find  

material in order to “make a performance”(Schechner 24). 

Influences on the Avant-Garde 

Before engaging in a discussion of the major theatre artists and their plays, it is  

important to discuss  some of the experimentations that took place prior to this period and  

their impact on the development of the post-war theatrical avant-garde.  While the full 

emergence of the theatrical avant-garde was a new development in the American theater,  

it was not the first example of experimentation to take place in America. Although a  

European avant-garde had existed since the emergence of symbolism in the 1880’s there  

was nothing like it in the United States prior to the post-war period I am discussing  

(Aronson 2). Some of the major experimentations in the American theater were in the  

Little or Art Theater movement in the teens and twenties, the work of the Theater Union  

which produced the work of Bertolt Brecht and the experimentations of Eugene O’Neill,  

who delved into psychoanalysis and mysticism (Aronson 2). 
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O’Neill introduced avant-garde elements into his work. His use of  

the interior monologue in Strange Interlude was a means of showing the split between his  

character’s inner and outer worlds.  O’Neill had begun to find his own way of creating a  

distance between his characters and the extremely volatile personal psychological 

material that they represented. This distancing took the form of theatrical “alienation”  

devices, like those that Brecht employed  such as masks in The Great God Brown.” 

Also, O’Neill’s melding of Freudian psychoanalysis in Mourning Becomes Electra with  

ancient Greek drama was “avant-garde” in its melding of ideas and theatrical forms.  

There had certainly been experiments in theater prior to World War Two and 

the theater era I am discussing, but avant-garde theater had not really existed in 

America prior to the work of Eugene O’Neill and Gertrude Stein. The first company I 

am discussing, The Living Theatre, was most directly influenced by the European 

symbolists and the surrealist poets and the writers that followed in their footsteps, such 

as Ezra Pound, James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, E.E.Cummings, Andre Breton, W.H. 

Auden and Rilke (Aronson 51). Musically, The Living Theatre was inspired by the 

work of John Cage. Judith Malina was attracted to Cage as an innovator who pulled 

chance elements into his compositions, such as squealing auto brakes and various street 

sounds, with an absence of a sense of hierarchy to their placement (Tytell 18). Cage’s 

style suited Malina’s and she worked to draw him and other downtown artists into her 

circle.  In order to understand the effect that Living Theatre productions had on 

audiences of their day, it is important to understand the theorists who influenced their 

work. Malina studied with German director Erwin Piscator at the New School and 

incorporated many of his staging practices into her work, but the principal theoretical 

influences on her work were Bertolt Brecht, Gertrude Stein and Antonin Artaud. 

Artaud 

  

Artaud’s influence can be seen in a number of areas. He was interested in the  

theater as a means of freeing the performers as well as the audience from the bounds of  

theatrical convention.  The Theatre of Cruelty that he envisioned was the  

embodiment of the theatrical elements devices that would “lead to the  

rejection of the usual limitations of man and man’s powers, and what infinitely extends  
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the frontiers of what is reality”(Artaud 13).  Artaud did not claim to have any absolute  

definition of “reality”, but the theatrical laboratory he envisioned would be a place where  

concepts such as this one could be examined. Artaud  envisioned a theater where the 

conventions of language and social behavior would be sufficiently challenged “in order to  

touch life” (Artaud 13) in a more authentic manner.    

Theorist Jacques Derrida described Artaud’s philosophy in this manner in his text  

The Secret Art of Antonin Artaud: “Artaud’s theatre of cruelty is not a representation. It  

is life itself, in the extent to which life is representable. Life is the non-representable  

origin of representation. This life carries man along with it, but it is not primarily the life 

of man. The latter is only a representation of life, and such is the limit of the metaphysics  

of classical theatre” (189). 

 Artaud believed in the importance and presence of each actor as a vital and  

necessary part of any theatrical action, tied to, but equal to the contribution of the writer.  

Actor/director Joseph Chaikin who was associated with the Living Theatre as well as the  

Open theatre wrote a book entitled- The Presence of the Actor which incorporated  

many of Artaud’s theories. The actor had a central place in the collaborative process of  

the theater companies I will be exploring. The presence of the individual actor took on a 

meaning of its own which was often built upon in the creation of the theater piece.  

In addition to building upon the presence of individual actors, these companies   

experimented with the actor/audience relationship, the relationships between  

the actors on stage as well as experimentations in the text and music. One manner in  

which Artaud suggested achieving this was the spectacle, which he wrote “will contain a  

physical and objective element, perceptible to all. Cries, groans, apparitions, surprises,  

theatricalities of all kinds, magic, beauty of costumes taken from certain ritual models;  

resplendent lighting, incantational beauty of voices, the charms of harmony, rare notes of  

music, colors of objects, physical rhythms. Of movements whose crescendo and  

decrescendo will accord exactly with the pulsation of movements familiar  

to everyone” (93).  Many of these theatrical devices were incorporated into the  

productions of The Living and Open Theatres lending a ritualistic aspects of the  

productions of these companies reminiscent of early Greek and Roman Drama.  

This new freedom in the use of the theater space had its roots in Artaud’s thinking.  
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Artaud wanted to: “Abolish the stage and the auditorium and replace them by a single  

site, without partition barrier of any kind, which will become the theater of action,  

communication”( 96). 

 Schechner expanded on Artaud’s view regarding the theatrical space with the idea 

that what takes place within it is a communication between the “spaces” of the body and 

the “spaces” of the place the body finds itself within. Actors became aware of their 

bodies as a system of blood vessels, bodily fluids and a skeletal system. Schechner 

equated the actual experience of the play in the space of the theater as an expression of 

the physical body itself. He sees the theater as a dynamic condition, not unlike the 

digestive tract from mouth to stomach. As Artaud described in his manifesto for The 

Theatre of Cruelty, the theater should be “a function; something as localized and precise 

as the circulation of the blood in the arteries or the apparently chaotic development of 

dream images in the brain” (22). In Artaud’s model, the group itself was a living 

breathing being, which was a part of the creation of the play and the approach to 

character. In the productions that I will examine, we will witness different aspects of 

Artaud’s theories realized. 

Brecht 

 Bertolt Brecht was another important writer/theorist who impacted the work of  

these companies. At this point, I will provide some background on the epic theatre, its  

roots in Marxism and Brecht’s program for the epic theatre, which he designed to “make  

tears flow from the brain”(Esselin 13). This is how Brecht contrasted the dramatic  

theater and epic theatre in his Short Organum For The Theatre: 

Dramatic Theatre                                                 Epic Theatre 

Plot                                                                         Narrative 

Implicates the spectator in a stage situation           arouses his capacity for action 

Provides him with sensations                                 force him to make decisions 

The spectator is involved in something                 he is made to face something 

Suggestion                                                              argument 

The spectator is in the thick of it, shares the experience/the spectator stands outside                                         

                                                                                         studies (37). 
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 The major contrast between these two forms of theatre have to do with the manner  

in which the  epic theatre removes the spectator from the drama and  creates and  

emotional distance between him and the drama.  It also was constructed to make the  

viewer engage intellectually with the social condition of the characters 

 Brecht designed a theatre that would shock spectators out of their disconnection  

from history.  The epic model is designed to make the spectator see  

how he connects to and is a part of the much greater historical drama which is taking 

place around him   Brecht understood, as Marx did, that social values were determined  

by an individual’s specific actions towards another. Species consciousness is attained as  

the individual’s consciousness merges with his social consciousness. Individual  

consciousness is attained through negation. The epic theater that Brecht designed, which  

includes scientific and dialectic theater, addressed all of these levels of social awareness. 

 Brecht’s epic theatre exposed the conflicts of capitalist society to audiences through 

use of the dialectic method. He presented his characters as people whose social values are 

determined through the mode of production of their society. 

 The drama (force of collision), the passion (degree of heat), the scale of figures-  

 none of this can be separated or divided from their social functions, and portrayed  

or propagated apart from it. Those close interactions of human beings in struggle 

 were the competitive struggles of developing capitalism, which produced  

 individuals in a quite particular way. Socialist emulation forms individuals in a  

 different way and produces different individuals (Brecht 25). 

 

 The dialectical theatre would present man as an ever-changing, contradictory  

character. Through clashes of opposites, (contradictions and non-sequitors), Brecht hoped  

 

to reveal man to his audiences in his natural form, unrelated to any social structure.  

“Where is the man himself, the living unmistakable man, who is not quite identifiable  

with those identified with him? It is clear that his stage image must bring this into light,  

and this will come about if this particular contradiction is recreated in the image” (41). 

 Brecht sought to foster a critical attitude towards the action and events of the  

play.  This attitude was then copied by Beck and Malina of the Living Theatre, Chaikin  
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of the Open Theater, and Vann of Medicine Show. Addressing the issues that were  

immediate to his audiences, Brecht tried to make them see themselves as they were,  

interacting with the present set of social conditions under which they were living.  

Brecht wrote, “Imagine a man standing in a valley and making a speech in which he  

occasionally changes his views or simply utters sentences which contradict one another,  

so that the accompanying echo forces them into confrontation” (31). The  

contradictions Brecht exposed acted as a mirror to society. 

 The condition that Brecht presented on stage was that of the character’s  

estrangement- (this concept, Verfremdung) was created by Hegel and  

developed by Marx). Brecht presented the working man, alienated from his colleagues in  

the work place, and sometimes from himself, and his own feelings and desires as they are  

eclipsed by the power of the larger system in which he surrounds himself.  

Brecht worked throughout his life to incorporate the dramatic devices into his  

theater that would effectively alienate or estrange his audiences from the social condition  

of the characters represented on stage. He projected titles and had characters talk to the  

audience and comment on the action as a means of making the audience view the action  

on stage critically. He also presented the drama as taking place in the past so that 

audiences would find it even more difficult to identify with the situation of the characters  

presented on the stage.  

 Brecht envisioned his theater as “humanizing” society. The slogan that he had 

painted on a piece of cardboard and hung over his desk was “truth is concrete.” For  

Brecht, thinking concretely meant turning things into history. In the confrontation that  

Brecht created between his audiences and the existing society, he sought to plant the  

seeds of social consciousness that grow as an individual is shocked from his  

estrangement into becoming an active part of history. 

 Many of the productions of the companies under consideration in my dissertation  

had an epic structure. One of the qualities of the epic form was that it was a collection of  

events strung together as a montage that uses history as a dramatic vehicle.  In the epic  

form, the actions of the characters are only important as they are determined by the  

historical events of the play.  

 This aspect of the epic structure was not the only one utilized by the New York  
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avant-garde companies I will examine, but it was an important one. Some artists such as  

composer Meredith Monk incorporated epic qualities into her work such as the opera  

Atlas, which followed the journey of one character over a span of many years and 

many different emotional and physical “landscapes” as Monk referred to it. This piece  

explored the concept of travel as a metaphor for an “epic” emotional and spiritual  

journey. 

     Stein- 

 

 Another important influence on the writing and staging of the theatrical  

avant-garde was the work and theories of  Gertrude Stein.  In Stein’s world, 

character as represented on the stage no longer stood for one thing. Stein challenged  

the standard, dramatic portrayal of character. We see this in the expression of her  

characters’ internal worlds, in the form of inner monologues, as well as in her  

experimentations with language with devices such as repetition.  For example, in Four  

Saints in Three Acts (Ryan 116), the saints have individual identities as saints, but there  

is an overall saint character or collective presence which creates distance from the drama  

taking place as in Bertolt Brecht’s epic theater, where the audience is encouraged not to  

identify directly with the experience of the characters. 

 Stein was committed to the notion of finding new means of expression and tried 

with each writing effort to break away from tradition to create something original,  

socially relevant and challenging.  From an early age, Stein did not relate to the standard  

narrative of the traditional drama. When she went to see a production of the play, Uncle  

Tom’s Cabin, she did not get caught up in the narrative of the play as most audience 

members did.  Her memories of the play were of fragmented and isolated events. Certain  

scenes, such as the escape of George and Eliza over the frozen Ohio river stood out in  

particular to her (Aronson 26). Stein in particular was displeased with the tension  

between the events on stage and the response from the audience. “What happens on the  

stage is a thing over which you have no real control” (Aronson 26). This dilemma, Stein  

suggested- “makes for a nervousness, and the cause of the nervousness is the fact that the  

emotion of the one seeing the play is always ahead or behind the play ” (Aronson 27). 

Stein was aware that the process of remembering information and anticipating the  
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upcoming action, made the possibility of experiencing the present moment on the stage  

very difficult.   

Stein challenged this situation by creating new ways for the audience to proce  

the linear manner in which events took place on stage and thus remain in the “continuous  

present” as Stein coined the term.  A great deal of Stein’s experimentations with language  

were a result of this goal of Stein to engage the audience in the present moment. 

Since Stein did not have a sense of the narrative-the basic structure of traditional  

American theater at this time-she experienced the play as fragmented, disconnected  

sections. Audiences had to remember information related to events that had taken  

place on stage as well as keep up with the current action. This process kept the  

audience from experiencing the present moment taking place on stage as they were too  

busy interpreting the details of the moment(Aronson 26). This passage from Stein’s  

Lectures in America portrays this tension: 

At the theatre there is the curtain and the curtain already makes one feel that one 

in not going to have the same tempo as the thing that is there behind the curtain. 

The emotion of you on one side of the curtain and what is on the other side of the 

curtain are not going to be going on together. One will always be behind or in 

front of the other (Stein p.98).  

 

This quotation refers to the disconnection between the audience and the activity  

on the stage.  The audience is always a beat behind the action on the stage.  

 Another technique Stein employed to keep the audience engaged with the  

qualities of the present moment was to not provide the viewer with all of the details of the  

picture. Biographer Michael Hoffman referred to the manner in which Stein created this  

 

as being the quality of “abstraction” or the  act or process of leaving out of consideration  

one or more qualities  related to a topic or an idea so as to attend to others.   

Hoffman mentions Stein’s subtraction of a number of elements in her plays and novels;  

“characters are not described or drawn in clear, concrete ways as is traditionally done in  

theater” (86).  
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 The desired effect of Stein’s experiments with abstraction was to highlight certain 

ideas in a situation but to also make the audience engage more with the situation on the 

stage involving them more in the continuous present of the life on the stage.  We see this 

quality represented in the work of the avant-garde theatre in several ways. First, 

“beingness” is seen in the “happenings” of Allen Kaprow  which were popular  in the late 

1950’s and  1960’s.  The first such event is acknowledged to be Kaprow’s 18 Happenings 

in 6 Parts in 1959 (Aronson 64).  This event grew out of a class John Cage taught on 

experimental composition at The New School For Social Research in 1956. These were 

planned “spontaneous” events involving performers and audiences that grew out of a 

living connection to the environment in which they occurred.  Kaprow wanted to use the 

raw materials of life to recreate life in the present moment, not an illusion or simulation: 

“Objects of the every day sort are materials for the new art: paint, chairs, food, electric 

and neon lights, smoke, water, old socks- not only will these bold creators show us, but 

ignored, but they will disclose entirely unheard of happenings and events, found in 

garbage cans, police files, hotel lobbies, seen in store windows, and on the streets and in 

horrible accidents” (Kaprow qtd. in Aronson p.65).  

 We also see this same quality of beingness and a new awareness of the  

environment in the ritualistic aspects of the productions that I will examine.  Living  

Theatre productions such as Paradise Now and The Connection involved  

experimentations with a group of actors as well as with the theatrical space all with the  

goal of engaging the audiences in new ways (Tytell 225). Another technique that Stein  

employed to experiment with the beingness of her characters was the use of repetition,  

which was employed previously by Strindberg to help portray the “continuous present” as  

well as the character’s inner state, a characteristic which became associated with  

modernist drama. If the only moment is the present, what other way is there to portray  

that character than to identify that character’s specific behaviors or repetitions within that  

present moment? Consider this quote from A List (1923): 

Martha: If on a day that comes again and if we consider a day a week day it 

does come again if on a day that comes again and we consider every day to be 

a day that comes again comes again then when accidentally when every 
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accidentally every other day and every day and every other day that comes 

again, and every other day comes again (89). 

 Stein’s work is also characterized by a basic disregard for the standard patterns of  

communication. Words are stripped of their known meanings, and thoughts do not 

necessarily connect with one another or to anything previously said.  Stein’s technique  

created an objective distance from her characters. She presented the bare bones of plots  

and characters rather than fully fleshing them out as had earlier writers. Often, not much  

happens in the world of Stein’s characters. There is little movement in her characters’  

 

worlds.  Actions repeat themselves. They begin again and again. Stein herself spoke  

about her use of repetition as well as her interest in the continual present in her text, What 

Are Masterpieces?    In reference to the creation of her text, The Making of  

Americans she wrote:  

Continuous present is one thing and beginning again and again is another thing. 

These are both things. And then there is using everything. This brings us again to 

composition and to this composition. A continuous present and using everything 

and beginning again (86).   

All of Stein’s different techniques in drawing her characters became part of her personal 

repertoire and became known as “Steinisms” to the rest of the world. We see these 

techniques throughout the work of the companies and production I will discuss.  

Musical Influences- 

  It is also important to discuss the musical tradition that preceded the work of the 

musicians associated with productions of the New York companies. Composers such as 

Mark Blitzstein and Kurt Weill had a profound influence on the work of the socially and 

politically motivated avant-garde theater. These composers viewed music and art as a 

vehicle for social change. A prominent theme in Blitzstein’s work was the struggle of the 

underdog in society.  The characters of his play No For An Answer were not unlike those 

of the practitioners of the avant-garde theatre that were to follow: young people 

struggling to find meaning in their lives.  Weill also wrote compositions that challenged 

mainstream society. His collaboration with Brecht in The Three Penny Opera, one of his 

most successful plays, revealed the dark underbelly of Berlin society to Broadway 
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audiences, challenging them to view unpleasant social conditions and not be merely 

entertained as they were accustomed. 

 The composers who collaborated with the avant-garde ensembles clearly followed  

in the tradition established by Weill and Blitzstein. They continued to use theatre and  

music as a means of exposing some of the more unpleasant aspects of society and rousing  

their audiences to action. Music was also used to further the message of the writers and  

the actors.   

 American-born composer Ned Rorem, who was trained in America and Paris,  

emerged as one of the most talented young composers of the post-war era, and is  

considered to be one of America’s most respected and prolific composers of the art song.  

He was inspired by the words of writers connected to the avant-garde theater and poets  

such as Gertrude Stein (and turned her play Three Sisters Who Are Not Sisters into an  

opera), Kenneth Koch (who collaborated with Medicine Show Theater Ensemble in their  

production of  A Change of Hearts), and Paul Goodman (who was connected to the  

Living Theatre). Classically trained Rorem represents the merging of the classical  

tradition with the post-war musical and intellectual climate (Rorem p.19) 

 The composers who followed Rorem and Blitzstein and that Medicine Show  

collaborated with built upon the established avant-garde “tradition.”  As I discuss these  

productions- A Change of Hearts composed by David Hollister and Queen Being  

composed by Sorrel Hays, I will discuss their approach to  bringing the text to life.   What  

was new about the connection between the text and the music and how did the companies  

approach to creation and rehearsal impact on the creation of  their work? In addition to  

the composers who collaborated with Medicine Show I will follow some of the new  

 

directions opera/theater are taking as seen in the recent new music series, VOX Opera,  

sponsored by City Opera in May 2008.  How are they fulfilling the goal of presenting the   

narrative and experimenting with the text and music as they tell the story?  How are these 

recent experiments connected to some of the earlier experiments in avant-garde theatre  

and what is new about them?  As I discuss the companies, productions, and artists  

associated with them, I  will tie their work to the origins of this movement as well as  

point out some of the themes that have historically been associated with the avant-garde  
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as well as some of the new ideas artists  are incorporating into their creations.   

   The End of the Age of the Ensemble 

 

 In the 1980’s, there was a real change in the presence of ensembles in New York  

avant-garde theatre. The Open Theatre had disbanded and The Living Theatre was in  

Europe. Professor/Director Richard Schechner described this period as being that when  

the avant-garde ended. Around this same time, and for a variety of reasons which I will  

discuss in chapters IV,V and VI of my dissertation, solo and performance artists emerged.   

Other factors that impacted the survival of these companies and the  

continuation of the avant-garde was the lure of and search for any of the monies  

available to them through grants and endowments. The struggle to conform to the  

existing grant criteria also had an impact on the work of these companies. They are not  

always free to do the kind of work they want to do. While an active avant-garde still 

exists, it does so in a tremendous vacuum and continues despite a myriad of obstacles.  

Director Barbara Vann of Medicine Show Theatre ensemble consistently refers to the  

difficulties she has running a small non-profit theater as well as the small number of  

actors who are interested in doing group work. This is an issue that director Richard  

Schechner also identified in his book The End of Humanism. Theatre artists were not so  

much interested in solo performances that they created but their individual careers that  

they pursued in the commercial theater. The lure of TV and Hollywood led to the end of  

many of the experimental groups of the 70’s and 80’s such as the Wooster Group and the  

Performing Garage (73). Companies such as Medicine Show Theater Ens.  

are unusual in that they continue despite the many forces that pull its actors away from  

the work of the group. 

New Directions 

Although there was a precipitous decline in the number of companies working in  

the avant-garde tradition after the mid 1980’s,  I propose that the avant-garde continues! I  

am most aware of it in the recent experimentations in text and music that Medicine Show  

Theater Ensemble’s has undertaken, most notably in the production of the opera Queen  

Beeing, composed by Sorrel Doris Hays and staged by Barbara Vann and the company in  

2003 and 2004.  
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In addition to the companies that emerged prior to Medicine Show, I will also  

include in my discussion in  Chapter VI, the conclusion of my dissertation, the work of  

composers and theater artists who are still working in the New York theater such as Ned  

Rorem, Jean-Claude Van Italie, Ellen Stewart of Café La Mama, Richard Schechner 

director and founder of the Wooster group and performer/composer Meredith Monk.  

How do they approach the concept of character in their telling the story and how has their  

work progressed since the origins of the avant-garde?  

 

Monk is a particularly interesting performer/composer/director to  

emerge during this period.  I will discuss her epic opera, Atlas, and its “humanistic”  

global sensibility, solo and ensemble work. Monk creates a new emotional and physical  

landscape in this epic, three act opera. Monk emerged in the 1970’s and 80’s-after the  

postwar avant-garde period of theatre was considered to have ended.  In her three act  

opera, Atlas, we see the principal character which was based on Monk’s personal  

experience, progress from youth to middle age in an intercontinental journey of spiritual  

self-discovery which takes  her “from a small town in America to the farthest points of  

the globe”(Loppert).  The central character of this piece was in constant change as  

she moved through a changing landscape in her spiritual quest which takes her around the  

world and home again. 

 In addition to the exploration of key productions of the companies I have  

identified, I will also gather primary information as I interview some of the important  

artists who worked with and contributed to these companies such as Judith Malina of The  

Living Theatre, Richard Schechner of the Wooster Group, Ellen Stewart of La Mama  as 

well as singers who have performed  and collaborated with some of the creators of new  

music such as  Meredith Monk and Sorrel Hays. The information that I gather will  

provide crucial material for my project, as these are some of the major figures who  

created this movement. It is through their insights that we gain a deeper understanding of  

their work and how it shaped this particular time in theatre. 

 

 

 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE LIVING THEATRE 

 

 The Living Theatre was founded by Judith Malina and Julian Beck in 1948. These 

two young artists were interested in challenging the previously existing forms of theatre, 

in reacting against naturalism, and in creating a revolution in theater like that which was 

taking place in the other arts of the time.  The name “The Living Theatre” came from 

Malina’s and Beck’s desire to form a company that would challenge the moral 

complacencies of their audiences enough to change the world (Tytell xi). It is impossible 

to discuss the formation of the New York avant-garde, counter-culture theatre movement 

without mentioning the Living Theatre.  Its work impacted or included some of the most 

important writers and thinkers of this period: writers Tennessee Williams, Anais Nin, 

Jack Kerouac and Jean Genet; musicians John Cage, Jim Morrison and John Lennon; 

painters Jackson Pollock and Salvador Dali, and philosophers Martin Buber and Michele 

Foucault (Aronson xi). At the center of the Beck’s philosophy was the idea that there was 

no separation between art and life.  The personal and artistic lives of the company 

members were bound together. Also, both Malina and Beck mistrusted the capitalist 

system and wanted to use theatre as a means to challenge the conventions of modern 

society. 

 The Living Theatre not only challenged theatrical conventions, but ways of living. 

Their communal life-style, the manner in which they lived and worked, and their political 

and artistic ideals resulted on more than one occasion in their arrests. Beck felt that it was 

better “to struggle to live a utopian dream then to consent to live in hell”(Aronson 12). 

This struggle was at the core of the work of the Living Theatre members, who believed 

that freedom was a privilege that should never be taken for granted and that continually 

needed to be challenged and tested in order for it to be maintained and enjoyed by all. 

The group’s political and social commitments sometimes took precedence over the 

training of their actors and eventually became a part of the company’s performing style. 

 Malina and Beck met in the early 1940’s and began attending theatre  

performances together. Malina was influenced by the work of German cabaret performer  
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and actor Valeska Gert, from whom she incorporated the exaggerated and distorted anti- 

naturalistic acting techniques of expressionism (Aronson 49).  She was also drawn to the 

German director, Erwin Piscator, as her mother in Germany had been.   In 1945, Malina 

enrolled  in the New School’s Dramatic Workshop run by Piscator. Her association with 

him had a profound impact on her approach to the theatre. Piscator focused on historical 

and personal material in his productions and felt that powerful theatre was based on a 

combination of both. For example, his production of the Brecht play, The Good Soldier 

Schwiek, employed a great variety of what he called “epic” elements that brought out the 

ideas related to the play such as the use of film projectors, placards, and new uses of the 

stage space. In this passage from her diaries, Malina describes her interest in Piscator: 

My early faith in Piscator was based on what I knew of his past achievements at 

the Volksbuhne in Berlin. Then for years I watched his cruel, wonderful directing, 

laboriously untangling his expressive theories from his insufficient practice. I 

wanted a great play from him and played in his audacious Aristocrats, a 

constructivist masterpiece in the Russian style- Piscator creates a stage space that 

one can play on, under or around. A spiral staircase rises from the center of a 

ramp, a small platform atop it, permitting the graphic enactment of the upward 

striving for power. The small stage seems to expand; a revolving platform allows 

cinematic effects of action in motion. –Piscator is not an actor’s director. But he is 

present in the style of the actors (Malina 17). 

Malina incorporated from Piscator the manner in which ideas were physically 

represented on stage, such as the representation of the striving for power in a spiral 

staircase.  Epic elements are clearly seen in the recent productions of the Living 

Theatre, The Brig and  Janie and Maude in the sets of both, the chain link fence in The 

Brig which had a presence of its own, and the bathtub center stage in Janie and Maude 

which was a physical and spiritual center of the performance.  The sets in both plays 

furthered the ideas at the core of each piece.   

The Becks were also influenced by artists such as Mark Rothko, Jackson Pollock, 

and Robert Motherwell, who did not utilize a conventional narrative space in their art, 
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and which the Becks translated into a rejection of a conventional narrative line in drama.  

They focused on the process of the artistic event, very much in the manner of Brecht in 

his program for the epic theater, where the “nuts and bolts” of the play were exposed to 

the theater-going audience.  Malina quoted Andre Gide in her diaries: “Dramatic art must 

no more seek to create the illusion of reality than does painting; it should work through 

its own special means and aim towards effects that belong to it alone. Just as a painting is 

a space to set in motion, a play is a space of time to animate” (Malina 50). 

Experimentations in Language 

While the companies’ interest in exposing the mechanics of the production 

seemed to connect them to the formalist movements of the beginning of the century, they 

were, in fact, closer to the spirit of the symbolists and the surrealists in their glorification 

of the inner life of the artist (Aronson 49). They were interested in the work of 

contemporary surrealist poets and writers but not in the poetic drama of Shakespeare, as 

they felt that “the plays of Shakespeare do not impart to us the significance and wisdom 

that Elizabethan audiences were able to obtain from them.  We simply cannot hear a 

distant language with the sense of immediacy the words once carried. Our audience must 

listen to its own poetry speaking about the life of our time in a language significant to us” 

(Aronson 51). This sentiment prevails in the work of the company today.   

 When I interviewed Malina (Malina, J.1 /5/2008), she described a recent rehearsal 

process where the company broke a word down to its epistemological root and 

experimented with different manners of interpreting it. Inherent in this exercise was the 

belief that the actor must discover things about the play and the language for him/herself. 

Discovery and understanding cannot be imposed upon the performer by an outside force, 

such as the director. 

 The Becks had several false starts in the founding of their company before they 

finally premiered their first season of plays in the living room of their West Side 

apartment with four very different plays: Childish Jokes by Paul Goodman, Ladies’ 

Voices by Gertrude Stein, He Who Says Yes and He Who Says No by  Bertolt Brecht, 

and The Dialogue of the Mannequin and the Young Man by Federico Garcia Lorca. They 

went on to open at the Cherry Lane Theater with Stein’sno comma Doctor Faustaus 
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Lights the Lights and later produced plays by Kenneth Rexroth, John Ashbery Picasso, 

T.S. Eliot ,and  Alfred Jarry (Aronson 52). 

 There was a general rejection of mainstream culture as well as a mistrust of the 

conventional institutions of society among the younger generation of this time.  These 

sentiments were reinforced by the Beat writers associated with this period such as Allen 

Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, Neal Cassady, and William Burroughs. The mistrust of 

mainstream society, as well as a disregard of its artistic conventions, forced the Becks to 

draw upon their own complex system of artistic, political, and personal beliefs in the 

process of creating theatre. The Becks were in a constant struggle with the police and fire 

marshals for violating a variety of laws, and they moved from the Cherry Lane in 1952 to 

their loft on the corner of Broadway and 100
th

 Street, where they opened with W. H  

Auden’s The Age of Anxiety.  This space, which they called “the studio,” was a 

forerunner of the Off-Off Broadway theaters that developed a decade later.  Throughout 

the 1960’s, the Living Theatre, as well as other Off-Off Broadway theaters, were shut 

down for violating a variety of city ordinances, but a good deal of these closures were 

believed to be politically motivated. The Living Theatre’s use of language, as well as 

their political affiliations and anti-war beliefs, placed them among the groups that could 

be identified as “Communist,” which further exacerbated their relationship with the 

authorities. In Paul Goodman’s The Young Disciple, don’t underline the comma the 

word “fuck” appeared repeatedly, an uncommon and shocking occurrence in the theater 

of the 1950’s (Aronson 53).   

 Goodman was a leftist leader of the 1960’s and had an interest in creating 

communities that were based upon “political, cultural and moral reintegration” 

(Goodman 17 qtd. in Aronson 53). The Living Theatre incorporated these beliefs, 

becoming a company that would not only produce plays about utopian and anarchist 

ideas but act as a model for such  societies (Aronson 53). Malina still discusses these 

same goals whether she is in rehearsal, as I witnessed in a recent 9/6/08 rehearsal for the 

companies upcoming production Eureka, or in our conversation which took place on 

1/12/08.  These goals were reflected in the emphasis on poetic language in the 

productions the company presented, as well as in the meta-structures of the play within 

the play, whereby they commented upon their own theatricality (Aronson 54).  The Becks 

21 

 



viewed poetic language as a means of breaking through the fourth wall to reach audiences 

and achieve their goals of making theatre a place of intense experience unencumbered by 

traditional artistic constraints. Poetic language was the means by which the audience 

could break through the barriers of the traditional approach to theater and communication 

and reach into the subconscious of the audience as Artaud had outlined in his 

manifesto The Theatre of Cruelty.  Beck and Malina viewed the play within the play 

structure as addressing “a crying need on the part of the audience and of us, to reach the 

audience, to awaken them from their passive slumber, to provoke them if necessary, and,

this is also important, to involve the actors with what was happening in the audience” 

(Aronson 55).  Direct involvement of the actors with the audience was one of the defining 

characteristics of the Living Theatre’s per

 

forming style. 

 While experimentations with language can be seen in the European avant-garde of 

the turn of the century, the explorations of the Living Theatre were rooted in the desire to 

create a new vocabulary and set of myths that would lead to creation of a new society.  

We can see the same ideals expressed in the work of Richard Wagner, who wanted to 

formulate a society around the ideals expressed in Greek art (Aronson 83).  “The 

individual man can express no higher need than that which is common to all his kind; for, 

to be a true need, it can only be such an dbl check word one as he can satisfy in 

Community alone” (Wagner qtd. in Aronson 84).  Malina and Beck believed that the 

barriers to the formation of true community were the rules and regulations of society and 

a disconnection from nature.  The search for new forms of communication to aid the 

reconnection of the individual to his natural self and to nature became one of the 

hallmarks of the American avant-garde theater movement in the years to come. All of the 

companies and productions I will be discussing examined and reexamined language as 

well as the conventions of the theater in an effort to understand communication on a new 

and deeper level. 

 One of the means of reaching a state of communion with nature was to tap into 

the collective unconscious, as described by Jung.  The ritualistic aspect of many of the 

performances, as well as the warm-up and rehearsals processes, were a means of putting 

the group in an undifferentiated, harmonious state (Aronson 84). We see the importance 

of ritual in the productions of the Living Theatre that I will examine, as well as in the 
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productions of the Open Theater, The Wooster Group, and Medicine Show Theatre 

Ensemble.   

 Although the goal of the Living Theatre when they began in the late 1940’s was 

to restore poetic language to the theater, by the 1960’s they had moved away from this 

goal in search of ways to reach their audiences on a more unconscious level.  As Beck 

described it, “the object was not to destroy language, but to reach a kind of 

communication of feeling and ideas that is beneath words or beyond words, or in addition 

to words. Words are too rational. They lead people to accept knowledge but avoid 

experience” (Shank 36). 

 The theories of Artaud fully supported The Living Theatre’s ideas about 

language. Artaud states: “If confusion is a sign of the times, I see at the root of this 

confusion a rupture between things and words, between things and the ideas and signs 

that are their representation” (13).  Artaud strove to break down the traditional 

relationship between words and the things they stood for and to bring communication 

back to a primary, energetic level.  The Theater of Cruelty that he envisioned was the 

embodiment of all of these theatrical elements and the device that would “lead to the 

rejection of the usual limitations of man and man’s powers, and infinitely extends the 

frontiers of what is reality”(13). The Living Theatre, Open Theater, and Medicine Show 

explored many of the concerns that Artaud voiced in his critical writings: 

 I am well aware that words too have possibilities as sound, different ways of 

 being pronounced of being projected into space, which are called intonations.  

 Furthermore, there would be a great deal to say about the concrete value of 

 intonation in the theater, about this faculty words have of creating a music in their 

 own right according to the way they are pronounced, independently of their 

 concrete meaning and even going counter to this meaning-of creating beneath 

 language a subterranean current of impressions, correspondences, and analogies 

 (38). 

 

  Artaud saw many new applications and levels to language.  He saw the 

possibilities for sound inherent in words according to the manner in which they were 

projected into space and called these new sounds intonations.  This sensibility had a 
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direct correlation to the work of Malina, who was interested in finding the musicality in 

the texts she explored, as well as in her actors’ performances without losing a connection 

to the ideas that were being presented. She developed relationships with a number of 

musicians, including composer Alan Hovaness, who she discusses in her diaries:  “At an 

NBC recording session of Alan’s music for the India film.  The score is gorgeous,  

but gets sentimental because of the overemphasis on the strings” (Malina 382).  

 Malina was interested in music as a means to reach a deeper level of the 

audience’s psyche and to add to the message of the text and its romantic qualities. 

Hovaness echoed Malina’s thoughts in this letter he wrote which Malina placed in her 

diary:  

 My music is my offering to you. And then to the world. And it is my deepest 

 concern that I protect the excellence and honor of this music for you.- the sound 

 of lushness was far removed from my wishes and my music…when they suppress 

 the music under spoken words the strings will tend to disappear completely, 

 especially during the trumpet or horn solos, leaving on the wind sound bare.- The 

 music was not sentimental… the only possible exception being the five 

 fearlessness which I rewrote many times and all of which were rejected. 

 Considering all this torture, I did not stoop to anything cheap and still satisfied 

 their insane sounds” (Malina  382).  

 As these quotes reflect, sentimentality in art is viewed as a glossing over of 

“reality” and not a means of making a true connection to the audience. The ultimate goal 

of the company’s work was to reach its audiences in an immediate and direct [way?] as 

Brecht proposed and not as was done in the traditional theatre as a way of manipulating 

the audience into an uncritical identification with the character’s condition. 

 

The Connection 

  

The first production of the company, The Connection, opened in the theater’s new 

space on Fourteenth Street and Fifth Avenue on July 15, 1959.  All of the goals and ideas 

of the company were utilized in Jack Gelber’s play, which  focuses on a group of drug 

addicts, four of whom are jazz musicians. The play has been compared to Waiting For 
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Godot and The Iceman Cometh, but Gelber adds an improvisatory framework in which 

real drug addicts have gathered at a theatre in order to make a documentary film on drug 

addiction (Aronson 57). 

 The play opens with the producer of the show and its author introducing 

themselves to the audience and setting up the structure of the play.  All of the characters 

are waiting for Cowboy, their connection to return. But this structure soon begins to 

disintegrate.  The actors get into fights with each other.  At one point, a character plays a 

Charlie Parker record on stage and the play grinds to a halt, creating a disjointed quality 

to the evening.  Malina intended these shifts and transitions throughout the evening to 

evoke some of the qualities that might be associated with drugs and jazz. After an 

intermission where actors interact with the audience asking for handouts, Cowboy arrives 

and begins to take different characters backstage to get their fix. The audience often 

responded intensely at this point in the play and some audience members actually passed 

out, although the company claimed real heroin was never used (Aronson 58). 

 The play is much like the social-problem plays of the nineteenth century 

(although the issue it examines is a much more contemporary one). It also has been 

compared to Chekov’s Three Sisters in the sense of life recreated on stage as well as in 

the casual familiarity the audience gains with the characters on stage (Aronson 58).  The 

play was unusual in its structure, where scenes did not flow logically into one another but 

were held together by music, during which actors would break into long speeches like 

jazz riffs. The goal of the playwright was to recreate the stream of consciousness 

naturalism associated with being in a drug-altered state. Judith Malina, who functioned as 

the director for this and most of the Living Theater productions, added to the surreal 

quality of the play by incorporating improvisation into the performances. Improvisation 

took power away from the director and gave actors considerable freedom and agency as 

equal members in the creation of the theater event. During intermission, actors would 

mingle with the audience and engage with them as their characters involving the audience 

in the improvisation. This equality of authorship in the avant-garde theater was one of its 

most defining characteristics and began most distinctly in the work of the Living Theatre.  
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The Ensemble 

  

When meeting with Malina recently (1/12/08) in her apartment on Clinton Street 

above the theater space where they are currently performing, she spoke of the importance 

of the ensemble in the creation of the theatrical event and her role as a facilitator in the 

collaborative process. The ensemble, she felt, is at the root of theatre. She envisions a 

theater company where actors live, work, and perform together; their personal and work 

lives become intertwined and feed the overall work and ongoing survival of the company.  

   The company has spent a lot of time in Italy where the Italian government has 

given them a considerable amount of support, providing the company with 15 apartments 

for the actors and rehearsal space.  But in the United States and in New York, where 

Malina wants the company to be based, it can barely pay the actors. In the recent 

production of The Brig, the company was only able to pay actors’ salaries for a short time 

and eventually resorted to splitting box office receipts.  All of this impacts on the ability 

of the company to form a true ensemble and has been an issue throughout their 60 plus 

year history. 

 In casting the production, the company resorted to conventional theatrical 

practices. They put a notice in Backstage, one of the main trade papers, where actors look 

for casting notices, and “Craig’s List,” an online website that reaches a broad viewer 

base.  The actors who were cast in the production did not have to know about, or 

understand, Malina’s vision of the non-violent, anarchist revolution; they “just had to be 

able to march” (Malina, Judith. 9/9/2008). She spoke of the intelligence and awareness of 

the young people who were cast in the production and the young people she encounters 

regularly, commenting on their understanding of the workings of the world and insight 

into the character of the people around them. 

  The actors in The Connection had an untrained rough quality.  Julian Beck 

described them in his book The Life of the Theatre  as  being “awkward, untutored, 

unconsciously defiant of the conventions which portray the people who live in 

democracies, who are untrained, who are rational, good, well-balanced, and who speak 

museum verse” (Beck qtd. in Aronson p 60).  This approach to actor training rejected the 

26 

 



traditional classical form of training as well as the “method” associated with the Actors 

Studio.  

One of the problems that grew from Living Theatre productions like The 

Connection was the difficulty in distinguishing the reality of the performers on stage with 

the stage “illusion.” What is the difference between acting and merely living on 

stage?  The Connection was ground breaking in that it represented the elimination of 

fictional characters and space on the stage. This was the one of the first times a play was

created without the conventions of the traditional dramatic narrative, and the actors 

played themselves on something that represented a stage (Aronson 61). The play makes 

an important contribution to my discussion.  It challenged the traditional concept o

character and also incorporated music into the performance as well as into the structure of 

the piece.  

 

f 

As I described, Malina did not provide much structure to the play, allowing for 

improvisation and a musical fluidity.  These qualities of Living Theatre productions—the 

lack of structure, their improvisatory qualities, the lack of action and their disregard for 

the traditional fourth wall—paved the way for a new generation of theater. 

 

The Brig/Paradise Now/Mysteries and Smaller Pieces 

  

The Living Theater continued to develop their signature style in the other 

productions I will examine such as Paradise Now, The Brig  and Mysteries and Smaller 

Pieces.  These productions continued to challenge the traditional structure of the fourth 

wall and allowed for improvisation in the actors’ performances as well as in the 

development of the productions.  The concept of character was also challenged in various 

degrees.  In both The Brig and Paradise Now, the group took on a life of its own.  The  

ensemble functioned as a collective, which was the predominant manner of working in 

this period, bringing their own experiences to the creation of the production as well as to 

each performance. The performers of the Living Theatre were known as much for their 

political and philosophical beliefs as the quality of their work and talents. In fact, the 

group was sometimes accused of compromising their performances by using untrained 

actors, or, as Barbara Vann described it, “performers who can’t act” (Vann, B.1/2/07) 
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The political and social commitment of the group and of the individual performers took 

precedence over the development of “character” on stage. The group’s high regard for its 

performers’ political convictions rather than their training contributed to the company’s 

informal style.  The group was concerned with getting their message across to the 

audience.  They needed actors who could stand behind the ideas they were trying to 

convey. 

 Little character development was presented in The Brig, which was first 

performed in May 1963.  The play was based on the experiences of playwright Kenneth 

Brown as a prisoner in a U.S. Marine Corps brig in Japan (Shank 11).  The prisoners’ 

behavior was entirely controlled by the prison system. A white line was painted across 

the doorway of each cell beyond which the prisoners were not allowed to cross. Prisoners 

were not allowed to make any movement without first checking with the prison guards 

with the request: “Sir, prisoner number 1 requests permission to cross the white line, sir.” 

If they misspoke or made a misstep they were met with a punch in the stomach or 

directed to do push-ups, which wore them down to the point of collapse.  No real action 

took place in the play. The prisoners merely ran through their daily paces under the 

watchful eyes of their captors; they were forced to clean the floors, exercise, fold their 

clothes, and smoke their cigarettes under the supervision and control of the overbearing 

sergeants. 

The response that Malina and Beck wanted to evoke was a feeling of disgust for  

the confinement and control of prison.  Malina called this metaphorical, oppressive  

construct “the immovable structure,” whether it is “a prison, or school or a factory or a  

family or a government ” (Shank 12). Beck and Malina wanted the horror of the 

prisoners’ experiences to come not from the imaginary, as Artaud envisioned it, but from 

the reality of prison life. They intended the oppressiveness of the prison system that was 

divided into victims and victimizers to represent the authoritarian nature of American 

society” missing the front set of  quotation marks (Shank 13). “We’re opening 

with The Brig because that’s what people are talking about right now—abuses inside 

military prisons. Which means abuses inside the whole social structure. The president 

says we gotta have torture—but no electrodes, please, only the dehumanization of human 

beings” (Malina qtd. in Talmer). 
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 The sergeants who controlled the Marines were able to maintain a certain sense of 

self, but the Marines in the barracks were consistently stripped of their identity through a 

humiliating series of exercises and routines. In one particularly powerful scene, a Marine 

with a strong southern accent half-sings, half-recites a long chant commanding the 

prisoners to march, stand, rest, and run.  The effect of the chant seemed to put the 

prisoners and audience members in a kind of trance. When I spoke to Malina after a 

performance of the recent production of The Brig in July, 2007, she acknowledged the 

musicality of the segment  as well as the musicality that was present throughout the entire 

piece as represented in the chanting of the guards and the marching of the actors (Malina, 

J.2/8/07). The marching and chanting of the was reminiscent of a southern chain gang  

 Malina directed the piece to show how any institution, family, government, or 

school can rob  individuals of their identity and also perpetuates the executioner and 

victim dynamic which she feels is at the heart of modern society (Shank 22).  

The recent production of “The Brig” in The Living Theater’s current home, on Clinton 

Street on the lower East Side, was effective in re-creating the oppressiveness of the 

Marine barrack.  The prisoners’ beds were onstage and a wire mesh surrounded the stage. 

There was an offstage area where the prisoners would go to wash.  At stage front was the 

white line which the prisoners needed permission to cross—to go to the toilet, compound, 

or storeroom. The set and the manner in which the actors inhabited the stage recreated the 

oppressiveness of the prison system. The repetitive nature of the prisoners’ actions as 

well as the authenticity of their actions (some actors were actually injured in 

performance) helped to create the overall effect of painful oppression, which Malina 

intended.  

 

Paradise Now 

 

Malina hoped to rouse the audience to action and implement the desire to break 

down all prison walls, real and metaphorical, in the original production of The Brig as 

well as the recent one on Clinton Street .<--extra space They continued this quest in their 

production of Paradise Now, which is described in its introduction as a spiritual and 

political voyage for performers and spectators. The goal of the journey was to lead its 
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participants to a state of being where non-violent revolutionary action is possible (Shank 

20). The Becks envisioned an anarchist society in which the individual would be free 

from the restrictions of sex, class, and the state and be left free to live in a non-violent 

society “in which we simply produce freely what is needed…and then use the rest of the 

energy and the rest of the time in our lives for other things” (Shank 21). The Becks 

sought a spiritual as well as a political revolution, recognizing that society encourages 

shame of the body and a disconnection from the spiritual self.  The anarchistic 

restructuring of society they envisioned would create a healing of these two fractured 

components of the individual in society and, potentially, the eradication of man’s 

destructive urges. 

 The play was divided into eight sections, or rungs of a ladder, which the actors 

ascend in their climb towards permanent revolution. There are three parts to each rung, a 

ritual ceremony performed by the actors, a vision of the new society, and an action 

introduced by the actors and performed by the spectators (Shank 21).  The action portion 

of the play is the unrehearsed authentic behavior of the audience, which represents its 

first step towards opposing the existing social structure.  The first rung is entitled, The 

Revolution of Cultures, where the performers begin by moving into the aisles from 

individual to individual, yelling different phrases that represent his/her oppression: “I 

don’t know how to stop the wars,” “I am not allowed to travel without a passport,” “You 

can’t live if you don’t have money,” “I am not allowed to take my clothes off” (25). 

 The Living Theatre became known for this kind of direct, confrontational 

approach in their performer/audience interaction. The company incorporated American 

Indian ritual into a section of Paradise Now entitled, “The Vision of Death and 

Resurrection of the American Indian.” In this section, performers sit cross-legged on the 

stage passing the peace pipe, form a totem pole, and mime being shot by the white man. 

Finally, the performers ask the audience to “Act, speak, do whatever you want. Free 

theatre. Feel free. You, the public, can choose your role and act it out”(Shank 21). This 

section was designed to open the audience up to new values. 

 The following sections of the piece take the audience through a journey with the 

performers of intense physical contact and a breaking down of the fourth wall separating 

the two. During this journey, the performers use their bodies to spell out the words 
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anarchism and paradise and engage the audience in discussions on plans for radical action 

that they can act upon in their everyday lives. They invite the audience to engage in a 

quasi-orgy in The Exorcism of Violence and the Sexual Revolution. In this section of the 

play, sex is used to heal hostility and create peace. In “The Revolution of Action,” 

dissolution of the money system results in the dissolving of conflicts between races and 

religions. The final sections of the piece present a vision of the future as tensions between 

the revolutionary forces of love and violence are resolved, giving way to a vision of the 

post-revolutionary world. The play ends with the audience engaging in a trust exercise 

where audience members leap from a platform into the group below and, finally, with 

actors leading the audience members out into the street chanting: “The theatre is in the 

street. The street belongs to the people. Free the theatre. Free the street. Begin” (Shank 

24). The revolution that takes place is intended to be a spiritual one for the audience. 

They are now prepared to take action in society. 

 

Mysteries and Smaller Pieces 

  

One of the company’s major productions, Mysteries and Smaller Pieces, was 

created by the ensemble and consists of nine scenes, five to fifteen minutes in length. The 

set, comprised of four boxes, makes a political statement on militarism and capitalism. In 

keeping with the current trend of the day in which it was created, this work was a 

“Happening” (Aronson 70).  Various tableaux are featured, such as the entrance of a lone 

actor who sits in a military posture until the audience grows restless and begins to react to 

this non-theatrical event. Another scene, which was taken from The Brig, depicts the 

entrance of actors who mop the floor and make beds as they did in the barracks. The 

actors then go on to recite the Dollar Poem, derived from the words printed on a dollar 

bill. Another actor recites a Hindu raga accompanied by a guitar with various actors of 

the company joining in to create a peaceful, meditative communal feeling.  In the next 

section, The Odiferie, the actors carry incense onstage and eventually merge with the 

audience.  In another section, Street Songs, the actors chant slogans of the anti-war and 

civil rights movement such as, “Stop the war,” “Freedom now” and  “Free the blacks.” 

The performers rewrite the text of each performance so as to best integrate the audience 

31 

 



with the performance. In The Chord, the company recreates an exercise used by The 

Open Theatre where the company stands, arms linked, and begins to hum. This hum 

grows into a full-throated open sound which extends to the audience. As in Paradise 

Now,  the play was shaped by the interaction of the performers with the audience. 

 While the Living Theatre was in a constant struggle with the IRS, which shut 

down their theatre in October, 1963, the United States government, as well as the French 

government, it was also subject to criticism from the radical left for making contractual 

arrangements with established organizations and performing in theatres supported by the 

state (Shank 25). After its first American tour, the company decided not to perform for 

middle-class audiences and began taking their plays to the streets with their real audience, 

the victims of the social order. They discontinued performing in theatre buildings, which 

were identified as representations of middle-class society. 

 After the American tour, Malina came to the realization that she had spent her life 

working for the oppressors, as even works like Paradise Now were created in the effort to 

shake them up.  Her creativity, she felt, had been in direct response to the forces that were 

trying to control her so that in a sense she was bound to them. She decided to work with 

the people with whom the real revolution would take place.  From spring 1970 until their 

arrest in July 1971, The Living Theatre worked in Brazil on a cycle of plays called The 

Legacy of Cain. These plays incorporated movement, sound, and gesture and played 

without dialogue in order to escape the problems of censorship (Shank 26).  These plays 

were based on the master/slave relationship which the company had been exploring. 

Brazilian workers had become disillusioned and passive in the face of their oppression; 

all relationships in this social order are sadomasochistic. The Brazilian woman is a slave 

to her husband, who in turn is a slave to his boss and job (Shank 27). The art that the 

Living Theatre wanted to create was intended to address this basic dynamic in society 

and create a new psychology and social system that would no longer exploit the masses 

but foster greater freedom and creativity.  The company felt the need to remain in the 

Brazilian towns for longer periods of time in order to have a greater impact on the people.  

Unfortunately, to avoid conflict with the Brazilian government, the company had to keep 

moving. 
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 True to the company’s conflicting allegiances, they received a grant from the 

Mellon Foundation to produce theatre in Pittsburgh and moved there in 1974.  They 

began to work with coal miners and steel mill workers, empowering them to take control 

of their social, political, and economic conditions and reclaiming a truly creative 

approach to their work (Shank 2). The company produced two major productions in 

Pittsburgh, The Legacy of Cain, which it had worked on in Brazil, and continued their 

exploration of the master/slave relationship in society. They also produced Six Public 

Acts to Transmute Violence into Concord, which was presented in an unconventional 

manner. After gathering in one spot in Pittsburgh, the spectators moved as a group to six 

different locations in the city, where six ceremonial events were presented (Shank 29).  

This production challenged the concept of “character” in that there was no real individual 

character within the pieces. Instead, there was a group that functioned in real time and 

space, rather than in the fictional world of the stage. The Money Tower (1975), which 

was a part of this cycle, depicted the enslaving power of money and was also presented in 

several different locations. 

 These productions reflected a shift in the Living Theatre’s approach to its 

audience.  It no longer followed the confrontational methods of Artaud.  Its approach now 

incorporated audience participation and cooperation. As they had in Brazil, actors 

engaged with their audience on a long-term basis, getting to know them and their specific 

problems and communities intimately. The company modeled their idealized anarchistic 

community.  As Beck described it, “We are what we stand for”(Beck qtd. in Shank p. 

191).  This anarchistic stand made it difficult for the company to function in the United 

States and so in 1975 it left for Europe, where it received fees to perform in festivals.  It 

settled in Rome, where they performed in schools, factories, and in the streets (Shank 30). 

But working on the fringes of the social structure was, according to the philosophy of the 

Living Theatre, participating in it.  The company felt that they were engaging in the 

“moral, philosophical, social, psychological dialogue taking place among those who have 

the social advantage of education” and those who “sustain the social system because of 

social pressures”(Beck qtd. in Shank p.191). The struggle to survive limited the 

company’s ability to function entirely outside of the system they were trying to oppose. 
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 Eventually, the company found its way back to the United States and has 

continued, long past the death of Julian Beck.  Their current home is in the East Village 

in a viable theater space where they continue to produce new plays as well as revive some 

of their earlier creations. In addition to revivals of earlier popular works such as The Brig 

and Paradise Now, which the company plans to produce in 2008, it also produces new 

plays such as the one which ran in New York in December and January of 2007-

08,  Maude and Jane. Malina plays a major role in this two-character drama which does 

not shatter theatrical conventions but experiments with the internal and external worlds of 

its characters. Malina describes the play as being “highly political” in its subject matter, 

the bringing together of a wealthy, successful young woman and a much older woman 

from a different social class. Also, allowing an old woman to have a sexual presence on 

stage is revolutionary to many theatre- goers. Malina discussed with me the extreme 

reaction of the Italian critics to her nude scenes. “In Italy, you are either a Madonna o

whore. There is no place for the image of an old woman’s naked body on stage” (Malina, 

Judith. 9/8/08).  Malina seems to take great delight in befuddling her cr

r a 

itics.   

 In Maude and Jane, we hear each character’s interior monologue and we also see 

two very different characters interact with one another. Maude, played by Malina, is an 

old, crotchety, seemingly Jewish woman, and Janie is a much younger, very attractive 

woman, most likely of Anglo-Saxon descent. This mix of characters challenges the 

traditional concepts of who can love. The play also challenges stereotypes in some of the 

behaviors of the characters that are presented on stage.  The central object on the raked, 

thrust stage is a bathtub, where we see Jane and Maude bathe in the nude.  We also see 

Maude masturbate on stage as well as the two characters entering the bathtub together; 

behavior which challenges traditional concepts of what is presentable on the stage.  

The central presence of the bathtub on the stage reflects the landscape model described 

by Gertrude Stein.  In this model, the set takes on an importance and a presence of its 

own, equal to that of the characters whose dramas are played out on it.  It acts as a third 

presence or character in the play, providing a safe space which the characters can enter 

individually and, finally, together.  I mentioned the function of the Jewish ritual baths in 

Russia, or Mikvahs, and Malina agreed that the bath in Maude and Jane has a similar 

function, a place of cleansing and communion.  
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 The company remains active in their plans for future seasons, and Malina’s 

presence is very strong. When discussing theories and influences on the work of the 

company, she stated, “There are no theories—just whatever is needed to get our message 

of the non-violent anarchistic revolution to our audiences”(Malina, J. 9/8/08).  When I 

pursued the issue of influence further, however, Malina clearly acknowledged the 

influence of Piscator and the concept of the epic theatre.  “Piscator is key” she said, 

“although most young people haven’t heard of him. If I mention Brecht when I am 

teaching, everyone knows him, but not Piscator.” Malina is currently writing a book on 

Piscator and his influence on her work in the theater. While she is not interested in theory 

when working on a production, it seems to serve a place in her overall theatrical 

structure. She studied with Piscator at the New School for Social Research as a young 

director, and the theatrical vocabulary she received there seems to be at the core of her 

vision of making theater. Theatre tells a story and the ideas of the story should be made 

clear to the audience. This is a fundamental concept of the epic theatre.  The work of the 

Living Theatre fits the structure for the epic theatre outlined by Brecht in that the 

characters are created to serve the overall message of the play. Malina’s goal is get her 

message of the non-violent anarchistic revolution across to her audience.  She is 

determined to make a change (Malina,J.9/8/08). 

 Malina is still interested in exploring the poetic elements in language. When I 

spoke to Malina, the company was in rehearsal for their production of Eureka,  which is 

based on some of the writings of Edgar Allan Poe. As I mentioned earlier, in a recent 

rehearsal, Malina  and the company broke down the word “hydrogen” to its core syllables 

as a means of understanding it more completely. The sounds of the separate syllables 

give the word its own musicality and life.  

I attended a rehearsal of this production on 9/6/08 and was pulled into the 

rehearsal process along with two other observer/participants.  The company began with a 

physical warm up before the run through. After a stretching session where performers and 

spectators joined each other, the actors began a physical improvisation where they played 

off of one another, very much like the sound and movement exercises of the Open 

Theatre.   After this exercise, they began the run-through.  At one point the company 

moved to the center of the theatre where they gathered like the nucleus of an atom 
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pulsating like the beginnings of the universe before the “big bang.” The spectators were 

gently asked to join the group and vibrated with them before the explosion. Later on they 

were asked how they felt as parts of the atom. The performers used their response; “hot” 

“excited” as taking-off places for physical improvisation.  

 Malina also discussed the difficulties of running the company. It does whatever it 

can to survive. It has affiliations with universities such as NYU and pays their rent some 

months through workshops and through bringing university students in to see their 

productions. She was interested in the manner in which Medicine Show Theatre 

Ensemble survives and expressed her admiration for the work of the company. When I 

described Medicine Show’s production that combined scenes from Shakespeare with 

Cole Porter songs, Malina expressed that she didn’t have the skills to mount such 

productions, but what a great way to pay the rent! 

 Malina mentioned the problems the company has had obtaining grant monies. The 

company has not been as successful as the Wooster Group in receiving grants and has 

been consistently rejected in the application process. The most money the company has 

ever received, Malina said, was a gift of one-thousand dollars from writer Jean–Claude 

Van Italie. The company fared much better in Europe and in particular in Italy, where 

they are recognized as important artists. They have been provided with free housing there 

for their actors as well as theatre spaces in which to rehearse and perform. They often 

perform in festivals there, where they are highly regarded. 

 The struggle to survive financially is one that all of the avant-garde theatre 

companies (as well as any arts organization) has had to grapple with. This factor 

determines the availability of actors, the repertoire the company can perform, as well as 

where they will perform. If the company is dependent on box office receipts to survive, it 

is imperative that they draw a good-sized audience to the theater.  Two-character plays 

such as the aforementioned Maude and Jane are easier for the company to produce. 

 While Malina is interested in getting rid of the director in the rehearsal process, 

the responsibility for the survival of the company fell until recently on her and her late 

partner, Hanon Resnikov.  Reznikov died of a stroke in March of 2008 and Malina 

continues as the director of the company. When I spoke to her during the open rehearsal 
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I attended on 9/8/08, I offered Malina my condolences to which she responded “we have 

to continue with the work”(Malina, Judith).  

 The company continues in the tradition of the companies that had influenced it 

originally, such as Grotowski’s Polish Laboratory Theatre, Peter Schumann’s Bread and 

Puppet Theatre, Joseph Chaikin’s Open Theatre, as well as the theories of Brecht and 

Piscator (Shank 37).  The Living Theatre has impacted upon the experimentations in 

theatre that would follow, not only in the form that the productions would take, but in the 

ensemble approach that these companies took in the creation of these productions and in 

the spiritual and political revolution they intended their productions to evoke.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    CHAPTER THREE 

 THE OPEN THEATRE 

THEATRE OF TRANSFORMATION 
 

Experimentation and ensemble work continued with the work of the Open 

Theater, which emerged from the Living Theatre in 1963. Former Living Theatre 

member, Joseph Chaikin, created the first Open Theater production as a workshop to 

explore the differences between live theatre, film and television. He had developed an 

interest in the presence of the actor, not specifically the character that the actor played.  

Chaikin developed his own language when approaching a situation and created the terms 

which referred to approaching the “outside” of the situation, which traditional theatre 

presents, and the “inside” of a situation for which he and his company create their own 

means and language of exploring (Shank 38).  

Chaikin describes the process by which the company worked to get into the 

interior of the character’s experience in his book, The Presence of The Actor:  

When we do use words we try to understand the unexpressed situation--not in a 

logical way, but rather through the behavior’s irrational and more fragile qualities. 

Inner truth is not a fixed thing. The word “reality” comes from the Latin res, 

which means “that which one cannot fathom.” The challenge of the unspeakable 

in a natural situation may be that when a character is drinking water he is 

wondering if there is a God. When we locate the inside of a situation in its 

abstract and elusive texture we then try to make this thing visible (Chaikin 8). 

 Collaborating in workshops, the company developed theatre pieces through 

improvisation and theatre exercises, the first of which were adapted into short theatre 

pieces by playwrights Megan Terry and Jean-Claude Van-Italie. The Open Theater’s 

approach to acting training has had as strong an impact on acting training as the work of 

Stanislavski. Chaikin had eventually become frustrated with The Living Theatre for its 

lack of attention to acting training and with the limitations of its performers, who were 

only able to play roles requiring a Stanislavsky-based naturalism (Aronson 86). Also, the 

Off-Broadway theatre movement had effectively nurtured new playwrights but had not 

created new styles of presentation. 
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 Chaikin was assisted in the early workshops by acting teacher, Nola Chilton, 

who was Stanislavski trained and who incorporated theatre games and improvisation into 

the training of actors which she believed would be useful in the modern, absurdist drama 

and other non-realistic forms of theater the company presented. The company rejected the 

trend of the day of the kitchen table drama and angry young men. Barbara Vann 

described an exercise the company did that presented a woman at an ironing board 

performing the act of ironing while she slowly went mad (Vann, Barbara. Personal 

Interview. 9/1/08).  

 The company was committed to many of the same goals as The Living Theatre; 

they addressed similar socio-political issues and were influenced by its performance style 

on some levels, as well as by the theories of Brecht and Artaud.  Chaikin in particular 

was interested in exploring the relationship of the individual to society, his sense of 

alienation in the modern world, as well as the inadequacy of language to address these 

existential questions. One of the ways in which the theatres of this period were able to 

challenge the sterility of the traditional approach to theater was in their group approach to 

the problems of acting.  Joseph Chaikin described his approach to creating character in 

The Presence of the Actor: 

There is no prepared approach to the understanding of character. The study of 

character, like any study where one aims to go to the root, requires a new 

discipline. Since there is no existing discipline to use, an acting company must 

invent its own. The discipline comes about through creating exercises which bring 

up a common ground to those who study together (Chaikin 15).   

The work that Chaikin did in The Open Theatre, as well as the experimentations 

of the other theatre companies of this same period, helped to establish a vocabulary or set 

of acting “rules” in terms of approaching character and language. Chaikin describes the 

manner in which he was inundated with sets of cultural stereotypes in his early training in 

the theatre: “The conventions of the theater divided actors into strict categories; ingenue, 

leading lady, character actress, male juvenile, character actor, etc.  As the actor 

internalizes these stereotypes he begins to project them onto the outside world and ends 

up seeing people outside of the theater as types”(Chaikin12). Chaikin refers to this 

prescribed manner of perceiving the world as “the big set up.” It was the work of the 
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Open Theatre to “reject these fixed ways of telling one person from another.”  Chaikin 

added that “we have found no system to replace it “(Chaikin 12).  

One of the conventions that these companies routinely challenged was the usage 

and treatment of language in their plays. The initial impulse to strip language and 

convention down to its most basic form came, of course, from Artaud, who saw many 

new applications and levels of language and who spoke perhaps most directly about the 

function of and use of language within the theatrical space, rethinking the function of 

language from a new and challenging perspective.  He saw the many layers inherent in 

sound as well as the connections between words and music.   These same issues were 

explored in the Open Theater. As Chaikin described it, “The original impulse, in the 

Open Theater, was to get away from talking, and in doing so we were mostly rejecting 

our own training” (Issue 68. Summer 99 Liz Diamond.Bomb Magazine). 

Traditional acting training incorporated two methods of speaking; “naturally” as 

everyday people speak and “the King’s English” or “beautiful” speech which is 

associated with high culture and theatricality (Chaikin p.129).  Chaikin explored the issue 

of speech in workshops, such as in one ten-week workshop in the fall of 1968. The focus 

of the workshops was to break words down to their basic components: “words as sound, 

words as meaning, and words as intention of the speaker”(Chaikin 129).  There was a 

great deal that was lost in the creation of “beautiful” speech.  Chaikin addressed the 

repression of the social system that informed the speech process. “Everything that takes 

place is in us. The voice of the tortured as well as the voice of the blessed. We need to 

liberate the sounds closed up in us. Ultimately, acting is to be able to speak in tongues of 

the tortured, assassinated, betrayed, starving parts of ourselves imprisoned in the disguise 

of the setup” (Chaikin p.130 ).  

The experimentations of the Open Theater involved freeing up the sound of the 

word, using the sounds which make up the word to create the “universe of the word.” 

One exercise the group developed that explored the creation and expression of sound on a 

pre-verbal level was a group warm-up called “sound and movement.” In this exercise, 

one person at a time moves into the center of the group and creates a physical activity 

with an accompanying sound.  When s/he has fully developed this sound/voice 

combination s/he then takes it to someone in the group. The receiver of the activity must 
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attempt to mimic the activity.  It is the responsibility of the sender of the activity to keep 

it going until they feel the sender of the activity has properly received the activity they 

are sending.   Once the sender of the activity feels s/he has passed their sound/movement 

on to the receiver of the activity they can then rejoin the circle and the receiver of the 

sound/movement activity must then take this pattern and somehow morph it into a new 

combination of sound and movement (Vann, Barbara. Telephone Interview, Dec. 5 

2007).   

In addition to the sound and movement exercises, the company created an 

exercise called “the machine,” where actors worked together to create a complex, 

interlocking combination of sound and movement patterns creating their own machine. 

Another exercise, similar to the sound and movement exercise, was “the chord,” in which 

the actors form a circle with their arms around each other. Listening carefully to each 

other’s breathing, a hum slowly emerges which in turn evokes responsive sounds from 

the actors. “Out of this humming and listening comes an open throated sound--it grows. It 

rises. The sound gets high and carries everyone up with it. Unification of the community” 

(Aronson 71). The effect of these exercises was that the actor submerged his or her ego to 

that of the group and affirmed the Open Theatre as a working collective. 

These exercises have become a part of the vocabulary of theatre artists worldwide 

and have even appeared in recent films. In Lars Von Trier’s Dancer In the Dark, the 

workers in the factory where the protagonist Selma works, form a complex, interlocking 

human machine (an ensemble of sorts) in one of the film’s most imaginative musical 

sequences. Von Trier’s film echoes many of the qualities seen in the work of avant-garde 

theatre artists in recent years. It is modeled in the pattern of the landscape setting as the 

panoramic shots of nature as well as the contrasting, confining environments in which 

Selma finds herself, such as the factory and, later, prison.  It seems that Selma defines 

herself against these settings and in spite of them.  What is remarkable is the manner in 

which she uses her imagination to transcend these environments and transform them to 

reflect the music and imagery that she hears in her mind. Von Trier’s manner of moving 

from the outside of the character to her “insides” was very much in the methodologies of 

The Open Theatre and in the spirit of Chaikin who wanted to free the voice of the 

individual that was stifled by society. 

41 

 



The Open Theatre built on psychologically based American acting training by 

adding a physical dimension to it.  Traditionally, the actor’s physical life emerged from 

an understanding of his emotions and motivations.  In the exercises that the Open Theater 

developed, the actor’s emotional lives were derived from their physical interactions and 

transformations in improvisations for which they coined the term “transformations.”   

The concept of transformations may have been the Open Theater’s most 

significant contribution to theatre(Aronson 88). As the Living Theatre had done, the 

Open Theatre eliminated the traditional concept of character, replacing it with an idea of 

character that was changeable. There was a constant interaction between actor and 

character. The actor was not striving to become the character he was representing on 

stage, but to represent some of that character’s physical and emotional characteristics. He 

was in a manner “standing in” for the character he was playing. The through-line between 

these transformations of character was what Chaikin called, “the presence of the actor,” 

which he described as “a quality that makes you feel as though you’re standing right next 

to the actor, no matter where you’re sitting in the theatre. . . . It’s kind of a deep libidinal 

surrender which the performer reserves of his anonymous audience” (Aronsonp.88). This 

“presence” referred to the performer’s specific qualities as well as his/her ability to offer 

him/herself up to a shared experience between audience and performer. 

The early workshops of the Open Theater were unique in that they did not rely on 

            specific characters in order to tell the story. One transformation piece called Airplane-Its 

Passengers and Its Portents drew on the actor’s innate theatricality and willingness to 

function as a group. In this piece, which was structured by Jean Claude Van-Italie, the 

performers took on different parts of the airplane--the passengers, the stewardesses, the 

pilot--and portrayed them as comic stereotypes.  When mechanical problems developed 

and the pilot parachutes out of the plane, the remaining characters are confronted with 

their mortality and the play becomes serious. These characters then transform into the 

various parts of the plane as it crashes towards earth and the piece ends with the actors 

lining up at the front of the stage, staring at the audience.  Barbara Vann played a 

stewardess from Lufthansa airlines and referred to the manner in which the piece 

contrasted the comic with the tragic (Vann, Barbara. Personal  Interview. Aug. 12, 2008). 
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The piece also embodies the main characteristics of the company’s performing style of 

transformations and of actors working together as an ensemble. 

The positive response to these early workshops led to the Open Theater’s first 

productions.  America Hurrah,(1964) was comprised of three scripted pieces by Jean 

Claude Van-Italie entitled “TV” and “Motel” and “Interview,” which dealt with the 

emptiness,  underlying hostility and violence of American society(Aronson 91).  

American Hurrah was commercially successful and was selected for the anthology, Best 

Plays of 1966-7.  In a recent interview with Jean Claude Van- Italie at his Buddhist 

retreat in Charlemont, Mass., Van- Italie spoke of the manner in which the company 

developed theatre pieces. “We would begin with an idea or a question to explore-such as:  

why do I feel so angry, guilty and bad all the time? It was from there that we began to 

explore these themes in our minds and bodies”(Van Italie, Jean Claude. Personal  

Interview 7/12/08). All of the pieces that the company reflected drew upon the personal 

lives of the performers as well as individuals and as a collective. 

The next piece the company developed grew out of improvisations based on 

media accounts of the Vietnam War.  The play that resulted from these vignettes was 

entitled Viet Rock (1966) and incorporated actors making physical contact with audience 

members, applying the theories of philosopher Herbert Marcuse that physical contact and 

increased social interactions are effective means of addressing social problems (Aronson 

91). The theme the company was working on was that of violence.  They worked with 

material related to the war, newspapers, letters, eyewitness accounts from which they 

improvised and created material that was later shaped into a play by Megan Terry (Shank 

38). The piece involved a considerable amount of performer/audience contact as the 

performers moved directly out into the audience touching their face and hair in what 

Chaikin described as “a celebration of presence.” This was the first Open Theater 

production that the company produced in a commercial theater venue and, although it did 

well in workshop productions at Yale and La Mama, it did very poorly on Broadway.  

The result was that several company members left the group and Chaikin vowed to never 

work commercially again.   

 

The Serpent 
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The next workshop Chaikin initiated grew out of an exploration of the Bible and 

into the production called The Serpent, (1967) which was one of the major productions of 

this period and an excellent example of their ensemble work).  The company spent a 

considerable amount of time researching the book of Genesis as well as mythology and 

anthropology.  They invited scholars such as Paul Goodman, Joseph Campbell and Susan 

Sontag to address the group in workshops.  Delving into mythology was reminiscent of 

the work of Artaud and the theater of myth that he proposed (Aronson 91-92). The 

company described the piece as a “ceremony.” This implies a common experience shared 

between spectators and performers.  While it is safe to assume that a good number of the 

1968 audience members shared knowledge of the Book of Genesis, the most vibrant 

common experience that was portrayed in the play for American audiences was the 

assassination in 1963 of President Kennedy. The violence of this powerful scene in the 

play parallels the violence as depicted in the story of Cain and Abel, as well as the theme 

of violence which runs throughout the book of Genesis. (Vann, Barbara. Personal 

Interview. 8/08) 

Being a true ensemble creation, the production reflected some of the problems 

inherent in the process.  True to the experience of Adam and Eve, the company tried to 

focus on a sense of discovery in the workshop process, keeping the concept of everything 

being a “first time” in their work (Aronson 92).  The group worked on recreating the 

animals in the Garden of Eden, but grappled with how to give voice to the humans once 

they were introduced into the garden.  There was no traditional dialogue in the final 

production of The Serpent.   

The writer who was finally brought in to script the production, Jean Claude Van-

Italie, called the speech in the production, “incantation.” “The problem with Adam and 

Eve was how do you get them to speak?  The moment you have actors and actresses open 

their mouths in a naturalistic fashion, you’ve lost their mythic potential. How do godlike 

figures speak? How do images which are larger than life speak? The sound has to carry a 

lot of grandeur or extend a stage image” (Aronson 93). When speaking with Van Italie 

recently at his home, he described some of the physical exercises the actors in the Open 

Theatre utilized that impacted on their manner of speaking. One exercise involved one 

actor lifting another actor from behind combining both actor’s energies and making one 
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actor speak through another.  This was effective in moments in the play where God 

would speak through Adam (Van Italie. Jean Claude. Personal Interview. 7/08). 

The company incorporated Brechtian techniques, such as having the actors warm 

up on stage in front of the audience, reinforcing the actor’s natural presence and 

connecting the actor’s natural life to performance life. The play then evolved from the 

opening series of warm-ups into an autopsy scene and then various assassination scenes. 

The Kennedy assassination scenes were drawn from the Zapruder film which addressed 

the event and were interspersed with fragments from Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I 

Have a Dream” speech (Aronson 93). Barbara Vann played Jacqueline Kennedy in this 

scene  

The company also worked together to create the image of the serpent made of writhing 

arms and legs and God’s delivery of curses destroying the paradisiacal state. They 

portrayed other myths such as the story of Cain and Abel, with the chorus narrating the 

events leading up to Abel’s murder. The most powerful scene/image the company created 

was the “Begatting.” This scene traces the family lineage from Adam and Eve through 

Joseph. The play begins with the actors exploring each other physically on stage, leading 

to an ultimate “climax.” This is followed by the actors progressing to old age and facing 

the audience, challenging the traditional audience/spectator relationship and also 

undergoing a group transformation, one of the central components of the company’s 

acting style. 

The concept of death is also explored in the relationship of Cain and Abel. The 

chorus chants: “It did not occur to Cain that killing his brother would cause his brother’s 

death.”(Van Italie p.8) He is not adept in the process of murder and spends a long time 

trying to kill his brother, chopping at him with his hands until he finally stops breathing. 

Cain then tries to bring his brother back to life and the two end up leaving the theatre 

together (Fuchs 40). 

Chaikin believed that “the ultimate value of even a temporary community of 

people— that of audience and actors—is to confront our own mortality”(Aronson 95). 

The Cain and Abel story explores this condition in a visceral manner for audiences.  The 

improvisatory aspects of the productions, as well as the intense ensemble manner in 

which the company worked together, clearly reflects the influence of Artaud, for whom 
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the physicality of the actors took precedence over the spoken word.  In these Biblical 

sections, the company worked with the powerful motifs of myth and transformation as 

the characters moved between death and rebirth.  

Another important element of the company’s work, and one which Elinor Fuchs 

addresses in her text, The Death of Character,  is the manner in which the actors “stand 

in” for character. That is, the actors are both themselves and take on aspects of the 

characters they are playing.  In so doing, they create space for the audience to do the 

same, as do the playwright and director, and view more objectively, as Brecht intended 

with his epic theater, what is happening in the play.
  

Each shift in the representation of character represented a shift in the entire nature 

of the theatrical
 
order as well as a shift in the primary relationship represented in the 

theatrical experience, that of the self in relationship to the world. The company was 

building on a trend that was popular in the late 60’s, 70’s and 80’s, that of a number of 

poststructuralist “deaths.” The concept of man, the author, the subject, and that of the 

work were subject to reinterpretation (Fuchs 8). The Open Theatre was building on 

performance practice started by the Living Theatre of incorporating the personal qualities 

of the performers directly into the fabric of the play.  This has always been a practice in 

the commercial or traditional theatre of casting according to type or performers
 

establishing a larger than life persona which they bring to their work, but in the work of 

the avant-garde theatre companies I am discussing, the presence of the performer took on 

an importance equal to that of the play, playwright and the message of the play. These 

companies also challenged the traditional manner in which a play was created.  The 

playwright no longer held the central place of importance s/he once held.  The ensemble 

as well the audience were now important elements in the creation of the play
. 

One of the reasons for this new understanding of the concept of the “self” may 

have been the growing interest in Buddhism that was part of the counter-culture 

movement.  Fuchs attributes this shift in thinking, including the trend of 

deconstructionism, to be a general shift from Western to Eastern metaphysics. The 

Buddhist concept of “annatta” or “no self” refers to the rejection of the Westerner’s 

grasping for a sense of a permanent self (the root of all suffering, Buddhists believe). We 

see this concept of the absence of the presence of a fixed character in the work of the 
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major theater artists of this period such as Robert Wilson, Lee Breuer, Meredith Monk, 

and Elizabeth le Compte,(which I will discuss later) as well as the clear presence of 

Eastern influence (Fuchs 9).  

These artists continued a trend that had begun earlier, which Fuchs describes as 

the trend towards the dismantling  of character from its philosophical origins in Aristotle, 

Hegel and Nietzche. Aristotle viewed the plot as the soul of the play, Hegel looked
 
at 

character as an expression of the inner life and Nietzche viewed the concept of individual 

character with contempt; “the fatal flaw of the death leap into the bourgeois drama (Fuchs 

28) and believed as  the Buddhist’s did that it was the root of all suffering and the  cause 

of great isolation.  Character after modernism seemed to follow more in Nietzche’s 

footsteps with its lack of a specific center.  This philosophical, artistic trend was 

foreshadowed in Chekov’s The Seagull, where the character of Nina, (an actress) tells 

Teplev (a playwright), “it is difficult to act in your play, there are no real characters in 

it”(Act I scene 1).  

The question becomes, how do you fill the void left by the reduced importance 

and distancing from the individual character on the stage? In The Serpent, allegory, meta-

theater and Brecht’s critical dialects were the three principal methods of shifting the 

focus of audiences away from a specific character represented on the stage (Fuchs p.33). 

These theatrical techniques were engaged to explore the relationship between the Bible 

and contemporary events, exposing a new view of the violence present in the Bible as 

well in modern society. The ensemble work in the production shifted the focus of the 

story away from “principal” characters to give the group, whose primary function was to 

tell the story, greater power and importance. 

The sociopolitical climate of the late 1960’s was an excellent one for The Open 

Theatre to work on The Serpent.  The company was successful in making the issues 

explored in the play relevant to the turbulent events and changes of the times. It presented 

a reworked version of The Serpent at Harvard University in January 1969.  It 

subsequently toured to colleges throughout the United States and Europe and was 

extremely well received by both audiences and critics.  In  1970 The Living Theater 

received an Obie award for their work on The Serpent.  The company went on to create 

three more pieces before disbanding in 1973.  
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Chaikin had intended the company to be primarily a place for actors to explore 

new ideas in a workshop environment.  He was never comfortable with the intense public 

attention the company received. The influence of The Open Theater can be seen, 

however, in many of the major ensemble-based productions of the late 1960’s and early 

1970’s.  The Royal Shakespeare Company’s 1966 production of Marat/Sade, directed by 

Peter Brook also brought Artaud-inspired ensemble work to audiences, as did Tom 

O’Horgan’s production of Hair, with its well-known nude scenes (Aronson 96). The 

working methods of the company  can also be seen in the ensembles that followed such 

as the Performing Garage and the Wooster Group. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    CHAPTER FOUR  

THE PERFORMANCE GROUP-THE WOOSTER GROUP AND THE                    

EMERGENCE OF THE SOLO PERFORMER 
   

The influence of the Open Theater was clear in the structure and  

productions of The Performance Group, founded by director Richard Schechner  

in November 1967. This group began as Schechner’s creation, but ultimately  

functioned as a collective. Schechner was an academic as well as a world-traveled  

theatre practitioner.  His views of theatre were influenced by his studies of  

anthropology, social psychology, psychoanalysis and gestalt therapy.  He believed  

that performance theory is a social science, not a branch of aesthetics (Schechner  

vii).  He would later go on teach at Tulane, Florida State University and New  

York University’s Department of Performance Studies, which was created to  

study the arts from an anthropological perspective. 

 Like Cage, who underwent a similar experiment in his study to understand  

the manner in which we hear sounds, Schechner went into the anechoic chamber  

at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He begins his book, Environmental  

Theater with a description of the three hours he spent there in 1970 : 

After a period of very deep sleep, I awoke with no sense of how big the  

room was.  I could see the walls, the floor and the ceiling, but that wasn’t  

enough to fix distance, and therefore size. I measured the space with my  

body, but I had no assurance that, like Alice in Wonderland, I hadn’t  

changed size. Then I lay still, and I heard gurglings in my stomach, my  

heartbeat, and an incredibly loud whirring and ringing in my ears. I felt  

my body try to expand to fill the space of the chamber, and I experienced  

my skin as a thin bag containing bones and a lot of sloshing fluid  

(Shechner 1).  

 

Schechner described the variety of ways in which space can be “transformed, 

articulated and animated” as the basis of environmental theatre design. The actor’s 

relationship to the theatrical space was a major part of the rehearsal process, a large 
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portion of which was devoted to discovering and refining the subtleties of this 

relationship (Shechner 1).  

Shechner and the Performance Group experimented with the relationship of the 

actor to the theatre space. Schechner coined the term “space field” as he was not attached 

to the standard western notions of space in the theatre, which favored rectangular, hard-

edged spaces, clear boundaries and specific concepts of right, left, up and down. Space 

has been organized in a variety of ways throughout history. In the Eskimo concept of 

space, the Western concepts of up and down, inside and outside don’t exist.  For 

example, a picture of a man may be drawn with his heart beating in his chest (Schechner 

20). 

Time is another factor in the organization of space.  We see this in earlier works 

of art such as Egyptian panels, medieval triptychs as well as the morality plays where the 

progression of the play from Creation to Salvation is plainly visible to the audience 

(Shechner 20). Schechner also differentiates between what he calls every day time and 

the special time of the theatrical event. Understanding the differences between these two 

times means having a clear definition of when the theatrical event begins.  Does it begin 

as soon as the audience enters the theatre space, when the performers emerge in the 

space, or when the first line of text is spoken?  

The Performance Group experimented with all of these standard performance 

practices. They approached these typical Western concepts with greater fluidity. 

Schechner suggests the idea of a “jumping off place,” where the spectator can physically 

enter the performance. He also feels there should be a variety of spaces the spectator can 

move to: a more traditional space where an uncomfortable audience member can feel 

safe; as well as spaces in which the audience can congregate as groups, view the action 

with detachment, stand in, lie down and in general move through it with freedom, 

fluidity, ease and safety (Chechen 30). 

Chechen comments on the structure of the traditional proscenium stage: “Have 

you ever thought about how stupid the proscenium theatre is architecturally? Start with 

the auditorium, the “house.” A silly name for row after row of regularly arranged seats—

little properties that spectators rent for a few hours.” Chechen then adds how bad the 

seats are and how poorly equipped they are for seeing and hearing. The underlying reason 
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for the disparity in seating was that the proscenium theatre was designed to emphasize 

differences in class and wealth. The space in which the Performance Group was housed 

disregarded this class-based approach to seating and gave audiences new freedom in the 

theatre space.   

The relationship that the company’s actors developed with the performance space 

was personal and individual.  The rehearsal process for the productions incorporated each 

actor getting to know the performance space and how their character might move within 

it. This manner of working is in contrast to the traditional manner of blocking a play, 

where actors’ movements are imposed on them by the director.  As part of the work of 

the company, members tried to connect themselves to each new space, or environment 

which Schechner describes in his text Environmental Theatre: 

Move through the space, explore it in different ways. Feel it, look at it, speak to it rub 

it, listen to it, make sounds with it, play music with it, embrace it, smell it lick it, move 

through the space do things to you. Let sounds come out of you in relation to the space 

to its volumes, rhythms, textures, materials (12).   

 Schechner’s rationale for doing these exercises grew out of a belief that there was  

a living relationship between the “spaces of the body and the spaces the body  

moves through.” Both human beings and the spaces they performed in were alive. 

As Shechner puts it, “text, action and environment must develop together” (Schechner 

28). In order for this to happen, the company developed new ways for both the actors and 

the audience to interact with the theatre environment.  In the traditional theatre, the 

audience enters through the front doors into an often ornate lobby, where they view the 

illusion that is created for them on the stage.  In Schechner’s and the Group’s model, 

actors and the audience enter together. As in Brecht’s epic theater, where the mechanics 

of the theatre were exposed, the distinctions between backstage and onstage, house and 

stage, stage door and theatre door are eliminated (Schechner 35). 

Schechner also discusses the formation of the theatre space as separate and 

distinct from the landscape from which it emerges. In the first “performances” of 

shamans there was no separation of the audience from this landscape; the performance 

space was continuous with the terrain.  In early Greek theatre, the performance space was 

created out of the landscape. As the theatre space emerged from the natural landscape, the 
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audience developed and with it the emergence of professional actors to play to them 

(Schechner 248).  

Schechner identifies a close relationship between the emergence of a separate and 

distinct theatre space with that of the presence of the audience.  As he describes it: “As 

long as there is no audience, there will be no theatre space separable from the terrain—

whether the terrain be a field, a mountaintop, a temple step, or the village square. Once 

there is an audience as such, a theatre space will develop. Or perhaps the process moves 

in the other direction:  Once there is a separate space: the audience will 

develop”(Schechner 248). 

Shechner and the group also challenged the traditional boundaries between 

performers and spectators. The groups approach to this relationship as well as the manner 

in which the company wanted to challenge all of the existing boundaries of the stage 

echoed the theories of Artaud in his “Theatre of Cruelty   In the Living Theatre’s Paradise 

Now, both the stage and the auditorium were possible places of spectator/audience 

interaction.  Audience members were often forced into situations where they must 

participate or were made uncomfortable for choosing not to participate.  The company 

went even further in pushing conventional theater boundaries in that they sometimes 

made actual physical contact with one another as well as the audience, engaging them on 

a whole new level. Schechner describes audience participation as taking place at the 

“precise point where the performance breaks down and becomes a social event” 

(Schechner 40).   

The audience did not always respond as the company anticipated. They 

sometimes responded to the performers with more affection than the performers 

anticipated, creating some problems the actors had to address. How can they invite the 

audience’s participation and still set boundaries in the performance/social event? On 

another occasion, a group of students kidnapped the actor playing Pentheus, preventing 

his sacrifice to Dionysus. These students had come to the theatre prepared to interrupt the 

play at this particular moment. Their actions created a considerable amount of discussion 

and argument amongst all the participants in this event. As Schechner described in a 

recent interview (February 26, 2008) in his office at the Performance Studies Department 

of New York University, this action excited him because the audience were empowered 
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participants in the theatrical event.  He viewed this event as a success because the 

company clearly created the conditions that made such a response possible. Schechner 

spent some time considering the factors that either helped or hindered audience 

participation and cited the following reasons as possible objections and obstacles to this 

dynamic: 

 The rhythm of the performance is thrown off, maybe disrupted. 

            All participation is manipulative because the performers know things the audience 

does not. 

            A free-for-all such as what happened frequently at Paradise Now (A Living 

Theatre Production) is neither art nor a party but a mess; and not in any way 

liberating. 

Once the question “Who is boss?” is raised between performers and audience,  

nothing but hostility follows. 

The audience comes to see a play and has the right to see a play. There can be no   

mixture of dramatic and participatory structure without confusion. 

Neither the actor nor the spectator is trained to deal with participation.        

(Schechner. Environmental Theater. p.82) 

 

These observations reveal some of the expectations with which audience members 

enter the theatrical event as well as the general climate of the theater community at that 

time. The artists of this period learned from each other. The experimentations of the 

Living Theatre were also a part of Schechner’s theatrical laboratory. From what I learned 

in recent interviews as well as from statements such as these (particularly Schechner’s 

reference to Paradise Now), the artists of this time (as in most times) had close 

relationships with one another, learned from each other’s mistakes, and supported, as 

well as sometimes undermined, each other’s work.  It was a close family.  

In our conversation, Schechner talked about the importance of ensemble work in 

the Performance Group as well as the Wooster Group, which it evolved into and 

contrasted the group approach to the theatre of this period with the current state of 

theater.  In his book, The End of Humanism, he states that the era of group work in the 

theatrical avant-garde ended in the early 1980’s.  
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There were several reasons for this according to Schechner. They were:  

 

1. The emergence of “performance texts” as distinct from dramatic texts.” 

2. The failure to develop adequate ways of transmitting performance knowledge  

from one generation of theater workers to another. 

3.Dissolution of the groups and the concomitant rise of solo performing. 

4.Lack of money coupled with the ways money must be raised and accounted for  

through applications and reports to foundations and various government agencies. 

5.Stupid journalism that is often destructive of experimentation in theatre. Serious  

journals that have not provided enough of a forum for the development of  

effective leadership. 

6. An end to activism in the society-at-large (Schechner 31 

 

The avant-garde ensembles that currently exist, such as The Living  

Theatre, do not, in Schechner’s opinion, operate as a collective in the same  

manner of the companies that worked in the 1960’s and 1970’s. The Living  

Theatre’s recent production of The Brig, for example, was cast primarily with a  

group of actors who had never worked with the company before and who were  

not committed to the same mission as Malina: the furthering of the beautiful, non- 

violent, anarchistic revolution. 

In my conversation with Schechner, I referred to my experience at Medicine 

Show Theatre Ensemble and the difficulty in finding actors who are committed to group 

work and furthering the existence of the ensemble.  Schechner echoed his sentiments 

about this current condition in The End of Humanism, in which he asserts that the current 

mentality of artists do not support group work.  Most actors are lured by the possibility of 

money in commercial work as well as the pull of Hollywood and the dream of stardom.   

Actors are today are not interested in working as a collective.  Like many other people of 

their generation, they are more interested in promoting themselves than in working for 

ideals and group visions.  One of the main reasons the company was able to keep 

functioning was that Schechner had a steady job at a university.  This income, plus small 

grants the company received from government organizations such as the National 
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Endowment for the Arts kept them going.  If a company can’t pay the bills, they can’t 

create socially relevant art. As Brecht said, “First feed the face, and then talk right and 

wrong.” (Brecht TheThree Penny Opera)  As with most arts organizations, the struggle to 

survive determined the creative path for the Performance Group as well as other 

companies in the New York avant-garde theater movement. 

In addition to the ongoing economic struggle to survive, the members of The 

Performance Group struggled with one another. For some members, Schechner, the 

group’s leader and anchor, was an authority figure from whom to escape. The Wooster 

Group grew out of and away from the presence of Schechner. One of the main organizing 

principles of the Wooster Group was the continuation of the work started by Spalding 

Gray at The Performance Group(TPG) of using autobiographical material as a literary 

and artistic tool in building theatre pieces. These criteria came to be key ones in the 

theatrical avant-garde.  

There was a core group of actors who worked in the company and who became 

associated with a particular performance style and manner of working, but Spalding Gray 

emerged as a major figure in TPG productions; Makbeth, Tooth of Crime, Mother 

Courage, and Commune. Gray also became well known for his monologues, which were 

derived from extremely personal material.  His solo work began in 1979. The work that 

Gray did in these one-man narratives: Sex And Death Until the Age of Fourteen,  Booze, 

Cars and A Personal History of an American Family were built on earlier work with TPG 

and with  Elizabeth Le Compte, who started out as Schechner’s directorial assistant and 

went on to become director of The Wooster Group. In this passage Gray describes the 

manner in which his solo work grew out of his work with TPG : 

Schechner emphasized the performer, making him more than, or as important as the text. 

This made him very unpopular with critics and playwrights, but he was a liberator from 

assembly line acting techniques: The way I interpreted Schechner’s theories was that I 

was free to do what I wanted, to be who I was, and trust that the text would give this 

freedom a structure. The text was like a wave I was riding, and the way I rode that wave 

was up to me. This was liberating for me because it allowed me to be more creative. This 

process seemed to work. The audience seemed to make the internal connections 

necessary to bring the text and actions together.  There was a kind of counterpoint, or 
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dialectic, that met in a third place, the eye of the audience.  It became a creative act for 

them.  Ironically, it was the discovery of this personal style of working that led me away 

from working with Schechner and toward working with myself” (Schechner 45). 

  The movement towards autobiographical work which was at the core of Gray’s 

work was also seen in the work of Meredith Monk.  Monk worked in a number of 

mediums—dance, filmmaking and music—and began creating performances in the mid- 

1960’s which were largely based on autobiographical experiences and personal memories 

as well as the contrasting of perceptions of the past with the present. Early Monk pieces 

such as Education of The Girl Child (1972-3) were created around objects that seemed to 

be taken from Monk’s personal life: a coffee cup, a pair of glasses.  This reliance on 

physical objects as the core of the theater piece was later seen in Wooster Group 

productions such as Sakonnet Point, which were built on the same landscapes of memory 

seen in Monk’s productions. Spalding Gray acknowledged Monk’s influence on his work 

and even discussed it in an article, About Three Places in Rhode Island,  published in The 

Drama Review (Aronson 147).   

In this way, Sakonnet Point was like the work of Robert Wilson and Meredith 

Monk. I had found that while watching their work my mind was left free to 

associate and was grounded in watching the execution of their chosen actions. It 

was this grounding of my eye that gave my mind a quality of freedom I’d not 

experienced in theatre before.  For me, the work of Wilson and Monk was dealing 

with the use of, and investigation into the nature of, mind and projections. This 

seemed to be getting to the root of what theatre and life are about.  It is a kind of 

therapeutic lesson about how we create our own world through our projections.  

My aim in Sakonnet Point was to investigate these areas in my own way (Gray 

TDR March 1979 Vol 23, No.1). 

 The Wooster Group was unique in that they were the first group in theater history 

to create an ongoing body of work that was self-referential and connected from one 

production to the next (Schechner 152). In a 1987 press release they declared that their 

“texts stand as an alternative theatre language which redefines the traditional devices of 

story line, character and theme.  Each production reflects a continuing refinement of a 
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nonlinear, abstract aesthetic which at once subverts and pays homage to modern 

theatrical realism” (Aronson 152). 

 In productions such as Rumstick Road and Sakonnett Point, the company 

incorporated personal and autobiographic artifacts such as the psychiatrist’s tapes of 

Spalding Gray’s mother and family photographs. Very often, these props from families’ 

lives were used again in the self-referential style of working the company was 

developing, a kind of “group autobiography.” The use of props extended to the life of the 

theatrical “family” as embodied in The Performing Garage and later the Wooster Group. 

For example, a red tent, which was used by director Elizabeth Le Compte and actor 

Spalding Gray as a temporary living space in The Performing Garage was used in 

Rumstick Road.  In addition to the use and reuse of physical props was the carry-over of 

themes and motifs from production to production. For example, a medical examination 

which takes place in Rumstick Road, became a farcical breast examination in Nayatt 

School. (Aronson 152).  

In addition to the autobiographical and self-referential aspects of The 

Performance Group’s developing signature style was the incorporation and 

deconstruction of existing texts.  In Nayattt School, for example, Spalding Gray speaks 

about his experience as an actor in T.S. Eliot’s The Cocktail Party, reads from the play 

and plays recordings of other actors (Alec Guinness, for one) reading from the play. The 

company also experimented with the spatial relationship of the audience to the actors and 

the contrasting of calm scenes with manic ones. Placed on bleachers, which were over ten 

feet above the stage, the audience had a new view of the action on stage. They also 

viewed certain scenes through a window into a room with a clear Plexiglass roof that 

contained the actors. These manipulations of the theater space provided the audience with 

a kind of Brechtian alienation from the action on the stage (Aronson 153). 

Throughout the three productions of The Performance Group’s trilogy, Rumstick 

Road,  Sackonett Point, and Nyatt School, the presence of Spalding Gray was strongly 

felt. Gray experimented with his developing persona and his signature performance style, 

the monologue. Facing his audience, sipping a glass of water, and often speaking into a 

tape recorder, Gray told stories of his life in a seemingly spontaneous fashion.  His 

performances were deceptive, however, for all of his idiosyncratic mannerisms were 
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actually a well-rehearsed, structured part of the performance.  These productions 

challenged the entire concept of character as well as the relationship of the actor to the 

character he was playing. Gray described his feelings about this in his article, About 

Three Places in Rhode Island: 

“I began to question the whole idea of enacting a role at all and I  

discovered that text and action could exist separately and be understood.  The  

figure became myself in the theater, and the ground was the contingency of  

everyday time out of which this timeless, and therefore “saved” figure grew” (Gray 33). 

 What was the clearest about the work of Gray and Le Compte of the Wooster 

Group was the focus on the “self” as the source of all creative work.  This theme was 

dominant throughout the experiments in theater and performance that followed.   

By the end of the production of Nayatt School, it was clear that the group was 

undergoing significant changes. The performers were divided between their allegiances 

to directors Elizabeth Le Compte and Richard Schechner, mostly siding with Le Compte. 

It seemed clear that Spalding Gray and his “character” were moving away from the group 

as well. Point Judith was created as a kind of epilogue to the trilogy and a farewell to 

Gray’s character as well as the actor. Richard Schechner was workshopping a production 

of the The Balcony at this time. These two productions turned out to be the last ones of 

The Performance Group, which assumed the name The Wooster Group, the company’s 

corporate name, and moved into the space of the company, The Performing Garage, 

giving it a stability and a home few theater companies had at this time (Aronson p.156). 

Gray moved on and his monologues became the performance signature with 

which he attained a great deal of success, bringing his works to Broadway and a much 

larger audience than the downtown art scene. He also established a trend that other artists 

were to follow, that of the self-created solo performance piece, or, as it was later termed, 

performance art (Aronson 156). 

Performance art has existed in various forms throughout history. In this 

performance style, the artist’s presence is strongly felt and the boundaries between art 

and life are blurred. There was also a tendency in this medium to confront the audience 

directly. Performance art has eluded definition as it is a combination of both theater and 

art. Writer and editor of The Drama Review, Michael Kirby, used the term 
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“autoperformance” to describe this performance style, describing it as “presentations 

conceived and devoted to the subject” (Aronson 157).  Performers generally created the 

material for their performances from their lives. 

The focus on the individual as seen in the development of performance art has 

been attributed partially as a response to some of the traumas of World War II, the 

Holocaust, the atomic bomb, and the “dialectic between creation and destruction” 

(Aronson159). The artists of this time seemed to be returning to a simpler approach to 

creativity. Drawing upon the strength and personal experience of the individual as the 

source of creation was partially a reflection of the general trend of the “me generation,” 

but was also a result of economic factors. Rents in New York were (and still are) 

astronomically high. It costs a great deal to mount a production. Relying on a solo 

performer to create a theater piece proved an economical way to create art. Performance 

artist Deb Margolin described the situation:  

The conventions that attend conventional theater, curtains, proscenia,  

fancy  costumes and makeup, and all the trappings that make an actor invisible 

beneath his or her character…were out of reach for a lot of us, and performance 

art allowed us a kind of post modern license to perform anywhere and without 

such  conceits, making it immediately into a kind of poor folks theater (Aronson 

159). 

 

At the core of the performance art movement was an emphasis on the self 

(repetitive?) as the source of all creativity and a movement away from traditional 

performing venues as performers searched for a way to survive the economic factors that 

limited their work. The use of self-reflective, autobiographical material, the end of the 

age of the ensemble as well as the increased importance of the performer in relation to the 

text paved the way for some of the experimentations of solo performers which emerged 

during this period and have become an integral part of the theatrical avant-garde today.  

  

 

 

 



CHAPTER FIVE 

       MEDICINE SHOW THEATRE ENSEMBLE 

  

In spite of the economic problems facing small theater companies of the 1970’s 

and 80’s, new ensembles were still being formed where the same experimentations with 

the text and character flourished. In 1970, as the Open Theater was beginning to disband, 

two of its members, Barbara Vann and James Barbosa, started their own workshops and 

took steps to form their own theater company, Medicine Show Theatre Ensemble. One of 

their main interests was to explore language in classic as well as new texts.  They also 

had a strong interest in finding the connection between text and music and sought to 

explore the use of music in theatre in new ways.   

 The company was clearly influenced by the styles of the Living Theatre and the 

Open Theater as well as by the work of Artaud and Stein. One of Stein’s main concerns 

was language. Not only did the ensemble perform Stein’s work, but it found new ways to 

perform texts, such as having multiple scenes occurring simultaneously. Productions like 

1000 Avant-Garde Plays were performed in what artistic director Barbara Vann describes 

as “extreme verse,” which were neither descriptive nor narrative (Vann, B. Personal 

Interview 8/08). Other experimentations included combining multiple writers in pastiche 

works such as Stein and Ring Lardner in Classy Comics  for which they “used text as a 

point of departure” (Vann 8/08). In some cases, Stein’s techniques were applied 

musically. In pieces such as Three Sisters Who Are Not Sisters, the composer William 

Hellerman and the company experimented with the text, and used repetition and unusual 

musical phrasings, all with the goal of expressing character in new ways. 

 Using the Stein texts as a starting point, the company incorporated percussion and 

experimented with the delivery and interpretation of the text. For example, when one 

character recited, “We are three sisters who are not sisters” the emphasis was put on the 

note “E” in the musical phrase, creating a specific musical phrase identifiable with that 

character (Vann.B. Personal Interview. 8/08).  

 The Medicine Show production varied from Ned Rorem’s in that it was partially 

spoken and sung as opposed to the Rorem score, which was entirely sung.  While the 

added layer of musicality to Stein’s words provided rich ground for experimentation, it 
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was the interpretation of the actors and director of the play that created new ways of 

bringing Stein’s text to life.   

 The company experimented extensively with music in other productions. Not only 

did they incorporate musicality into the interpretation of the text, they reworked existing 

scores. They combined Cole Porter songs with Shakespeare, creating collage pieces, such 

as the songs and poetry of Leonard Cohen, and helped create new music/theater pieces 

such as the score composed by David Hollister for poet Kenneth Koch’s  A Change of 

Hearts and the company developed piece, Bound To Rise, based on Horatio Alger’s 

stories, with original music by Stephen Policoff.  In these experiments, the company 

continued to develop its eclectic style—comedic, dark, colorful and improvisatory and 

very importantly, musical. Vann commented on the emphasis on musicality in the 

productions, contrasting it to the work she did with the Open Theater: “The Open Theatre 

never sung, Medicine Show sang”(Vann. B. Personal Interview. 8/08).   

 It is important to consider the manner in which the company created its original 

work.  Most of the pieces were performed with only a simple piano accompaniment or 

small, hand-held instruments.  Pieces like  A Change of Hearts  and the more recent 

Queen Beeing (2003) were considered to be new opera  scores, with complex vocal lines 

supported primarily by piano accompaniment. Queen Beeing  was performed again in 

2006 with a small chamber orchestra built around the initial piano accompaniment.  The 

simple accompaniment drew attention to the voice as well as to the presence of the actor 

who was at the center of the work. It also gave the actor in these productions the freedom 

to experiment with the existing score. The presence of the composers made it possible for 

them to adapt their pieces to what the actor was doing on the stage.  As the company 

developed scenes through their improvisatory techniques, the composers would add, 

delete, or change the existing score to support the work being done on stage. In the 

productions that I will be looking at in this study—A Change of Hearts, Bound To Rise,  

Queen Being, and The Songs And Poetry of Leonard Cohen—I will examine the 

collaborative process with which the composers and the company built these theater 

pieces as well as the manner in which each production addressed the concept of character 

in new ways.  
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  There were certain techniques and exercises the company consistently utilized.  

One very important exercise that Vann first learned in the Open Theatre was the Sound 

and Movement warm-up.  This exercise was extremely effective in getting the group to 

let go of the tensions of the day, engage with each other, and really learn to listen to and 

observe carefully to what their fellow actor was doing.  As the actors recreated the 

physical and emotional patterns of their fellow actors, they began to tune into each other 

more completely.  Working so closely as an ensemble, it was important that the actors be 

connected to one another and able to respond to one another’s actions.  It was in this 

manner that the company began to build their pieces.  

 Bound To Rise, was a large project for Medicine Show. The three-hour play with 

music was a company-created piece based on the rags to riches stories of Horatio Alger. 

The book for the play was written by Stephen Policoff and the score by Robert Dennis, 

composer of numerous theater scores as well as music for the Broadway play, Oh 

Calcutta.  The piece was developed by the company through improvisation in  

collaboration  with the composer and the writer, who scripted work done in rehearsal.  

 The production was unique in the manner in which the ensemble worked together. 

Set in New York in the late 1800’s, the play was full of characters representative of that 

period:  newsboys, card sharks, society ladies, cops and robbers. The staging of the 

production, however, was not that of a typical melodrama from this period.  The actors 

occupied all levels of the theater space, a black box with a balcony surrounding it, and 

moved as an ensemble as they read the morning newspaper, gambled, and attended 

society balls.  Every corner of the theater space was occupied in this production.  The 

story had a conventional narrative in that there were specific characters that the audience 

followed from beginning to end.  The musical play followed the traditional pattern of 

building towards a climax, then a resolution, and even a happy ending. It was unusual in 

its staging, as well as the manner in which characters from different social spheres were 

juxtaposed.  The company has mounted the play three times and won an Obie Award 

(the Off-Broadway awards for theater excellence sponsored by the Village Voice) for 

Best Direction in 1985. In her acceptance speech at the awards ceremony, director 

Barbara Vann said she was “shocked because the Village Voice never gave me an award 

for anything before.”  
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 Vann and the company were not out to make a play with the goal of creating a hit 

or of garnering critical acclaim; they were just genuinely trying to create an innovative 

piece of theater and tell a story in as engaging a manner as possible. Their success led to 

better attendance and gave them the encouragement to continue to experiment in the 

creation of new theater/music pieces as they did in their next production, A Change of 

Hearts. 

A Change of Hearts 

 A Change of Hearts was based on the poem by Kenneth Koch which dealt with 

the Columbia student protest rallies of the sixties. The original music for the opera was 

written by David Hollister. The poem challenges basic questions of identity and character 

by asking the question, “What happens when the hearts of a young student radical and a 

University President are reversed?”  The company originally created the piece as part of a 

performance arts series in which the actors were given huge wooden heads to wear as 

well as large wooden hearts to carry to indicate their characters and the hearts that were 

in their bodies. 

 Koch’s premise that individuals can change their identities easily is an interesting 

one.  Identity is fluid in this world.  Science has great power here in the form of Baratag 

Harmag, “the greatest heart doctor in the world” as he is described in the play, who 

performs extraordinary transplants that save lives and transform identities. Great strides 

in heart surgery were made in the 1960’s and Koch incorporated this into the play.  The 

play also reflects some of the sentiments and struggles of the1960’s in the form of the 

Columbia student protest rallies and the tensions between youth and the establishment. 

The play explores the interconnectedness of science and art and explores the core issues 

of how an individual’s character is formed:  does it begin in the heart, or in the mind of 

the individual?  The company, composer and poet of this opera explored this question 

through music, poetry and visual art. 

 The poem itself is often narrative, telling a story and making the actions and ideas 

of the characters clear to the audience. The play begins with student radicals chanting 

”We’ll change the university around.”  We are then introduced to the two protagonists of 

the opera, Billy and Lindy. Billy, the leader of the student radicals, is heading a student 

protest rally as he sings to his girlfriend, Lindy:  
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 “Oh, Lindy, Lindy, this is the moment we all have been waiting for, 

 Ditmore’s surrounded, he’ll have to give in, 

 And sooner or later we’ll win. 

 We’ll have a new University, 

 Mighty and shining like stars.”  

   

 To which Lindy responds:  

 “And this University’s ours, 

 Oh Billy, what greatness I feel 

 That nothing but this and our love are real.” 

 

 The characters are romantic and idealistic, qualities that are associated with the 

young.   These qualities are placed in sharp contrast to President Ditmore, who represents 

the establishment. The musical score supports the contrast in generations as the 

characters sing in broad, sweeping lines in Billy’s opening song. Hollister contrasts 

President Ditmore’s more bombastic, jerky vocal line with Billy’s legato line in triplets 

against a bass line of moving notes. The vocal line spans nearly an octave in the opening 

phrase, “this is the moment we all have been waiting for.”  As the action unfolds and a 

riot breaks out in the crowd of students, the vocal line becomes more staccato and moves 

into a minor key and odd intervals. Phrases of text such as, “Stand back—he’s had a heart 

attack,” and “He’s fainted, fallen, I don’t know what—Barattag Harmag is his name” 

have an edgy, anxious feel to them as opposed to the more lyrical opening lines of the 

opera. 

 As the drama unfolds and we get deeper into the hearts and minds of the 

characters, their inner worlds are exposed in arias, duets and by the ensemble, which 

sings the closing moments of the opera. The ideas explored in the opera are key ones in 

the avant-garde. Identity is not a fixed concept but circumstantial and often determined 

by larger forces, in this case, by the larger powers of science, politics and the arts.  The 

worlds of these characters are literally molded by the interaction and influence of these 

disciplines. The play brings together wildly contrasting characters. The differences in 

characters are supported by shifts in the musical score.  Many of the characters are 
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associated with recurring themes and rhythmic patterns.  Hollister finds the means to 

clearly define each character musically within his simple vocal and piano score.  The last 

sung line of the opera is delivered by Billy, the student leader, who heroically faces the 

unknown, stares into the future and declaims: “Well then, let’s go.”  All of the characters 

scatter in various directions before they recite the closing speech: “May we soon better 

know what we are doing, meanwhile pursuing, our projects at the University so, that 

social studies, sciences and arts, may profit from this change of hearts, this change of 

hearts.” The characters do not know what lies ahead, but they have faith in the gods of art 

and science as they are structured by the University. It is their “projects at the University” 

that give their lives purpose, but confusion seems to be a necessary state of progress. At 

this moment Koch seems to be incorporating confusion and ambiguity as a natural part of 

growth and life. This concept seems avant-garde in its rejection of standard notions of 

progress. 

 A Change of Hearts was an important piece for Medicine Show, being one of its  

first steps into the world of opera.  Other than Stein/Rorem’s Three Sisters Who Are Not 

Sisters (an opera performed by but not created by Medicine Show), the company had 

never worked with a writer and a composer in the creation of a new opera/theatre piece.  

Bound To Rise was more in the genre of musical theatre, with which the company had 

prior experience in the form of many Cole Porter musicals.  The many colors of A 

Change of Hearts and its performance art aspects, with the characters depicted by large 

wooden heads as well as hearts, lent to the piece an audacity and originality.   

 

The Songs and Poetry of Leonard Cohen 

 

 The company continued its exploration of music and poetry in its original 

production of the songs and poetry of Leonard Cohen. In this pastiche of music and 

poetry, the company staged Cohen’s poetry, interspersing it with his songs to create a 

journey through the words and music of Cohen. As a poet, Cohen naturally challenged 

many traditional concepts of identity as well as the narrative, finding new ways to tell a 

story.  He is very much in the same family of writers and composers Medicine Show had 

previously explored such as Stein, Koch and Blitzstein.  Some of the songs in the piece 
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were “If It Be Your Will,”  “Hallelujah,”  “Famous Blue Raincoat,”  “Dance Me To The 

End of Love”  and “First We Take Manhattan.” The themes of these songs spoke to the 

individual’s relationship with God and to Cohen’s use of music and language as 

necessary tools to reach the divine.   

 Cohen’s poetry and music fit in perfectly with the company’s heretical 

relationship with the religion.  The actors paid strict attention to the nuances of the poetry 

in their interpretation as well as in the staging of the songs and poetry. In his song 

“Hallellujah,” Cohen describes an ambivalent relationship with God: “Now I heard there 

was a secret chord that David played and it pleased the Lord, but you don’t really care for 

music do ya? It goes like this the fourth, the fifth, the minor fall, the major lift, the baffled 

king composing Hallellujah.” In Cohen’s world, biblical heroes can be “baffled” and it is 

acceptable not to care about what pleases the Lord.  

Now you say you took his name in vain, but you don’t really know his name 

and if you did, now really what’s it to ya? And even though it all went wrong, 

I‘ll stand before the Lord of song with nothing on my tongue but Hallellujah. 

  

 Biblical themes appear throughout Cohen’s work. “Famous Blue Rain Coat” 

describes the relationship between brothers with dark Biblical references: “And what can 

I tell you my brother, my killer—what can I possibly say.  I guess that I miss you, I guess 

I forgive you. I’m glad that you stood in my way.” Ambivalence and conflicting feelings 

abound in the song. The company has staged Cohen’s writings several times throughout 

the years. It is interesting that in one production they staged Cohen’s songs with 

Stein/Rorem’s Three Sisters Who Are Not Sisters.   Vann saw parallels between the work 

of the two writers in their sacrilegious sensibilities and their humor.  

Queen Beeing 

 

 The company has continued to delve into the creation of new musical works, most 

notably in their 2003 production of the new opera, Queen Beeing, written by composer 

Sorrel Doris Hays in collaboration with the company. This new opera was a musical 

exploration of the lives of bees in the hive. Some of the characters were Buzz, the worker 

66 

 



drone, Sue, the honey bee, and, of course, the Queen.  They sing of work, love and the 

struggles of daily life. 

 In a recent phone interview (February 12, 2008), Hays spoke of her early training 

and the influences on her writing.  Although trained in America, she spent a considerable 

amount of time in the early 1980’s in Germany, where she worked at West German 

Broadcasting in their drama department. While there, she began to learn about some of 

the innovations that were taking place in video and recording and their applications to 

music. She attended German theater and cabaret which grew out of the Brecht/Weill 

tradition and   mentioned the importance of John Cage as an influence on her work.  She 

referred to sound texts, where the sounds of words provided a basis for much of the 

musical experimentations that took place.  

 Hays described her music as embodying a variety of influences.  She felt that the 

work of her peers in the composition world can be described as coming out of the 

tradition of different “streams.” Some compositions came out of the literary stream, for 

example, the pieces that Hays composed for Medicine Show’s evening of writings by 

Gertrude Stein and Frank O’Hara. She made references to Ophelia in Buzz the worker 

bee’s aria, A Rue, where Buzz depicts his death on stage in full operatic portrayal.  He 

sings, “A daisy, I rue this life, where’s fennel and columbine?” making reference to 

Ophelia’s mad scene in Hamlet.   

 The audience is introduced to Buzz in the piece, “Buzz Off,” where Buzz 

proclaims that the “one purpose” in his life is to impregnate the queen. Once he 

completes this primal task and the Queen has “taken what he has to give,” his death is 

imminent. Hays’s music and lyrics reflect the buzzing sounds of the hive. In “Buzz Off,” 

Buzz’s story is echoed by a chorus of female bees who buzz in harmony. As he sings 

“I’m Buzz,” the music moves between spoken text on pitch, as in the word “I’m,m,m,m,”  

and then slides on a 6
th

 as he sings his name.  The piano accompaniment creates a sense 

of flight and the energy of the character, and the hive is depicted through trills, chords 

and octaves played in varying meters.  The accompanying female chorus of bees adds 

considerable energy and movement to Buzz’s dramatic portrayal of his epic journey. The 

tessitura of the piece lies low, in a powerful portion of the bass-baritone singer’s range 

for which it is written. The score reflects the lyrics as seen in lines like “unfortunately 
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briefly,” where the syllables of the word “un-for-tun-ate-ly” are extended and held and 

the word “briefly” is broken up: the first syllable “brief” is quickly touched on and the 

second syllable is extended in the same manner as the word “unfortunately.” The vocal 

line is supported by broad sweeping chords. Buzz goes on to describe the manner in 

which he plunges his vitals into the Queen and leaves them with her, leading to his 

untimely demise.  In Buzz’s aria, “A Rue,” he recites a portion of text from one of 

Ophelia’s monologues in “Hamlet.” “A daisy, I rue this time, a time.” Hayes has imbued 

Buzz with the delicacy that we associate with Ophelia, playing on traditional concepts of 

gender. Some of the other characters Hays created were a variety of female bees, such as 

one modeled after Catherine the Great , Sue the Counter Bee and The Cyber-Queen who 

sings the song, “I Lay Em and Leave.” While the well-be(e)ing of each member of the 

group impacts on the other members, and each individual has its private concerns and 

distinct identity, the hive assumes a prominent position in the lives of bees.   

 Hays also wrote an evening of poems and shorts plays by Gertrude Stein and 

Frank O’Hara for the company. The first of the set of Stein pieces was entitled And This 

Has To Do With.  It is written for soprano, tenor and bass in parts that jump up and down 

in fifths, moving together or in opposite motion. The soprano line is a kind of descant on 

the last line of text, “and the human nature is not at all interesting.” The piano 

accompaniment also moves in an out of parallel motion, echoing the vocal parts.  

 The sum impact of the vocal and piano line is modern and mechanical. The piece, 

The Human Mind was also written for S,T,B, but in a much more grounded fashion. The 

soprano line leads in this piece with runs and trills that are echoed in the piano 

accompaniment, with the tenor and bass lines working together in unison and fourths. 

The last of the pieces in this collection are entitled So Of Course, written for soprano 

parts 1 and 2, and Dogs And Birds.  This last piece is full of piano runs and great 

contrasts in the vocal ranges as male voices imitate dogs and female voices, birds. The 

majority of the text states all the things such as tears, food, money, and human nature, 

and the dogs that are “not the chorus.” This line is sung primarily in unison except for the 

bass line which is sung on a one note interval below the sopranos and tenors. The piece 

then states that “anyway is the question of identity” and it concludes with the line of text, 
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“the dog is not the chorus.” The wildly contrasting vocal styles create an overall feeling 

of absurdity.  

 Hays is currently working on a new opera, to be performed at City Opera, based 

on portions of the Bee Opera entitled Our Giraffe. In a recent phone interview from 

Hays’s family home in Georgia, she discussed the progress of her work from her student 

days in Germany to the music she is writing today.  

 Her work became increasingly complex as she began to add new layers to the 

musicality of the text through her technological experimentations.  Through the use of 

recording, amplification and distortion of the sounds of the text, her work became 

increasingly polyphonic. She was not interested in the singular narrative line associated 

with traditional opera and musical theater.  While she incorporated many of the 

compositional techniques associated with the avant-garde, she was not a “purist,” as she 

puts it; her compositions contain a variety of styles and techniques. Contrary to her 

claims though, Hays’s work has been described as following many of the traditional 

conventions of opera.    

 Hays describes her compositions as coming out of different “streams of 

influence,” such as a literary or a musical one.  Within these disciplines, are specific 

influences.  Many of the composers in the avant-garde tradition were in the stream of 

influence of John Cage. Experimentations with texts in the creation of sounds, as well as 

new styles and techniques in the use of the human voice, were parts of that particular 

stream. Hays worked within a literary context as well, and within the stream that grew 

out of the work of Brecht, Stein and Artaud.  

 In addition to these bodies of influence, Hays’s compositions, as well as the work 

of other avant-garde composers, were built upon the work of the literary theatre 

companies of the New York avant-garde, such as The Living Theatre, The Open Theatre, 

The Performance Group, and Medicine Show Theatre Ensemble. Not only do her operas 

reflect the performing sensibilities of these companies in terms of the close interplay of 

performers and the ensemble approach, but they reflect the sensibilities of the writers that 

Hays employs in the creation of her compositions.  

 As I have discussed in my analysis of the composition, “The Human Mind,” Hays 

set texts by Stein to music for one Medicine Show production.  Also, the manner in 
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which Hays plays with the operatic form is in itself “experimental” in the manner of the 

New York avant-garde.  One aria she wrote independently of a complete operatic score 

was the piece, “Saving Words.” The piece begins with this text: “A friend asked me, if 

the world were ending, what ten words would I save to say everything I want in the next 

world?” Hays then lists “things” such as “moonglow,” “ossobucco,”“curvature” and “fly” 

beneath an increasingly modulating piano score and a vocal line that reflects the sounds 

of the words in exaggerated and extended ways.  The words of the text provide the 

context for Hays’s experimentations, which seem to be in the pattern of Cage’s sound 

texts. Hays plays with traditional operatic form, as the piece begins in a tone that is 

serious, somber and weighty; but as the composer begins to explore the sounds of the 

words as well as her word choices, the piece becomes comical and adventurous. The 

piano accompaniment is often in opposition to the vocal line, creating a sense of tension 

which the singer has to work against.  Although the aria is written for the male voice, it 

contains elements of extended vocal techniques, an approach to the use of the voice 

associated with composer Meredith Monk. In this form, generally written for the female 

voice, voices are used in non-traditional manners such as yelps and scoops and contrast 

dramatically in pitches and repetition.  Or as Monk singer Sylvie Jensen described it, 

“Anything that the voice can do.” (Jensen, Sylvie. Personal Interview  3/6/08) Much of 

the singing in this aria lies between singing and speech. The sounds of the words play a 

large part in their production and add to the musicality of the piece. 

 These kinds of vocal techniques are used throughout the Bee Opera  At many 

points, the singers function as a chorus of bees and make sounds associated with the hive. 

The binding together of the female characters is reminiscent of the manner in which 

Monk’s singers’ parts are written closely together.  For example, in Monk’s 

compositions, Dolmen Music and Tablet, we see women grouped together, speaking and 

singing a variety of sounds, some of which make sense and others which are 

incomprehensible. In her opera, Atlas, the protagonist of the story meets characters who 

employ a wide range of vocal styles and patterns of speech as she travels the world. The 

Bee Opera is reminiscent of Monk’s work in its use of unique vocal sounds. The final 

staging of the opera was a challenge for the company, as a full chamber orchestra was 

brought into the small performance space on Fifty-Second Street.  Director Barbara Vann 
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had little experience working with a full orchestra.  In the final analysis, everyone 

involved learned a great deal in the process of staging, performing and composing this 

unusual theater/opera score. 

Medicine Show/Porter 

Medicine Show has developed a reputation for putting on unusual presentations of 

obscure Cole Porter musicals.  While Porter may be considered to be in the mainstream 

canon of musicals, he often challenged the conventions of musical theater in subject 

matter. Medicine Show created its own approach to Porter by setting his songs in the 

context of famous scenes from Shakespeare. Some of the pairings were Horatio from 

Hamlet singing “The Heaven Hop,” and Cordelia from King Lear singing “My Heart 

Belongs To Daddy.” Infusing the Cole Porter songs into Shakespeare scenes introduced a 

different perspective to the audience’s experience of the characters, as well as new 

interpretation of Shakespeare. 

 

Hooray For What 

  

 Medicine Show also has a regular following for their Cole Porter musicals as well 

as for some neglected classics from the early days of musical theater such as the 

production of Hooray For What  by Howard Lindsay and Russel Crouse and lyrics and 

music by Yip Harburg and Harold Arlen that the company produced in January of 2008. 

This piece mocks the conventions of war as well as those of Hollywood and theater, lying 

very much within the sphere of Medicine Show’s political and comic sensibilities. The 

musical numbers include a beauty pageant with contestants dressed as instruments of 

war—Miss Torpedo, Miss Fighter Jet etc. The company follows the conventions of 

musical theater and cast the production according to stock types from musical theater: 

leading man, ingénue, grand dame, “character” men and women, etc.  In this manner, the 

company functions as a mini-Broadway venue. Productions such as this tend to do well at 

the box office and draw some of the company’s best audiences. The audiences for these 

nostalgic productions tend to be older, familiar with the music, and appreciative of 

Medicine Show’s work. 
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 Medicine Show continues in their current home on West Fifty-Third Street off of 

Eleventh
  
Avenue,  an area that  has been recently transformed into a bustling 

neighborhood of high-rise apartments, restaurants, theaters and stores. The company is 

housed in a building that also contains Women’s Inter-Art Theatre as well as The 

Ensemble Studio Theater, a company known for its new play festivals and support of new 

plays.  It continues with some regular company members as well as a steady flow of new 

performers and writers and mounts its productions with a minimal assistance from grants.  

Vann continues to direct the company since the death of her co-artistic director, James 

Barbosa.  The company’s style remains eclectic and original. 

 



     CHAPTER SIX 

   

  THE LANDSCAPE DRAMA:ROBERT WILSON, 

                         RICHARDFOREMAN, MEREDITH MONK 

 

One of the main trends in the structure of the avant-garde theatre was the shift 

away from the employment of specific characters as seen in the ensemble work of 

the Living Theatre and Open Theatre, The Performing Garage and Medicine 

Show Theatre Ensemble. Returning the emphasis to the group in their 

productions, these companies found new means of engaging with audiences as 

well as new ways to fill the theatrical void left by the weakening of a dominant 

character in the drama.  Also, the experiments in staging at this time reflected the 

shifts in the understanding and presentation of character.  

In The Death of Character, Elinor Fuchs raises the question, “What 

happens to the presentation of time and space when we are no longer in a theater 

of character, when the human figure is no longer the single, perspectival ‘point’ of 

stage performance?” (Fuchs 8). Her answer was the landscape stage, an idea 

developed by Stein; a drama held in full view for the entire theatrical experience. 

The focus is on the physical landscape, as in the case of such modern directors as 

Robert Wilson, or on the conceptual landscape of Stein and the characters’ 

experience of the “continual present.”  Stein’s interest in the landscape or pastoral 

setting offered her a change from the traditional theatre structures which she said 

made her uncomfortable and “unsettled.” In describing the manner in which the 

landscape impacted upon the play itself, Stein said in her Lectures in America: 

If a play was exactly like a landscape then there would be difficulty about 

the emotion of the person looking on at the play being behind or ahead of the play 

(a problem she had earlier identified as syncopation because the landscape does 

not have to make acquaintance.. it is there.(Stein p.122)—the landscape is not 

moving but being always in relation, the trees to the hills the hills to the fields the 

trees to each other any piece of it to any sky and then any detail to any other 

detail, the story is only of importance if you like to tell or like to hear a story but 
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the relation is there anyway. And of that relation I wanted to make a play and I 

did, a great number of plays”(Stein p.125).   

 

The term “landscape” is one that has become important in a number of 

disciplines.  In a recent study conducted by the World Communion of Protected Areas 

entitled The Protected Landscape Approach- Linking Nature, Culture and Community, 

Adrian Phillips described landscapes as being: “universal--it is found everywhere that 

people and nature have interacted” (Brown et. al 18). This general description of the term 

landscape is used in Phillip’s article:  

First, the impact of landscape is felt through all the senses: it is heard, smelt and 

felt too. - Secondly, landscape has a two-way relationship with us. It has a power 

to shape and reinforce our values, to inspire us, to reflect and reinforce our sense 

of identity. And it is more than scenery in another sense too. Because the 

landscape embodies the past record of human use of the land, it is what 

generations of people have made of the places which we now live. Thus it both 

absorbs layers of history and embodies layers of meaning. Therefore we can see 

landscape as a meeting place between nature and people--and how these have 

interacted to create a distinct place. Past and present--and how therefore 

landscape provides a record of our cultural history: Tangible and intangible 

values--and how these come together in the landscape to give a sense of identity 

(Phillips 20). 

 

Another phenomenon related to landscapes is the fact that people view them 

through their own cultural filters. As they view different settings, they assess the aspects 

of the landscape through values and cultural associations with which they are familiar. 

The theatrical landscapes created by the artists of the avant-garde consisted of layers of 

meaning and history embedded in the objects and places on the stage. Some stage 

directors such as Tina Landau and Susan Lori-Parks presented different time periods 

simultaneously. While there may be central figures in this multi-layered landscape, the 

landscape itself is the focus of the audience’s attention. The human being is no longer the 

focus of the drama and the manner in which “he” is portrayed has changed considerably. 
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The landscape setting has been seen on the stage in the work of the avant-garde artists 

who followed the Living Theater: Robert Wilson, Meredith Monk and Elizabeth 

LeCompte. As the centrality of the characters on stage became increasingly dispersed, the 

presence of the stage becomes another means of creating character in the play--the 

characters play out their lives on a stage environment that has a life of its own and that 

exists before and after their arrival in it.  

No central “I” is represented in the ensemble work and choral stagings of the 

major experimental directors—Bertolt Brecht, Jersey Grotowski, Peter Brook, Julian 

Beck and Judith Malina. Modern directors and writers experimented with the traditional 

dramaturgic and staging models of the twentieth century. Beckett’s Waiting For Godot 

was a journey with no origin or destination (Fuchs 90).  Directors that followed Beckett 

such as Robert Wilson and Richard Foreman staged their theatrical environments against 

an unseen external world . The stagings of Robert Wilson for example were filled with 

people, buildings and things found in nature such as a village nestled in snow in Act One 

of the CIVIL wars, the forest scenes, or the mountain range which surrounds the entire 

width of the stage in Alcestis of Euripides, performed in 1986 at the American Repertory 

Theatre in Cambridge(Fuchs 97). These environments  were worlds unto themselves and 

provided a stage for the dramas to unfold upon. 

Meredith Monk  

 A number of theater artists— Meredith Monk, Ping Chong, Joanne Aakalaitas and 

members of the Bread and Puppet Theatre staged their work in actual as well as 

imaginary landscapes. Monk used theater spaces as well as actual landscapes to create her 

dance/ drama images. In Education of the Girl Child, she projected the image of the 

Mexican sky and desert on a screen onstage. In Quarry, she presented images of a rock 

quarry at various levels of magnification, as well as clouds carried on poles across the 

stage (Fuchs 101). In Monk’s 1991 piece, Atlas, she portrays a global adventurer against 

a backdrop of some of the different cultures of the world. The journey of this character is 

epic in terms of the length of time it covers as well as its physical aspects. The character 

travels around the world through a wide range of physical landscapes. This piece is more 

in the form of a conventional narrative then previous works, with a traditional character 

structure—a central character and a supporting chorus that plays various roles.  
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 Monk began her performance career as a dancer, then moved into vocal music 

that, as she describes it, “Had the personal style and abstract (as well as emotional) 

qualities that come into play in the creation of a painting or a dance.  My method began 

as one of trial and error: translating certain concepts, feelings, images and energies to my 

voice, seeing how they felt, and how they sounded, and then refining them into a musical 

form”(Notes, Atlas) 

 Monk differs from other experimental directors in that she uses the landscape 

background to return to the traditional approach to character (Fuchs 101). In Atlas, for 

example, Monk presents a very clear character against an evolving panoramic landscape. 

Her opera focuses on the life of one character, a female explorer, and on travel as a 

metaphor for spiritual quest and vision. The piece is divided into three parts, the first 

being the character Alexandria’s early years at home with her family, where she dreams 

of visiting faraway places while her parents worry about her future. She is visited by 

Spirit Guides who encourage her to trust in and follow her imagination and begins 

preparations for her journey. Years later, Alexandria begins to choose companions to join 

her on her quest. She eventually chooses three young men and one woman.  Together, the 

five travelers explore the far corners of the earth and test their courage and inner 

resources in various ways. All but one of the travelers survives the ordeal; this character 

tries to get the other travelers to join the militaristic, technocratic society to which he 

returns to. The other travelers ascend to a place of tranquility where they attain spiritual 

knowledge. The final scene shows Alexandria returning home where she learns to 

appreciate the quiet pleasures of the moment as well as the recollection of her earliest 

yearnings “to seek the unknown.” This return represents her coming full circle to the final 

resting place of her journey of the soul. (Notes Atlas). 

Atlas represents Monk’s first piece which has been called an “opera,” although 

the manner in which the piece was conceived was unconventional. While the piece was 

commissioned for The Houston Grand Opera, it was created very much in the pattern of 

many of Monk’s earlier pieces. I spoke recently with lyric Soprano Sylvie Jensen; a 

member of M6, a group dedicated to preserving Monk’s music and rehearsal process as 

well as a regular collaborator with Monk on projects such as the recent recording of 

Impermanence.  Jensen said that Monk worked with a specific narrative structure and 
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carefully planted the musical and dramatic motifs in the minds of her performers whom 

she carefully selected.  Once the seeds of the musical and dramatic ideas were planted in 

the minds of her performers, the ideas were developed through improvisatory techniques 

in rehearsal and eventually became “fixed” (Jensen, Sylvie. Personal  Iterview. 3/6/08) 

The final product which emerged from the rehearsal process was somewhere between 

opera, musical theatre, and performance art.  

Monk’s experimentations with the presentation of character are also represented 

in her innovative use of the human voice. She utilizes a new vocal vocabulary, far beyond 

the standard repertory of traditional vocal technique. She uses cries, yelps, sighs--even 

language--in new ways, making up her own nonsensical language and refining it into a 

musical form. Describing her work in an article written for Opera News, Monk states:  

I want my work to be very accessible. I have spent my life doing art that is about 

communication, but don’t have to trust that my audience will be able to hook in. I know 

Atlas will disturb some expectations about opera; I hope people will handle that.  For 

example, there’s hardly any text. I realize that’s unusual, but in a way the musical themes 

are the text; each character’s tune is a leitmotif.  So the musical situation becomes the 

dramatic situation. The language is the music. I have a hard time with opera in which the 

singing is separate from the text, which is separate from the music. What I am trying to 

do here is reintegrate the elements of opera (Opera News, February, 1991).  

  

Monk is the pioneer of what she calls “extended vocal techniques.” Sylvie Jensen, 

defined “extended vocal techniques as  “anything that the voice can do”(Jensen, Sylvie. 

Personal Interview 3/6/08).  From her beginnings as a performance artist and solo 

vocalist, Monk experimented with the use of yelps, screeches, nasal sounds, repetition 

and unusual phrasings in her effort to use the human instrument in new ways.  

 In a recent performance at Symphony Space in New York (March 6, 2008), six 

singers and a cellist presented an evening of Monk’s compositions written between 1976 

and 1994.  The compositions were primarily vocal, except for sparse piano and cello 

accompaniment. The first portion of the program was entitled Songs for Unaccompanied 

Voice.  Two songs, “Offering” and “Boat Man,” had the feeling of folk songs with 

central characters telling a story.  “Offering” was somewhat traditional in its use of 
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flowing vocal lines in which the performer, Sylvie Jensen, utilized her “traditionally” 

beautiful instrument.  The song had the feeling of a lullaby and told the story of one 

character through unusual phrasings and sound/word formations.  Jensen described her 

experience performing the piece in this manner: 

“Meredith wanted each character we sang to be very specific in terms of who we are and 

what we are saying. Many of the pieces were sung originally by Meredith, but she 

adapted them to the qualities of the performers who were performing them.  Monk can be 

difficult to work with in that her compositions generally are not notated and for the most 

part were performed by Monk herself.  She had very specific ideas about how the pieces 

should be performed and was very demanding in terms of how they should be interpreted. 

While she allowed room for creativity and improvisation in her work, she created a very 

clear structure  which the performers had to work within.  She was also very aware of the 

performers’ level of confidence in their work.  If a performer was unsure of an 

interpretation, Meredith would be quick to come in with instructions on how the work 

should be done. However, if the performer presented an idea with confidence and 

conviction, Monk would most likely support them and their interpretation. Monk was 

looking for new approaches to the work and wanted to include the performer’s 

perspective when it was a clear one” (Jensen, Sylvie. Personal interview. 3/14/08).     

      Jensen described Monk’s work as being deeply personal: It reflected the specific 

issues she was exploring at different points in her life.” Pieces like Atlas, for example 

told the story of one woman’s journey over a long period of time. In this sense it was 

very much a piece of epic theatre. It was also very much Monk’s story. This major work, 

as well as her shorter pieces generally follow a traditional narrative line that follow the 

story of one individual which was generally based on Monk.  Newer works such as the 

soon to be released: Impermanence tell the story of the loss of Monk’s long time 

companion to a sudden illness.  Jensen sang on the recording of this work and found the 

experience a little easier than some of her other experiences performing Monk’s work. 

“This was the first recording of a new work. Meredith didn’t yet have a preconceived 

idea about how it should sound.”(Jensen, Sylvie.  Personal interview. 3/14/08). 

 For this reason, Jensen felt freer to come up with her own interpretation of the 

music. Jensen was aware of Monk’s growing sense of urgency to document the body of 
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her work through recording. “As Meredith gets older, the more she wants to have a 

record of the work she has done. Recordings are the best means of doing this” (Jensen, 

Sylvie. Personal Interview.3/14/08). Since Monk does not notate her music, recordings 

are indeed the only way to create a sense of permanence about her work in addition to the 

work of M6. 

 The next two compositions from the program were from the collection of pieces 

entitled “Songs From The Hill.”  These pieces, “Wa-lie-oh” and “Lullaby #4,” also had 

the feeling of being folk-songs in an unknown foreign language. The first piece, “Wa-lie-

oh,” sung by baritone Sidney Chen, seemed to be commenting on men and masculinity, 

whereas the first piece in the program, “Offering,” seemed to be exploring  female 

archetypes. These themes appear consistently in Monk’s work. Throughout the evening, 

we saw different representations of men and women alone and in groups and in relation 

to one another. In the final presentation of Songs For Unaccompanied Voice, “Long 

Shadows and Hocket,” performers Emily Eagen and Peter Sciscioli faced the audience 

holding hands and played off one another in a duet that incorporated a wide variety of 

“Monk” sounds: nasal tones, squawks, cries, “beautiful” tones and startlingly unattractive 

ones. The two performers moved between singing out towards the audience and facing 

each other, singing at times in a close call-and-response pattern.  The piece gave the 

feeling of being a commentary on traditional theatrical boy-girl duets.  A sense of play 

and good humor prevailed in most of the evening’s presentations.  

 The next section of the program was entitled Tablet. It was written in 1976 for 

three female voices. The women of the ensemble performed the piece accompanied by a 

piano, which the performers took turns playing.  The women seemed to be playing 

characters from different places in the world, some real, some fictitious. At times they 

lapsed into their own nonsensical language that only they could understand.  Their 

presence alone and together represented a variety of female archetypes and 

characteristics: chattering mountain women, youth and beauty, strength and humor.  At 

one point the women begin to laugh with one another in their nonsensical language. They 

created a sense of intimacy and strength in unity and friendship. Jensen described these 

women as coming from the “small voice” of a “small person” to which Monk referred. 
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The language they spoke in was not simply gibberish but had a very specific point of 

view and was carefully rehearsed.  

 The final section of the evening was entitled, Dolmen Music.  It was written in 

1979 and incorporated all of the performers of the evening. The piece seemed to be a 

representative collection of the variety of vocal styles we had heard throughout the 

evening. It transitioned quickly from segment to segment and had a light, humorous 

quality.  At one point, singer Sylvie Jensen took a pair of chopsticks and joined cellist 

Claire Bryant on the cello, adding a percussive layer to the instrument. According to 

Jensen this duet was carefully planned. All of the rhythms, as well as the building of 

tension, were carefully set by both performers (Jensen, Sylvie.  Personal 

interview.3/14/08). 

 What was evident in most of the pieces throughout the evening was the 

connectedness of the performers. The singers were primarily focused on each other, often 

echoing one another’s physical as well as vocal movements. While the physical setting of 

the piece did not dominate, as in most of Monk’s work, the performers nevertheless 

created a sense of place through their characterizations and interactions with each other.  

Many of the pieces had the feel of folk tales. The performers seemed to be characters in 

an epic folk story.  

 At one point in the evening, one of the performers took a moment to acknowledge  

Monk’s support of singers over the years.  The group that performed the evening of 

songs, “M 6,” is a group of a singers formed specifically to continue the legacy of 

Meredith Monk. These singers were chosen to participate in a professional training 

workshop Monk offered at Weill Music Institute at Carnegie Hall. The singers are 

coached directly by Monk as well as past singers with the ensemble. The group continues 

Monk’s practice of teaching through the oral tradition, and they are in the process of 

transcribing her work in an effort to document her work for future generations (Program 

notes 3/6/08).  

It is unusual for a group in the avant-garde fringe to be working to preserve its 

performance texts in this manner. As Richard Schechner describes in his book, The End 

of Humanism, this practice is not typical in the avant-garde. Except for film or 

videography of specific productions, there is generally no specific record of the work 
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accomplished. That a group some 25 years later is documenting her work reflects Monk’s 

awareness, as well as others, of the need for historical preservation. As Jensen suggested 

in my discussion with her, this is partially a result of Monk’s personal interest in 

documenting her work, but also an awareness that an era is ending.   

 Unlike some of her peers, Monk has received considerable support for her work. 

She is the recipient of a MacArthur “Genius” fellowship, two Guggenheim fellowships, 

sixteen ASCAP awards for musical composition, and in 2006 was inducted into the 

American Academy of Arts and Sciences. It was evident from the evening’s performance 

at Symphony Space that Monk is committed to returning the support she has been given 

to the artistic community of this and future generations. She was seated in the audience 

and was continuously engaged with old friends and well- wishers before and after the 

performance.  

 While the era of the ensemble is understood to be over, it clearly continues in this 

community.  Monk and her group of performers work together and support one another in 

their growth as individuals and as a collective.  They have clearly forged a community 

committed to preserving a body of work as well as a style of working. 

 Richard Foreman 

 Director Richard Foreman also creates landscape environments on the stage. His 

productions, however, are marked by the absence of natural imagery.  In Foreman’s 

world, clocks, strings, Hebrew letters, strange signs and symbols reflect a fin-de-siècle 

environment (Fuchs 101). Foreman’s work is closely related to Stein’s and her concept of 

the “landscape play” and the “continuous present.” In a 1927 letter to Virgil Thomson, 

Stein described her concept of a natural landscape: “Make it pastoral- in the hills and 

gardens.- I made the Saints a landscape ... all these saints together made my landscape 

and it the play really is a landscape”(Fuchs 91). 

 In Foreman’s world, the actors create performances that do not have specific 

meanings but reflect the workings of the human mind much like Stein wrote about it in 

her work.  His direction helps create performances that do not depict specific characters, 

but are more like “characterological objects (Fuchs 102). His characters do not have 

specific meanings, and they have no particular psychological life.  Foreman states that he 

“thinks the way a lyric poet thinks” and that it was his goal to make “the lyric viable in 
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the theater” (Fuchs 102.)   It is this attention to the lyric that links Foreman to Stein and 

Wilson and their landscape stagings. As the dominant presence of specific characters 

fade, the set takes on a new meaning and the poetic qualities of the stage environment 

and characters emerge. 

 We see a similar approach to character in the work of the Living Theatre, where 

actors “stand in” for characters such as groups of actors playing soldiers in a barracks or a 

non-specific sergeant in command of them.  The ensemble approach which is so 

prevalent in Paradise Now and The Brig led to the creation of non-specific group 

characters.  In these situations the group takes on a life of its own with a collective 

presence and identity in relation to the theatrical environment and in relation to each 

other.   

 The goal of the work of Foreman and Wilson is somewhat different than that of 

the companies of the 1960’s. Whereas the work of those companies involved their 

audiences emotionally as well as mentally and spiritually, Foreman and Wilson seek to 

engage their audiences in their specific vision of the world and enter into a dialectic with 

their aesthetic values. Foreman describes his goals for the stage in this manner: 

Character, empathy, narrative- these are all straightjackets imposed on the 

impulse so it can be dressed up in a fashion that is familiar, comforting, and 

reassuring for the spectator. I want a theatre that frustrates our habitual way of 

seeing and by so doing frees the impulse from the objects in our culture to which 

it is invariably linked (Aronson 134). 

 

 Wilson’s work is operatic in scale. Productions such as The King of Spain (1969) 

and The Life and Times of Sigmund Freud (1969) are presented in large theatre spaces. 

The Life and Times of Sigmund Freud was first staged in the cavernous opera stage at the 

Brooklyn Academy of Music. These productions had a quality similar to Wagner and his 

Gesamtkunstwerk, reflecting their personal vision through the use of drama, music and 

the visual arts to create a complex theatrical/musical event like the “total theater” 

associated with Wagner. Their works portray specific themes such as Wilson’s Einstein 

on the Beach, which conveys the chaos theory and randomness of a post-Einsteinian view 
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of the universe. In this stage world time and space are slowed to an uncomfortable pace, 

challenging audiences perception of the performance (Aronson 112). 

 Foreman wants to disrupt the process of viewing the performance and force 

audience members into a new relationship with the play: “Character, empathy, narrative-- 

these are all straightjackets imposed on the impulse so it can be dressed up in a fashion 

that is familiar, comforting, and reassuring for the spectator” (Aronson 134). Like 

Wagner, Foreman created his own manifesto, “Manifesto III” (1975), in which he 

discusses his goal of emphasizing the structure of the theatre event (Aronson 135). 

 Each of these directors has created his own signature style and has worked all 

over the United States and Europe. Their work has been incorporated into the mainstream 

and is no longer “avant-garde” in that sense, but represents a shift in performance and 

production values the influence of which can be seen in the new opera/theater works 

being created today.  

New Directions in Opera: VOX Arts Series– City Opera-La Mamma/ Dr. Atomic 

  There is a place where new operatic works are being supported and developed.  

New York City Opera supports the VOX (voice) arts program which provides a forum for 

composers and singers to develop new works for the operatic stage. In this year’s recent 

program held at N.Y.U’s Skirball Center, ten new productions were presented to 

audiences.  There were also discussion panels held before each set of performances.  The 

first panel held on May 10
th

 addressed the topic of politically engaged music/theatre. 

The panelists answered questions from the moderator as well as from theaudience. 

The topics ranged from which comes first, words or music- to satisfying the sponsor of a 

commissioned work.  The librettist for Our Giraffe, Charlie Flowers said that when he 

was collaborating (with composer Sorrel Hays) the words came first. Another topic that 

was discussed was the difference between getting a political message across and 

entertaining an audience.  One composer on the panel, Alice Shields described 

entertainment as: “getting the audience to enjoy themselves with their existing set of 

defense mechanisms.”(Shields, Alice. Personal Interview. 5/10/08).    Sorrel Hays felt 

very comfortable using the word entertainment to describe her work. “ In the 70’s and 

80’s she said, she wrote a lot of work that was serious and expressed dark human 

emotions.” At this point in time she said, she uses the word entertainment to describe her 
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work as she is now very comfortable using humor to express complex human 

circumstances. When I asked the composer Scott Davenport Richards if he used any 

techniques to expose the political elements of his plays such as the alienation techniques 

that Brecht did, he mentioned that the structure of opera itself was enough to expose the 

dramatic elements of the play.  Character in the operatic presentation was grander and 

less naturalistic than in straight theater. The larger than life quality of the opera made it 

harder to emotionally identify with the experience of the character. In the program notes 

for the recent VOX series, Hays described opera in this manner: - 

In all opera, for me, there should always occur some kind of revelation, 

whether of story, or character, or more generalized “truth.” But ultimately 

opera is about passion, and that is the most compelling truth: Life 

presented in larger terms, on-stage, than we typically experience it in the 

day- to day.  Whether we call this love or its doppelganger, hate, in opera 

the emotions can be monumental in the moment because they are sung in 

full voice over an orchestra that is not always an ally. As my partner in 

this opera, Charles Flowers, says: Trying to define opera is a good way to 

make a public ass of yourself. (He likes to cite Wagner’s Opera and 

Drama as an example,) One can only say with confidence that the instinct 

to create opera is passion itself.  In the end, the most powerful opera 

answers one basic question, scene by scene. “And then what happened” 

(Vox Program Notes). 

 

The piece that  Richards wrote for the festival, Charlie Crosses the Nation has the 

influence of jazz, swing and gospel.  The mix of styles made the event exciting and very 

much not in the style of a traditional opera.  Having a jazz “opera’ in the piece challenges 

the traditional operatic format and informed the characterizations (and vice versa).   

 Other pieces in the program were in a traditional operatic style such as Alice 

Shields Criseyde, while others, such as Sorrel Hays’s and Charles Flower’s  Our Giraffe 

mixed a classical style with a more modern format. One more modern moment in the 

piece was portrayed by soprano Beth Griffith, who sang the part of the Giraffe. Griffiths       

had the challenge of creating the character of the Giraffe without any dialogue other than 
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the word “huuuaang.” Her tour de force aria was sung entirely on this word and contained 

numerous notes above high C. In a recent interview on 5/14/08, Griffiths spoke about the 

rehearsal process of learning the Giraffe’s aria as well as being the first person to 

approach the role of the Giraffe:  “I had to change the vowel sounds of the piece to make 

them more interesting. The giraffe repeated the word Huang many times which becomes 

quite boring. Its also very difficult to sing the sound NG so I had to change the word to 

Huanga which Sorrel was happy to do.” Griffiths, who spent twenty years singing new 

music in Germany spoke about some of the differences between traditional Bel Canto 

music and singing a new music piece as well as some of the new possibilities allowed in 

creating a character in a new music theater piece. “New music/theater pieces allow more 

room for the individual personality of the performer to come through in the work.  

Traditional opera also requires that the singer use their voice in certain ways and limits 

some of the possibilities of expression. In new music, the freedom of vocal expression 

allows more room for the performer to approach the role in their own style.” Griffiths 

also spoke about some of the differences in approach to a piece of new music as opposed 

to classical one: “In a traditional piece of classical music, we are all so familiar with the 

music that we don’t really pay close attention to what the composer originally intended. 

In a piece of new music, we are seeing the music with fresh eyes and don’t have any 

performer’s interpretation in our heads.  Performers tend to pay closer attention to what 

the composer actually wrote.”(Griffiths, Beth. Personal Interview. 5/14/08). We also 

discussed the difficulties in reinterpreting a piece of new music that has already been 

performed successfully by another performer. In the latter the composer already has a 

very clear image of the piece in their mind that the performer has to work against.  Any 

further interpretation of the piece is held up to the work of the original performer and all 

of their idiosyncrasies. The “character” of the giraffe that Griffiths played for example 

was an entirely new creation never seen on the operatic stage before.  Griffith’s 

interpretation was the definitive one. Her only tools to create Zarafa were her use of 

vowel sounds as well her head and eye movements which gave a sense of the Giraffe’s 

movements. 

 The symbol of the giraffe is a very important one in Our Giraffe. The story 

follows the giraffe from the time it was kidnapped from its mother in Nubia and 
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witnessed her brutal murder. She was then led across the desert by her handsome keeper, 

Ahmed and taken to Paris where she was given as a gift to King Charles X of France and 

where she eventually became the toast of the nation.  

 The librettist and the composer intended the Giraffe to be a kind of “tabula rasa” 

that everyone she encountered could project their needs and beliefs upon; “a victory for 

French science and rationalism, an opportunity for political exploitation, a commercial 

enterprise, a symbol of mystical love or the ineffable cosmos.”(VOX Opera program 

notes). The other characters in the opera, fit into more traditional operatic conventions of 

character; Ahmed, the handsome keeper of the giraffe, Zarafa and one of Ahmed’s lovers, 

the beautiful Minette. Their arias were also sung in the manner of traditional Bel Canto 

opera. Zarafa’s duet with Minette stood out not only because of the challenge Griffith’s 

faced in singing Giraffe sounds but because of the specific characterization with which 

she brought to the performance.  

The panel the next day of the piece consisted of singers discussing some of the 

challenges singers face when performing new music. Griffith’s characterization was one 

of the topics of discussion. The performers on the panel were very impressed with 

Griffith’s performace as well as the vocal challenges of the piece. Griffith’s facial 

expressions; her use of her eyes and body were unusual and vivid in creating an image of 

a giraffe. Part of Griffith’s success it seemed was her willingness to use her body and 

voice in new ways. It is a well known thought amongst singers  that opera singers don’t 

act. One singer on the panel told the story of how in graduate school, the singers sat on 

one side of the rehearsal hall and the actors on the other.  The two disciplines never 

mixed. All of the singers agreed this was unfortunate and that the attitude concerning 

opera singers and acting has changed dramatically in recent years. One singer on the 

panelist Emily Pulley expressed the thought that “the narrative is the most precious 

aspect of the operatic experience. Perhaps in art.” She sees herself as a storyteller as do 

many performers.  Her voice and expressive/interpretive abilities serve the story being 

told and are secondary too it. In her view all of the diverse elements that make up an 

operatic performance serve the narrative line the composer and librettist created. 

Another discussion on the panel was fueled by my question concerning “new” 

composers who they might feel do not utilize their intensive vocal training. I mentioned 
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the work of Meredith Monk in particular.  The singers on the panel all spoke of their 

admiration for Monk’s vocal skill, but were particularly interested in the ensemble 

approach Monk took to the development of her compositions. One singer on the panel 

with extensive operatic credits as well a background in more experimental work, Lauren 

Flanigan was particularly impressed with Monk’s music and approach to working with 

her singers. She tied Monk’s work back to the work of performance artists in the 1980’s 

and that particular time of creativity throughout New York City.  As a developing 

performer during these years, she had the opportunity to bring “operatic” singing into 

venues where it wouldn’t traditionally have been heard. The performance art venues 

incorporated the human voice in unusual ways and focused on the individual as the center 

of the story as well as the source of creativity from which the piece emerges.  What stood 

out from the response of the performers to my question concerning new composers was 

their interest in working in an ensemble as well as their awareness of the importance of 

the narrative in the opera and their role in the overall process of conveying the story. 

In a gesture that she intends to demystify opera and make it more accessible to the 

general public, Flanigan will perform in a music series called “Opera On Tap” which is 

designed to bring opera to the average audience member of drinking age. As she 

described it the company will offer audiences an opportunity to: ”hear Lauren” sing a 

well known operatic aria in a different context and without some of the ceremony and 

cost involved in attending an operatic performance.  The caliber of performers that sing 

in this company is high allowing the audiences to experience the pure beauty of the music 

unencumbered by the conventions of traditional opera. The performers really will be 

playing themselves singing opera in a bar, not portraying the characters from the operas 

they are singing from.  Shedding the skin of the characters they are portraying and 

focusing on the pure beauty of the voice is in this case a political statement.  They are 

freeing opera and taking it to the streets.  

Ellen Stewart and La Mama Etc./ Café Cino 

Another place where the avant-garde continues and thrives is the La Mama 

Theater Annex founded by Ellen Stewart in 1961 on West 4
th

 St. in the East Village of 

Manhattan. This company was founded around the same time that Café Cino was 

founded by Joe Cino in the West Village.  This vibrant company has presented more than 
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1,900 productions and taken them around the world.  The company has grown from a 

small basement performance space to an art complex that contains three performance 

spaces, extensive rehearsal spaces, an art gallery, an educational workshop space and an 

archive which documents the history of the Off- Off Broadway movement and the history 

of La Mama and the artists that have worked with the company. (Program notes.The 

Raven.) 

Stewart has been a dynamic figure throughout the 46year history of the company.  

After a recent performance of the epic opera, The Raven for which Stewart composed 

and arranged the music, Stewart spoke with me about the origins of the experimental 

theatre movement: “I’m the Mother of it all me and Joe Cinno”.  (Stewart, Ellen. Personal 

interview 7/12/08).   Stewart has been a “mother” to theatre artists of all kinds. She 

founded La Mamma with the goal of nurturing playwrights and performers.  Her goal 

was to create a space where collaboration and the ensemble could flourish.  In 

productions such as The Raven, Stewart collaborated with the Great Jones Repertory 

Company. Stewart composed the score of an epic Chinese opera and staged a production 

employing traditional Chinese choreography and vocal techniques with modern 

techniques such as projecting film images on the stage that the performers interact with. 

This production was mounted in La Mamma’s cavernous Annex space. The mixing of 

traditional and modern elements in the production was in itself avant-garde.  

  In addition to the work Stewart is doing in her New York space, Steward has also 

founded and an artist’s colony in Spoletto, Italy; La Mamma Umbria, where artists can  

work and collaborate. When I spoke with Stewart she spoke of the number of times in her 

early career where she was encouraged to find a “pushcart,” meaning a vehicle to 

promote other’s work.  She found this in a small basement space on East 2
nd

 street where 

she started La Mamma, initially as a space to support her foster brother who was a writer 

as well as other young or developing writers  (Personal Interview 7/12/08).  Stewart has 

gone on since then to support the work of numerous artists from around the world and 

provide a home for them to present and develop their work.  

Influences  From  The Origins of the Theatrical Avant-Garde. 

What seems to be occurring in some of the new music/theatre works is that the 

values of the performance art world where the presence of the individual plays a central 
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part in the performance have merged with classical traditions. We also see aspects of the 

early ensemble work of The Living Theatre, Open Theatre and Medicine Show Theatre 

Ensemble who experimented with the role of the actor, writer and director and the use of 

the theatre space present in these experiments..  

The emergence of Performance Art and solo artists such as Spalding Gray, Karen 

Finley and Meredith Monk (her early work) represented a return to the power of the 

individual as the source of creativity as well as the continuing deconstruction of the role 

of the author and director. 

The experiments in the music world as seen in the epic operas of Meredith Monk, 

Robert Wilson and Richard Foreman and in City Opera’s VOX Opera series, represent a 

return to the singular narrative story and some of the classical opera traditions portrayed 

on a modern landscape. The increased importance of the landscape presented on the stage 

added a new dimension to the story being told. This landscape has its roots in the theory 

and plays of Gertrude Stein as well as the productions of the New York Counterculture 

theatre that followed.   

The experiments and choral stagings of the New York Counter Culture theatre can 

be seen in two major dramaturgical and staging models; the panoramic and the 

concentrated. The panoramic model being represented in the themes and staging of 

Meredith Monk for example in her epic opera Atlas, whose story and staging spans the 

globe. The concentrated model can be seen in the work of Beckett, most definitively in 

Endgame,  with its classic dramatic structure; one action, one setting and a sense of 

compacted time which obliterates the outside world.  Its protagonist wants to be placed in 

the center of the drama and the universe but never feels satisfied with his placement 

(Fuchs p. 92-93).  

Another clear example of the panoramic stage model can be seen in the recent 

Metropolitan Opera Production of John Adam’s Doctor Atomic.  There seems to be a 

constant pull between the characters looking inward and looking outward.  One of the 

most powerful images of the opera takes place at the end of the opera when the various 

members of the Manhattan Project face the audience wearing protective goggles all 

except for Dr. Oppenheimer who waits until the last minute to put on his goggles.  What 

is ominously present throughout the opera is a sense of a much larger world beyond the 
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internal worlds of the characters on stage.  Not only does the audience get a sense of the 

characters looking out at a much larger physical landscape, but they get the sense that the 

characters are gazing out into the future and the new world that awaits them.  The 

presence of a composer such as John Adams at the Metropolitan Opera represents the 

merging of classical and contemporary approaches to music.  What is present in the 

production and in many of the recent experiments in music/ theatre and opera is the 

presence of a much larger physical and historical landscape in which the character’s 

stories unfold.  As we look back to the origins of New York Counter Culture theatre and 

music, we can gain a deeper understanding of the forces that led to the experiments which 

took place at that time and laid the groundwork for some of this new sensibility in the  

productions we are seeing today. 



CONCLUSION- 

CLASSICAL AND CONTEMPORARY INFLUENCES ON THE AVANT-

GARDE 

 

There is a merging of traditions in the music/theatre works being written today. 

The values of the performance art world, where the presence of the individual plays a 

central part in the creation of the performance through the use of autobiographical 

material and personal artifacts, have merged with classical traditions such as the 

conventions of the operatic stage. We also see aspects of the early ensemble work of The 

Living Theatre, Open Theater and Medicine Show Theatre Ensemble who experimented 

with the role of the actor, writer, director and the use of the theatre space. The emergence 

of Performance Art and solo artists such as Spalding Gray, Karen Finley and Meredith 

Monk, represented a return to the power of the individual (after the importance of the 

ensemble) as well as the continuing deconstruction of the role of the author and director. 

The experiments in the music/theatre world as seen in the epic operas of Meredith Monk, 

Robert Wilson and Richard Foreman and in City Opera’s VOX Opera series, represent a 

return to the singular narrative story and some of the classical opera traditions portrayed 

on a modern landscape. The increased importance of the stage landscape as an 

environment independent of the action which takes place on it, added a new dimension to 

the story being told.  

This modern landscape has its roots in the theory and plays of Gertrude Stein as 

well as the productions of the New York Counterculture theatre that followed her.  We 

also see the influence of Stein on the experiments in staging, character, and the work of 

the ensemble on modern stages. Meredith Monk’s extended vocal techniques and 

experimentations with vowel sounds as well as her ensemble approach to creation and 

performance grew out of the earlier experimentations with performance and rehearsal 

practices. The unique approach to characterization presented in City Opera’s VOX Opera 

Series such as the Giraffe portrayed by Beth Griffith’s in Our Giraffe was clearly 

connected to Monk’s exploration of extended vocal techniques.  The roots of these 

explorations go back to earlier musical interpretations of avant-garde theatre/music such 

as Ned Rorem’s musical adaptation of Stein’s Three Sisters Who Are Not Sisters as well 

as new approaches to language and music found in the New York Counterculture.  All of 
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these experiments grew out of a desire to connect to the theatergoer and to experience the 

sounds of language on a more primal level, very much in the style of Antonin Artaud, a 

pioneer of the theatrical avant-garde. 

Contemporary music/theatre is a hybrid of performing and composition styles. While 

the importance of the composer and librettist is central to some of the new experiments in 

music/theatre, the performer has a new autonomy in their freedom of interpretation.  

They are not bound by previous presentations of roles or by standard vocal or 

performance techniques, as evidenced in the work of Beth Griffiths in Our Giraffe.  The 

roles of author, composer and performer are not as clearly delineated as they once were.  

These changes in performance and creation practices are acknowledged by the 

International Theatre Institute which recently redefined its tasks: 

1. Since the MTC’s (Music Theatre Committee) inauguration, new relations of text, 

music and stage action have evolved next to the traditional “opera form”. The 

former separation between a work’s autonomous score and its interpretation 

through the actors and the production team is often abandoned.  In many 

instances, the traditional separation of tasks (composer, writer, director, set 

designer, executing musicians and singers) has fallen away.  In fact, modern 

music theatre gains special relevance as a melting pot utilizing many aspects of 

hybrid arts and post dramatic theatre. 

2. While its work used to be based on music theatre forms with a European origin, 

the MTC is currently looking to encompass those coming from a non-European 

background. To what extend a single committee will be able to handle those 

highly differentiated forms and cultural backgrounds remains for the future to 

show. For now, it is about giving voice to said forms of theatre (Quitt, Liquatt). 

It has taken some time for non-European counterculture theatre to make its 

way into the mainstream canon of music/theatre works.  The formal 

acknowledgment by committees such as the ITT of the changed roles of 

composer, writer and set designer reflects the evolution of approaches to theatre 

which  I have been discussing throughout this study.  As we look back at the 

origins of this movement and the progress of the avant-garde as I have been 

exploring it, we can see the forces and themes that have informed the exciting 
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experiments resulting from these new approaches to the creation of theatre and 

music. 
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