In Search of Structure

By Jessica López-Barkl


In 2002, when looking for interesting quotes/reminisces for Seattle Repertory Theatre’s annual benefit performance, Stars and Stories, I read Arthur Miller’s memoir Timebends.  I stared at a passage that seemed to state most clearly the paradox of my theatrical experience, which is to be a theater artist in a time that hasn’t codified a structure to mirror its existence.  To make matters worse, the passage was about Miller’s reaction to the Vietnam War, which, at that time, would have been more than 30 years of theater without a structure to help validate its continued livelihood:

“The undeclared war began to seem, as in Orwell’s 1984, a permanent television show, but secretly it throttled, choked, numbed.  And it changed the dramatic problem oddly: the former time you had to bring the unconscious to the surface by the end of the third act, but we were already in the third act.  I had seriously begun to question whether a play that gradually unveiled a submerged theme could ever be written again.  If not, we were really moving into a new kind of culture.  The fact was, we were too conscious, too aware that we were lying to ourselves in the matter of this war, knew we were bartering away reality itself rather than face our national self-deception.  What was left to reveal, except the lack of courage to stop the lies?”  (Miller, 548)

From 2001-2002, I worked at Seattle Repertory Theatre as an intern first in the literary/dramaturgy department and then was hired to do archive research for their 40th Anniversary.  From 2003-2004 I worked as a literary assistant at New York Theatre Workshop.  These two positions provided me with a unique perspective on the state of American theater from the Regional Theater movement’s inception in the early 1960s to its ‘new normal’: declining/dying subscription base, the drying up of corporate donors/grants, fickle single-ticket buyers (the rise of the “creative class”), the necessity of the one-man/woman show or the two-hander, the beginning popularity of the co-production, competition with on-line entertainment sources, the ever-present addiction to social media/the smart phone, the death of the mid-size theater, the restructured National Endowment of the Arts, and the shrinking of new works production.  I read many plays at these theaters (about 10 per day sometimes), and something always bothered me about nine out of ten of these plays.  I always read plays with the Keith Johnstone adage of: “If it sounds like someone else’s work, put it aside, find a new voice.”  So, that got me quite far in the literary field because I could weed out plays very quickly.  However, even the ones that I found that had their own voice often still bothered me.  Something in the back of my mind kept saying, “structure,” but that discovery of a word for my niggling confusion was not a panacea.  

Reflecting with my life experience was the only way I could unpack what was bothering me about the scripts I was reading: Having grown up in generational poverty in Northern Idaho, the events of 9/11, 10+ years of the Iraq/Afghanistan war or engagement or whatever the historians want us to believe, the founding of physical-theater ensemble theater company, running a 99-seat-black-box theater for 4 years in Albuquerque, NM, teaching all walks of life theater, the monumental death of my father, and teaching at two different colleges (including teaching prison college at two different prisons).  These life experiences revealed to me that the theater I was reading did not reflect the zeitgeist of the world we were in and didn't even use the language that diverse audiences or audiences of generational poverty use.  The structures of these plays felt stale because it was, essentially, the same structure (with some adaptations) of the well-made-play, popularized by Ibsen.  This is the structure of the middle-class, but not the rising creative class and certainly not the economically disenfranchised.  Nothing is tidy or well-made about the creative class or the economically disenfranchised.  The structures of the plays I was reading were tidy, polished, well-written.  Nothing is particularly “wrong” with that kind of writing, but the tone felt stale.  

I realized that I’m not alone in the thinking that the structure of plays were missing something or had too much of something because audiences were becoming smaller and smaller for live theater.  The only people who tend to continue to come are those from a generation that feels they have an obligation to be civically engaged.  The creative class and the economically disenfranchised do not feel as though they have a responsibility to be civically engaged, therefore, they do not attend live theater, unless it breaks some sort of structure barrier, i.e. Hamilton.  I now knew why I fell asleep in the exposition scenes in every Ibsen play and the epilogue scenes of Chekhov.  The structure wasn’t working on the minds of anyone post-Vietnam; even poor Arthur Miller recognized that he was becoming anachronistic.  (“I had seriously begun to question whether a play that gradually unveiled a submerged theme could ever be written again.” – Arthur Miller)


Brass tacks: What structure does work?  What can an amalgamation of people living in the third act find to be entertaining, rhythmically congruous with their own life experience?  I know that I’m not presumptuous enough to assume that I know the answer to that question, but I’m self-aware enough to know that as a theater artist, it’s my duty to look.


Certain forms of live performance have an inherent structure that helps make exposition unnecessary: hip-hop theater, puppetry, multi-media, dance theater, and jam band/nightclub structures.  The physical aspects of these forms of live performance are so entertaining that it’s hard to be annoyed by the structure being non-linear.  A discussion of these performance forms might provide a jumping off place for a search for a structure: a structure that represents our current worldview.  A new structure might translate to more buzz, as is the case with Lin-Manuel Miranda’s Hamilton, and the ever-illusive-fickle-creative-class-single-ticket-buyer.  In addition, we need more diverse voices on the stages of mainstream theater.  We are getting better at this, but statistics of theater produced by artists of color or women is still painfully low.  The structure of a story told by a person of color, a woman, or a person from a marginalized class, will always be different from any given standard.
Hip-Hop Theater, Will Power, and Hamilton

While at New York Theatre Workshop I had the pleasure of being introduced to Will Power, who is best known for his high-octane writing and performance in Flow, his widely toured hip-hop solo show.  Before I saw Flow, I was pre-disposed to dislike it.  I had been a bit turned off by one-man/woman shows during my internship at Seattle Repertory Theatre because I had to read many of them for our season planning.  Rather than choose the best play possible, often times as literary people we are asked to find the best play with a small cast for budget reasons, which I understand, but by that point, I was frustrated with the one-man/woman show genre.  

Flow was not at all what I expected.  The exposition occurred at lightening speed.  Will Power’s physical and vocal specificity were astounding.  The beats that his DJ played during the play allowed me to stay present and awake for this story performed by one man; I was not removed from the story that was so unlike my cultural experience because the music and beats were sounds that kept me entertained and felt familiar.  Will made a white girl from Northern Idaho understand his neighborhood because his characters were the same characters I grew up with in my own generational poverty.  
“Power talks about the melting-pot of the ‘hood, the distinctive voice of the underclass outsider, even the wannabe insider…one by one, Will Power inhabits each of his characters, often layering stories within stories to reveal their hidden pain or heartbreak, love or disillusions, dreams of braggadocio – the hardcore stuff…but where most solo performers rely on sketch-comedy skills, quick changes in costumes and mastery of accents to enact transformations, Power depends on the spoken word.  All his monologues are rapped.  Every line is rhymed and aurally backed by live real-time DJ mixes.  Power spins urban fables, speaking of lives ridden by drugs, poverty, hate crimes, misogyny, black homophobia, even species genocide – but his shows never play dreary grooves.  This rapper is doped up on the need to entertain and inspire.  His belief in the power of the verse to pass on the message – the down-home wisdom of those who “sing the songs and right the wrongs and carry on” – is quite endearing.”  (Gener, 30-31)


After seeing Flow, I was a convert.  New York Theatre Workshop then began work on The Seven, a Will Power version of Aeschylus’s Seven Against Thebes.  Will did not act this time as a performer, he worked solely as the playwright, and because of this, I was able to witness his style translated from his physical/vocal intuitions, made so disarming in Flow, to the page -- literally doing the thing I had hoped to see translated to a structure and create a “formalized” play that could be passed on.  In American Theatre, March 2006, Will Power told Charles Mee (another playwright who adapts classics) about his way of “flipping” classics into the hip-hop setting:

“It’s a retelling of another story – we’re trying to flip it for today.  For me, hip-hop is all about flipping it.  When I say flipping it, I mean you take something and keep the essence and the feel of it, but you make it something different…some of my contemporaries might not agree, but I don’t feel like there are any new stories.  There are new characters, but the stories are really about the same issues human beings have always been struggling with.  I was fascinated by this family Oedipus was cursed; his father was cursed; and then after his sons kill each other, the sons of the sons come back and fight each other…We’re trying…[to draw] parallels to hip-hop and African-American culture – but the curse is the belief in inevitable fate.  Once you believe in that, it’s a constant pull…”


At the first reading of the play there was some discrepancy and discussion as to how to do the exposition in this piece – “flipping” it meant that Will had to keep the Greek story not just thrust it forward into a “modern” setting, but keep it “post-modern”.  The original structure called for the typical monologue by a servant telling the exposition:

“…the opening monologue is by the DJ.  A DJ can play a James Brown record from 1970, then mix it with a Jay-Z record that has the same James Brown sound.  These two have a dialogue with each other.  Do you know what a sample is?  A sample is when you record a section of a song and you loop it in order to create an original song.  You create an original song, but the foundations or the elements are from this older song.  In some ways what hip-hop is doing is giving a nod to your elders and your ancestors.  It’s incorporating something old and adding something – like a DJ…I’m trying to apply those principles of hip-hop to this play.  This DJ, she finds a recording of the play Seven Against Thebes at a swap meet, and she starts playing it.  The story is being told by these old school, classic-voice types on the record but then she interprets it.  My play is not so much like West Side Story, which is a modern-day version of an old play; it’s a fusion of both worlds.  People ride chariots with hydraulics.  They wear Phat Farm togas.  They do Apollo at the Apollo.  They can reference Shaft and Sophocles…”


I think Will found a happy compromise of employing structures from hip-hop and finding a way of “flipping” it in the actual play, by making exposition something that is playback that is looped on a record found at the flea market.  The nice thing about rap is that it can cover a lot more exposition faster than other forms of theater: A modern recitative.  Lin-Manuel Miranda also discovered this in his production of Hamilton.  A very long biography about Alexander Hamilton was easily accessible to a modern audience through the speed and looping of rap and hip-hop.  In using this flipping of our understanding of exposition, I think Will Power was able to codify this necessary piece of playwriting.  Initially, I think Will Power opened himself up to censure from the “purists in the theater world,” but Lin-Manuel Miranda quashed this initial criticism by creating one of the most successful new pieces of theater in the new millennium, utilizing hip-hop:

“I did a talk at the New School a few weeks ago, and someone asked me, “Are you gong to stunt the language?  The language of the Greeks is so high.”  I was like, hip-hop theatre is kind of new, but there are some hip-hop storytellers who have magnificently high language.  He said, “Are you saying that’s at the level of the Greeks?”  Well, yeah, in some ways.  Hip-hop pays attention to language, to rhythm.  Jazz and scat.  In hip-hop we have freestyling.  Freestyling is when you’re rapping, but it’s improvisational rap-scatting, but with words.  It’s another level of scat.  Hip-hop is thick with language.  Some people might see that, someone else might not see it.” 
Diversity 1: Women Directors

Will Power was not alone in executing this new kind of dramaturgy and structure.  Jo Bonney was chosen as his director for The Seven by the artistic staff at New York Theatre Workshop.  Jo Bonney is a white woman who is a classically trained theater practitioner from Australia, who has a reputation of working with testosterone-ridden male theater, mainly because of her work with Eric Bogosian (who also happens to be her husband).  When Jo first started working with Eric, he was trying to find a different structure to perform the “male experience” and because they were partners in life, Jo was able to help Eric find a way to communicate these “male” stories in a way that was universal without seeming misogynistic.  Through her work with Eric and the fact that she is Australian, Jo is able to communicate an “outsider’s view” and one that can more easily become universal especially with Will Power’s work because she was able to be a director/dramaturg that used classical structures to meet Will’s playwriting style.

“Jo Bonney is an excellent choice of director because she understands the world…She’s someone who’s not from the culture, but still has that level of understanding of how to tell the story, the dramaturgy and stuff.  Still hip-hop theatre is a relatively new art form.  The first generation of hip-hop theatre artists who came up, we were people who wrote our own material, directed it and performed it…Now, we write a play and pass it on, but that’s incredibly difficult because the pool of performers who can do this kind of thing is still forming…with hip-hop theatre, you have to be able to rhyme, rhyme in character, handle the weight of the original text, move with…choreography, and sing…We had rappers who could rhyme, but it was like, “Okay, remember: You’re a 70-year-old psychic.  You’ve got to rhyme like a 70-year-old psychic.”  (American Theatre – March 2006)


Two years before Will Power’s interview in American Theatre, March 2006, there were two articles in American Theatre that began a discussion about this new-fangled thing called hip-hop theater – would it last, what was it?  Jorge Ignacio Cortiñas wrote one of the articles.  This article looks at hip-hop theater as a “placeholder for race” – that only the African-American/Latino community could believably write theater with a hip-hop structure and that was the place that they should always be.  Arguably, ten years later and a lot more refining in the hip-hop structure have made it a structure to be reckoned with, and a structure that, when somewhat “codified” will not be marginalized or be the placeholder for race.  Will Power is definitely a forerunner of this movement that Lin-Manuel Miranda has capitalized on.  Will knew where he still needed to work: teaching this method to young people, which is where he is 2018.  The brilliance of what is bred in the bond comes out in the flesh is what all theater artists should do: produce and teach theater that is diverse in structure and creation. Teaching our new methodologies will breed new audiences.  Hip-hop theater is a form that the theater world needs to embrace and university systems should codify it by teaching it. 

“We all know that other true innovations in art have elicited similar polarized response and controversy: We need only look at the beginning of modern dance, modern drama or modern art.  Perhaps the closest parallel would be to compare hip-hop to a previously unrecognized indigenous American art form.  Jazz-once reviled and associated with crime, shady characters and disreputable places – is now appreciated as America’s classical music and a preeminent contribution to world culture…The literary critic Harold Bloom might have an aneurysm if he reads this but I don’t think you need to be a radical to recognize that performance grounded in hip-hop can be as vital and inspiring as that grounded in Shakespeare.” (Jorge Ignacio Cortiñas, American Theatre April 2004, 27)

Puppetry and Hiroshima Maiden


There have been many moments in my career as a theater artist where I really wanted to say, “To Hell with it,” and throw in the towel.  In January 2004, I went to see my puppetry instructor, Dan Hurlin’s Hiroshima Maiden.  The piece opened with a little boy flipping through the channels of 1950s programming and to another scene where he is intermittently burning ants with a magnifying glass, and later a scene where he has wet his pants.  The stage area consists of different movable set pieces and stage left there is a narrator surrounded by musicians.  The little boy episodic scenes are interwoven with non-linear scenes of a man alone in a room in a pilot’s suit who is intermittently having a hard time breathing, sitting, and watching the clock tick, and watching ants crawl across the floor.  This two-part episodic storytelling is fractured further with the tale of a Japanese woman running across rooftops/people, a dance sequence with kimonos on the arms of puppeteers, and egg-like heads that another puppeteer switches out for broken egg-shaped heads.  The jump cuts, the episodic structure, the movement, the simplicity, and the universality of the American boy and his desire to kill ants, created a hauntingly funny and, ultimately, satisfying evening of live performance that thoroughly quelled my desire to throw in the towel.  This is why we have live performance, I thought.  

“Performed in the style of Japanese bunraku, Hiroshima Maiden, is nevertheless “an American story,” says Hurlin…As much a visual artist as a man of the theater, Hurlin stayed with puppetry because he found that “anthropomorphizing objects became a convenient shorthand.”  Puppets allow Hurlin to conjure effects impossible using human beings.  “We did the bombing scene this morning,” he says after a rehearsal.  “Michiko [one of the ‘maidens’ brought to the U.S. for surgery to repair facial disfigurement after the attacks] is really brutalized by those puppeteers.  You’d never be able to do it with live actors.  The whole time she’s trying to escape.  It’s much more interesting with a puppet.  Your heart goes out to her because she’s so small. The audience is so busy giving her life that we feel kind of protective of her.  Puppets are a better mirror; they show us ourselves more clearly.  The puppet doesn’t show it’s facial expression, but it’s all being done in the audience’s mind.”  (Village Voice, “Post-War Puppets” January 14-20, 2004 by Elizabeth Zimmer)


At the end of the show I was very still.  This piece had created a stillness in me that I had never experienced before.  In addition to the performance, there was a talk back with Dan Hurlin and a very diminutive Japanese woman who turned out to be the woman that inspired Dan to create this piece.  It was one of those truly surreal nights of theater where I felt that my imagination was suddenly eclipsed with reality.  This woman who spoke no English sat in front of the crowd almost shell-shocked.  She couldn’t describe what she had seen, but only that it made her feel whole again.  She didn’t believe this event was real until she saw it in Dan’s eyes with its absurdity and its humanity.  She then reminded the audience about the bombing in Iraq, which had happened that morning and then she was silent, and the audience was still.  I felt, for the first time in a long time, I had seen something that changed me, allowed me to have an exchange of empathy that then modified my worldview.  

Hiroshima Maiden is not necessarily a new structure, but its structure allows the playwright to tell stories of crimes against humanity better than a live actor.  The audience gets to decide the facial expressions of the puppet – they get to project their own emotions on a seemingly blank slate.  A puppet is egoless, and gives the audience the freedom to imbue it with their own sense of ego.

Diversity 2: Women, Puppetry, and Queer performance

As with hip-hop theater I began to wonder how the puppetry structure could translate to modern playwriting.  How can playwrights use puppets to allow for that separation/alienation of facial expression and the exchange of empathy on some of the harder/darker subjects in our human color-wheel? 


In 2005, I was cast in Paula Vogel’s play The Long Christmas Ride Home.  I was to play the autobiographical Paula Vogel character as an adult and as a child.  The child version of my character was written to be a puppet.  I read an article in American Theatre, called “What’s That Puppet Doing in my Play,” where a group of playwrights were asked many questions as to how and why they were putting puppets in their plays.  I was fascinated by the fact that Paula Vogel was interested in the structure of bunraku:
“Unlike all of you, I’ve never worked with puppets before.  Fortunately, The Long Christmas Ride Home is a very live collaboration with Basil [Twist].  Mark Brokaw, the director at New York City’s Vineyard Theatre, and Oskar Eustis, the director at Rhode Island’s Trinity Repertory Company, had never worked with puppets.  The designers of the show had never worked with puppets.  The actors never did puppeteering.  In a very funny way the puppets taught us how to write the play, how to produce the play, how to stage the play, and how to act and say the lines.  It’s been very intense for me to listen to these puppets.”  (Paula Vogel in an interview, American Theatre, February 2004)


As an actress in this piece and as a trained puppeteer, I found my character’s child-self smarter than my character’s adult-self.  The puppet gave me the freedom to express physically the misunderstandings of family rather than portray an afternoon special on emotional abuse.  The puppet also allowed a refreshing look at queer performance.  A queer child/puppet who struggles with the heteronormative aspects of her parents’ abusive relationship, is an easier pill to swallow by a largely heteronormative audience.  That alienation/separation allows the audience to hear and empathize with that particular human struggle.  In the American Theatre article I was also pleased to discover that Paula Vogel discovered the power in the puppet’s lack of ego:

“What is very powerful is that puppets don’t speak.  You have the presence of silence on stage, and that impacts the language spoken by actors.  I feel it almost makes theater cinematic, in that we have to project the notion of interior on these puppets…Puppetry isn’t afraid of emotional hunger, spiritual hunger.  Today we see plays being written in which everything is supposed to be neat and tidy at the end.  I don’t think a puppet is “containable” in the same way.”  (Paula Vogel)


The structure of a puppet play is very different from the structure of the Ibsen-popularized-well-made-play.  Chikamatsu Monzaemon’s bunruku plays were turned into Kabuki plays, when Kabuki was a new form.  When artists and audiences were looking for something new in theater, the artists looked to the past and other structures for a jumping off point.  I don’t see why American theater artists can’t take a lesson from Monzaemon by taking puppet play structures or puppets in general to freshen up their structures.  American Theatre, February 2004, also seemed to recognize this structure as being one that should be discussed and championed, but like myself, they were only beginning the conversation: 

“What made these playwrights decide to write for puppets?  The answer seems to boil down to something quite simple: Using the techniques of modern puppet theater, these writers can see character and theme and metaphor literally manifested on stage.  What writer wouldn’t jump at the chance to experiment with that?  Furthermore, the playwright gains the opportunity to delve into the relationships between puppet, manipulator and human actor, dealing with weighty issues such as power and control, or even the supernatural, in ways a more traditionally written play could never so eloquently express.”  (From “What’s That Puppet Doing in My Play” moderated by Gretchen Van Lente, American Theatre, February 2004)

Multi-Media and Cathy Weis


I have worked as an Artistic Director/Producing Director for 13 years.  Those that choose the difficult path of presenting contemporary theater, tend to present both theater and dance, and I’ve come to see that there is very little difference between the “theater” and the “dance theater,” except the frame that’s put around it for public relations.  

During my producing work at Albuquerque, New Mexico’s N4th Theater from 2005-2008, I met Cathy Weis.  We presented her piece Electric Haiku: Calm as Custard, in our first annual Out-of-the-Ordinary Festival, a festival spotlighting social context and disability.  The following quote is Cathy’s approved biography for press releases, which I think best describes this woman and her experience as an artist who late in life is a woman living with a disability.  Her previous experience with a variety of art forms, gave her the alacrity that was necessary for her to adapt: 

“Born and raised in Kentucky, Weis began as a soloist with the Louisville Ballet as a teenager.  Following graduation from Bennington College with a major in dance, she toured Canada as a member of a Blue Grass band, then performed with musicians on the street as a tap dancer in San Francisco.  In the late seventies, a foot injury and a nagging weakness on one side of her body prompted Weis to explore two less athletic pursuits, stained glass and video…Weis became hooked on video while taping her 95-year-old grandmother in Louisville…Weis moved to NYC in 1984, and began using video to document dance pieces for downtown dance and performance artists such as Bill T. Jones, Simone Forti, Joan Jonas, Steve Paxton, and others.  With Hospital Audiences, Inc., (HAI), Weis taught mentally ill people to create videos about their lives.  In an article about her work in The Village Voice (April 22, 1986) Elizabeth Zimmer concluded: ‘It’s hard not to collaborate with Cathy Weis.  She’s like a cross between your fairy godmother and one of the seven dwarves, helping you realize and transform your work…In 1989, the nagging weakness on Weis’ right side was diagnosed as multiple sclerosis…[Cathy decided to]…view living with serious illness as an ‘impetus for creating new work’…She began to choreograph pieces using video, television, multi-media mixers, live feed cameras…basically anything that ‘fascinated…our perception of television as reality.”” 


Electric Haiku: Calm as Custard is described as a “hyper-performative world”.  The structure Cathy uses is the Japanese haiku.  Each piece is relatively short and deals with one image, be it Cathy dancing with a television that has stock footage of herself yelling at the audience to let her out of the television or Cathy dancing with a very large old television that has plastic all over it and it almost looks like witches’ brew.  Weis calls it a “strange movie being made right in front of the audience…each haiku gets a littler bigger and a little bolder…It’s like there’s an outside force – you’re going along, something happens, and it changes everything.”  (Time Out New York, November 21-25, 2002)


Not only is the structure of Weis’ work fascinating but also the visual images she creates with her dancer/actors catch the audience’s breath with the simultaneous brilliance and absurdity.  I recognize the inherent irony that this particular piece works so well on the audiences’ senses that it is almost too hard to describe, which only proves that it is, in fact, a structure that is “live”.

“A live dancer (Scott Heron) in effect becomes his heel and feet, videotaped close up by a camera posed at the level of the wooden table he moves across and projected huge on a screen behind him.”  (New York Times, Monday, December 2, 2002, Jennifer Dunning)  
Diversity 3: Disability and Otherness
Jennifer Miller, founder and director of Circus Amok performs with Cathy in Electric Haiku.  Jennifer Miller is a woman with a real life beard.  In one haiku, Jennifer enters with a large top hat on that has a two by four running diagonally through it.  What the audience can’t seek, because it is obscured by a dim light cue at that moment, is that there’s a live-feed camera at the end of the two by four focused on Jennifer’s ear.  After a slight pause the image of Jennifer’s ear is projected large onto the cyclorama.  This simple use of a camera that can slide away from and back to Jennifer’s ear allows the audience to focus on Jennifer’s ear as opposed to her beard.  The image of the ear is so jarringly different that Jennifer’s beard seems perfectly normal.  It’s moments like this in Electric Haiku that Cathy’s work is championed.  Cathy has disabilities and has a body that is slowly deteriorating, but through exploring the inanity of a foot or an ear the audience is forced to see their sameness: we all have body parts, and we are all temporarily-abled.  Cathy didn’t have to write this in a script, she simply used our senses with a lot of humor.


Multi-media is a familiar design element that puts the modern audience-goer, regardless of economics in a place that is familiar – their living room, computer desk, smart phone, or any other device we use to make our lives, seemingly, easier or more entertaining.  Like it or not, most people have a television, computer, or screen on their phone, with which they either watch regular programming or films.  This familiarity of the screen is also a mystery, to most people, as to how it’s created.  Allowing a live audience to see how a jump cut occurs or switcher is used is strangely satisfying.  

Nightclubs, Faustin Lineykula, and Jam Bands

Unfortunately, most audience goers believe that performances are obligated to be entertaining.  If a playwright plans on dealing with a difficult subject such as an atom bomb falling on Hiroshima, disability, or the intricacies of the politics of the Congo, they must find a way to put the audience in the mood to hear the story by utilizing the techniques of puppetry, multi-media or, in the case of Faustin Lineykula, a night-club.  


In 2005, I went to a performance in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, of Point Break: LIVE!  The piece was performed in a nightclub in Williamsburg and I was instantly transformed into a mood to deal with the supposed “fluff” of Point Break: LIVE!  I was so entertained before the piece even started that I was a malleable audience member.  They threw water on us, food, and they made someone play Keanu Reeves with a prompter to feed him/her his/her lines.  


It had been a couple of years, at that point, since I had studied Artaud and Grotowski, but I reminded myself of their theories of training an audience to your style and not underestimating the minds of the audience and their perspectives.  Rather, the theater artist must use them. Faustin’s spin on this idea is that once the audience is ready to hear the story, their own shadows/their past experiences will add to the evening.  Much like the presence of the real Hiroshima Maiden added to the live performance I viewed:

“An audience of participants who come with a correct attitude, as the actor is expected to have the right attitude, and who will be able to recognize collective myths, and will be prepared for an act of self-analysis, which can be prompted in all of them by the performances of a limited number of actors.”  (Milling and Ley, 131)

“The theater is a ‘figuration’, which may become a ‘transfiguration’, and ‘if the theater doubles life, life double the true theater’…’the Double of the Theater is the reality unutilized by human beings today’.  Both myths and magic are constituents of this life and reality which is ‘true theater’…true theater has its own shadows.  The theater’s shadows are stronger than those of ‘all languages and all arts’, because they have ‘shattered their limitations’.  The ‘true theater’ stirs up shadows, and theater ‘is to be found precisely at the point where the mind needs a language to bring about its manifestations.”  (Milling and Ley, 100-101) 


I met and was blown away by the choreographer, dancer, theater director, philosopher – Faustin Linyekula.  Faustin is from the Democratic Republic of Congo or Zaïre or whatever he feels like telling you is the truth of his nationality.  After eight years of forced exile, Faustin returned to Kinshasa, the capital, and opened Les Studios Kabako (named after his friend who had been killed in the uprisings in Zaïre), a company and an art center where he could develop dance and visual dance theater.  Their mission is to address artistic and aesthetic issues that not only provide training to Congolese artists, but also communicate the social issues the Congolese face.  

“His own work addresses the ideas of memory and forgetting the effect of decades of war, terror, fear and economic collapse on himself, his family and his friends.  Pieces presented with Les Studios Kabako include: Spectacularly empty (2001), Triptyque sans titre (2002), Spectacularly empty II, Radio Okapi (2004), and Festival of Lies (2006).  Triptyque sans titre was performed throughout the U.S. during Linyekula’s debut North American tour in 2005.  His most recent piece, The Dialogue Series: iii. Dinozord (2006), commissioned by American director Peter Sellars has been performed in Brussels, The Netherlands and as part of the 2007 Festival d’Avignon in France.  His work has received numerous awards.”  (From his biography)

Faustin brought to my theater Festival of Lies, a show that is based on a Kinshasa tradition of holding a festival in which participants tell lies, and whoever tells the best lie is declared the winner.  Faustin told me of this structure and I thought, “Sounds like the Point Break: LIVE! structure, only something important is told, a shadow, a darkness…” Though, at this point of telling it was only theory, I had not experienced it.  I watched two rehearsals and I was not completely sold.  My technical director and myself had moved the theater into a diamond shape at the request of Faustin, which was to mirror an African village.  There was to be a local band, a bar, and food throughout the performance.  Faustin let people know during the performance that they needed to buy food and beer because this is what funds the arts in the Congo.  

The first night brought curious audience members, fans of the local band, our regular subscribers, and a smattering of others.  I was surprised that the atmosphere of comfortability was immediate.  People began to buy food, dance to the music, drink beer, and not leave the stage.  Faustin and his company arrived and the audience still didn’t leave.  I had never seen this.  Usually, when performers arrive the audience becomes shy and sits itself, but they bought into this structure without being told the rules.  Faustin told the rules later when he began speaking, but by this time, it didn’t really matter.  The audience was prepared to hear the story of Faustin’s Congo or Zaïre or his lie.  

“We’re getting together to tell lies about ourselves, about our country – but maybe these are the only truths we have about ourselves…I don’t want to make this performance a funeral, so let’s make it a party: we need to feel good to talk about these things.  I don’t want anyone to cry, be sad.  I just want ‘it’ to stop.”  (Faustin Linyekula)


Faustin was trained as a dancer, a mime, an actor, and a choreographer. Faustin utilizes all of his training in his work.  Like Cathy Weis, he is considered a dancer, a choreographer, but to him he is just an artist and the labels put on him are of no consequence because he needs to tell his stories.  He has been accused of not being African enough and his response was:

“What does it mean?”  It helped me enter into a dynamic dialogue with forms – the circle, the proscenium stage – and how do we move through them through time…What I realized was it was not enough just to tell my stories.  I needed to find strategies to go past all those screens: So, I’m African and supposed to fit into this grid – fine!  Yes – sunshine, diseases, and this and that, and that!  Then what?  Once you’ve gone past that is maybe when my story can begin.  How do I play with these expectations – not against them – so that my voice can still be hear?  So, when someone says “Africa is [this or that], okay, fine; I respect that you have a definition for Africa.  I don’t know what Africa is!  My Africa is always in the becoming.  It’s not a fixed point, and no identity is fixed.”  (Faustin Linyekula)  

Almost ten years after this producing/viewing experience, I found myself directing, dramaturging, and producing, a new jam-band musical: Marshall County Line, an adaptation of Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure set in an evangelical southern university.  I had heard of the structure of the jam-band musical, when reading and viewing Stew’s Passing Strange in 2008.  I hadn’t thought of Faustin’s structure working in the mainstream musical theater form, but Stew proved that it could.  Stew also followed my Keith Johnstone adage of not being a voice I had heard before: the musical Passing Strange was unlike anything I and others had ever heard, and, yet, it worked.  This structure of the nightclub and the jam-band center stage freshened up the somewhat stale musical theater genre.  Marshall County Line took Stew’s new spin on the nightclub structure with a marriage of heightened text to a concert.  The playwright, Gabe Rikard, and I struggled with the length because Gabe was a touring jam-band musician for 10 years, and he argued that the audience will watch a concert for 3+ hours without complaint.  This adaptation of Faustin and Stew’s form is still in development, and much like Grotowski and Artaud, we’ll have to teach the audience to go along with this new form, and the only way that will happen is if the work is entertaining enough.  
Improvisation and Dance Theater

The nightclub wasn’t the only tool that was utilized by Faustin Linyekula to keep the audience interested, there were also doll parts used to illustrate, albeit in the absurd, the dead of Zaïre.  He uses his experimental theater training to highlight the absurdity of the speeches that are over the loud speakers and translated into English with projections with masks and statues of his company members.  He also used contact improvisation, an American invention that is not scripted or set movements, but intuitions created by bodies touching or a decision to start dancing from one center be it the head or the back or whatever body part the choreographer asks his/her dancers to use.

“When I asked how much of the work was improvised, how much was choreographed, he launched into a politicized, though personal response, claiming that every Congolese is, by necessity, an improviser.  “We don’t know what tomorrow’s made of, not even where the next meal will come from, because you need to improvise to get to that.  Improvisation comes as a state of being and the only way to survive.  You make plans, but they never go beyond a certain point in time…Death is so much a part of our lives that you can’t project yourself too far in the future.  If you want to survive, you need to know how to improvise.”  (Brenda Dixon Gottschild, interviewer of Faustin Lineykula for Dance Magazine)


I thought back to Arthur Miller’s quote, which began this quest - this search for structure - and I thought, “Now wait, Miller thought that we were in the third act, but…no we’re watching the third act…there are others who are “in” the third act, and their structure is just as exciting and they are exploring that structure because they have to.”  A piece that reminded me those living in the ‘third act’ was called Sinner, written by the British playwright Ben Payne and performed by the dance theater company Stan Won’t Dance.


Stan Won’t Dance was founded in 2003 by Ellie Beedham, Liam Steel and Rob Tannion.  Liam Steel and Rob Tannion had been members of the progressive British dance company DV8, but wanted to explore theater more deeply within their structure and context of contact improvisation. 

“…new writing and visual imagery by creating theatre pieces that fully integrate movement, design, music and text.  The company's first production, SINNER, premièred in the UK in 2004 to great critical and public acclaim and went on to tour Britain, the USA and Canada, gaining a nomination for the prestigious Toronto Tapa Dora Award.  Stan Won't Dance are Artists in Residence at Southbank Centre, London, and The Lowry, Salford.”  (from the company’s website) 


Sinner, by Stan Won’t Dance was the single most exciting thing I’ve seen onstage in a very long time.  The story of Sinner was inspired by the nail bomb attacks in April 1999 by David Copeland, targeting the Afro-Caribbean, Asian, and gay communities in London.  The structure of the piece is completely reliant on contact improvisation and the effects of that contact on the two performers and the text.  The tension that is necessary for this piece is accomplished by the erratic nature of the structure and the simplicity of a conversation between two men at a bar.  There are also two gym bags on stage: One is set next to both performers and the audience is never sure who could be the nail bomber.  The audience feels as though they are witnessing the cause and the effect of this particular conversation.  This structure is something worth exploring in seemingly more traditional scripts, which could allow for moments of improv that are scripted via a basic outline.

Obon: Tales of Rain and Moonlight, Fun Home, and Storyboading


During my internship at Seattle Repertory Theatre from 2001-2002, I was the Assistant Director to Ping Chong for his production of the puppet play Obon: Tales of Rain and Moonlight.  Ping really likes ghost stories and the structure of ghost stories.  He found that the puppet really helped him be able to tell these stories in a believable way.  He partnered with theater artists from Japan and I became privy to a new structure of writing and creating work, utilizing storyboarding.


The first rehearsal for Obon: Tales of Rain and Moonlight was a storyboarding session.  All of the artists: the designers, the director, the performers, and the producers, sat around a table (as we often do in a first rehearsal), but, instead of reading the play aloud, we drew the story out, like a film, on a story board.  This visual representation was new to me, and I saw its efficacy for new ideas and points of view.


I read Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home and I was struck by the Graphic Novel being one of the few things I had ever experienced that really touched on the complicated nature of love and the love/adoration of one’s imperfect father.  The idea of a 2012 musical, which opened on Broadway in 2015, fascinated me. The structure of a storyboarded graphic novel even freaked out the composer Jeanine Tesori.  She told playwright Lisa Kron that she had no idea how the graphic novel could be a musical, and that was precisely why Tesori joined Kron in the writing of the Fun Home musical.  


Storyboarding and a visual representations such as animation seen in War Horse could be another avenue for a playwright to delve into, in order to explore structure, yet, Kron/Tesori with the success of Fun Home, have proved the theory.  Which leads me to believe that all playwrights should keep their eyes open for any way into a fresh structure.  

Coda


I’ve heard some say, “What’s wrong with American Theater today is the acting”; “What’s wrong with American Theater today is the lack of good storytelling.”  This “soap box” mentality is presumptuous, but necessary in order to save our theaters from being the imaginary invalid always threatening to die from indifference.  We need to get on the bandwagon of Lin-Manuel Miranda and Kron/Tesori.  Maybe we can learn from the “new” language and rhythm of hip-hop, the silent beauty and presence of puppetry, the post-modern familiarity of multi-media, the excitement and comfort of the nightclub, the suspense and fear created from contact improvisation, or the fresh point-of-view of storyboarding, and maybe not.  It is the duty of theater artists to search and never be complacent; we need to be at war with our current state.  “And it changed the dramatic problem oddly: the former time you had to bring the unconscious to the surface by the end of the third act, but we were already in the third act.”  (Miller, 548)
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