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ABSTRACT 

The social and cultural upheaval of the 1960s spawned 

a wide range of "alternative" theatre companies concerned 

with finding a solution to what they perceived as the 

imminent death of theatre in the United States. The 

Performance Group, under the direction of Richard Schechner, 

proved one of the most important. 

The study is presented in three sections. Section one 

sets forth the history of TPG, the theory of environmental 

theatre, and a study of influences upon the company's work. 

Section two examines the productions Dionysus in 69, 

Makbeth, and Commune with regard to their development from 

the inital idea through performance, including descriptions 

of the physical environments, acting problems, and 

performance methodology. The concluding section summarizes 

TPG's actor training and performance methods, the role of 

the actor in the mise-en-scene, and unique problems arising 

from the basic theories of environmental theatre. It 

studies the changing definition of the actor's role in 

theatre and explores the contribution that TPG's work can 

make to contemporary developments in actor training. 

TPG pioneered a style of performance that emphasized 

the actor as the central figure in the creative theatrical 

IV 



process, working within an environmental design that merged 

audience and performance spaces. In the course of their 

productions, the company developed a system of actor train

ing which drew upon numerous antecedents in theatre, social 

science, music, dance, and visual art. They created a meth

odology concerned with mastery of the actor's physical and 

vocal instrument, self-referentiality, and heightened commu

nication among actors and between actors and audience. 

Their training process provides a means of dealing with many 

of the problems which face actors working in the contempo

rary theatre. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The social and cultural upheaval of the 1960s spawned a 

wide range of theatre companies concerned with finding a 

solution to what they perceived as the imminent death of 

theatre in the United States. Many factors motivated these 

"alternative" theatre groups: a desire to circumvent the 

economic forces which kept production costs soaring while 

ticket sales declined, the wish to experiment with accepted 

ways of acting, directing, and designing, and the need to 

expand the boundaries of theatre by exploring nonverbal 

communication and abstract realities in the hope of creating 

a new kind of performance that would rejuvenate what they 

saw as a stagnating art form. Among these companies, the 

ensemble groups such as The Living Theatre, The Open 

Theatre, and The Performance Group raised the greatest 

controversy and attracted the most attention. Founded in 

1967 and continuing until 1980, The Performance Group under 

the direction of Richard Schechner proved one of the most 

enduring of these companies, as well as one of the most 

innovative. 

Richard Schechner and The Performance Group (referred 

to from now on as TPG) pioneered a style of performance that 
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emphasized the actor as the central figure in the creative / 

process of theatrical work. Instead of having the actor 

serve as an interpreter for the playwright's words and 

ideas, filtered through the director's viewpoint, TPG sought 

to heighten the actor's freedom of choice and allow him to 

reveal to the audience the person behind the character mask. 

They strove to create a situation where both actor and audi

ence were part of the performance so that it became impossi

ble for the spectator to withdraw and view the theatrical 

reality objectively, as separate from the "real" world of 

his everyday existence. 

Richard Schechner and TPG sought to make the site of 

each production an integral part of the work, which encom

passed both acting and audience areas in one space. Accord

ing to Schechner, in typical western theatre, the audience 

sits passively, in a darkened auditorium, separated from the 

performers by brilliant lights and scenic pieces. Informa

tion flows from the stage to the audience, but the actors 

receive limited feedback. The audience has a single focus, 

chosen for them by the director. The play appeals to the 

audience member's intellect, allowing him to hold himself 

aloof from what the actors are experiencing onstage. In 

Schechner's environmental theatre, however, the multiple and 

variable focus forces each audience member to choose for 



himself what to watch. Since the actors and audience are 

within a single space, everyone is equally aware of everyone 

else. The rest of the audience becomes part of the perform

ance that each individual audience member perceives. By 

providing no separate space to which the viewer may with

draw, the environment forces him into participating in the 

experience the production creates. He may choose to deny 

the experience, but he cannot avoid it. He cannot remain 

passive. This allows the audience member options ranging 

from leaving the theatre entirely to joining the performers 

and participating in the production. 

Environmental theatre necessitates a contact between 

performer and audience member that demands an unusual degree 

of personal commitment from the actor. Richard Schechner 

and TPG felt that such a commitment created specific needs 

in the area of actor training that were not being met by ex

isting methods. Although they studied the techniques of 

emotion and sense memory, the company realized that these 

alone were not enough to allow the actor to communicate ful

ly. Training of the performer's entire instrument, body, 

voice, and mind, must be emphasized. The company 

investigated the phenomenon of communication on three 

separate levels: within the actor himself, within the acting 

company, and between actor and audience. They sought ways 



to multiply the means by which information and experience 

could be passed from person to person, so the theatrical 

event would be heightened for all participants. 

Richard Schechner's vision of theatre has had a major 

influence on contemporary American theatre. In his work 

with TPG, Schechner synthesized the work of Jerzy Grotowski, 

one of the foremost theatre theorists of this century, and 

attempted to apply those principles with actors trained in 

realistic acting techniques. He explored the positions of 

ritual and myth in theatre, experimented with the possiblity 

of the actor functioning as a shamanistic figure, and intro

duced the concept of theatre as a social science. 

Schechner's work made it possible to examine and measure 

theatrical interactions objectively, creating in turn the 

opportunity to manipulate them by experimental means to 

achieve a stated goal: the revitalization of theatre through 

the creation of an authentic experience for the audience. 

Although Schechner's work had a profound impact on oth

er experimental theatre groups, a search of the literature 

reveals that no major work on Richard Schechner and TPG has 

been written, except by Schechner himself. His first book. 

Public Domain (1969) is a collection of essays and includes 

work on Happenings, Environmental Theatre, and the use of 

communal events as a basis for theatre. It also contains an 



essay on The Bacchae, the play which provided a starting 

point for Dionysus in 69. Environmental Theatre (1973) doc

uments the growth of TPG and expands on the theories and 

techniques upon which the concept of Environmental Theatre 

was based. Dionysus in 69, compiled by members of TPG and 

edited by Schechner, describes the creation and production 

of the play and includes many enlightening photographs. 

Theatres, Spaces, and Environments (1976), co-authored with 

Brooks MacNamara and Jerry Rojo, contains detailed descrip

tions of the environments for the three productions under 

study and essays on environmental design and its historical 

antecedents. Essays in Performance Theory (1977), explores 

Schechner's studies of theatre as a social science and its 

relationship to sociology and anthropology. Since 1977, 

Schechner has published several more books, but his studies 

have led him away from the area of Environmental Theatre, 

and the later works have little to offer this study. 

In addition to his books, Richard Schechner published 

articles in numerous periodicals in the disciplines of the 

fine arts and the social sciences. (Many of these essays 

found their way into the books mentioned above.) He also 

wrote prefaces to the scripts of both Makbeth and Commune. 

The only material dealing specifically with actor training 

as it was used in TPG appears in Environmental Theatre and 



in a collection entitled Actor Training, edited by Richard 

Brown. Neither examines the work in relation to later de

velopments in actor training. 

This study analyzes the acting theory and methodology 

used by TPG in their first three productions: Dionysus in 

69, Makbeth, and Commune. It examines the various artistic, 

social, and political influences upon which they based their 

work. The dissertation studies the procedures and exercises 

used in rehearsal/workshop periods, and traces the develop

ment of the work from workshop into performance. In doing 

so, this study examines the methodologies that Richard 

Schechner and his actors developed in the areas of character 

study, physical work, vocal work, and communication between 

performer and audience. 

The writings of Richard Schechner and the archives of 

TPG form the core of the research material for this study. 

Primary sources include: the books mentioned above, arti

cles written by Schechner and members of TPG for various 

periodicals between 1967 and 1974, workshop and performance 

notes written by Schechner and some of the company, perform

ance texts for the three productions, entries in Schechner's 

personal notebooks dealing wiith the mise-en-scene of the 

productions, interviews and correspondence with Schechner, 

TPG members, and theatre scholars who saw them perform, and 



scrapbooks, letters, and business records contained in the 

company's archives. 

Three dissertations. Off-Off Broadway Theatre; Its 

Philosophical Foundations by Joel Horton, The American 

Avant-Garde Ensemble Theatre of the Sixties by Judith 

Reiser, and The Experimental Theatre: Vocabulary, Descrip

tion, and Analysis by Dan Ronen, used as secondary sources, 

provide excellent background on the social, political, and 

cultural context of the period and its ideologies and theo

ries. Other secondary sources include numerous books and 

articles about theatre during the sixties and early seven

ties, such as Up Against the Fourth Wall by John Lahr, Lov

ers, Lunatics, and Poets by Margaret Croyden, The New Under

ground Theatre by Robert J. Schroeder, and Breakout! by 

James Schevill, all of which refer directly to the Perform

ance Group's work. 

In addition, this study makes use of such books on the 

theory of performance as Holy Theatre by Christopher Innes, 

Theatricality by Elizabeth Burns, and The Theatrical Event 

by David Cole. The theories proposed by such works provide 

a framework within which the practices of TPG can be viewed 

Books on sociology, psychology, anthropology, visual 

art, and historical analysis also provide a general 

background for the study. They include material by R.D. 
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Laing, Konrad Lorenz, Frederich Perls, Eric Berne, Erich 

Kahler, Daniel Bell, Mircea Eliade, John Cage, Susanne 

Langer, and Lee Baxandall, to name a few. Richard Schechner 

is widely read in these areas, and his theories are deeply 

rooted in the social sciences and avant-garde visual art. 

Research for this dissertation was conducted in four 

parts. The background research began with the reading of 

major works in the social sciences and the arts which had 

been included by Richard Schechner in his own bibliographies 

or mentioned in his work. This reading included books on 

gestalt theory, game theory, art history, music, sociology, 

and anthropology. The area of investigation also encom

passed a study of historical commentary on the political and 

social climate of the 1960s and early 1970s. 

Sources on twentieth century developments in theatrical 

theory and the avant-garde theatre of the 1950s and 1960s 

comprised the second stage of the research reading. These 

sources included materials on Stanislavski, Meyerhold, 

Brecht, lonesco, and Artaud, as well as contemporary practi

tioners such as Peter Brook, Jerzy Grotowski, Joseph 

Chaikin, Julian Beck and Judith Malina. The Tulane Drama 

Review (later The Drama Review) played a significant role in 

this stage of the research. 



with this background laid, the research turned to 

Richard Schechner's books and articles, and to any other ma

terials that concerned The Performance Group. These sources 

included reviews of the productions, book reviews, and pub

lished interviews. At this point in the research, it became 

clear that the closing of Commune in 1972 represented a ma

jor turning point in TPG's exploration of actor training. 

By the time the production ended, the members of TPG seemed 

to have codified for themselves much of their training and 

acting theory. They had worked on three productions. Each 

production used text in a different way. Each manipulated 

the audience/performer relationship differently. By the 

time Commune closed, several members of the company were 

turning to new areas of exploration, and people other than 

Schechner had begun to direct the work. Elizabeth LeCompte, 

in fact, took over the direction of Commune during its two 

year run while Schechner was out of the country. For these 

reasons, 1972 became a reasonable cut-off date for this 

study. 

The final step in the research involved correspondence 

and personal interviews with Richard Schechner, TPG members, 

and people who had seen the company perform. Schechner 

provided access to the TPG archives which are in his 

keeping, as well as to his personal notebooks and papers. 
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He made available a videotape of Dionysus in 69 and supplied 

information on the whereabouts of various company members 

and friends. The Library for the Performing Arts at Lincoln 

Center in New York City made available additional archival 

materials. 

The study will be presented in three sections. The 

first section of the study includes chapters on the history 

of The Performance Group and the theories of Richard 

Schechner, together with influences on TPG's work. The 

chapter on influences considers the work of theatrical pred

ecessors such as Constantin Stanislavski, Vsevelod Meyer

hold, Bertolt Brecht, Eugene lonesco, and Antonin Artaud, as 

well as of contemporaries such as Jerzy Grotowski, The Liv

ing Theatre, and The Open Theatre. Chapter four also traces 

antecedents in music, dance, and visual art, and examines 

the influence of contemporary work in the areas of anthro

pology, psychology, and sociology. 

The second section of the study examines the three pro

ductions presented between 1968 and 1972 in detail. Chap

ters on Dionysus in 69, Makbeth, and Commune study the plays 

with regard to their development from the stage of initial 

idea, through the mise-en-scene process, to performance, 

including descriptions of the physical environment for each 

production. Each production is described and analyzed in 

terms of acting problems and methodology. 
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The concluding section summarizes TPG's actor training 

and performance methods. It looks at them from three per

spectives: technique training in general, the actor's role 

in the development of the mise-en-scene, and unique problems 

arising from the basic theories of environmental theatre and 

audience involvement and participation on an active level. 

It studies the changing definition of the actor's role in 

theatre, and explores the contribution that TPG's work can 

make to contemporary developments in actor training. 



CHAPTER II 

THE HISTORY OF THE PERFORMANCE GROUP 

In November 1967, Richard Schechner, a professor of 

drama at New York University, began a series of workshops 

that would result in the formation of The Performance Group. 

That summer Schechner had moved to New York from New Orleans 

where he, with Franklin Adams and Paul Epstein, had founded 

and directed The New Orleans Group. The New Orleans Group 

had worked on a Happening, some intermedia pieces, and a 

production of lonesco's Victims of Duty for which Schechner 

had coined the term "environmental theatre." He was anxious 

to continue with this work. 

During the first three weeks of November 1967, Richard 

Schechner participated in a workshop given by Jerzy 

Grotowski, the celebrated director of the Polish Lab Theatre 

at New York University. Grotowski's theories were 

innovative, some said revolutionary, and Schechner wanted to 

explore them further and apply them to some of his own 

ideas. During October of that year he directed a street 

theatre piece, Guerilla Warfare. Several participants in 

the piece wanted to keep working with him. Finally, based 

on his work in New Orleans, Schechner wrote an article, "Six 

Axioms for Environmental Theatre." He wanted to start his 

12 
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own group and explore in practice the theories he had 

outlined in that article. 

I look on the work of The Performance Group, and 
my own work both out of it and in it, as ongoing 
research into the nature and process of environ
mental theatre. That is, concrete investigations 
regarding performance, audience participation, or
ganic use of space, development of action and text 
thru workshop, development of psychophysical and 
verbophysical exercises premised on the belief in 
mind/body unity. •'-

The first workshop met on 15 November 1967 in room 3H 

of the School of the Arts at New York University.^ At first 

the group met weekly, but by mid-December, sessions 

increased to three, then four nights a week. The rules were 

simple: no latecomers admitted, only one absence permitted, 

no talking, laughing, or crying, five hour sessions, with a 

ten minute break every two hours. "̂  In this way the group 

would self-select itself. By mid-January membership had 

stabilized at ten people, down from an original group of 

more than twenty-five. The membership had proven themselves 

^ Richard Schechner, "The Performance Group: Was, Is, and 
Will Be," 29 March 1970, TPG Archives, New York, N.Y., p. 
1. 

2 "A Pocket History of the Performance Group," March 1977, 
TPG Archives, New York, N.Y., unpaginated. 

3 Elenore Lester, "Professor of Dionysiac Theatre," New York 
Times Magazine, 27 April 1969, p. 134 



14 

determined and disciplined. Their byword, according to 

Richard Schechner, was "Surpass yourself".^ 

The workshop exercises were eclectic and the basis of 

all the work was exploration. Richard Schechner combined 

yoga, Viola Spolin's theatre improvisation games, tumbling, 

and some encounter group techniques. To these he added ex

ercises learned in the workshop with Grotowski, which made 

rigorous demands on the actors' bodies and minds, pushing 

them toward the greatest possible degree of physical freedom 

and flexibility. 

In addition, the workshops used exercises devised by 

Richard Schechner himself. 

These were essentially devoted to sensory aware
ness, receptivity, and mutual trust. The idea was 
to break down the domination of the senses of 
sight and hearing, and open up the senses of 
smell, touch, and taste, normally tabooed in in
terpersonal relationships^ 

These exercises related directly to Schechner's work with 

environment. They offered an opportunity for participants 

to explore space within themselves, around themselves, and 

between themselves and others. Schechner believed that 

"there is an actual, living, relationship between the spaces 

^ Richard Schechner, Public Domain (New York: Avon Books, 
1969), p. 232. 

5 Elenore Lester, "Professor of Dionysiac Theatre," p. 134. 
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of the body and the spaces the body moves through.'^ He 

designed this work to experiment with that idea. 

In other exercises the workshop explored the concept of "r̂  

basic life-experiences common to all cultures. They acted 

out primitive rituals which Schechner adapted from his read

ings in anthropology, and searched for links between those 

rituals and their own lives. Sometimes the rituals were 

planned in advance. In staging an ecstasy dance designed to 

explore trance-inducement, for example, specific rules as to 

time, space, and participation were established.^ 

At other times, the staging of ritual developed from 

work in progress and relationships within the group. In 

Public Domain Richard Schechner describes one such situ

ation. During an exercise one evening, a member of the 

group was injured when another member threw her to the 

floor. This event disrupted the group. The next evening, 

Schechner felt that "something had to be done to relieve, 

recall, and repair the events of the night before."° Work 

began, as usual, with warm-up exercises, when Schechner no

ticed that the man who had caused the injury was working 

^ Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre (New York: 
Hawthorn Books Inc., 1973), p. 12. 

"7 Ibid., p. 103. 

8 Richard Schechner, Public Domain, p. 233. 
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alone on a mat with one woman. He isolated them from the 

others, and encouraged the group to "sacrifice" them by 

singing and dancing them to death. It took a long period of 

intense work before the sacrificed couple "died" and were 

then "resurrected" and celebrated with a triumphal dance. 

As Schechner describes it: 

The exercise took on the form of a theatrical rit
ual, with all the mystery that implies. . . . It 
was ritual theatre, art; and it was also reality, 
a species of symbolic reality that I had read 
about but had never seen. It was the beginning of 
research into a theatre art for our culture and 
time; something which at its very base is simply 
different from the theatre of plays.^ 

They had discovered the work that Schechner had built the 

group to do. 

By January 1968 the members of the workshop, which had 

stabilized at about ten people, decided to form a 

professional theatre. They called themselves The 

Performance Group. Richard Schechner had great hopes for 

the company. The New Orleans Group with which he had worked 

in Louisiana had a stable directorship and a changing group 

of performers selected for each separate production. In 

this new theatre, Schechner sought something different: 

. . . a permanent core of performers who could, 
over a period of years, develop their craft in a 
direction that was consistent with some of the 
"classical" work in acting (Stanislavski, 

^ Ibid., p. 235. 
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Meyerhold) but which also moved beyond that work 
in directions already suggested by Grotowski and 
some people doing happenings. . . . My friendship 
with Michael Kirby and Allan Kaprow helped focus 
my attention on new kinds of performing.^^ 

During that winter the group held workshops in a room 

in the Welfare Center on the east side of Tomkins Square 

Park in Lower Manhattan. They had a spacious work area, but 

little seclusion for work that demanded a great deal of 

privacy. Neighborhood children constantly peered in and 

commented on the exercises, and one member of the company 

was attacked in the washroom. 

One Saturday, they read William Arrowsmith's 

translation of Euripides' The Bacchae. 

We read the whole play in unison. Afterwards, no 
one said very much. I asked people to buy 
scripts. The Performance Group had no money. 
Members paid a small amount in dues to keep us 
going. We had no theatre, and no prospect of 
finding one. But we had each other, and a play we 
wanted to do. So our exercises found a focus and 
a direction.-'••'• 

Work continued on the project which the group called 

Dionysus in 69, but finding space in which to work became a 

major problem. By February, the Welfare Center could no 

longer accommodate them. They spent a month moving from 

-̂^ Richard Schechner, "The Performance Group: Was, Is, and 
Will Be", p. 2. 

1^ Richard Schechner and The Performance Group, Dionysus in 
69 (New York: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 1967) , 
unpaginated. 
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loft to loft, trying to find a possible theatre space. 

Finally, two of the company members. Bill Shephard and Pat 

McDermott, found a space that filled their needs. 

On 1 March 1968 the group took possession of a building 

at 33 Wooster Street in Lower Manhattan, south of Greenwich 

Village (a district now known as Soho). The large building, 

in an area of light manufacturing and a small number of art

ists' studios, had housed a metal-stamping plant. However, 

when the company members first saw it, a large, green gar

bage truck sat parked in the center of the floor, so they 

christened their theatre The Performing Garage. 

Preparing the space for performance took an immense 

amount of work. 

It was bitter cold and there was no heating. We 
used electric space heaters. The floor was ce
ment. We bought some black rubber mats. The 
place was filthy. The walls were light green, the 
floor was grey, and greasy. For nearly two months 
we scrubbed, painted, built, and scrubbed again. 
We cleaned the 30ft. long, 6ft. deep grease pit 
again and again. . . . We didn't know it quite, 
but Thebes was being built.-'•̂  

The space measured fifty feet by forty feet, with a ceiling 

height of twenty feet. Upstairs, the Group had room for 

workshops and an office. 

12 Ibid., unpaginated. 
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TPG performed publicly for the first time in March 

1968. The occasion was a benefit for opponents of the war 

in Vietnam held at the Washington Square Methodist Church. 

TPG's contribution to the program consisted of the birth 

ritual from Dionysus, and a series of physical and vocal ex

ercises, during which the performers moved throughout the 

church. 

Dionysus in 69, TPG's first production, opened in June 

1968. Except for a month's vacation (August 1968), followed 

by a month's rehearsals, it ran until the end of July 1969, 

and closed to full houses. Dionysus reflected the mood of 

the times: rebellious, sexy, youthful, active not passive. 

The Village Voice awarded the production an Obie as an out

standing Off-Broadway play in 1969. In July 1968 Brian de 

Palma, Bruce Rubin, and Bob Fiore began work on a feature 

length film of the production. The film was later released 

in New York and made available for viewing nationwide. 

While Dionysus in 69 played to full houses, TPG contin

ued to develop. It organized itself as a non-profit, tax-

exempt corporation called the Wooster Group Inc. Richard 

Schechner became Executive Director and Artistic Director of 

the corporation. The group hired a Business Manager, who, 

together with Schechner and the corporation's attorney, 

handled all business matters. The company members had no 
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say in business decisions: they could only advise. (This 

limitation would, in the future, contribute to a split in 

the company.) 

In the early part of 1969, TPG began the tours which 

would be responsible for familiarizing theatre people all 

over the country with their work. They performed Dionysus in 

several mid-western cities. In Colorado Springs they were 

hailed as "a poisonous pus of four-letter words and a sense

less display of nudity that seemingly occurred for the sake 

of nudity alone and for no other reason. "-̂"̂  

In Ann Arbor, Michigan the police arrested ten perform

ers and charged them with indecent exposure. The Michigan 

Legislature launched an "investigation into loose morals and 

subversion on state-supported campuses."^^ In Minneapolis, 

TPG agreed not to perform nude, but when participating audi

ence members stripped, the University of Minnesota bought 

out the company's contract. TPG moved downtown to the Fire-

house Theatre, and played to a receptive audience that in

cluded the Mayor of Minneapolis.-'-̂  

1^ Colorado Springs (Colorado) Gazette-Telegraph, 19 January 
1969, p. 1. 

1^ Richard Schechner, "Speculations of Radicalism, Sexuali
ty, and Performance," The Drama Review 13 (Summer 1969): 
96. 

15 Ibid., p. 94. 
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At about this time, TPG incorporated group therapy ses

sions into their workshop schedule. The sessions were led 

by Larry Sacharow. Sacharow who worked for Daytop Village, 

an addict treatment center, had directed Daytop's theatrical 

hit, The Concept. Richard Schechner says of the group ses

sions: 

We had our sessions every Thursday afternoon, usu
ally for about four hours. Attendance was not 
mandatory, but considerable group pressure meant 
that nearly everyone always attended. The sessions 
were modeled on the Daytop techniques and on the 
methods of Gestalt therapy. The confrontations 
were direct, often brutal, and much anger was ex
pressed. People made contact with past experi
ences, especially those relating to their parents. 
The most intimate relationships were opened for 
all of us to witness and sometimes participate in. 
. . . The sessions formalized the ways in which 
our private lives were involved in the work. 
Things that had been done blindly were brought 
into the light of awareness. But full integration 
of private psychic life and performing life did 
not take place.1° 

Out of the sessions came material which the Group adapted 

for exercises and later incorporated into performances. 

They also tried to develop some fundamental procedures for 

handling interpersonal conflicts within the company. 

Sitting in a circle to discuss things; expressing 
feelings as directly as possible; full expression 
of anger and other "negative" feelings through any 
means except physical violence. If someone is 
troubled he may "call a circle" and present his 
trouble to the whole Group; or he may take another 
person aside and speak with him privately. If 

1^ Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 204. 
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someone feels that another is "coming out 
sideways"— indirectly and vaguely expressing 
feelings--the "sideways" person will be asked to 
say clearly what's on his mind.l' 

Rehearsal/workshops for TPG's second project, Makbeth, 

started in October 1968, while Dionysus ran to capacity 

houses. The Group worked on the production through the 

autumn, winter, and spring. The decision to work on Makbeth 

grew out of a concern that their new piece should deal with 

fascism in the United States. The 1968 Democratic Party 

National Convention in Chicago, and international student 

activism had affected members of the company deeply. At 

first TPG worked on the idea of a collage text. 

I was very much interested in the theory of 
collage, and I thought we might put together 
Brecht's Arturo Ui and Macbeth or Jarry's Ubu Roi 
and Macbeth because both Arturo and Ubu are 
modeled on Macbeth I felt there was good material 
there. We had some meetings and we discussed the 
relationship between Arturo and Macbeth, but it 
didn't seem to pan out . . . . Not so with Ubu, 
and we began to think about it in mise-en-scene 
meetings . . . . While we worked on Ubu, I 
brought in Macbeth and said, "why don't we explore 
Macbeth as it's a play in our own language, is 
very strong, and deals with the problems we've 
been talking about? Later we can work on 
combining Ubu and Macbeth " We never, of course, 
got to put them together.!^ 

17 Ibid., p. 105. 

18 Richard Schechner, Makbeth: After Shakespeare 
(Schulenberg, Texas: I.E. Clark, 1978), p. x. 
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In working on the play, the company isolated love, 

fame, power, and money as basic themes.l^ As workshops pro

gressed, and the performers came face to face with the ac

tions based on those themes, personal relationships within 

TPG began to fray. 

Slowly some of the basic actions of Makbeth began 
to filter into the Group. Not actions of Shake
speare's Macbeth, I mean there was no Duncan to 
kill and no crown to get, but there began to be 
struggles about who would be in control of the 
Performance Group: me, some of them, them as a 
Group, me as an individual, a consensus, and so 
on. And these struggles got deeper and deeper.^^ 

Problems within the Group continued to grow. Concentration 

on work decreased. Self-indulgence increased. People 

stopped speaking to each other and could not work together. 
n -| 

Two group members left.*̂ -̂  

At the same time, work on Makbeth proceeded. The 

company struggled to confront Shakespeare's text and to 
devise a performance script. 

We tried for April and May to do it collectively, 
working four nights a week, five hours a night. 
Angers rose.^^ 

19 Ibid., p. xii. 

20 Schechner, Makbeth: After Shakespeare, p. viii. 

21 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 260-261. 

22 Richard Schechner, Makbeth: After Shakespeare, p. xvi. 
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Finally, Schechner took home the decisions and choices 

accumulated in the workshops and turned Macbeth into Mak

beth. 

Dionysus closed in July 1969, after playing to houses 

of 200-300 per performance. The Group took a vacation, and 

reconvened in September in Yugoslavia, where they had been 

invited to present Dionysus at the Third Annual Belgrade In

ternational Theatre Festival. They won one of the four 

23 prizes.^^ 

After the Festival, TPG rented a house in Baocic, a 

small town on the Adriatic not far from Dubrovnic. They be

gan work on the text of Makbeth, but problems within the 

company continued to surface. As Schechner describes it: 

The first two weeks we were in Baocic it rained. 
But then the weather cleared. But still the Group 
was ravaged from within, there were complaints 
everywhere from everyone: "The water is too warm; 
no, it's too cold; they promised us a sailboat and 
we only got a rowboat; Dubrovnic is two hours 
away, not one like they said; I spend 85<: on a 
meal not 75<: like we were promised." All petty 
complaints, all symptoms of deep discontents, mur
derous murmurings. These complaints were sideways 
working out of tensions we had with each other. 
Only now we had no New York City upon which to 
vent them, only ourselves and the idyllic environ
ment .2^ 

23 Richard Schechner, "The Performance Group: Was, Is, and 
Will Be," p. 4. 

24 Richard Schechner, Makbeth: After Shakespeare, p. xvii 
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Rehearsals continued back in New York, complicated by 

the difficulty of adjusting work conceived in the open pas

tures of Yugoslavia to the confined environment created by 

Jerry Rojo in The Performing Garage. Makbeth opened in De

cember and closed in January. It got mixed notices includ

ing a venomous one from Walter Kerr in the Sunday New York 

Times. The audiences that had flocked to see Dionysus 

stayed away. 

The differences within the Group climaxed in January 

1970. Tensions had grown over such questions as what the 

Group's work should be, and how it should be pursued. Some 

members wanted more commercialism. Some wanted less. 

Schechner's position in the Group came into question. Some 

of the company felt he had too much power. Problems arose 

because some members felt the division of labor was unfair. 

Others questioned the degree of commitment shown by some of 

the company. 

The financial losses caused by Makbeth's bad houses 

compounded the problem. Salaries were cut back from $130 a 

week to $85. The mixed critical reaction to the play has

tened the crisis. Company members who had questioned 

Schechner's expertise had been quieted by the success of 

Dionysus in £9. Now, with Makbeth called a failure by the 

critics, they thought perhaps they had been right. 
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Schechner had known for months that a basic reorganization 

was necessary. 

The reorganization, both of personnel and goals, 
that I knew was necessary now came speedily. I 
met individually with each performer, and collec
tively with them all. These meetings were diffi
cult. I told some of them that I could not con
tinue to work with them. Many had not had any 
formal training and that was interfering with our 
work; others were not eager to get training they 
needed. Some performers did not want to continue 
with experiments in audience participation and en
vironmental use of space—both elements which I 
consider central to the work. In short, I felt a 
slippage back towards conventional theatre. The 
crisis came and five members of the group went off 
to work with each other, two other performers left 
altogether; the rest of the performers and the ad
ministrative and artistic staffs stayed with me.2^ 

In March 1970, six new people joined the Group and work 

began on a new, collectively created piece. Commune. The 

initial creation of Commune took nine months. The script 

included the words of Melville, Shakespeare, Thoreau, the 

Bible, the American colonists, the Brook Farm communards, 

Charles Manson, Roman Polanski, Susan Atkins, and the 

members of TPG. 

Commune began with an exploration of the idea of 

community, in both its real and mythic senses. Evolving out 

of workshop exercise sessions and mise-en-scene meetings, to 

which all members contributed thoughts, ideas, and 

25 richard Schechner, "The Performance Group: Was. Is. and 
Will Be," p. 4. 
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materials, it centered at last around two events: the 

murder of Sharon Tate by the Manson Family, and the massacre 

of Vietnamese civilians in My Lai by American soldiers. 

Eventually, the structure of Commune stabilized in four 

parts: "A Day at the Ranch," in which the company welcomes 

the audience, sings, flirts, rides horses, fights, and re

capitulates the Tate murders, "Exploration and Discovery," 

from the Mayflower to contemporary alternative lifestyles, 

"The Belly of the Whale," which looks at the Tate murders. 

My Lai, and the souring of the American dream, and "Possi

bilities," which presents solutions for the problems. 

While TPG rehearsed Commune, they toured the country 

presenting workshops and residencies in colleges and univer

sities. They opened their rehearsals and sought new input 

on the production from the people who observed their work. 

As a result, the Possibilities section was dropped. 

Because I had no idea of what Possibilities were, 
I asked the performers to freeze after the Polan
ski interview. After our first open rehearsal at 
Goddard, Lado Kralj said: "The ending must stay as 
it is!" I explained that the freeze was a stop
gap, "No, no," Lado insisted, "you have no an
swers to the questions of the play, why pretend? 
You are pretending, yes? Throw the questions back 
to the audience!" Reluctantly I accepted his 
judgeme 

auai 
nt,"̂  

26 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p, 306. 
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The ending of the play, other parts of the script, and 

even the cast, went through many revisions as it evolved. 

Some actors left the company, and new members joined it. 

The Group functioned without the friction of earlier years, 

and the punitive rules governing participation in the old 

Group were no longer needed. 

Commune opened in New York in December 1970, and ran, 

in one form or another, for two years, both at The Perform

ing Garage and on tour. It received mixed reviews, but it 

played to enthusiastic audiences wherever it went. Actress 

Joan Macintosh won an Obie for her performance in the pro

duction. TPG took the play on tour to Europe where it was 

one of a very few American works performed at a festival in 

Poland, 

During Commune's long run TPG also did two musical 

pieces. Concert and Healing Piece, and produced an event es

pecially for the American Civil Liberties Union entitled 

Government Anarchy. After Commune, their work diversified 
nn 

even further,-" 

The first three major productions had served as a labo

ratory for Schechner's experimentation with the principles 

of Environmental Theatre, The experimental process had 

firmly established many of these ideas, and the time had 

27 "A Pocket History of The Performance Group," unpaginated. 
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come to apply them to new types of materials. With Tooth of 

Crime by Sam Shepard (1972), TPG worked for the first time 

on a play by a living playwright. Working on Tooth forced 

TPG into finding a way to approach the text concretely, "not 

simply as sound nor simply as denotation, but as meaning 

conditioned by sound."2° The music, composed by Shepard, and 

as integral to the play as the text, proved a point of con

tention between company and playwright. In a letter to Sam 

Shepard, Richard Schechner wrote: 

We start with the belief that music is essential 
to the play—but without knowing what shape that 
music will take. We do not play electrified in
struments and do not import outsiders into our 
productions so I would say, probably, we will not 
use electric music done electrically. We will 
have to find out how to do electric music with our 
bodies. . . . The problem becomes for us: How do 
we make the kind of music necessary for your play 
without microphones, electric guitars, and so on? 
I think we can make the necessary music because I 
don't think rock is a function of mechanics but of 
some movement within the human spirit. One of the 
things we have to find out is precisely what that 
movement is, what does it sound like? In other 
words, the problem isn't how to play rock, but how 
to find the cause from which rock springs. Then 
to play that cause,2^ 

Shepard doubted that anything but electronic rock music 

could work within the play. Eventually, however, he 

consented. 

28 Ibid,, p, 234, 

29 Ibid,, p, 233, 
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During 1972 and 1973 Tooth ran in repertory with 

Michael McClure's The Beard, the first TPG production which 

Richard Schechner did not direct. 

In May 1972 the legal structure of TPG underwent a 

change. All members of the group became members of the cor

poration. The corporation elected a Board of Directors, 

which included Richard Schechner, Joan Macintosh, Elizabeth 

LeCompte, Jerry Rojo, Stephan Borst, and Spalding Gray. 

They spread the leadership among as many people as possible, 

with everyone empowered to make decisions. 

In the spring of 1974, TPG began work on Bertolt 

Brecht's Mother Courage in a new translation by Ralph Man-

heim. In keeping with TPG's tradition that all work in the 

theatre be handled by the group, the performers played the 

musical score by Paul Desseau written for the 1939 produc

tion. The environmental design by Jerry Rojo and James 

Clayburgh turned the whole Garage into Courage's wagon. 

Ropes and pulleys connected the space in a kind of spider's 

web. The company integrated Courage's concern with commerce 

by selling supper to the audience during the performance. 

In a letter to TPG, Bertolt Brecht's son, Stefan, wrote: 

The three best performances of plays of my 
father's other than by the Berliner Ensemble and 
other than Strehler's have been the O'Toole Baal, 
the Living Theatre's Good Woman, and your group's 
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Mother Courage.-^^ 

^Q^^Q^ Courage played in the Performing Garage's downstairs 

space. At the same time. The Marilyn Project by David Gaard 

played upstairs. The Marilyn Project used two casts who 

played simultaneously in mirror image, Joan Macintosh, 

Elizabeth LeCompte, and Ron Vawter performed in both 

productions, beginning Courage at 7 P,M, and Marilyn at 

midnite, Joan Macintosh told Richard Schechner that "she 

had decided that Mother Courage dies and goes to heaven 

where she becomes Marilyn Monroe, "•̂•'• 

In 1976, TPG became the first professional American 

theatre company to tour India, when they were invited to 

bring Mother Courage to that country. They played in Dehli, 

Bombay, Calcutta, Bhopal, and Lucknow, 

By the late seventies, Richard Schechner's interests 

had begun to turn to other work, and Group members like 

Elizabeth LeCompte and Spalding Gray wanted to proceed in 

new directions, LeCompte and Gray began work on the trilogy 

Three Places in Rhode Island, beginning the autobiographical 

approach that they continue to develop today. 

30 "A Pocket History of The Performance Group," p, 3, 

31 Arnold Aronson, "Joan Macintosh," The Drama Review 20 
(Fall 1976): 28, 
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May 1977 saw the American premiere of Oedipus in an 

adaptation by Ted Hughes, The design turned The Performing 

Garage into a miniature coliseum with a dirt floor and 

sharply-raked seats. In direct opposition to earlier pro

ductions, no attempt at audience involvement was made: the 

audience and acting areas were kept separate. 

Cops, a new American play by Terry Curtis opened in 

1978. The audience looked down from two sides of the Garage 

into a functioning diner, and the play was presented in a 

hyper-realistic style. 

TPG expanded their physical plant into a neighboring 

building, allowing more than one performance to take place 

simultaneously. This enabled them to make the Garage avail

able to other companies. During 1978-1979, TPG played host 

to Theatre X of Milwaukee, the Wilma Project of Philadel

phia, Atelier de Recherche Theatrale of France, Mabou Mines, 

and others. At the same time, Elizabeth LeCompte, Spalding 

Gray, James Griffith, and Ron Vawter all directed pieces at 

the Garage, 

Richard Schechner directed his last TPG production, 

Jean Genet's The Balcony, in 1979, returning once more to a 

merging of actor/audience space, Schechner had gradually 

withdrawn from active participation in the company. In 

1980, TPG disbanded. 
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Today, Spalding Gray, Elizabeth LeCompte, and other TPG 

members still operate the Performing Garage and use it to 

stage their own productions, as well as those of others. 

They call themselves The Wooster Group, but they build their 

work upon their experiences as members of TPG.̂ ^ 

32 Spalding Gray, personal letter 



CHAPTER III 

RICHARD SCHECHNER AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
THEATRE 

Richard Schechner did not just preach audience 

participation, he practiced it. Attending The Living 

Theatre's performance of Paradise Now in October 1968, 

Schechner responded to the company's cry of "I'm not allowed 

to take my clothes off," with the remark "All right, let's 

take our clothes off."33 AS Life magazine critic Tom 

Prideaux, who was seated across the aisle from Schechner, 

tells the story: 

Then with a speed and purposefulness that would 
have honored a warrior preparing for battle, he 
shucked off his apparel. Every stitch of it. 
Shorts, shoes, even socks, , , , Totally disrobed, 
Schechner stood up, made a quick formal bow to the 
audience and sank back into his seat,3^ 

Noting Richard Schechner's participation in the 

evening's performance, Clive Barnes observed in his New York 

Times' review that it was "to the everlasting glory of his 

profession . , . an action I had never previously observed 

from any of my other colleagues, although Mr, Schechner was, 

in fairness, wearing a mustache. "-̂ ^ 

33 Tom Prideaux, "The Man Who Dared to Enter Paradise," Life 
65 (22 November 1968), p. 124. 

34 Ibid. 

34 
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Born 23 August 1934, in Newark, New Jersey, Richard 

Schechner grew up in an upper middle-class home. He gradu

ated from Columbia High School in Maplewood, New Jersey in 

1952, and went on to Cornell University, where he earned his 

B.A. with Honors in English, in 1956. While at Cornell, he 

became the news editor of the Cornell Daily Sun, wrote anti-

McCarthy editorials, protested compulsory ROTC, and began to 

concern himself with civil rights.^^ 

He accepted a teaching fellowship at Johns Hopkins Uni

versity, staying there a year, after which his fellowship 

was not renewed. The chairman of his department is said to 

have remarked that "It is all right for a Hopkins man to be 

unusual, but he must be unusual in the right way,""̂  

Richard Schechner moved on to the State University of 

Iowa, receiving his M,A, in English in 1958, While at Iowa 

State, he began to shift his interests from English to Thea

tre, 

After graduation, Schechner volunteered for the draft. 

He served at Ft. Hood, Texas, as an information specialist. 

During his posting, 

35 Clive Barnes, "Living Theatre's Paradise Now, a 
Collective Creation," New York Times, 15 October 1968, p, 
39:4, 

36 Elenore Lester, "Professor of Dionysiac Theatre," p, 132. 

37 Ibid, 
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he lectured to officers on current affairs, edited 
a maneuver newspaper, refused the opportunity for 
officer's training, dispensed with the customary 
military courtesies to officers, got involved in 
the civil rights movement, and was discharged with 
a special commendation for outstanding work,3° 

Following his discharge in 1960, Schechner moved to New 

Orleans to study for his Ph,D. at Tulane University. He 

spent a year in Paris researching his dissertation on Eugene 

lonesco, and received his degree in 1962. At that time, he 

became editor of the Tulane Drama Review, succeeding Robert 

Corrigan. Richard Schechner converted that publication into 

a magazine which centered on performance, highlighting the 

causes and credos of the people working on the leading edge 

of theatrical experimentation. Circulation rose 

dramatically. 

Under Schechner's editorship, Tulane Drama Review 

introduced the work of Jerzy Grotowski to the United States 

(Spring 1965). The publication explored eastern performance 

traditions such as Kathakali (Summer 1967), and studied 

modern European theorists such as Artaud (Winter 1963). In 

the Fall and Winter 1964 volumes, TDR looked at the theories 

of Stanislavski and their transposition from Moscow to 

America, suggesting that the American "Method" was, in fact. 

38 Ibid. 
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a commercially-oriented distortion of what Stanislavski had 

originally intended. 

In 1963, when The Living Theatre staged a sit-in at 

their 14th Street playhouse, refusing to turn it over to the 

IRS in lieu of back taxes, Richard Schechner interviewed 

Julian Beck and Judith Malina with a megaphone, as he stood 

in the street below and they leaned out the windows. He de

voted issues of the magazine to Happenings, Off-Off Broad

way, Black Theatre, and Film and Theatre. 

The move to Louisiana had had a profound effect on him. 

I lived in New Orleans from 1960 until 1967. 
There life goes on in the streets—especially in 
the streets of the French Quarter where I lived. 
I took part in the street life from time to time, 
but I spent a great number of hours on my second-
floor balcony watching the streets. Also I became 
part of the freedom movement and the antiwar move
ment, both of which took place in the streets in 
sit-ins, sit-downs, marches, demonstrations. I 
learned about dramas made by people in order to 
communicate a point of view, a feeling. I learned 
about exemplary actions."^" 

In 1964, he joined John O'Neal and Gilbert Moses as a 

co-director of the Free Southern Theatre (FST), which 

brought live theatre to rural southern communities.^^ 

Schechner directed plays and ran workshops for FST, touring 

39 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 65 

40 For more information on FST see The Free Southern Theatre 
by The Free Southern Theatre edited by Thomas C. Dent, 
Gilbert Moses, and Richard Schechner (New York: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1969). 
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the small towns of the Southern states and experiencing 

firsthand the efforts of the civil rights movement and the 

effects of grassroots theatre. 

In 1965 Richard Schechner founded the New Orleans Group 

with painter Franklin Adams and musician Paul Epstein. In

fluenced by composer John Cage and artist Allan Kaprow, they 

prepared an event called 4/66 in April, 1966. 

4/66 was a mixed salad of games, chance music, 
performed bits (played by nonactors who were, nev
ertheless, rehearsed painstakingly), and "ritu-
als"--all staged in an organic arrangement of a 
large open space. . . . There were routines for 
the performers and options for the audience. For 
example, during one sequence, spectators could 
watch, play musical instruments, push a large pa
pier-mache ball across the room, compete in one of 
several games.41 

For their next production, the New Orleans Group 

decided to try an "environmental theatre" piece. They chose 

Eugene lonesco's Victims of Duty. After a rehearsal period 

of many months. Victims played twelve performances in May 

1967. 

Victims of Duty took place in a "designed" space, an 

environment which had evolved out of a scenic improvisation. 

For Victims a large room (about 75 feet square) 
was transformed into a living-room. But it was 
not a living-room in which all the elements had a 
clear or usual function. It was, rather, the 
"idea of a living-room." In one corner chairs 
spiraled to the ceiling; at another place there 

41 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 67. 
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in at the end of the nineteenth century. I would like to do 

for performance theory what Freud did for psychology."^^ 

Richard Schechner based his theory of performance on a 

belief in theatre as a reality unto itself, as opposed to 

the more traditional belief that theatre serves as a reflec

tion of the reality of the outside world. 

You see, I've come more and more to believe that ' 
the theatre is an actual event. Theatre is a form 
of reality; it doesn't reflect or imitate or rep
resent a reality, it is a reality, and as such it 
can be exchanged and enter into direct relation
ship with other realities. , , . I reject at its 
most basic level the Platonic or Aristotelian no
tion of mimesis, the notion that there are differ
ent levels of realities. I reject that and I ac
cept experience as primitive peoples tend to. The 
primitive theory of art (and "primitive" is not 
used in any pejorative sense) says that all so-
called representations are as real as that which 
they claim to represent.44 

Performance theory, in Schechner's terms, is a social 

science, not a branch of aesthetics. He bases much of his 

work on his studies of anthropology, social psychology, 

psychoanalysis, and gestalt therapy. Contemporary theatre, -/ 

in his view, should reflect the patterns found in primitive 

and religious ritual where the doing is a manifestation of 

reality rather than a communication. According to 

Schechner, communication has replaced manifestation as the 

43 Elenore Lester, "Professor of Dionysiac Theatre," p. 133. 

44 Richard Schechner, Makbeth: After Shakespeare, p. v. 
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primary objective of theatre in a gradual transition over 

the years. In western theatre the rise of literacy caused 

the theatre to shift from transmitting action to merely 

transmitting the words of a given drama. His concern with 

reversing this trend has led him to develop a model to aid 

in the task of defining and classifying terms frequently 

used in discussing theatre. An illustration of this model 

is provided in Figure 1, 

A small circle labelled "Drama" forms the core of the 

model. This represents a written text, score, or scenario. 

The "Drama" may be transmitted between locations and times 

independent of the person who creates it. Surrounding 

"Drama" is a circle called "Script", This contains the 

basic code of the event—everything about the event that can 

be transmitted from place to place and time to time. 

Transmission of the "Script" takes place through personal 

contact, and the person who transmits it must know it and be 

able to teach it to others. 

The third circle, "Theatre", encompasses the first two, 

"Theatre" is the event as enacted by a specific group of 

people and represents their response to "Drama" and/or 

"Script", It is concrete and immediate. 

The broadest circle is labelled "Performance", 

Encircling all the others, it represents all the events. 
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F i g u r e 1: Model 
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most of them generally unnoticed, which happen to both 

performers and audience from the time the first spectator 

enters the performance place until the last one leaves. 

"Performance" is the most difficult of the four areas to de

fine.^5 

"Drama" is the domain of the playwright, while "Script" 

belongs to the director and actor. The performer dominates 

"Theatre," and "Performance" ties together the performer, 

designer, and audience. According to Schechner, the western 

theatre has emphasized a dyad composed of "Drama" within 

"Script," He called for a return to a model which would 

consist of the two outer levels, "Performance" and "Thea

tre," including "Script" within them if necessary. 

To accommodate the multi-transactional event, "Thea

tre," Schechner created a framework he called environmental 

theatre. His essay "Six Axioms for Environmental Theatre"^^ 

discusses the foundations of the theory. 

The theatrical event comprises a set of related trans

actions which include audience, performer, text, sensory 

stimuli, space, and equipment. All the space is used for 

performance, and all the space is used for the audience. 

45 Richard Schechner, "Performance Theory," TDR 17(September 
1973): 8, 

46 Richard Schechner, Public Domain, p, 167-210, 
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which creates a possibility of an exchange of space between 

spectators and performers, and of the exploration of the 

space by both. The theatrical event can take place either 

in a totally transformed space or in a "found" space. The 

focus of the event is flexible and variable. All the pro

duction elements speak in their own language. The text need 

be neither the starting point nor the goal of a production. 

There need be no text at all. 

Schechner's concept of theatre and performance makes -L^ 

unique demands upon the actor/performer. In his opinion, en

vironmental theatre combines both naturalism (the portrayal 

of man as he is in everyday reality) and stylism (the por

trayal of man beyond the social mask).47 it calls for "a 

whole approach to performing, one that encompasses staging, 

playwriting, and environmental design as well as performer 

training,"^8 This type of performance exteriorizes the inner 

life of the actor and transforms it into action. The ac

tors' responses are the basis for much of the work, and the 

actors' selves become the "givens" of the production. 

Schechner's concept calls for performers who are intimately 

acquainted with themselves as instruments, not only 

47 Richard Schechner, Actor Training, ed. Richard P. Brown, 
(New York: Institute for Research in Acting; Drama Book 
Specialists/Publishers, 1972), p. 5. 

48 Ibid., p. 4. 
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physically, but psychologically and emotionally. The 

exercises he uses in workshops and production reflect this. 

They call for a high degree of physical adaptability and a 

willingness to open every avenue of sensory awareness. 

In environmental theatre, the script, even if formally 

written by a playwright, becomes the performer's. He never 

transmits another's words and ideas. He manifests an event 

in real time. 

The performer has a partner in the signification of the 

event. The audience shares the space and process with the 

performer in an active capacity. 

The orthodox theatre goer is snuggled. He can 
keep his reactions to himself and he is more like
ly to get utterly wrapped up in the experience on 
stage, . , . In the environmental theatre the 
lighting and arrangement of space make it impossi
ble to look at an action without seeing other 
spectators who visually, at least, are part of the 
performance. Nor is it possible to avoid a knowl
edge that for the others you are part of the per
formance. . . . Spectators experience great ex
tremes of deep, perhaps active, involvement and 
participation; then critical distancing, looking 
at the performance, the theatre, the other specta
tors as if from very far away.4^ 

Constantly aware of the process taking place, the spectator 

cannot isolate himself from either his fellows or the 

performers. He cannot hide his reactions to the event and 

is forced into the open by the action. 

49 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 18. 
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This forcing of audience reaction forms a basic 

foundation of environmental theatre in particular, and of 

avant-garde theatre in general. Theatrical activists see it 

as a necessity in a society which the mass media has condi

tioned to be passive and non-responsive. Environmental the

atre trains audiences to react, to do things, to move, to 

interact with the event, and to examine the event and their 

own role in it. 

The designer has the task of creating and manipulating 

space, encompassing the event, and helping it evolve. The 

performance takes place in three media; the audience, the 

performer, and the space. Richard Schechner writes that 

"the fullness of space, the endless ways space can be trans

formed, articulated, animated" forms the basis from which 

Environmental Theatre design and actor training both 

evolve.50 in its own way, the environment created by the de

signer participates as fully in the event as the actor and 

the spectator. The environment shapes the way the action 

develops, the pace it takes, and the spatial design it mani

fests. The environment frees or limits the view of the 

spectator, hinders or aids his involvement in the action, 

demands his response, or allows his passivity. Every 

theatrical event must have its own space in order to evolve. 

50 Ibid,, p, 1. 
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Sometimes, the audience and the performer act as designer, 

molding the space to their own necessities. Ideally, for 

Richard Schechner's purposes, the designer must work jointly 

with the performer and the director in the performance pro

cess so that the environment and the performance become an 

organic whole. 

The innermost circle in Richard Schechner's model, 

"Drama," represents the realm of the playwright. In the The

atre/Performance dyad, "Drama" may be omitted altogether. 

Most western avant-garde theatre in the sixties de-empha

sized the script in the formal sense. However, according to 

Schechner, it still dominates western performance. "What is 

happening is an increasing attention to the seams that ap

parently weld each disc (in the model) to the others."51 in 

the illusionistic theatre the seams joining the components 

of the model are hidden. In the avant-garde they are ex

posed and broken apart. Companies rearrange and fragment 

texts. Performers' personal fantasies and reactions intert

wine with the original text to create a new text. In other 

cases, while the original text may remain unchanged, groups 

alter other elements of the script such as setting or music. 

The issue of how a performance of a script relates to the 

author's vision has been avoided in most instances because. 

51 Richard Schechner, "Performance Theory," p. 9. 
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according to Schechner, 

those most deeply into dissociating elements have 
either written their own dramas (Foreman, Wilson), 
brought dramatists into their theatres and con
trolled their visions (Chaikin-van Itallie, Brook-
Hughes), or worked from existing public domain ma
terial that has been restructured according to the 
need.^^ 

For Richard Schechner, playwrighting represents the act 

of translating the internal "scenes" the writer experiences 

into dialogue and stage directions. The latter are simply 

vestiges or amplifications of the writer's inner vision, and 

should be eliminated once the dialog has taken shape. 

"Scening" a play becomes the function not of the playwright, 

but of the director. 

The director's position as interpreter of the 

playwright's vision expands in this theatre. 

In today's theatre, interpretation is also a way 
of imposing a form and extracting a meaning from 
difficult texts which are not ready-made 
reflections of everyday life, or for imposing 
meaning on theatrical experiences for which no 
texts exists.53 

The text becomes a "pre-text" for action, and the director 

is responsible for shaping and highlighting that action. 

52 Ibid., p. 13. 

53 Richard Schechner, Public Domain, p. 56. 
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Richard Schechner begins his work on a piece by 

creating for himself a series of visual pictures which he 

calls "actograms," which "occur at the level where environ

ment, physical action, knowledge of the performers, concept 

of the play, and my own drives are identical."54 He then 

creates the "mise-en-scene," the performance process, 

"everything that comprises what the audience experiences."55 

The work takes months, evolving through a number of stages 

and never really reaches a definitive end. 

First there is the workshop in which the performer 

works on himself and with the group. Next comes the intro

duction of the central action or the text. Out of this, the 

project itself evolves, and the company can define and de

sign the performance space and specific roles. Open re

hearsals and a period of reconstruction, involving the audi

ence, follow. Finally the director and performers build the 

scores for the performance, locating the exact physical ac

tions, musical tones, and rhythms that embody the themes and 

moods of the project,5° The company redefines and reworks 

the piece as long as they continue to present it. The pro

cess never results in a finished product. 

54 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 287. 

55 Ibid., p. 290. 

56 Ibid. 



CHAPTER IV 

INFLUENCES 

In their search for a more authentic performance 

experience for both actor and audience, TPG turned to 

antecedents in theatre, social science, dance, music, and 

visual art. Experimentation in what constitutes the actor's 

creative process by men like Constantin Stanislavski, 

Vsevelod Meyerhold, Bertolt Brecht, and Jerzy Grotowski 

formed a basis for the company's attempts in this area. The 

role of the actor and the definition of theatrical reality 

as suggested by Antonin Artaud, Eugene lonesco, various 

non-western theatres, and anthropological studies also had a 

bearing on the group's work. Research in the social 

sciences informed the question of how communication might be 

enhanced among actors and between actor and audience. The 

work of experimentalists in music, dance, and the visual 

arts suggested various ways from which the concepts of 

performance and aesthetic perception might be studied. This 

chapter examines these influences and relates them to TPG's 

own theory and practice. 

50 
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Theatre 

TPG, like most of the sixties' avant-garde theatres 

showed the influence of the major twentieth century 

theorists: Stanislavski, Meyerhold, Brecht, and Artaud. In 

addition, their work reflected an interest in contemporary 

practitioners such as Grotowski and lonesco, and in the 

performance traditions of other cultures. They remained 

alive to their times, conscious of what their contemporaries 

attempted, and always questioned their own role in theatre, 

and the place of theatre in society, 

Stanislavski 

Any examination of theatrical experimentation in the 

twentieth century must begin with Constantin Stanislavski, 

In a reaction to the presentational acting style of the 

nineteenth century, Stanislavski attempted to discover what 

lay at the heart of the actor's creative process. His 

exploration resulted in the codification of a system of 

inner acting technique which he called the Method of 

Physical Action, 

Stanislavski's approach followed an "inside-out" path. 

He believed that the actor must begin with an inner truth of 

feeling and experience and a psychological approach to 

characterization. An actor can reach the creative state 
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only "when his whole psychological apparatus is involved 

through his effort to fulfill the scenic action,"57 The nine 

elements of an action, as Stanislavski specified them, are 

The Magic If, Given Circumstances, Imagination, Concentra

tion of Attention, Truth and Belief, Communion, Adaptation, 

Tempo-Rhythm, and Emotion Memory, The practice of these el

ements allows an actor to build an inner justification for 

the physical action he performs on stage. The physical ac

tion, in its turn, stimulates the actor's real emotions 

which cannot be arrived at directly. In this way, 

Stanislavski believed, the actor would be led through a 

"conscious means to the subconscious."58 

Although the basic principles of his system could apply 

to any actor in any situation, Stanislavski worked primarily 

with realistic plays in a realistic theatre. He sought the 

actor's truth within the confines of the character and text 

the playwright had created. Stanislavskian actors play 

characters. The actor wears the character mask as if it 

were his own face. He opens himself to experience what the 

playwright has given the character to experience as if it 

were happening to him. The actor does not seem to be the 

57 sonia Moore, The Stanislavski System (New York: Penguin 
Books, 1965), p. 24, 

58 Ibid,, p. 13, 
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character. He j^ the character, or, as Stanislavski himself 

stated, "The difference between my art and that representa

tional acting is the difference between 'seeming' and 'be

ing' ,"59 

Although many of the avant-garde theatre practitioners, 

including TPG, disagreed with Stanislavski's emphasis on the 

metamorphosis of actor into character, they did agree with 

his central, overall concern. 

Nevertheless, Stanislavski's vision, his central 
impulse, if not his form, is still very much alive 
in our theatre, not only in our traditional thea
tre, but also in the work of the avant-garde such 
as Jerzy Grotowski, Julian Beck, Joseph Chaikin, 
Richard Schechner, and others of equally disparate 
persuasions. This central vision was of the per
former not as a reflection of reality, but as a 
reality unto itself,60 

Stanislavski, however, viewed that staged reality as a 

product, a finished, complete entity, Richard Schechner and 

TPG centered their work around the concept that the staged 

reality is a process, always evolving, and happening now, in 

real-time. 

Furthermore, Stanislavski's concern with realism and 

naturalism based itself on the premise that the audience 

sits behind an invisible fourth wall, empathizing with the 

59 Constantin Stanislavski, An Actor's Handbook, trans, E,R, 
Hapgood (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1963), p, 91, 

60 Robert Benedetti, Seeming, Being, and Becoming (New York: 
Drama Book Specialists, 1976), p. 46, 
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actor/character, reacting with him, but never reacting to 

him. The actor presents a total image to which the specta

tor responds passively. Environmental Theatre's principles 

stand in direct opposition to this hypothesis, and require 

the actor's creative work to go one step further. 

Meyerhold 

The basis for the extensive physical work on the part 

of the actor in TPG and other sixties groups lies in the 

work of Stanislavski's pupil, Vsevelod Meyerhold. His work 

with constructivist settings, his emphasis on theatricality, 

and his view of the role of the audience also influenced 

later theatre practice. 

While Stanislavski encouraged actors to work from the 

"inside-out," Meyerhold developed a method of working from 

the "outside-in," experimenting with a technique he called 

"bio-mechanics." Bio-mechanics grew out of a belief that 

All psychological states are determined by 
specific physiological processes. By correctly 
resolving the nature of his state physically, the 
actor reaches the point where he experiences the 
excitation which communicates itself to the 
spectator and induces him to share in the actor's 
performance, , , , From a sequence of physical 
positions and situations there arise "points of 
excitation" which ar^ informed with some 
particular emotion,6-

61 V. Fyodorov, "Aktyor budushchego," Ermitazh (Moscow, 
1922), as quoted in Edward Braun, The Theatre of 
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Specific kinetic movements in the body induce in the actor 

specific emotional responses, Meyerhold designed a series 

of group and individual exercises that would allow the actor 

to develop a range and control of movement, enabling him to 

make full use of this mechanical process. Each exercise or 

etude comprises three stages: intention, realization, and 

reaction. Intention represents the intellectual assimila

tion by the actor of the action presented to him by text or 

director. Realization is how, through physical and vocal 

reflexes and choices, the actor carries out the action. Re

action illustrates the attenuation of the actor's response, 

which prepares him to begin the cycle again. 

The development of the actor's plasticity through bio

mechanics represented one means by which Meyerhold sought to 

involve the spectator as an equal and active partner in the 

act of theatrical creation, Meyerhold felt that the natu

ralistic theatre, in its quest for total representation, 

turned the audience into a passive voyeur. He wrote, "The 

Naturalistic Theatre denies that the spectator has the abil

ity to finish a painting in his imagination, or to dream as 

he does when listening to music,"^2 He felt that a true work 

Meyerhold (New York: Drama Book Specialists, 1979) p, 
166. 

62 Vsevelod Meyerhold, "The Theatre Theatrical" in Directors 
on Directing, ed. Toby Cole and Helen Kritch Chinoy 
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of art could only come about if the audience contributed to 

the creation. As support for this view, he quoted 

Schopenhauer: 

A work of art can function only through the imagi
nation. Therefore a work of art must constantly 
arouse the imagination, not just arouse, but acti
vate. . . . To arouse the imagination is a neces
sary condition of an esthetic phenomenon, and also 
a basic law of the fine arts. It therefore fol
lows that an artistic work must not supply every
thing to our senses but only enough to direct our 
imagination onto the right path, leaving the last 
word to our imagination.63 

Meyerhold preferred a presentational style of theatre 

because he believed that it would remind the audience that 

what they were seeing was not life but art, to which they 

could contribute. 

Ultimately, the stylistic method presupposes the 
existence of a fourth creator in addition to the 
author, the director, and the actor—namely, the 
spectator,64 

To increase the opportunity for the spectator to contribute, 

Meyerhold designed his productions to be somewhat "abstract" 

as opposed to the total "completeness" of realistic theatre. 

He employed constructivist stage settings which suggested 

rather than represented the locale of the play. 

(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., Inc., 1963), p. 165 

63 Ibid. 

64 Vsevelod Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, ed. Edward 
Braun (New York: Hill and Wang, 1969), p. 63. 
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Actors in Meyerhold's productions furthered the use of 

iconography by highlighting their characters through bold 

and exaggerated gesture and movement. Outer (physical) act

ing technique took precedence over inner (psychological) 

technique. Ultimately, Meyerhold achieved a style which he 

referred to as "grotesque." 

The grotesque does not recognize the purely de
based or the purely exalted. The grotesque mixes 
opposites consciously creating harsh incongruity, 
playing entirely on its own originality. . . . The 
grotesque deepens life's outward appearance to the 
point where it ceases to appear merely natural. . 
. , The basis of the grotesque is the artist's 
constant desire to switch the spectator from the 
plane he has just reached to another which is to
tally unforeseen.65 

The use of the grotesque enabled the actor to turn reality 

into symbol, placing his actions within imaginary quotation 

marks, and allowing the spectator to actively use his 

imagination in interpreting them. 

Environmental Theatre reflects many of the hallmarks of 

Meyerhold's theatre: the concern for active participation at 

some level by the audience, the use of constructivist 

settings, the iconographic acting style. It should be 

noted, however, that any influence in this case may be 

indirect. According to Richard Schechner he was not really 

aware of the details of Meyerhold's work until the seventies 

65 Ibid., p. 137-139. 
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by which time much of TPG's work under discussion here had 

already been completed.^^ 

Brecht 

The question of actor/character relationship, so 

important in sixties' avant-garde theatre, came to the fore 

in the work of Bertolt Brecht. The theatre of Stanislavski 

demanded a total meshing of actor and character, with the 

actor becoming the mask he wears. Meyerhold's theatre 

called for a synthesis also, but the character mask 

maintained a dominance over the actor's self. Bertolt 

Brecht, however, allowed for a total duality of actor and 

character. The Brechtian actor adopted a "critical 

attitude" towards his character, exhibiting himself and his 

mask side by side. 

Bertolt Brecht developed this style of acting as a part 

of a larger search for a new form of theatre. While 

Aristotle stated that drama deals with individual events and 

people within certain limits of time and place determined by 

the context of the theatrical performance, Brecht sought a 

larger scope. He wanted to relate the dramatic event within 

a greater time/space framework, thereby making it more 

66 Richard Schechner, personal interview held in New York 
City, November, 1984, 
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accessible to the spectator. He believed that the dramatic 

action should be placed in a distanced, historical, and so

cial context, making it easier to understand and criticize. 

Historical and classical plays achieve this end when given 

an "historical" production. They distance themselves from 

the spectator by virtue of their own inherent qualities. In 

order to provide the same distance for contemporary plays, 

Brecht developed a new production style which he called Epic 

Theatre, Through the use of certain techniques, the specta

tor would be able to escape his closeness to the play and 

its world, and better understand and criticize it, 

Bertolt Brecht employed a method he called "Verfrem-

dungseffect" (widely translated as "alienation") to achieve 

the source of intellectual distance necessary for Epic Thea

tre, The "V-Effect" manifested itself in all the areas of 

theatrical production, but its realization in acting tech

nique had the greatest influence on TPG, The duality of the 

Brechtian actor established the possibility of the actor 

playing himself at the same time as he plays a character. 

Brecht enjoined his actors not to attempt to identify with 

the character in the Stanislavskian sense. 

In the theatre of illusion and identification the 
actor works through introspection. He delves into 
the character he is to portray and tries to merge 
with him. . , , Brecht's theatre, on the other 
hand, is extrovert. The inner life of the 
character is expressed in their outward attitudes 
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and actions.^7 

In his essay, "A New Technique of Acting" Brecht states 

that, "the actor does not let himself be transformed into 

the man he presents so that nothing of himself is left."^8 

By not identifying totally with the character, the actor 

confronts it, and examines it critically. He attempts to 

show not only the character's action as written in the play, 

but the possibilities that might exist instead of those 

actions, 

, , . He should play his part in such a way that 
one sees, and with the greatest possible clarity, 
the alternatives:his playing gives us an 
intimation of other possibilities, presents one of 
the possible variants.°9 

Brecht wanted an iconographic approach to 

characterization. The actor selects only those aspects of 

the character which he feels will create the truest image 

for the audience. In addition, the actor depicts emotion 

through action and gesture, creating a symbol. 

. . . Feeling, when it is called for should be 
brought out; that is, it should become gesture. 
The actor must find a sensuous outward expression 
for the emotions of his role--an action, whenever 

^7 Martin Esslin, Brecht: The Man and His Work (New York: 
W.W. Norton and Co., 1971), p. 140. 

68 Bertolt Brecht, "A New Technique of Acting" in Actors on 
Acting, ed. Toby Cole and Helen Kritch Chinoy (New York: 
Crown Publishers, 1970), p. 309. 

69 Ibid. 
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70 

possible, which reveals what is going on inside 

Richard Schechner and the actors of TPG used the actor/ 

character duality, and the use of iconography established by 

Brecht as a basis for their own explorations into the 

question of actor choices and technique. 

Brecht's ideas on the relationship of the theatre to 

games and sports also influenced Schechner.71 Bertolt Brecht 

believed that sport had something which the theatre lacked. 
When people in sporting establishments buy their 
tickets they know exactly what is going to take 
place; and that is exactly what does take place 
once they are in their seats; viz. highly trained 
persons developing their peculiar powers in the 
way most suited to them, with the greatest sense 
of responsibility. Yet in such a way as to make 
one feel that tbey are doing it primarily for 
their own fun.72 

Brecht wanted the theatre to provide the public with the 

kind of "fun" it derives from a sporting event. He sought 

to achieve this through the choice of subjects the theatre 

presented and the spirit in which they were conveyed. 

Richard Schechner, in his work with TPG, took Brecht's 

analysis of the situation as a base and constructed a 

continuum: 

70 Ibid., p. 310. 

71 Richard Schechner, personal interview held in New York 
City, November, 1984. 

72 John Willett, Brecht on Theatre (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1964), p. 6. 
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play games and sports theatre ritual 

All the activities share several qualities: a special 

ordering of time, a special value attached to objects used, 

nonproductivity, and rules,73 TPG incorporated aspects of 

the qualities of the other activities into their work, 

creating a new definition of theatre. 

Artaud 

Writing in the nineteen thirties and forties, Antonin 

Artaud called for the development of a new language of the 

theatre and the creation of a theatrical experience aimed at 

the unconscious. The interpretation of his theories in the 

fifties and sixties caused many changes in the Western 

theatre. Artaud advanced the idea of a theatre of spiritual 

experience which explored and excited the unconscious rather 

than the conscious mind. Throughout his work, three themes 

reoccur: a plea for a new language of theatre, the idea of 

catharsis, and the almost mystical sense of vocation 

required of the theatre practitioner. These ideas, 

reflecting as they did the concerns of many American 

avant-garde artists, reinforced and encouraged the spirit of 

change in many groups, TPG among them. 

73 Richard Schechner, Public Domain, p. 85. 
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Antonin Artaud called for a new approach to the 

language used by the theatre. He wanted to replace the il-

lusionistic representation of novels and staged dialogs with 

material that would speak to the unconscious mind of the 

spectator in the manner of dreams. To accomplish this, the 

artist must develop a language within the stage space it

self, and not superimpose it from without by a script. 

I say that the stage is a physical and concrete 
place which demands to be filled, and demands that 
one make it speak its own concrete language.74 

Language, in Artaud's terms, consists not only of words, but 

of everything on the stage and in the theatre, including 

gesture, sound, set, and lighting. 

It consists of all which occupies the stage, of 
all which can manifest and express itself 
materially on a stage, and which is addressed 
first of all to the senses rather than to the 
mind, as in the case of the language of words,75 

This de-emphasizes the written script, and forces other 

means of communication to the fore. 

The actor in this theatre becomes a maker of signs 

rather than a representation of a written character. The 

actor's signs are gestures of such spiritual force that they 

evoke in the spectator a similar feeling of spiritual 

74 Antonin Artaud, Oeuvres Complets Vol, IV (Paris: Galli-
mard, 1964), p, 45, Translation of all passages from the 
Oeuvres Complets is by this writer. 

75 Ibid., p. 46. 
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energy. Artaud believed that art in the modern world had 

lost the capacity to communicate this dimension of spiritu

ality, but that the theatre, in new forms, might still ac

complish it. 

To create art is to deprive a gesture of its re
verberation in the organism, whereas this rever
beration, if the gesture is made in the conditions 
and with the force required, incites the organism 
and, through it, the entire individuality, to take 
attitudes in harmony with the gesture.76 

To develop the capacity to transmit such signs, the 

actor must practice a system of training which Artaud called 

"affective athleticism." Through a total immersion in the 

system the actor combines physical centers, bodily 

functions, breathing, and psychological processes to prepare 

himself to serve as a conduit for the deepest impulses of 

his being, which he reflects in gestures. Seeing these 

gestures, the spectator recreates them. The recreation then 

stimulates the deep impulses within the spectator's being—a 

mirror image of the performer's catharsis. 

The ultimate goal of Artaudian theatre is a unity of 

the actor, the spectator, and the magical "being" of the 

event itself. 

If the theatre is a mirror held up to life, there 
are also, simultaneously, shadows cast through and 
beyond that mirror, and the dramatic event is a 

76 Antonin Artaud, The Theatre and Its Double, trans. Mary 
Caroline Richards (New York: Grove Press, 1958), p.81. 
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continuous interplay between the spectator and the 
great magic element behind the play itself, of 
which the play is ideally a transfiguration.''^ 

TPG explored this concept of total involvement of the 

spectator in the "real-time" of the theatrical event. They 

experimented with the shamanistic focus on the actor as the 

mediator between the two. Their use of all the 

environmental elements as equal parts of a theatrical 

language and their attempts to involve spectators in an 

active fashion also reflect the influence of Artaud's 

theories. 

Grotowski 

The work of Jerzy Grotowski had a tremendous impact on 

the American experimental theatre in general and Richard 

Schechner and TPG in particular, TDR presented Grotowski's 

work for the first time in the spring of 1965, In 1966, 

Grotowski and his Polish Lab Theatre made one of its 

infrequent trips outside of Poland, appearing at the Theatre 

des Nations Festival in Paris, where they presented The 

Constant Prince, In November 1967, Grotowski accepted an 

invitation to teach at New York University for four weeks, 

Richard Schechner attended the workshops, which provided one 

77 Eric Sellin, The Dramatic Concepts of Antonin Artaud 
(Chicago: Univerity of Chicago Press, 1968), p. 94. 
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of the impetuses for the formation of The Performance Group. 

Although Grotowski did not have access to any "secret" 

knowledge, and was working with theories and ideas with 

which the American experimentalists were all familiar, the 

realization of those theories in his work represented almost 

a revelation. Grotowski had succeeded in crystalizing what 

were, for many, vague concepts and ideas. As a result, he 

achieved a staggering reaction (both positive and negative) 

from his American peers. 

Grotowski's work concerned itself primarily with exper

imentation on the actor's method of working, and he made a 

distinction between method and aesthetics. For Grotowski, 

method describes the study of technique from within the ac

tor himself, a conscious system which constantly questions 

"How can this be done?" Aesthetics describes the study of 

acting technique from outside the actor, perhaps from the 

7ft director's point of view.'° 

The confrontation between the actor and audience forms 

the core of Grotowski's Poor Theatre, a theatre which uses 

little technical support, and relies solely on the skill of 

the Holy Actor. By Grotowski's definition, this means a 

person "who, through his art climbs upon the stake and 

78 Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1968), p.205. 
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performs an act of self-sacrifice."79 

If the actor, by setting himself a challenge, pub
licly challenges others, and through excess, pro
fanation, and outrageous sacrilege reveals himself 
by casting off his everyday mask, he makes it pos
sible for the spectator to undertake a similar 
process of self-penetration. If he does not ex
hibit his body, but annihilates it, burns it, 
frees it from every resistance to any psychic im
pulse, then he does not sell his body but sacri
fices it. He repeats the atonement; he is close 
to holiness.80 

To accomplish this possibility, an actor requires 

special training, which Grotowski, through his research, 

tried to provide. 

The actor who undertakes an act of 
self-penetration, who reveals himself and 
sacrifices the innermost part of himself , , , 
must be able to respond to the least impulse. He 
must be able to express, through sound and 
movement, those impulses which waver on the 
borderline between dream and reality,81 

The actor achieves this state through a "via negativa," an 

elimination of the obstacles between the actor and his 

impulses. By employing a system of rigorous physical and 

vocal training, the Grotowskian actor gains total control 

over his instrument, making it possible for his body and 

voice to act reflexively and spontaneously, without the 

79 Ibid,, p, 43, 

80 Jerzy Grotowski, "The Theatre's New Testament," in Rich
ard Schechner and Mady Schuman, Ritual, Play and Perform
ance (New York: The Seabury Press, 1976), p,184, 

81 Ibid,, p, 185, 
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intervention of thought. The system of training allows the 

actor to control his instrument in minute detail, until it 

becomes a process he uses unconsciously. 

Having achieved the possibility of a total act of self-

penetration, the Holy Actor uses his instrument to reveal in 

physical and vocal form the root impulses he strives to com

municate. Through his body, he transforms these impulses 

into signs with which he confronts his audience. This con

frontation becomes the theatrical event. 

Richard Schechner adapted many of the exercises he 

learned in Grotowski's workshops for his own work with TPG. 

The idea of confronting and deconstructing a written text, 

demonstrated successfully by the Polish Lab Theatre, was 

used in Dionysus in 69 and Makbeth. The confrontation of 

actor and audience formed the core of TPG's productions, as 

it did in Poor Theatre. TPG's actors strove to achieve a 

high level of physical and vocal control through strenuous 

exercises. Thus, because they reinforced many of TPG's ba

sic concepts, Grotowski's theories must be viewed as a pri

mary influence on the group. 
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lonesco 

The work of Eugene lonesco influenced TPG in a more 

indirect manner, lonesco, along with his fellow playwrights 

in the Theatre of the Absurd, was introduced to the American 

theatre in the nineteen fifties and sixties. The plays and 

ideas of lonesco interested Richard Schechner enough that he 

published a dissertation entitled Three Aspects of lonesco's 

Theatre in 1962. Later, he wrote several essays dealing 

with lonesco's work, and, in 1963, published a volume of TDR 

devoted solely to lonesco and Jean Genet, for which he 

interviewed the playwrights. Directly before his move to 

New York, Schechner directed an Environmental Theatre 

production of lonesco's Victims of Duty in which he used the 

playwright's text and theory as a springboard for his own 

experimentation. 

Eugene lonesco concerned himself with the confusion 

between reality and realism. His plays are an attempt to 

clarify the differences between those two states. Realism, 

for lonesco, equates with representation; reality, with the 

living moment of the theatrical event, the "real-time" 

experience. He used surrealism in his work to extend the 

bounds of what is generally recognized as reality, 

attempting to achieve a balance between the spontaneity 

which surrealism allows, and the lucidity which he felt to 
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be essential in the production of art. This duality of 

surrealism/lucidity equates with the duality of spontaneity/ 

discipline which Richard Schechner sought to achieve in the 

Environmental Theatre. 

lonesco wished to strip the theatre of the trappings of 

representation, remove realism, plot, and logic, and achieve 

a more fundamental source of drama. 

Yet another kind of theatre is possible. Of a 
greater strength and richness. Not a symbolist 
theatre, but a symbolic one; not allegorical, but 
mythical; having its source in our eternal an
guish; a theatre where the invisible becomes visi
ble, where ideas become concrete images, reality; 
where the problem becomes flesh; where anguish is 
there, a gigantic, living proof; a theatre which 
would blind the sociologists, but which would give 
thought and life to the erudite and common man 
alike, the former in that part of him which is not 
erudition, the common man, beyond his ignorance.82 

lonesco's theatre employs persisting and unresolved 

antagonisms as a source of dramatic conflict and tension, 

and uses rhythm as a unifying force. These rhythms resemble 

the basic impulses sought by Artaud which are universal in 

nature, and therefore, identifiable by the spectator. The 

stripping away of representational elements allows these 

rhythms to exist, lonesco believed, in their purest form. 

Richard Schechner extends this idea further in his use of 

primitive ritual and ritualistic elements as a communicating 

82 Eugene lonesco, "Notes on My Theatre," TDR, 7 (Spring 
1963):149. 
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force in environmental theatre, as well as through his 

emphasis on movement and gesture as actor tools. 

The plays of Eugene lonesco illuminate the actor/ char

acter dyad, which forms the basis for much of TPG's experi

mentation, lonesco utilized the dyad as a basic element of 

theatrical tension. 

But above all, it is the contradiction inherent in 
the function of the actor himself which is ex
ploited to the full by lonesco. The fact that the 
actor is both himself--a banal, existing creature 
of flesh and blood, with a suburban maisonette, a 
double-bed, and income-tax worries--and at the 
same time the hero or villain in and through whom 
he lives, is in itself a flagrant antagonism 
which, consciously and deliberately exploited, can 
create a degree of dramatic tension rivalling that 
of the most lurid thrillers.83 

The exploration of the tension between actor and character 

represented a large and highly significant part of TPG's 

experimentation in acting methodology. 

Oriental Theatre 

Oriental philosophies and the practices of Oriental 

theatre influenced the American avant-garde, but in a 

pervasive rather than a direct manner. Brecht, Artaud, and 

Grotowski all indicated the effect of a study of Oriental 

theatre in their own work. In addition, interest in 

83 Richard N. Coe, Eugene lonesco (New York: Grove Press, 
Inc., 1961), p.20. 
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Oriental philosophies and disciplines became a significant 

theme in the sixties' counterculture, of which the avant-

garde theatre was a part. 

Many Americans pursued the disciplines of Yoga, Hatha 

Yoga, and Zen as a part of a search for personal wholeness 

and mind/body integration. They sought a transcendental ex

perience which would yield new truths through the surrender 

of self and the breaking down of ego boundaries. Actors 

soon discovered that the exercises and skills of Yoga, Zen, 

and Tai Chi adapted readily to the process of preparing the 

acting instrument for performance. These disciplines devel

oped an awareness of the breathing mechanism, and of physi

cal flexibility and control. They strengthened the use of 

supraliminal control over psycho-physical reflexes, aided 

the actor in developing concentration, and established the 

concept of a center of consciousness within the body, which 

helped to integrate the whole. The use of such disciplines 

became part of the accepted currency in actor training 

schemes of the period. TPG used many of these basic tech

niques in their preparation exercises. 

All Oriental theatres (Peking Opera, Japanese No, 

Kathakali, and Balinese Dance for examples) have certain 

basic characteristics in common: non-verbal technique, 

ritualistic elements, and the use of the actor as the core 
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of the performance. The Peking Opera and the No Theatre use 

plays which serve as outlines for the performances. 

Kathakali and Balinese Dance rely on dance and mime to tell 

their stories. All use costumes and stage conventions, rit

ualized over time, so that they function as symbols which 

the spectator reads in the same way that western audiences 

listen to words. 

The actor in these theatres holds the place of prime 

importance in the performance. He becomes a living symbol 

for the audience to interpret. All these theatres stress 

ongoing and rigorous performance training which transforms 

the actor in mind and body, and which he undertakes as a 

life-long study. Richard Schechner and TPG attempted to de

velop this holistic attitude toward the actor's life and 

work, in contrast to the usual view in Western Theatre that 

actor training is finite, a specific means to a specific 

end, TPG training dealt with the actor's entire instrument, 

and the company viewed it as an ongoing process which in

cluded performance, rather than leading up to it. Their 

work stressed the fact that actor and person cannot be sepa

rated, and they developed training strategies to support 

this belief. 
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The Contemporary Theatre Avant-Garde 

The times they worked in, and the other theatres 

working alongside them, influenced TPG as much as the 

theories of more historical figures. In the sixties, 

America existed in a state of confrontation and change that 

the world of the arts reflected. Everyone, it seemed, had 

found something or someone to rebel against. Whether they 

were hippies, yippies. Black Panthers, draft protesters, or 

members of the Silent Majority, everybody had a cause. 

Confrontation became a hallmark of the times--on the 

battlefields of Vietnam, in the halls of Congress, in 

university buildings, outside the Pentagon, in the streets 

of Chicago. The young rebelled against a political and 

economic system that preached freedom and the good life, 

while practising racism and diverting monies from the war 

against poverty to the war in Southeast Asia. Cut off by 

what they perceived as an unconquerable gap between their 

hopes and dreams and the establishment lifestyle, the young 

banded together in a counterculture which stressed 

communality, the freedom to "do your own thing," and 

understanding and caring about others. 

A number of people actively disassociate 
themselves from the predominant American culture. 
They see the overt culture of the United States in 
the 1960's as a gigantic corporate complex of 
massive governmental and quasi-governmental 
agencies which breeds wars of righteousness that 
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no one seems to start and no one knows how to end. 
The underground theatre expresses its dissent from 
this society.°^ 

The spirit of the times pervaded the arts, and the 

theatre began a search for new forms and methods to express 

the realities of a modern life. 

As we turned into a new decade, theatrical 
manifestations seemed to indicate that America was 
turning inward, , , , The traumatic events of the 
sixties—the riots, the assassinations, a 
lingering war—moved us from a self-examination to 
an activism. The nature of what was happening in 
the streets penetrated the complacency of our 
studios and stages. With life about to engulf 
art, the artist moved toward the utilization of 
his work to clarify, contemporize, and change the 
condition of that life,85 

The avant-garde stressed the importance of a theatre of 

experience, where theatrical reality took on a new meaning. 

We began to understand in the sixties that the 
words in plays, that the physical beings in plays, 
that the events in plays were too often evasions, 
too often artifices that had to do not with truths 
but with semblances , , , they were ideas 
describing experiences rather than experiences,86 

The theatre of experience entailed a new type of theatrical 

communication. Where realistic theatre communicates through 

illustration, this theatre relied on a process of reciprocal 

84 Robert J, Schroeder, The New Underground Theatre (New 
York: Bantam Books, 1968), p,ix. 

85 John F. Joy, American Theatre of the Sixties (Ph.D. 
dissertation, Carnegie-Mellon University, 1979), p.35. 

86 Arthur Sainer, The Radical Theatre Notebook (New York: 
Avon Books, 1975), p.15. 
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stimulation. The emphasis shifted from the "there and then" 

of the illusionistic stage, to a "here and now" approach. 

Avant-garde companies demanded that audiences share the ac

tors' experiences actively, and their work expanded into a 

process of experimentation in how to achieve this. The com

panies de-emphasized the traditional structures of informa

tion, plot, through-line, and character development, and 

substituted non-verbal speech, gesture, physical movement, 

and spectacle to create a structure of experience. 

Communal and group activity played an important role in 

the sixties' counterculture, and the major avant-garde thea

tres reflected that trend. TPG, along with The Living Thea

tre and The Open Theatre, practiced a communal approach to 

creation of the theatre piece, and the process of rehearsal 

and performance. The importance of the individual in the 

group mirrored the concern with mind/body wholeness. Having 

achieved a state of communion among themselves, the compa

nies strove to extend it to their audiences, including them 

in a united whole. 

Of course, the ensemble groups differed from each oth

er. The Living Theatre, politically oriented and active, 

lived a true collective lifestyle. They created their 

pieces together and concerned themselves with communicating 

a political message rather than developing artistic 

theories. 
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The Open Theatre concentrated on the development of the 

actor's craft. They explored the creative collaboration of 

actor and playwright, and experimented with ways to communi

cate abstract states and supranormal experiences, 

TPG, as already noted, concentrated upon exploring the 

area of actor/audience communication. They looked at the 

relationship of the individual to the group in the context 

of the work of creation, but had no interest in living com

munally as a lifestyle, although they did do occasionally, 

when money was scarce, to avoid having to take outside em

ployment. 

Despite the differences, the three groups had a great 

deal in common. Although they did not work together active

ly, they saw each other perform; they could not help but be 

aware of what the other companies attempted to do. Though 

their goals differed in many cases, they utilized identical 

means to achieve them. Certain acting exercises appeared in 

the repertoire of all three companies. The theatres shared 

a concern for the development of the actor as a person, 

placing him at the forefront of all the work. None of the 

companies mounted realistic productions. All concentrated 

on communicating experience rather than story. 

Economically, they profited from the simple advantage 

of having a recognizable identity, while single, independent 
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productions relied on the name and status of a playwright 

director, or star for recognition. Their non-profit status 

allowed them to seek funding from governmental and private 

sources, which they used to maintain themselves through long 

rehearsal periods. Not having to work outside the theatre 

allowed them the luxury of time for creative exploration and 

experimentation, an absolute necessity in the work they 

wanted to do. 

Social Science 

The work of The Performance Group reflected Richard 

Schechner's belief that performance theory should be 

regarded as a social science, not as a branch of 

aesthetics.87 For Schechner, Environmental Theatre 

represented a way of working that allowed the theatre 

practitioner to apply a scientific method of experimentation 

to his art in order to better communicate the experience to 

an audience. Much of TPG's work, therefore, shows a 

relationship to theories which had been advanced in such 

fields as anthropology, sociology, and psychology. 

Although TPG, because of Schechner's interests and 

knowledgeability, made more overt use of social scientific 

theory than some other artists, they were not the only ones 

87 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p, vii. 
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to incorporate such ideas into their work. The sixties 

abounded in sociological and psychological ideologies as the 

counter-culture objectives of personal wholeness, individual 

freedom, democratization, and group consciousness sifted 

down into society at large. Many social scientists became 

well-known through their popularized writings, and they, a 

well as lesser known figures, influenced TPG both through 

direct knowledge of their work, and through a more general

ized effect on the culture as a whole,88 

R,D, Laing 

Ronald David Laing must be accounted one of the major 

contributors to the contemporary stance in psychology. His 

influence came through his books, such as The Divided Self 

(1960), The Self and Others (1961), The Politics of; 

Experience (1967), and The Politics of the Family (1969), 

His writings expound, as a central idea, the belief that 

modern society attempts to turn every child into a 

conformist. The primary agents of society (the parents) 

accomplish their aims through love and, in the process, the 

88 In the sections that follow, I have concentrated on a few 
major individuals and ideas to which direct reference is 
made in Richard Schechner's writing. The bibliographies 
of his books Environmental Theatre and Essays on Perform
ance Theory demonstrate the extent of his interest in the 
social sciences. 
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child loses his individual potentialities and creativity. 

By the time the new human being is fifteen or so, 
we are left with a being like ourselves, a half-
crazed creature more or less adjusted to a mad 
world. This is normality in our present age, , , 
. We are effectively destroying ourselves by vio
lence masquerading as love,89 

Laing assumes that man is originally innocent, and that 

modern civilization, throught the process of socializa

tion, causes him to sin. Socialization demands that the 

individual perpetrate violence against other individuals, a 

violence inherent in the society and its agents, the 

government and the family. The individual reacts to the 

process by conforming, or by creating a substitute "self" to 

cope with reality. The latter response manifests itself as 

schizophrenia or paranoia. 

The person, in Laing's terms, is a construct of his 

experience and his behavior, and it is on this basis that 

one person relates to another. 

We are not concerned with the communication 
patterns within a system comprising two 
computer-like subsystems that receive and process 
imput and emit outgoing signals. Our concern is 
with two origins of experience in relation.^0 

89 R.D. Laing, The Politics of Experience (New York: Ballan-
tine Books, Inc.") 1967) , p.36. 

90 Ibid., p. 32. 
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This notion of communication became a fundamental concern of 

the experimental theatre. 

Laing suggested that effective psycho-therapy could be 

achieved through an "initiation ceremonial," which he com

pared to a voyage into "inner space and time."91 The voyage, 

as he describes it, carries the individual into his inner 

self, and even further back, into a state of cosmic con

sciousness, and then leads him out into reality again, al

lowing him to integrate his new discoveries within his ego. 

These themes of personal growth and wholeness, and the idea 

of the individual conceptualizing and integrating certain 

cosmic realities, are easily recognizable in the work of The 

Performance Group. 

Encounter Groups 

Group therapy emerged as one of the more visible 

manifestations of the sixties' preoccupation with self-

help. The phenomenon contributed a great deal to the 

working practices of the ensemble theatres. The encounter 

group, also called a t-group, sensitivity group, or growth 

seminar, became the basis for the use of theraputic 

technique in all kinds of situations. 

91 Ibid., p. 89. 
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. , . "Encounter" or "sensitivity" training 
groups have sprung up: in factories, in offices, 
in schools, in churches, in community groups of 
all kinds, everywhere, in the cities and on the 
campuses . . . never before has psychotherapy ap
peared so vividly theatrical.92 

The groups stressed a direct investigation of immediate 

emotions. Leaders encouraged members of the group to 

recognize and understand patterns of behavior in each other, 

and then to use that knowledge to find insights into 

themselves. Communication skills became very important. 

The groups emphasized the here and now process of working 

things out, and established the ability to trust in one 

another as a basic given circumstance. The ultimate aim was 

a moment of catharsis of the same sort that theatre has 

traditionally sought. 

Because group therapy addressed a central core of 

societal concerns the sixties saw a rise in the use of 

"workshop" techniques in all phases of life. Art was no 

exception, and the theatre, always a collaborative process, 

took the new movement to heart. 

92 Vivian Gornick, "The New Therapies: a Brief Encounter," 
The Village Voice, (Jan. 22, 1970), p.9. 
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Gestalt Therapy 

The practitioners of Gestalt Psychology introduced the 

techniques of group therapy that the experimental theatres 

used in much of their work. Gestalt refers to a structure 

of phenomena so integrated as to constitute a functional 

unit with properties which are not derivable from its 

separate parts. Gestalt Therapy encourages the individual 

to discover the fragmented parts of his personality, and 

utilize them together to develop a core of self-confidence. 

Responsibility for the popularization of Gestalt 

Therapy in the fifties and sixties lies with Dr. Frederich 

Perls. Perls believed that many personalities lack 

wholeness because people are aware only of parts of 

themselves. Through Gestalt Therapy, he hoped to allow the 

individual to become aware of the fragmented parts of his 

personality, admit to them, and reintegrate them as a whole. 

This would allow the individual to achieve self-sufficiency, 

and to construct a system of inner support, freeing him from 

authority outside himself. 

Unlike Freudian psychoanalysis, which emphasizes past 

experience, the critical moment for Gestalt Therapy is the 

present. For Frederich Perls, "only the now exists."93 

93 Frederich Perls, "Four Lectures" in Gestalt Therapy Now, 
ed. Joen Fagan and Irma Lee Shepherd (Palo Alto, CA: 
Science and Behavior Books, Inc., 1970), p.14. 
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Gestalt Therapy emphasizes present-centeredness as a way of 

working in the therapy situation, A listing of instructions 

to a Gestalt client94 sounds rather like the side-coaching 

an alternative theatre director might give his actors: 

1. Live now. Be concerned with the present 
rather than the past or future. 

2. Live here. Deal with what is present 
rather than what is absent. 

3. Stop imagining. Experience the real. 
4. Stop unnecessary thinking. Rather 

taste and see. 
5. Express rather than manipulate, 

explain, justify or judge. 
6. Give in to unpleasantness and pain 

as to pleasure. Do not restrict your 
awareness. 

7. Accept no should or ought other than 
your own. Adore no graven image. 

8. Take full responsibility for your 
actions, feelings and thoughts. 

9. Surrender to being as you are. 

Gestalt Therapy reinforces the idea of "being in the now" 

which TPG reflected in its concern with theatre as an 

"actual" rather than a representation, through such methods 

as role-playing, exaggeration of symptoms and behaviors, 

fantasizing, assumption of responsibility through the use of 

"I" statements, and communication "to" others rather than 

"at" them. The therapist encourages clients to "stay with" 

his feelings in the immediate moment, until he has 

understood and integrated them. Variations on these 

94 ciaudio Naranjo, "Present-Centeredness," in Gestalt Ther
apy Now, p. 49-50. 
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methods, especially "staying with the moment" and 

"communicating to," show up in many of TPG's exercises. 

According to Frederich Perls, "A gestalt is an ultimate 

experiential unit."95 This connection between experience and 

behavior, which Gestalt Therapy encouraged, resulted in a 

state of awareness which became the basis for knowledge and 

communication. TPG strove to embody this sense of awareness 

in their work at both rehearsal and performance levels. As

sociation exercises formed the basis for work on "present-

centeredness," The performers learned to become aware of 

the associations and images that arose, and to follow and 

develop them, translating them into physical terms. Ses

sions utilized group intervention and interaction to aid in

dividuals in actualizing the images with which they dealt. 

Transactional Analysis 

Dr. Eric Berne pioneered a form of therapy called 

Transactional Analysis (TA), which emphasized the different 

selves within each individual, and provided actors with a 

new way of looking at themselves and their characters. 

95 Frederich Perls, Gestalt Therapy Verbatim (Lafayette CA: 
Real People Press"̂  1969) , p,16. 
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Unlike Gestalt Therapy, which focused on emotional 

insights. Transactional Analysis concentrates on intellectu

al ones. Dr. Berne observed that patients exhibited certain 

behavioral changes (facial expression, vocal variation, body 

movement, etc.) when faced with new stimuli. He posited 

that these behaviors indicated various "selves" within the 

individual, and that these "selves" transacted with other 

people in different ways, according to how the individual 

perceived the relationship. He suggested that people per

form as they perceive they are expected to in various situ

ations, not unlike an actor playing out a written script, 

Berne isolated three personality modes: parent, adult, 

and child. Through the use of these modes as an analysis 

tool, TA gives the individual a rational approach for under

standing his behavior. Having interpreted his actions in 

light of a specific mode, he can then make decisions and act 

upon them to change the behavior. Like Gestalt, TA concerns 

itself with the "now" and stresses communication skills, 

TA gave the ensemble groups new analytic tools to use 

in their work. Some theatres went so far as to analyze 

scripts according to Berne's principles,^° Like other group 

96 In his essay "In Warm Blood: The Bacchae," included in 
Public Domain, Richard Schechner uses Berne's personality 
modes to explore the interpersonal transactions between 
the characters in the play. 
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therapies, TA reinforced the ideologies of counterculture 

society and provided a method for using them as part of the 

artistic process. 

The emphasis on psychotherapy and its impact on experi

mental theatre cannot be overestimated. Psychotherapy pro

vided a method of working (the group workshop), as well as a 

means (various exercises and therapy strategies). As point

ed out in the following summation97 the goals of the thera

peutic experience informed the theatrical experience. 

1. Wholeness—to experience oneself and one's 
environment in their totality and wholeness. 

2. Process—to increase the sensitivity to the 
process, not only to the final aim, the product. 

3. Awareness--as a result of sensitivity to the 
process, awareness becomes the goal; self-awareness, 
sensory awareness, environmental awareness, and 
socio-political awareness. 

4. Concrete experience--not theoretical but the 
"here and now" experience. 

Erving Goffman 

In the discipline of sociology, the work of Erving 

Goffman played a significant role in influencing the theatre 

of the sixties. Goffman published several books during this 

period: The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959); 

Encounters (1961); Behavior in Public Places (1963);and 

Interaction Ritual (1967). He based his work on an analysis 

97 Dan Ronen, "The Experimental Theatre" (Ph.D dissertation, 
Carnegie-Mellon University, 1976), p.93. 
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of behavior from a theatrical point of view, comparing the 

individual in a social situation to the actor in a play. 

Goffman characterized interpersonal interactions as the 

reciprocal influence individuals have upon one another's ac

tion. When an individual appears before others, he will 

have specific motives for trying to control the impressions 

they receive of him. The individual, either intentionally 

or unwittingly, projects what Goffman calls a "front," a 

system of expressive equipment designed to transmit a spe

cific impression to another person. Such a front may con

sist of a setting, props, body language, appearance, and 

manner, Goffman maintains that the individual makes delib

erate choices in these areas designed to shore up the role 

he wishes to present in public. If he believes in his part, 

he will project sincerity. If he does not believe it total

ly, others may interpret his stance as cynicism. Many vari

ables color the roles the individual chooses to play in so

cietal interactions, among them his own expectations, what 

he believes others expect of him, the immediate situation, 

traditional norms and values, and the roles presented to him 

by others, 

Goffman presented a method of studying social relation

ships as ritualized encounters and isolating their 

underlying structure and rules. His work provided fertile 
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ground for the actor's study of his own self, as well as the 

character mask. Unlike Freudian methodology, Goffman's work 

concentrated on action which the individual takes and the 

specific choices he makes. It provided a framework in which 

actions, often taken unconsciously, lead to later self-anal

ysis and new choices. This structure, in which a physical/ 

action score leads to a psychological/emotional response, 

became a central core in TPG's acting methodology. 

Claude Levi-Strauss 

Studies such as Erving Goffman's reflect the 

inspiration of anthropological work on the classification of 

societies. Social psychologists who classify human behavior 

as role or game playing treat social relationships as 

ritualized encounters, implying that all behavior fits 

certain semi-archetypal patterns. Knowledge of such models 

comes from the work of anthropologists such as Claude 

Levi-Strauss, 

Levi-Strauss's writings, among them The Savage Mind 

(1962), and The Elementary Structure of Kinship (1949, 

revised 1967), contributed to the growing interest of 

theatre people in primitive, preliterate societies. 

Levi-Strauss classified societies as "hot" (mobile and able 

to make rapid technological advances) and "cold" (static). 
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Although inferior in technology, cold societies may be more 

advanced in social concerns such as security within the 

group and a well-developed sense of community. After ex

ploring various groups through a structured analysis of 

their myths, he concluded that cultural patterns are based 

on certain universal principles of thought. Ritual and 

myth, therefore, can be seen as a shared factor of all 

groups. 

This view provided a basis for attempts by TPG and oth

ers to use myth and ritual as a conjoining force in the cre

ating of communal theatre experience. The anthropological 

view that all rituals are structures of experience rein

forced these attempts, 

Mircea Eliade 

Mircea Eliade, an anthropologist and historian of 

religion, also concerned himself with ritual, and more 

specifically, with the role of the shaman in ritual. The 

phenomenon of shamanism proves highly important in a study 

of TPG's acting work. 

Central to Eliade's work is his characterization of 

ritual as taking place always in the present. Everything 

that happens in a ritual, even though it may be a 

representation of past history, occurs not as a recreation, 
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but as an actual event happening now. The shaman, an 

ecstatic being capable of communicating with the spirit 

world, facilitates the actuality of the event. 

The shaman serves his people by communicating directly 

with the spirits. He specializes in a trance during which 

either his soul leaves his body to travel to the other 

world, or the spirits take possession of his body and speak 

through it. His communion enables him to heal the sick and 

to lead his people through difficult times. 

Through ecstasy, the shaman makes a great journey be

tween the planes of existence. To exteriorize this voyage 

and actualize his communication with the spirits so that the 

community understands it, he uses the performer's tools of 

acting, singing, and dancing. The shaman does not interpret 

the mythology, theology, or cosmology in the sense that Ju-

deo-Christian spiritual leaders do. Rather, he interiorizes 

the experience, actualizes it, and makes concrete use of it. 

The community, acting as audience, believes in the shaman's 

performance, allowing him to make present the "illud tem-

pus," the time of origins, 

"Illus tempus," that immediacy and actuality of the 

event that characterizes ritual, represented a primary goal 

of the alternative theatre. Richard Schechner wanted to 

achieve that immediacy in the theatre. His studies of 
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primitive societies and their rituals had a profound effect 

on his vision of what actors could accomplish. 

The Other Arts 

In its turning away from the written script and the 

literary representational form, the alternative theatre 

followed a path already travelled by artists in music, 

dance, and the visual arts. New emphasis on movement, 

non-verbal expression, and iconography insured that theatre 

practitioners would find a great deal in the other arts from 

which to draw sustenance. So many lines of influence exist 

that it would be counter-productive to examine them all. 

Therefore, this section confines itself to a discussion of 

only those areas whose influence TPG clearly reflects, 

John Cage 

The work of composer John Cage had a significant 

influence on TPG, Richard Schechner interviewed Cage in 

1965 and found his ideas thought-provoking,98 

As a composer, John Cage refused to accept any 

traditional limits on the definition of music. He created 

his own musical instruments and made silence an integral 

98 Richard Schechner, personal interview. New York City, 
November 1984, 
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part of his compositions. Cage asserted that actual silence 

did not exist. He felt that music should recognize the ex

istence of all the senses, not confining itself to hearing. 

Gradually, John Cage shifted the emphasis of his work 

to include non-auditory elements. The method of producing 

the sound became as important as the quality of the sound 

produced, the structure as important as the content. Cage 

experimented with duration, using it to replace the tradi

tional concept of harmony. He also incorporated aleatory 

elements into his pieces. 

Under the influence of John Cage's work, a whole new 

set of conditions for creative possibilities arose. 

All possible aural sensations in any sequence and 
in any combination are available and of equal 
esthetic , , . validity as raw material, . , , 
All levels of pre-performance control are avail
able, from total determinism . . . to improvisa
tion and random choice. . . . There are no gener
ally accepted symbolic meanings or referents 
inherent in any usage.99 

The freedom such conditions allow informed TPG's work as 

well as that of other experimental theatres. 

In the interview Richard Schechner conducted with him, 

John Cage defines theatre as 

something which engages both the eye and the ear. 
The two public senses are seeing and hearing; the 
senses of taste, touch, and odor are more proper 

99 Richard Kostelanetz, The New American Arts (New York: Ho
rizon Press, 1965), p.239. 
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to intimate, non-public situations.-^^^ 

Schechner thought Cage's exclusion of taste, touch, and odor 

was "unnecessarily restrictive. "•'•̂-'- He attempted to utilize 

these senses in his productions. In Environmental Theatre, 

Schechner recalls that meeting with Cage that "focused for 

me much of what I was feeling but couldn't express. "-'•̂2 

Schechner's reflections on that meeting led directly to his 

development of the Environmental Theatre concept. In the 

interview. Cage says: 

The structure we should think about is that of 
each person in the audience. In other words, his 
consciousness is structuring the experience 
differently from anybody else's in the audience. 
So the less we structure the theatrical occasion 
and the more it is unstructured daily life, the 
greater will be the stimulus to the structuring 
facility of each person in the audience. If we 
have done nothing he then will have everything to 
do.l"^ 

100 Richard Schechner and Michael Kirby, "An Interview with 
John Cage," TDR, 10 (Winter 1965):50. 

101 Richard Schechner, Public Domain, p.169. 

102 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p.66. 

103 Richard Schechner and Michael Kirby, "An Interview with 
John Cage," p.55. 
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Merce Cunningham and Ann Halprin 

In the field of dance, the work of Merce Cunningham and 

Ann Halprin had the greatest relevance for the experimental 

theatre. Their work, like John Cage's, broadened the 

creative possibilities available to the performer. 

Merce Cunningham's art has been called "a complex 

mixture of personal adjustments and random inclusions. "-̂ ^̂  

Cunningham worked closely with John Cage, and many of his 

breaks with tradition parallel Cage's. He adopted an 

arbitrary time structure, which existed on its own, in 

advance of music or choreography. He and Cage then filled 

this structure with sound and movement. The process 

resulted in a dance which had no traditional logic, 

Cunningham and Cage allowed movement and sound to exist as 

themselves, rather than as carriers for ideas and emotions. 

Like John Cage, Merce Cunningham employed chance 

methods to structure his pieces. He tossed coins to 

determine the sequence of steps in a dance, or the movements 

of individual dancers in relationship to the group. This 

resulted in a variable focus, controlled by the spectator, 

not the choreographer. He applied the principle of 

simultaneity of action, established in the large pieces, to 

the single body of the individual dance. Chance techniques 

104 Richard Kostelanetz, The New American Arts, p,169. 
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established movements for separate body parts which resulted 

in a fragmentation of the dancer's body. The effect was 

rather like cubism in visual art—a totally new vision of 

how a dancer could be perceived, 

Merce Cunningham's work strengthened the trend toward 

structuralism, opening many movement possibilities for the 

actor, Ann Halprin, whose Dancers Workshop Group began work 

in 1955, used many of the same methods. Her primary impor

tance, however, lies in her view of the performer/audience 

relationship and the performance event, 05 

1, I am interested in a theatre where everything 
is experienced as if for the first time; a 
theatre of risk, spontaneity, exposure, and 
intensity, 

2, I want a partnership of the audience and the 
performer, 

3, I have stripped away all the ties with 
conventional dance forms; the lives of the 
individual performers, the training, rehearsals, 
and the performances form a process in 
itself the experience, 

4, I have gone back to the ritualistic beginnings 
of art as a sharpened expression of life, 

5, I want to extend every kind of perception, 
6, I want to participate in events of supreme 

authenticity, to involve people with their 
environment so that life is lived whole. 

The Performance Group reached for the same goals. 

105 The following is exerted from Ann Halprin, "What and How 
I Believe," Art and Society 5 (Summer 1968):p. 58-59. 
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Visual Art and the Happening 

Happenings exerted a major influence on avant-garde 

theatre, especially in the case of TPG. Michael Kirby 

defines Happenings as a new form of theatre. •'•̂^ They have a 

fundamental connection with painting and sculpture, but are 

not exclusively visual. In place of the traditional 

information structure. Happenings employ a compartmented 

structure based on the contiguity of theatrical units, and 

arranged sequentially and/or simultaneously. 

To understand Happenings, it is important to look at 

earlier developments in the visual arts. Like all artists, 

the painter seeks to express a universal consciousness, a 

distant source of imagery that will be echoed in whoever 

sees the painting. He attempts to embody in his work some 

rendition of the authentic experience that motivates "the 

thinking that recalls rather than represents, "-̂ 07 rpĵg artist 

has a vision of this experience, and through his work he 

attempts to externalize this inner reality. He becomes a 

symbol-maker, not unlike Artaud's actor. Painter Jackson 

Pollock said: 

106 Michael Kirby, Happenings (New York: E,P, Dutton Co,, 
Inc., 1965), p.11. 

107 Dore Ashton, The Unknown Shore (Boston: Atlantic-Little, 
Brown and Co., 1962), p.42. 
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The modern artist is living in a mechanical age 
and we have a mechanical means of representing ob
jects in nature such as the camera and photograph. 
The modern artist, it seems to me, is working and 
expressing an inner world—in other words--ex-
pressing the energy, the motion, and other inner 
forces.^oa 

Pollock and others sought to accomplish this through 

abstraction, which resulted in painting and sculpture 

important for itself rather than for the emotion and ideas 

it conveyed. 

Their experiences led them to experimentation with the 

process of creation. The emphasis in this school of 

painting, called Action Painting or Abstract Expressionism, 

rested on the act of making the work, and not on the object 

produced. The activity of the artist became primary. Art 

historian Harold Rosenberg commented on Pollock's work: 

Apparently he assumed that the value of what he 
did lay in his way of doing it. . . .He had found 
the means, he believed, to generate content beyond 
what the mind might supply. . . . Any gesture was 
sufficient to set up a situation that would then 
engage the artist's latent impulses.109 

The process or act of painting releases certain spontaneous, 

instinctive emotions, just as the use of associations and 

physical movement does for the actor. 

108 Francis V. O'Connor, Jackson Pollock (New York: The Mu
seum of Modern Art, 1967), p,80, 

109 Harold Rosenberg, Artworks and Packages, (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1969), p.58. 
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The next development was the creation of assemblages. 

Assemblages were usually three dimensional pieces that broke 

the traditional two dimensional framework of painting 

through the inclusion of a real object that sticks out from 

the flat surface. Here, the process of manipulation and re

arrangement of different elements becomes the central con

cern. Collage is a primary technique in assemblages, which, 

rather than stressing actuality in the creative process, em

ploy it in the materials used. The choice of what to in

clude in the piece becomes the decisive, imaginative act. 

Like Merce Cunningham's dances, the art work opens itself up 

to multiple foci, governed not by the painter but by the 

viewer. 

Assemblages, often characterized as object-sullied 

paintings, led to the developments of environments. The en

vironment constitutes a further extension of the field of 

the art object. From a two dimensional painting, encom

passed within its traditional frame, the work progresses to 

an assemblage (three dimensional, but remaining on the wall 

or pedestal), and finally, to environment, which includes an 

entire space. The painter may artificially construct the 

space, or he may use the entire gallery. The spectator does 

not have to "feel into" the work to experience it. He 

exists inside the work, by definition, a part of it. 
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Environmentalists, like Allan Kaprow, gradually added 

moving parts to their work and began to give the spectator 

(himself a moving part) the choice of participating more ac

tively by manipulating certain elements. Gradually the num

ber and extent of such occupations given to the viewer grew, 

until the artist began to actually create certain "scored" 

responsibilities for the spectator. The environment had be

come a Happening. 

Happenings (the name derives from a work by Allan 

Kaprow, ]^ Happenings in § Parts), integrate the elements of 

environment, constructed sections, time, space, and people, 

into a total art object. They exploit the usual artist/ 

spectator relationship to increase the immediacy to the ma

terial, and manipulate the process of perception. The ele

ments have an alogical function. The artist's private idea 

structure is not transformed into public information. Like 

the abstract expressionist painting, the dance of Merce Cun

ningham, and the music of John Cage, the Happening makes no 

attempt to convey information or emotion. It exists simply 

as what it is, a selection of materials about which an art

ist has made certain choices. 

Like theatre. Happenings use performers, but they use 

them in a new way. The actor in traditional theatre 

functions within a defined matrix of time, place, and 
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character. Such matrices may be given tangible 

representation by settings and costumes, and they are de

scribed through the text. Even when the time and place are 

not specified, the actor still works within a character ma

trix. He plays a role. 

The performer in a Happening is nonmatrixed. He func

tions as himself, without attempting to become a character. 

He carries out a task, and that is all he does. In many 

cases, he becomes the equivalent of a prop or stage piece. 

Unlike the matrixed actor, the nonmatrixed performer does 

nothing to contribute to or reinforce the information or 

identification structure of the piece. 

Richard Schechner states that TPG's experiments were 

deeply indebted to the work of John Cage and Allen Kaprow in 

music and Happenings. 0 Much of the company's work with 

participation grew out of the earlier work in manipulation 

of perception. Happenings also contributed new ideas about 

spatial relationships and use. But the development of the 

non-matrixed performer became central to TPG's later experi

mentation in acting methodology. 

A difference of opinion has traditionally existed 
between the "monists" such as Stanislavski, who 
felt tha the performer should be unseen within his 
character, and "dualists" such as Vakhtangov and 
Brecht, who felt that the performer should be 

110 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p,60. 
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perceived simultaneously with the character so 
that one could comment on the other. Now a new 
category exists in drama, making no use of time, 
place, or character, and no use of the performer's 
comments. 

Attempts to combine matrixed and non-matrixed performance 

formed the basis for some of The Performance Group's most 

interesting and important work. 

111 Michael Kirby, Happenings, p,16. 



CHAPTER V 

DIONYSUS IN 69 

In January 1968, TPG set the process for creating 

Dionysus jji ̂  ^̂^ motion. Feeling that the time had come 

for the group to work on a specific project, Richard 

Schechner brought copies of Euripides' The Bacchae to a 

Saturday workshop. He chose the play because: 

I felt strongly that Euripides was more in our 
way: obstacle, challenge, evocation, and 
initiation,112 

Work on The Bacchae gave a focus and direction to the 

group's work. Through exercises in workshop sessions, TPG 

explored and confronted the play. They discussed it, 

examined it, and used it as a starting place for their work. 

We worked in terms of a "project" not a 
production. Everything was tentative and 
dangerously close to not existing.113 

In March 1968 TPG took possession of The Performing 

Garage. The security of having their own space meant that 

the group could move out of strict workshop toward the 

performance of what they now called Dionysus in 69. As they 

cleaned and renovated the Garage, they continued to work on 

112 Richard Schechner, Dionysus in 69, unpaginated 

113 Ibid,, unpaginated. 

103 
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the play, meeting three or four times a week-̂ -̂ * for the sole 

purpose of rehearsal. 

In late February 1968 Richard Schechner had attempted 

to clarify for the group what having a performance space of 

their own would mean. 

We have a place. It is a responsibility. I don't 
think it is too soon to have a place of our own. 
But it means more time, it means we are moving to
ward performance. It means that for the first 
time we must think of budgets, living expenses, 
equipment, rehearsal time. . . . We must think of 
performing^ of getting down to a specific 
project.115 

Schechner wanted the company to begin putting things 

into a rehearsal context, shifting the focus of the group 

from themselves to a specific piece of work. He felt they 

were in danger of becoming narcissistic, of viewing their 

work as its own justification. The time had come to show 

the work to an audience, and to learn from the experience. 

Now that we have a place which is marvellously 
suited for performance, we must begin to work 
toward that goal, not fearing failure—fearing 
only smugness and overcoming our inevitable wish 
not to fail. We must take our chances, and they 
are big chances. We must begin to test the 
relationship between the exercises, the 
encounters, the ritual combats, the cities, and so 
on and performance. In other words, we must put 
our work to work,11° 

114 Ibid,, unpaginated. 

115 Richard Schechner, "Some recent notes, observations," 
(TPG Archives, 25 February 1968), unpaginated. 
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The idea of communal sacrifice stands at the heart of 

The Bacchae, Thebes, the city of Dionysus' birth, has de

nied his divinity, and the vengeance he extracts for this 

crime forms the central core of the play, Dionysus, in hu

man guise, arrives in Thebes to spread his worship. He 

rouses the women of the city to frenzy, and even the blind 

seer, Teiresias, and Cadmus, the grandfather of the city's 

king, pay homage to the God. Pentheus, the ruler of Thebes, 

opposes the cult. He abhors the irrationality and debauch

ery of Dionysus' followers. In an attempt to stamp out the 

worship, he arrests Dionysus, but he cannot hold him. Dis

gusted by the cult's behavior, and scornful of the idea of 

Dionysus' divinity, Pentheus is, at the same time, fascinat

ed with the God. He allows Dionysus to convince him to spy 

on the women's Bacchic revels, forbidden to men. Dressed as 

a woman, he climbs the mountain where the women hold their 

celebration. When they discover him watching their rites, 

the frenzied women, led by his mother Agave, tear him to 

pieces. They believe, in their ecstatic state, that they 

have killed a wild beast. Bearing her son's head on a pole. 

Agave returns to Thebes. As the Bacchic madness subsides, 

she realizes the terrible thing she has done. The shame of 

Pentheus' death destroys the town. Dionysus has his 

116 Richard Schechner, Dionysus in 69, unpaginated. 
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revenge. The sanity and honor of Thebes are sacrificed to 

his vengeance. 

The conflict between Dionysus and Pentheus forms a cen

tral theme of the play. Pentheus represents authority, and 

Dionysus, the threat to it. The license and debauchery of 

the Bacchantes is a threat to the orderly society of the 

city, a political threat to Pentheus. The play reveals a 

clash between the rigid, authoritarian establishment, and 

the chaotic, often lawless, subjectivity of individualism 

which results in violence and the disintegration of civili

zation (the city). 

TPG's interpretation of the story drew comparisons be

tween the world of the play and the world of the players. 

The Dionysus of Euripides is a god of pure, arbitrary venge

ance. An entire city must be sacrificed to appease this 

fickle and capricious god: he condemns not just Pentheus, 

who refuses to believe, but also the people who do believe. 

Dionysus in 69 suggests that such captiousness is a function 

not just of divine power, but of all power. Dionysus repre

sents the "hippie", the new lifestyle and morality. 

Pentheus, the authoritarian and puritan representative of 

the conservative status-quo, attempts to prevent him from 

subverting society. The resulting conflict is the struggle 

of new vs. old, a struggle central to the 60's culture. 
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Many audience members who saw Dionysus in 69 viewed it 

as a celebration of the counterculture: total freedom, sexu

al liberation, the toppling of the establishment. 

The young want a revolution of the flesh, and a 
completely unrepressive society, but this doesn't 
come cheaply. . . . If you dance with Dionysus, 
you kill Pentheus—that is the action of the play. 
Ecstasy doesn't come cheap. You pay for it in 
blood,117 

Dionysus in 69 attempted to compare the ambivalence of the 

god with the "tendency to fascism inherent in the retreat of 

the 'new left' from political revolution to the introverted 

sexual liberation of the drug culture, "•̂•'•8 However, the 

ritualistic structure of the action, and the association of 

the conflict of the central characters with contemporary 

politics overshadowed this interpretation. 

The concept of ritual played an important role in the 

production. The play, because of its subject, easily lent 

itself to the use of certain rituals within the action. The 

audience, arriving at the theatre, was greeted at the door 

and allowed to enter one at a time. This provided for each 

person a ritual of initiation, and an opportunity to 

confront the environment alone. Inside, the spectators 

117 Elenore Lester, "Professor of Dionysiac Theatre," p, 
134, 

118 Christopher Innes, Holy Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981), p, 181, 
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found the actors engaged in their warm-up exercises. These 

exercises, together with the first chorus of the play which 

had begun before the audience arrived, represented a ritual 

of renewal and preparation for the actors. 

One of the functions of the opening ceremonies is 
to bring the performers into close physical and 
psychic contact with one another, , , , The cere
monies help us get together,119 

The opening ceremonies gave way to a scene between 

Teiresias and Cadmus. During this scene the rest of the 

cast gathered on the edges of three black mats in the center 

of the playing area. Here they meditated in preparation for 

the next event, the Birth Ritual. 

The Birth Ritual, adapted from the Asmat tribes of New 

Guinea, was performed nude. The men lay down side by side, 

and the women stood astride them. Together, they formed a 

symbolic birth canal through which Pentheus and Dionysus 

will be born. In notes to the company in December 1968, 

Richard Schechner says of this ritual: 

(1) The Birth Ritual is a birthing, not only of 
Dionysus going through, but sympathetically of 
each of us through him; (2) undressing before the 
Birth Ritual is a sacred and surgical preparation; 
at once full of portent and (clinically) sterile. 
It is a way of clearing the way.i"̂ ^ 

119 Richard Schechner, Dionysus in 69, unpaginated. 

120 Richard Schechner,"Notes, 1 December 1968," TPG 
Archives, New York, N.Y. 
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Actress Joan Macintosh, who played Dionysus during part of 

the play's run, comments: 

Throughout the play I am both Joan in the garage 
and Dionysus in Thebes. But the Birth Ritual is a 
giving over of myself, totally, to the bodies of 
the men and women of the Group.121 

An Ecstasy Dance followed the Birth Ritual. The 

performers made music and danced, allowing the audience to 

join them if they wished. The Ecstasy Dance represented 

both a celebration and an ordeal. Schechner says of it: 

It is the "all-night" dance. It is a celebration 
of Dionysus, but also of each other. The mats are 
the sacred place. To leave the mats is to leave 
that place and negotiate with the profane world. 
Leaving takes courage and incorporates the 
knowledge that life must be lived and life is not 
pure. The audience may participate clothed 
outside the mats; but they must not come onto the 
mats unless they are as we are.122 

During the play's run, the Ecstasy Dance changed. It no 

longer served its purpose as an ordeal for the performers, 

and the Group wanted to find new ways to involve the 

audience. The new format, adopted in the spring of 1969, 

took the form of a circle dance based on a slow, driving 

rhythm. Spectators joined in either on their own or when 

invited as the dance accelerated slowly in tempo and 

intensity, continuing until Pentheus stopped it. 

121 Richard Schechner, Dionysus in 69, unpaginated. 

122 Richard Schechner, "Notes, 1 December 1968," TPG 
Archives, New York, N.Y. 
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Further into the play came an extension of the Ecstasy 

Dance called first the caress, and later, the moiety dance. 

At first, the caress involved members of the company moving 

slowly into the audience, and touching them in a manner 

"erotic but not passionate. "-'•23 This reflected the seduction 

of Pentheus by Dionysus, and the Bacchic revels upon which 

Pentheus spies. The loving touches of the performers evolve 

into wild animal biting and scratching, and often, the spec

tators who participated would find themselves transformed 

into beasts as well. Eventually, Pentheus' death at the 

hands of Agave ends this scene, and the performers prepare 

for the Death Ritual. 

The caress provided a challenge and ordeal for both ac

tors and audience. It created a frenzy not unlike that of 

the Bacchantes. But increasingly, audiences stopped partic

ipating in the ritual, or tried to turn it into a free-love 

orgy. As a result, the company evolved the moiety dance as 

a substitute, in December 1968. Divided into two parts, the 

actors dance through the space. One group invites the spec

tators to join. When Pentheus and Dionysus return to the 

playing area, Dionysus teaches Pentheus to dance. Then the 

god incites Agave to murder, and the actors play the 

love-death transformation in which they kill Pentheus. 

123 Richard Schechner, Dionysus in 69, unpaginated. 
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The Death Ritual was the reverse of the Birth Ritual. 

The women dipped their hands in blood. Men and women as

sumed the same positions as in the Birth Ritual, but now the 

women watched Pentheus as he entered the birth canal, 

Pentheus went through the canal to his death, as Dionysus 

watched from the top of one of the towers. Then, the women 

"killed" the men as well. They have all become Agave, as 

all the men have become Pentheus. 

The play ended with a final ritual which mirrored the 

the opening ceremonies for the actors. Some fetch water, 

sponges, and brushes, and the company washed away the blood. 

Then they dressed and left the performance space. They had 

divested themselves of their special status, and re-entered 

the profane world. 

TPG created Dionysus out of its commitment to experi

mentation and process. At the root of all the work lay an 

underlying belief that the building of the piece was an on

going thing; that a finished "production" in the accepted 

sense would never exist. The mise-en-scene for Dionysus 

evolved out of workshop exercises and company interactions 

selected and defined by Schechner to highlight the play. 

Often specific exercises provided the source of a 

certain mood or feeling that the mise produced. In the 

Dionysus book, Richard Schechner, commenting on a sense of 



112 

expanding physical space at one moment of the production, 

mentions that its source was an exercise that took place in 

Spring, 1968. The company, working outdoors, was exploring 

the social hierarchy of Thebes, and, more specifically, the 

relationship between its men and women. 

The women left the garage and the rule was that 
they could hide wherever they wanted on the block 
across from the theatre. After around ten min
utes, the men pursued them. The game also includ
ed an opportunity for the women to organize them
selves into a society out there, and they could, 
if they were able, capture and keep the men who 
were hunting them.124 

As the men searched for the women, they could hear them 

calling to each other, and the cries echoed through the New 

York streets. Believing that the women had cheated and gone 

to an adjoining block, Richard Schechner searched for them. 

He followed a stairway up to the roofs, and discovered that 

on the rooftops the women had established a whole society, 

complete with outposts and headquarters. He says of the 

exercise: 

The rooftop game multiplied our space sense, our 
movement feel. The call from the rooftops came 
into the garage. The wooden towers became 
mountains and outposts. The women knew who they 
were before they were the property of men and what 
they could become again if liberated, i"̂ ^ 

124 Ibid,, unpaginated, 

125 Ibid,, unpaginated. 



113 

The Ecstasy Dance segment originated in "experiments 

with music and movement, the relationships between the two, 

and probes into our own feelings. "-̂ 26 performers learned to 

use instruments metaphorically, as extensions of themselves, 

and voices to express their feelings. They fought ritual 

battles using sound, and dances became an expression of tri

umph or defeat. 

From this early work we gained a sense of sonic 
environment, of "articulating a space" through 
sound. We began to feel music as an extension of 
our bodies and to recognize sound as something to 
give and take.127 

The text of the play provides another example of 

process into performance. Dionysus contains six hundred of 

the more than thirteen hundred lines in the Arrowsmith 

translation of The Bacchae. Also included are sixteen lines 

from Elizabeth Wycoff's Antigone, and six from a translation 

of Hippolytus by David Grene.l28 The remaining text, except 

for what was improvised each evening, evolved in workshop. 

Schechner comments: 

The textural montage, the arrangements and 
variations, developed organically during 
rehearsals and throughout the run. The performers 
wrote their own dialogue. I wanted as much 
personal expression as possible in a play which 

126 Ibid,, unpaginated, 

127 Ibid,, unpaginated, 

128 Ibid,, unpaginated. 
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deals so effectively with the liberation of 
personal energy.129 

Sometimes the Group chose workshop exercises to solve 

specific problems. In Euripides' play, after Pentheus 

imprisons Dionysus, the god escapes as an earthquake 

destroys Pentheus' palace. Dionysus describes how he 

reduces Pentheus to rage and panic, humiliating and 

mortifying him. Seeking to translate this into actions 

viable for both actors and audience, Schechner inserted into 

the play an exercise called the encounter game. One 

performer challenges another with a question or statement 

which must "cost something." The answer given must be 

equally revealing. After everyone has participated once, 

the group turns on Pentheus, who must answer questions but 

cannot ask any. When he finally cannot answer, the scene is 

over.130 

When the group became hardened to such questions, 

Schechner substituted a ritual combat between Dionysus and 

Pentheus, an exercise frequently used in workshop. That 

proved ineffective, because Dionysus had to win all the 

time, and the actors felt they could not play such a scene 

with conviction. 

129 Ibid., unpaginated. 

130 Ibid., unpaginated. 
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Finally, Schechner used an exercise called 

transformation circle, during which each actor, speaking of 

his experiences during the day, turns his back on Pentheus, 

isolating him. Schechner says about it: 

A psychic space opens between those performers who 
are free to show themselves and the man playing 
Pentheus, tied to the text as to a stake. This 
indulgence of the many at the expense of one, this 
eruption and disruption, is the heart of the fan
tasy Dionysus offers.1-^^ 

The use of such exercises within the performance resulted in 

the charge by many who saw the play that the actors were 

engaged not in acting, but in a form of group therapy. The 

fact that these particular exercises made up only one short 

scene tends to refute that charge, and the image of 

isolation did serve a purpose in the mise-en-scene. 

The company's work process engendered the Dionysus 

environment itself. Richard Schechner had several initial 

ideas about the playing space. He wanted the room to be 

"sensuous, to have the tone of a Persian pleasure 

palace. "-̂ -̂^ He also wanted to use the vertical space 

available. 

131 Ibid,, unpaginated. 

132 Richard Schechner, Jerry Rojo, and Brooks MacNamara, 
Theatres, Spaces, and Environments (New York: Drama Book 
Specialists, 1973) p. 84, 
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After the Group had cleaned the Garage, they decided to 

paint it white. They built scaffolds to paint from, and as 

they worked in the room, those scaffolds became incorporated 

into the exercises. The manager of a carpet company agreed 

to let them have all the carpet they could carry for $150, 

With these rugs, they covered some of the walls and much of 

the room itself. The black rubber mats, which formed the 

central "holy area" in the environment, had been purchased 

earlier so that the company could work safely on the con

crete floors. 

The way the actors used the scaffolding made it clear 

that they needed towers to climb and places to hide. 

Schechner says, "The environment developed with rehears

als. "•'•33 Jerry Rojo, from the University of Connecticut, 

worked with TPG to develop the environment. Among the first 

structures to be built were two towers 8' long by 4' wide 

and 19' tall, with five levels in each. Both actors and au

dience used the towers, placed in corners diagonally oppo

site each other and facing the center of the room. They 

also built movable platforms of various heights that 

Schechner and the performers could change whenever they 

wanted. A five tier vertical structure on the north wall of 

the Garage seated approximately 100 people. 

133 Richard Schechner, Dionysus in 69, unpaginated 
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One of the most important parts of the environment, the 

staining of the walls and platforms with blood, happened 

gradually, as the performers reenacted the Death Ritual time 

after time. Although the placement of the blood continued 

throughout the whole run, and happened with no conscious 

thought on the part of the company, it became one of the 

most important design elements. 

Underneath the visible environment lay the pit, a 35' 

by 8' by 8' hole that was part of the Garage's structure. 

Two traps led to it, and the seduction of Pentheus took 

place there, out of the sight of the audience, A large, 

overhead garage door, also a part of the original structure, 

led to Wooster Street, The play often ended with this door 

being raised, and audience and actors marching out of the 

Garage, 

The Dionysus environment supplied something for every

one. For the performers it provided space in which to move 

both horizontally and vertically. Scenes could be played in 

the open, or hidden away in a corner under a platform. They 

had immediate personal contact with the audience, who in 

turn, had direct access to the play in a manner not usually 

available. For the audience, the environment provided a 

choice of vantage points. One could go high up on a tower, 

stay on the floor, or sit somewhere in between. If a 
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spectator chose to participate in the action, he could do it 

easily. if he opted to stay uninvolved, a seat way back on 

the platforms, or underneath them, would provide a hiding 

place from which to watch the performance and be left alone. 

For the performers, the environment and the play posed 

problems at the same time that they provided freedom. These 

problems fell into two categories: the demand for and dif

ficulty of self-revelation on the part of the actor; and, 

the necessity for substantial outer technique to support the 

inner work. 

The TPG actor did not work by building an artificial 

persona (character) with which to respond in performance 

while hiding his own self. Instead, he sought, within him

self, aspects of his personality and experience with which 

to respond to the action of the play. He achieved this in

ward search through confrontation with his own being. 

The association exercises used by TPG in workshop and 

performance aided the actor in making discoveries about 

parts of himself he would rather have hidden, or of which he 

was unaware. The basis of the exercises is the belief that 

they lead to "whole body thinking." In other words, the 

physical work (which begins with head, neck, and hip rolls, 

work on the spine, etc.) leads the mind unconsciously down 

new avenues of thought when the performer gives himself up 
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wholly to what he is doing. The actor may experience images 

or feelings, which he then explores as far as he can. The 

exercises are done first individually, and later, with oth

ers. The actor may use whatever he discovers through them 

in his work on the play. They help him to become aware of, 

and focus his energies, so that he can tailor them to the 

action of the play. Used within the production, the associ

ation exercises become a way into the work of performance. 

In his notes to one of the company, Richard Schechner 

writes: 

Associate the story of Dionysus in Thebes, rather 
than your own private associations. Pre-live and 
re-live so that during the performance you can 
live (actualize) . . . where you can use the as
sociative exercises in relation to the events of 
the mise-en-scene. The initiatory ordeal/carrying 
will thereby have greater meaning for you.134 

Delving within himself for the means to play the action 

makes difficult demands on the actor. He must strip away 

all his mental barriers, and expose himself both to 

self-scrutiny, and to the scrutiny of others. He becomes 

psychically naked. Workshop exercises which encouraged 

people to express their feelings and emotions allowed the 

TPG performers to trust themselves and each other, and 

supported this difficult work. 

134 Richard Schechner, "Notes, 1 December 1968," TPG Ar
chives, New York, N.Y. 
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When the Group decided to use physical nakedness in 

Dionysus, workshop again became a means of preparation and 

support. When Dionysus opened, there was no nudity. The 

cast wore costumes: black jockstraps for the men; red and 

black chitons and underpants for the women. In the fall of 

1968, the company decided to wear street clothes, and to 

play the Birth and Death Rituals naked. Later, the ecstasy 

dance was performed nude also. Nudity was risky. Schechner 

wrote in his notes of 8 December 1968: 

Not a risk for the audience, who will (and did) 
keep their distance. But a risk for the performer 
to do what is most difficult: be naked without be
ing either abstract or strip-tease sexual.135 

The performers had problems with playing nude. Some began 

to keep their eyes closed. Others stopped making eye 

contact with the audience or each other.136 Being naked 

meant being especially vulnerable. Joan Macintosh writes 

about the moment when, as Dionysus, she emerges naked from 

the Birth Ritual: 

The first speech as Dionysus is the hardest part 
of the play for me. To emerge vulnerable and 
naked and address the audience and say I am a god. 
Absurd and untrue. I didn't believe and 
therefore, the audience didn't believe.i"^^ 

135 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 116. 

136 Ibid. 

137 Richard Schechner, Dionysus in 69, unpaginated. 
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To support the work, Richard Schechner introduced exercises 

which used physical nakedness. He describes one such work

shop session: 

The Group divided into "clothes city" and "love 
city". Clothes city was freezing and wanted to 
wear more and more clothing. Love city was naked 
and wanted only to be close to each other and 
touch. It was an epic struggle when war broke out 
between them. , . , I don't remember who won, but 
I do recall the strange, almost monstrous confron
tations between people wrapped in layer after lay
er of winter clothes and naked people,138 

Other exercises, exploring the link between physical and 

psychic nakedness became part of the workshop repetoire. 

They helped the company fight the numbing of sensual feeling 

caused by performing naked in front of an audience. 

Physical nudity also became a means of focusing on the 

actors rather than on the character masks. Commenting on 

the performance of Dionysus, Theodore Shank writes: 

The elimination of clothes removed from the 
performer one of the chief social means of masking 
oneself. By exposing the body, some inner mental, 
muscular, and visceral processes become visible 
wh: 
rai 
lich helped to emphasize the actual performer 
ither than a fictional character.139 

TPG performers explored the levels of self and 

character in both rehearsal and performance. In his notes. 

138 Ibid., unpaginated. 

139 Theodore Shank, American Alternative Theatre, (New York: 
Grove Press, IncTi 1982), p.97. 
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Richard Schechner refers to this as situation.-^^^ Each actor 

must examine his work in terms of himself (person), the 

character (persona), Here (the Garage), and There (Thebes). 

Schechner writes: 

With us we have four sometimes harmonious and 
sometimes confrontationally related situations. 
Ideally, the performer should know what his situ
ation is at all times.141 

By answering certain questions such as who am I, what am I 

doing, and who am I doing it with, for all the possible 

levels, the performer develops a personal score for the 

production. All four variables may require different 

answers to the same question, and these variations create 

the "thickness" and complexity of the finished performance. 

Self-revelation and complex scoring required a wide 

range of possible choices for the performer. Mastery of 

vocal and physical technique supported and enhanced these 

choices. Workshop and warm-up exercises demanded a great 

deal of physical commitment from everyone, and parts of the 

production itself involved a great deal of physicality. 

During one scene, Pentheus hurled himself from platform to 

platform, and tower to tower, in a desperate race to silence 

the Chorus, In another, actors took on animal-like 

140 Richard Schechner, "Notes, 1 December 1968," p,3, 

141 Ibid. 
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behaviors, as the frenzy of the god descended upon them. 

Choices of body movement emphasized the most direct phsycial 

response to ideas. The actors sought to react with their 

bodies first, and their intellects later. Such work demand

ed that they never stop training themselves physically. 

Ideally, the vocal technique should have equalled the 

physical, but this was not the case. Although many exercis

es in breathing and voice took place in the workshop ses

sions, the vocal abilities of the group lagged behind the 

physical ones. TPG engaged a vocal coach for a time to rem

edy this lack.142 

Richard Schechner's notes show that major problems in 

the ongoing work related to concentration, relaxation, and 

situation.-'•̂ ^ The Group worked on these areas not only dur

ing the run of Dionysus, but also in the workshop sessions 

in which they had begun to prepare their next production, 

Makbeth. Although much progress would be made by individual 

performers in their work with these problems, new difficul

ties which proved much more threatening for the company as a 

whole clouded the outcome of the new work. 

142 Richard Schechner, Interview held in New York City, No
vember 1984. 

143 Richard Schechner, "Notes, 3 January 1969," p.3. 



CHAPTER VI 

MAKBETH 

The production of Makbeth explored the relationships 

between actor, director, and playwright, as well as that of 

the dramatic and performance texts of the play. In his 

introduction to the published script of Makbeth Richard 

Schechner states: 

In doing Makbeth, I wanted to see what happens 
when you simply accept the text as material, as 
only part of various kinds of material and work 
with it.^44 

Schechner based his idea on the hypothesis that the author 

simply provides material with which the director and actors 

construct the play. This hypothesis contrasts sharply with 

the traditionally held view that a performance only reflects 

or represents the reality of a written script. Schechner 

perceived that the performance itself j^ the reality, and 

that that reality changes with each different presentation. 

This point of view demanded that director and actors 

perceive and treat the text in a non-traditional manner. 

Instead of being sacrosanct and inviolate, the written words 

could be manipulated, selected, or discarded in the same 

fashion as gestures, movement, or vocal technique, to 

144 Richard Schechner, Makbeth, p. v 

124 
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achieve the effect the performers desired. Everyone became, 

in effect, an author, and the traditional relationships be

tween actor and director had to stretch to include this 

change of status. The performers sought new methods of 

building a performance text that did not depend on or re

flect the reality of the written dramatic text of the play. 

Instead, they attempted to use their own experiences, emo

tions, and lives to illuminate the play. 

Work began on the new project in October 1968 while the 

actors still played in Dionysus three times a week. The 

Group wanted to explore the theme of fascism in America, and 

after considering Brecht's Arturo Ui and Jarry's Ubu Roi, 

settled on Macbeth as a vehicle for their work. The process 

began with exploratory exercises and improvisations designed 

to find the "main threads of action from both an individual 

and a group point of view, "•'•̂5 Besides the association exer

cises, which formed a basis for everything else, they worked 

on exercises about prophecy and witchcraft,14° 

By December 1968, Richard Schechner had developed an 

approach to the characters that would eventually underlie 

the entire production. He divided the central figures of 

Shakespeare's play into four archetypes: Macbeth and Lady 

145 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p, 26. 

146 Ibid. 



126 

Macbeth as Doers, Duncan and Banquo as Victims/Founders, 

Malcolm and MacDuff as Avengers, the witches and common peo

ple as Dark Powers.-̂ 7̂ This viewpoint influenced the devel

opment of the environment, the costumes, and the reconstruc

tion of the text. According to Schechner, the four 

archetypal groups are driven by basic motives: love, fame, 

power, and money. 

Love is Duncan who wants the crown—Duncan and 
Banquo who want the crown. Fame is Macbeth who 
wants to win every game that he's in. Power are 
the Avengers (MacDuff and Malcolm) who want fame. 
Money are the Dark Powers who want love.1^8 

Using these themes as a starting point, and the 

Shakespearian text as raw material, the company continued to 

work on associative exercises and scenes which did not occur 

in the play. 

In mise-en-scene meetings they examined the text 

looking specifically for clues to the play's action. 

I asked myself and the others some definite 
questions: What action? What internal action? 
What external—that is stage—actions? 
Specifically, who does scenes with whom? ^bgn? 
What's the actual structure of each scene?149 

147 Richard Schechner, Makbeth, p. viii. 

148 Ibid., p. xii. 

149 Ibid., p. xiii. 
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This exploration brought them into direct confrontation with 

Shakespeare's text, and raised the question of how to handle 

what Richard Schechner calls "the concrete immediacy of his 

language. "^50 ^g ĵg explains the problem: 

In Dionysus there were many lines spoken, but they 
weren't articulated in the same way as Makbeth 
lines need to be. With Makbeth we had to get in
side a poetry, illuminate it from within the way a 
candle burns from within its glass container. 
This was not a problem in "psychological" or "mo
tivational" acting, but a problem of confronting 
the sound, the articulation, of a text: the feel
ings evoked by the physics of language-speak-
ing.-̂ -̂̂  

As a starting point, Richard Schechner used pieces of 

the text in the association exercises which began each day's 

work. In this way, he hoped, the text would begin to 

infiltrate the actors' private references and fantasies, and 

the language would start to merge with physical movement. 

Scene work followed, allowing the performers to work 

together bringing together the textual fragments with their 

personal fantasies in the creation of actions derived from, 

but not necessarily part of, the play. By December this 

exercise had been formalized into what Schechner called 

"antiphonal Makbeth." Each performer invented a set of 

phrases that expressed the play's action for him. During 

150 Ibid. 

151 ibici^ 
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the work sessions one person acting as leader, called out, 

one by one, his phrases. After hearing a sentence, the ac

tors worked with it, using it as a basis upon which their 

imaginations and associations could build images which deep

ened their understanding of the piece. They explored the 

action of each phrase, the quality of the action (how the 

action is done), and the sonic qualities of the words. In 

his introduction to the play, Schechner sets out the anti-

phonal prepared by performer Richard Dia: 

1) After the witches' prophecy, Makbeth and Banquo 
walk away discussing them. 2) Duncan comes to the 
castle after his murder has been planned. Makbeth 
greets him. 3) While asleep, Makbeth sneaks up 
the stairs and murders Duncan. 4) Makbeth cannot 
sleep, so he paces. 5) Tired and afraid, Makbeth 
shuns his wife. 6) Makbeth sees the ghost of Ban-
quo. 7) And he cannot dance at his own party. 8) 
Lady Makbeth descends the steps in her sleep and 
tells all. 9) MacDuff, hearing all, begins a long 
march with his men on Dunsinane. 10) Makbeth is 
killed in ritual combat. 11) And there is a new 
king in Dunsinane named for the survivors. 12) 
Everyone goes home to sleep. 

Although the antiphonals often had little logic as far 

as the original text was concerned, they provided the 

company with a chance to explore the actions of the play 

from many points of view. This set up a basis for focusing 

on the dramatic tensions inherent in the storyline, and 

forced the actors to find their own places within the text. 

152 Ibid., p. X. 
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rather than relying on Shakespeare's delineation of 

character. 

In February 1969 the Group worked directly with the 

text for the first time, memorizing parts of it for an exer

cise which Richard Schechner called the "Twenty Lines 

Through." Each performer selected twenty lines from the 

play which would serve as his personal map through it in the 

same way the antiphonal phrases had done earlier. They 

worked the lines individually and as a group, vocally and 

physically, attempting to begin to bring language, movement, 

and space into an organic whole. 

Finally, in April, they turned to reconstructing the 

text as a whole, Richard Schechner set up the following 

ground rules: 

All of the text is yours, each of you. You can do 
anything you want with it, but you can't introduce 
any word that is not in the original text. But 
you can break Shakespeare's text up work by word, 
sentence by septence, paragraph by paragraph: any
way you want,153 

They developed long lists of possible scenes, texts, and 

actions. Over the next two months they could, however, find 

no choices on which all could agree. During this period, 

Schechner put forth a suggestion for structuring the story 

which finally came to serve as a unifying base. The 

153 Ibid., p, xiii. 
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characters of Cawdor, Malcolm, MacDuff, and Banquo all 

became Duncan's sons, and each sought his father's death. 

Makbeth is an outsider, but he succeeds where the sons fail. 

When he, in turn, assumes the crown, the remaining sons 

unite to bring him down. Then they turn on one another. 

By early May the Group had established the nine major 

movements of the play: 

1) One person, Duncan, has everything; 2) Cawdor 
rebels against his father, Duncan; 3) Bargains be
tween the Dark Powers and both Duncan and Lady 
Makbeth; 4) The temptations, by the Dark Powers, 
of Makbeth, MacDuff, Malcolm, and Banquo; 5) The 
murder of Duncan; 6) Murder of Banquo; 7) Murder 
of Makbeth; 8) Murder of MacDuff; 9) Malcolm's 

Richard Schechner assumed responsibility for writing the 

final script, which he accomplished over the next three 

months. 

Like the performance text, the environment for Makbeth 

took many months to evolve. Both Jerry Rojo and Brooks 

McNamara attended some of the very early workshops, and 

discussed various possiblities with Schechner. During the 

early months of 1969, both designers met with the company in 

environment workshops, and sat through work sessions and 

mise-en-scene meetings. As a result, each evolved a 

preliminary design for the Makbeth environment. 

154 Ibid., p.XV. 
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The company requested several specific elements within 

the design: territorial space, closed-in and open areas, 

places to hide, places to look down from or jump from, a 

banquet table. "The feel of the whole thing wanted to be 

'cabined, cribbed, and confined' as per Shakespeare's 

line."^55 

Early in the summer, the Group decided to use Jerry 

Rojo's design for the main environment, and move Brooks 

McNamara's upstairs, where it became a maze through which 

the audience entered the playing area. 

The maze was designed to introduce the spectator 
to the nature of the performance . . . through a 
combination of graphic materials involved with 
past productions of Macbeth and the present pro
duction. 156 

The maze included a collage of calligraphy and documents, 

blown-up photographs, and prints detailing the historical 

basis of the play and past productions. These were 

complicated and blended by the use of mirrors and lighting. 

The L-shaped passage, never more than four feet wide, and 

often much narrower, was roofed with black cloth stretched 

into irregular peaks. All space not covered by calligraphy, 

photos, or mirrors, was painted black. The audience passed 

155 Ibid. 

156 Brooks McNamara, Jerry Rojo, and Richard Schechner, The
atre, Space, and Environment p, 102. 
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through this dark, confined space, disoriented by mirror 

images, dead-ends, and bloody illustrations, to a trap-door 

through which a winding staircase led into the large, white 

space of the downstairs environment. Jerry Rojo describes 

the space: 

Well, basically, you came down the stairs onto a 
huge wooden structure: the vertical supporting 
members were 4" by 4" with 2" by 6" framing mem
bers, 3/4" plywood as surface material, and han
drails and ladders made of 3/4" steel pipe . . . 
Then you went down to another level, the second 
level from the floor, where you had a choice of 
going on to a large ramp on the left, south wall, 
or to the right, onto one of the main corner plat
form playing areas which led to a gallery on the 
north wall. Or if you chose, you could continue 
on down the spiral staircase to the main floor, 
where you could move to the right underneath a 
tower, to the left underneath the ramp, or you 
could walk onto the "table," which was the center 
playing area . . . there were towers on the north
east and northwest corner . . . On each tower 
there was a ladder, which enabled the audience and 
performers to climb up through a trapdoor.157 

The audience was confined to a thirty inch rim around the 

performer's spaces, delineated by rug runners. The action 

took place behind, beneath, and in front of them, but they 

were not invited to participate. 

The company removed all of the carpeting from the 

space, and opened up the pit on one wall. Bright, glaring 

light alternated with total darkness. Some areas were 

intentionally dimly lit to provide hiding spaces. 

157 Ibid,, p, 104. 
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Jerry Rojo and Lou Rampino designed the costumes which 

consisted of unisex jump suits, color coded to the archetyp

al characters. The Doers wore wine; the Founders, off-

white; the Avengers, light brown; and the Dark Powers, mid

nite blue. Everyone wore boxing shoes. 

Each archetypal group possessed a part of the environ

ment, a territory. Richard Schechner explained: 

For example, the Makbeths owned the center table, 
more or less, and controlled it, but it was also a 
battlefield and they were losing it bit by bit. 
The tower in the southwest, the largest tower 
area, also belonged to the Makbeths, it was Inver
ness and later Dunsinane.158 

Each category had a territory, a space associated with it. 

The Founders/Victims, Duncan and Banquo, had the second 

largest tower in the northeast corner. The Dark Powers knew 

all the secret spaces, the hiding places, but identified 

most strongly with the pit. They controlled the corners and 

the highest and lowest areas. The Avengers, Malcolm and 

MacDuff, had no space at the beginning. They entered down 

the stairway from the maze. The performers played out the 

actions of the story physically as they attempted to seize 

possession of the different spaces. The central platform, 

the table, became the focal point of the power struggle. 

The Makbeths had it to begin with, but lost it to Malcolm 

158 Ibid., p. 106. 
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and MacDuff after Makbeth's death. Then Malcolm ordered 

MacDuff's assassination, and retreated up the stairs. The 

Dark Powers, who throughout the play have moved everywhere, 

inciting and carrying out the violence, sprawled on the ta

ble, assuming control over everything and everyone, and 

claiming their victory, 

Makbeth presented TPG with an entirely new set of act

ing problems. The company had to struggle with the concept 

of textual confrontation, Shakespeare's verse, deteriorating 

relationships within the company, and spatial conflicts. 

Although they managed to overcome many of the difficulties, 

the resulting production never achieved the critical acclaim 

of its predecessor, Dionysus in 69, 

TPG's attempt to rework Shakespeare's text succeeded in 

doing two things: it pointed up the inadequacy of the per

formers' training in vocal technique, and it placed added 

stress on the already strained relationships within the com

pany. Although the performers had found ways of communicat

ing the actions of the play physically, and had developed 

exercises to encourage and reinforce this area of technique, 

they had not been able to achieve the same goal vocally. 

The basic breathing and articulation work done in workshops 

laid a sound base for freeing the voice, but it did not go 

far enough, Shakespeare's poetry compounded the problem. 
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The beauty of the language, and the very fact that it was 

Shakespeare, became a barrier that prevented the actors from 

getting through the words to the action beneath. The exer

cises already mentioned, which attempted to demystify the 

text, met this problem head on, but could not fully solve 

it. The company continued to struggle with it during the 

run. After seeing the production, Peter Brook suggested 

that the Group work the play, saying the lines as fast as 

possible. According to Richard Schechner, this exercise did 

aid the performers in finding the actions, but they were un

able to follow the work through to a final solution.159 

The attempts to revise the text of the play communally 

taxed what had become a very fragile group identity. Until 

this point, Richard Schechner had assumed all directoral re

sponsibility with in group, and some of the performers had 

begun to question his competency in that role. The work on 

the text made each of the group an author, which created a 

whole new reason for clashes between Schechner and the com

pany. As he explains: 

Our heads didn't work together as one. Some of 
the choices performers made I despised, but they 
were very wedded to what they had wrought. And 
I'm sure they didn't like a lcptp,of what I brought 
in, or said about their work,160 

159 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p, 163. 

160 Richard Schechner, Makbeth, p. xiv. 
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Schechner finally assumed responsiblity for rewriting the 

text, but that provided another reason for dissatisfaction 

with him when the production failed. 

Spatial problems arose because the production and the 

environment did not develop simultaneously. Although the 

designers attended many early workshop sessions, and every

one had agreed on the designs, the actual building of the 

environment occurred during the time that TPG was performing 

and rehearsing in Yugoslavia. In New York, Jerry Rojo cre

ated the complex, convulsive space the production finally 

occupied. In Yugoslavia, the company used the wide open 

forests and meadows to mesh text, action, and physical move

ment. What Schechner and the performers created in Yugosla

via differed organically from what Rojo built in New York. 

When the Group began to work in the environment, they dis

covered the two could not be reconciled in the time avail

able. Although the performers utilized the space well, some 

basic conflict between environment and action always re

mained, and this created an underlying stress. 

Perhaps Makbeth's greatest achievement, and the one 

that would have a lasting influence on TPG's work, was its 

music, Paul Epstein, who had collaborated with Richard 

Schechner in New Orleans created the work "for voice and 
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action,"161 Using the performers' voices, their bodies, and 

the environment, Epstein composed a score consisting of cho

ral vocal textures, counterpoint, and architectural sonic 

dimensions. He heightened the text through rhythm, volume, 

and pitch. The score also emphasized repetition and allowed 

for improvisation. No traditional instrumentation was used. 

In an essay entitled "Music and Theatre," Epstein comments: 

In much of the music of Makbeth the selection of 
text, on the basis of phonetic content as well as 
meaning, was a major part of the compositional 
task, "Text setting" came to mean literally that, 
placing pieces of text in relation to one another 
and to a context of scenic action. Duncan's fu
neral procession reverses itself to become Mak
beth' s coronation march. The transition is made 
musically as the funeral chants are replaced by 
miniature fanfares, the themes of the text frag
ments changing from purification and sleep to 
duty, honor, and the crown. . . . While Makbeth 
murders Duncan, the Dark Powers play out a scene 
of carousal that is parallel in its overall rhyth
mic shape. As Makbeth addresses the dagger and 
gradually moves toward action, the sounds of car
ousal are languorously seductive. Fragments of 
text resonate from one part of the scene to the 
other, and the sinuous phrases of the inflected 
speech relate the carousal to Makbeth's lust for 
the crown.162 

Epstein's music reflects explorations by scholars into the 

extension of the traditional concepts of language and music. 

TPG continued to experiment with these ideas in later works. 

161 Ibid., p, 25, 

162 Paul Epstein, "Music and Theatre," as quoted in Richard 
Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p, 170. 
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The closing of Makbeth in January 1970 precipitated the 

climax of the intergroup feuding that underlay the produc

tion. The question of who would control the Group had be

come more and more predominant as work on Makbeth pro

gressed. Company members argued for more power in 

decision-making and more say in artistic matters, Schechner 

reacted by tightening his control. In July 1969 he posted a 

notice which delineated his role as he saw it. This includ

ed the power to admit and dismiss members, to decide what 

productions to do and how to cast them, to schedule workshop 

time and content, to supervise non-performance artistic mat

ters, and to fine people for disrupting or failing to do the 

work. The company was to have the responsibility of per

forming when and what he assigned to them.163 Schechner felt 

the need to clarify TPG's structure because he thought the 

Group's work was being threatened. He felt time was being 

wasted on arguments and that performers were allowing their 

discipline and concentration to slip. He feared the work 

was becoming self-indulgent and taking a direction he did 

not like. 

Echoing the themes of Makbeth a faction within the 

Group attempted to depose Schechner by legal means. 

Finally, the Group split up. Joan Macintosh, Stephen Borst, 

163 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 259. 
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and Spalding Gray chose to remain with Richard Schechner, as 

did the environmentalists and business staff. Schechner 

turned over the use of the Garage to six of the other per

formers who wanted to work there, with the understanding 

that he and his company would regain possession of the 

building on 1 September. Then, he and what remained of TPG 

began the difficult task of rebuilding their theatre all 

over again. 



CHAPTER VII 

COMMUNE 

In March 1970 Richard Schechner gathered together what 

remained of TPG, and began a restructuring process. The 

final confrontations during Makbeth left many scars. Those 

involved had worked together for a long period of time, 

using techniques designed to build and strengthen their 

knowledge and trust of one another, and enable them to 

express their deepest feelings. Their denunciations of each 

other in the final days were, in Schechner's words, 

"scalding," and left many of those involved in a state of 

confusion and grief. 

Beginning again gave Richard Schechner an opportunity 

to set some new goals. He wanted increased professional 

standards among all the members of the Group, He hoped to 

work toward a more radical approach to environmental 

theatre. Finally, he redefined his own role in the company. 

As a first step, TPG advertised for actors to 

participate in audition workshops. The ad asked for 

performers with "Stanislavski-type training" because 

I wanted actors who knew their craft and who 
wanted to learn a new one built on those 
fundamentals, I wanted people who wished to work 
in the direction the Performance Group 
pioneered--environmentalism, organic use of the 
whole space, simultaneity, audience inclusion, 

140 
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non-linear mise-en-scene, rigorous personal 
discipline, textual montage, whole body-and-self 
involvement,164 

Out of over 100 applicants, Schechner asked 12 to attend the 

workshops, A month later, six of the new performers joined 

Mcintosh, Borst, and Gray in a renewed TPG, Work on Commune 

began immediately. 

Seeking to avoid past mistakes, Richard Schechner 

carefully outlined for everyone his role in the Group. 

Although artistic collaboration was welcomed, the director 

(Schechner) would make all final decisions regarding the 

mise-en-scene. Schechner made clear that he was absolutely 

committed to the performers until the end of Commune. After 

that, he would choose whom he wanted to work with again, and 

the actors would decide if they wanted to continue. New 

people would be sought for each new project, until a 

permanent company had been established. The long term goal 

was to build an ongoing theatre, not produce one show. 

Commune began with an exploration of the idea of 

community in American history. In March 1970 Schechner 

wrote of the work in progress: 

Our workshops are exploring basic psychophysical 
and verbophysical exercises, improvisations, 
interpersonal explorations and confrontations, 
sound and movement, dialogue and scene work. We 

164 Richard Schechner, "After the Blow-up in the Garage," 
New York Times, 13 December 1970, sec. 2, p.3. 
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meet three times a week, and in the near future we 
will meet four times a week. Each meeting is for 
five hours. Our project is tentatively called In
itiations: From Brook Farm to Spahn's Ranch. The 
project is an investigation, on several levels of 
the impulse, history, developmental crises, and 
interpersonal dimensions of Utopian communes in 
the United States.165 

Unlike the previous projects which began with an 

existing text, TPG had to build Commune from scratch. The 

company brought into the workshop material from various 

literary sources: John Locke, Thoreau, Emma Lazarus, 

seventeenth century broadsides, twentieth century 

advertising, the New and Old Testaments, and contemporary 

newspaper articles. They contributed folk songs and hymns 

which became the musical score. In addition, Richard 

Schechner assigned scenes from Shakespeare's The Tempest, 

King Lear, and Richard III, and Marlowe's Edward II. He 

selected the scenes to provide specific actors with help in 

solving problems he saw in their work, and not because of 

their relationship to the themes of Commune. But the 

company's work with the scenes permeated their work on 

everything else, and the basic actions of the scenes 

filtered down into the underlying action of the larger 

piece. 

165 Richard Schechner, The Performance Group: Was, Is, and 
Will Be, p. 5. 
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Improvisatory exercises also played an important role 

in the creation of Commune. As Richard Schechner describes 

it: 

I would lead some or all of the Group into impro
visations that used or needed the invention of 
texts. Sometimes they would be free verbal asso
ciations closely related to a specific psychophy
sical exercise. That's how we got the "Songs of 
the First Encounter" and the "Death Raps." Some
times they would be the acting out of stories and 
situations we knew from previous work, reading or 
common knowledge. That's how we got parts of the 
first and second killing scenes.1°° 

Sometimes the Group used exercises modified from other work. 

One of these was entitled Recapitulation. The Group began 

to work with it early in 1970. At first, the exercise was 

simple. 

The performers lie on the floor and listen to the sounds 
sounds inside themselves and in the room. . . . 
Each performer selects from what he hears a basic 
rhythm. He gets his breathing together with this 
rhythm. Slowly each performer discovers a beat, a 
song, a pattern-of-being-in-harmony-with-the-spaces-
inside-him-and-outside-him. Performers rise, dance to 
these patterns, dance in these patterns. The dance is 
augmented by chanting and singing and builds to a 
paroxysm.. Then everyone collapses on the floor. Soon 
they rise again, but this time they dance with each 
other eiĝ a 
group. 

166 James Schevill, Breakout, (Chicago: The Swallow Press, 
Inc., 1973), p. 381 

167 
Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 274. 
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As the company worked with Recapitulation certain patterns 

of rhythm and movement stabilized and a leader began to 

emerge. By May the basic elements of the exercise had been 

shaped into a kind of mini-performance that included the 

coronation and deposition of a leader. The Group did Recap

itulation throughout the summer, adding parts of Commune to 

it, as a warm-up for the open rehearsals they held on Friday 

evenings. Gradually the two enriched each other. 

All of these exercises, the scene work, and individual 

explorations by Group members combined with discussions of 

historical events, present-day happenings, and their own 

lives and feelings, provided a basis for the composition of 

the piece. What emerged in performance was "a series of 

events that joined together documentary and well-known hap

penings to more obscure and personal happenings,"l°8 a the

atrical collage. 

As the work progressed, two events emerged as a nucle

us: the Manson Gang killings of Sharon Tate and her friends, 

and the My Lai massacre by American soldiers in Vietnam. 

Other basic conflicts such as individuality versus collec

tivism, tragedy versus celebration, and hypocrisy versus 

truth also emerged.-'•69 

168 Ibid., p. 223. 

169 Arthur Sainer, The Radical Theatre Notebook (New York: 
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Commune began with improvised singing and talking as 

the performers told how they came to The Performance Group. 

Then they transformed themselves into the characters of the 

piece, a group of young people seeking Utopia in Death Val

ley, California, and reliving the events they participated 

in the night before—the Sharon Tate murders. The scene 

shifted again to a swift recapitulation of American history: 

the arrival of immigrants at the Statue of Liberty, the ex

ploration of the continent, searches for treasure, witch 

hunts, modern day vacations, revival meetings, dune buggy 

races. Incorporated throughout the performance were moments 

of the actors' personal lives, and their reactions to such 

subjects as death and violence. The performers reenacted 

the Manson murders, and Lt. Calley testified on the slaugh

ter of villagers at My Lai. The play ended with dialogue 

taken from an interview with Tate's husband, Roman Polanski. 

Abruptly, the performance was over, reaching no conclusions 

and giving no answers. The company returned the belongings 

they had borrowed from audience members, cleaned up, and 

left the theatre. 

As in previous productions, the environment developed 

alongside the play. Jerry Rojo met with Schechner during 

the early stages of work, and attended several workshops in 

Avon Books, 1975), p. 217. 
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New Paltz, N.Y. where TPG conducted a residency during the 

summer. Early on the company decided that the environment 

should be a terrain: sky, rolling hills, plains, water. To 

that Schechner added the concept of pueblos. The first ac

tual piece of the final environment, the wave, came from 

sculptor Robert Adzema's model which he submitted to TPG, 

and which had an undulating floor. Rojo adapted the idea 

into a 24' long by 12' wide modular unit varying in height 

from 24" to 30", which came apart for touring. Into a curve 

at one end, he set a 7' diameter wooden tub which, filled 

with water, became everything from the Atlantic Ocean to 

Sharon Tate's swimming pool. 

When TPG returned to the Garage in September, Rojo 

built the rest of the environment around the wave and tub. 

The company put down a wooden floor, and painted the ceiling 

of the room blue, the walls terra-cotta. In the northeast 

and southwest corners, Rojo built the pueblos, 19' tall, 15' 

wide, and 6'-8' deep, made up of small pigeonholes accessi

ble by steep ladders. Small balconies cantilevered out from 

the towers at different levels. In the northeast corner he 

placed a tall "crows' nest." The lines of the environment 

curved, because Rojo felt that would suggest the communal 

feeling of "the performers flowing into one another. "-'•70 The 

170 Brooks McNamara, Jerry Rojo, and Richard Schechner, 
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main action of the production took place in the center of 

the space, around the wave. The performers used the pueblos 

as private places, "houses" where they kept personal belong

ings. They climbed the structures, perched on them, and 

used "roads" connecting them to circle the central arena 

area. 

The audience participated in varying ways. Most of the 

time they remained seated around the playing area and on the 

pueblos. Only during the telling of the My Lai massacre did 

performers bring audience members onto the wave. TPG en

couraged spectators to add graffiti to the walls as a way of 

ritualizing their part in the production. In order to enter 

the theatre, everyone had to take off their shoes. 

We take your shoes so that at least you will ex
perience a minimal inclusive gesture, a sharing 
with everyone else in the room. We take your 
shoes because your shoes are dirty and our theatre 
is clean. We take your shoes because we want to 
use them on our hands and feet when we march and 
mix them up so that maybe you will understand that 
"everything belongs to everybody."171 

Commune treated lighting and costuming differently than 

the earlier productions had. Richard Schechner asked for 

the entire space to be brightly lit, like a desert. More 

intense light focused on certain areas such as the tub and 

Theatres, Spaces, and Environments, p. 120. 

171 Richard Schechner, New York Times, 13 December 1970, 
sec. II, p. 48. 
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wave. The production had only one light cue. After an 

initial scene played in dim light, all the instruments went 

up to full intensity and stayed there until the audience had 

gone. 

The actors costumed themselves for the production, 

Richard Schechner gave each person $5,00 and the instruction 

to outfit themselves for the desert. During performances 

actors embellished their costumes by trading for or stealing 

things from the audience during a scene about the Manson 

Family robberies. After the play, the actors returned what 

they had taken, but in many cases, the spectators gave them 

the clothing as a gift. 

Sound for the piece was actor-generated. For the sail

ing of the Mayflower, for example, the performers created 

the sounds of the sea, wind, creaking ship's timbers, and 

birds. They evoked Death Valley by howling like coyotes. 

Techniques developed in Makbeth were expanded as they used 

their bodies and voices to provide a musical score. 

As an acting piece, Commune proved more successful than 

TPG's earlier work. Reviews of the piece commented posi

tively on the performers' skills and their ability to work 

as an ensemble. 

The use of the performers' selves became an important 

tool in the composition of Commune. Actors created their 
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roles out of what was important to them. They analyzed 

their reactions to materials and themes in mise-en-scene 

meetings and workshop sessions. Then they used their inner 

lives to give depth, color, and rhythm to the actions of the 

characters. Although many actors work this way, TPG did so 

with a high degree of consciousness, searching out emotions 

and blocks within themselves, and fitting them into their 

performances. Mise-en-scene meetings were often taped, and 

comments made at the meetings were sometimes incorporated 

verbatim into the production. 

In creating the piece, the company worked together 

without the frustrations that had attended the building of 

Makbeth. The care Richard Schechner had taken to define 

people's responsibilities, authority, and commitments, and 

the clarity of the overall goals toward which everyone 

worked, provided a sound basis for the artistic collabora

tion that took place. People had committed themselves to 

the endeavor. Their work showed the disciplined that 

Schechner had demanded in the beginning. 

That discipline became apparent not just in terms of a 

general commitment, but in artistic matters as well. The 

performers in Commune all began at a more advanced level of 

training than those in TPG's earlier works. Schechner did 

not have to spend precious workshop time on the preliminary 
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matters of warm-up exercises. People took responsibility 

for that themselves. Through trial and error he had discov

ered what actors needed to achieve the ends TPG sought, 

which meant that less workshop time was needed for experi

mentation on general things. Now sessions could be devoted 

to the development of the production, and to honing more ad

vanced skills. The idea of creating a performance score, 

for example, could be worked on more intensively. The ac

tors, understanding the concepts of physical action and ver

bal action, could work on joining them together. 

TPG made use of the audience differently in this pro

duction. Richard Schechner had structured Dionysus to ac

tively encourage audience participation, but once they be

came involved, the spectators had no specific tasks, and 

often their involvement became uncontrolled. Their partici

pation often distracted or annoyed the performers, and even

tually changes were made in the production because of this. 

In Makbeth, the audience did not participate actively at 

all. The limitation of audience seating to specific areas 

of the environment, and the surrounding of these spaces by 

acting areas did, however, involve the spectators in the 

action by including them in the performance space and in 

each other's visual frame of reference. 
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Commune contained scenes which could not be played 

without the audience, but in which their involvement was 

very carefully structured. The company admitted the audi

ence to the theatre in small groups. As they entered, they 

were instructed to remove their shoes. Group members handed 

them chalk, and encouraged them to add to the graffiti on 

the walls. They shared food (peanuts) with the audience, 

and passed around canteens of water. One version of the 

play began with performers and spectators, selected at ran

dom, forming a police line-up. Everyone looked alike. Then 

an actress stepped forward, and identified the actors, who 

stepped out of line and began the Death Valley Dance, invit

ing the audience to join them. At various moments during 

the production, the actors collected papers from the audi

ence, which they said would later be burned. The shoes, 

taken at the beginning, were worn by the performers during 

the reenactment of the Manson killings, thus involving their 

owners in the act at second hand. In a scene about the 

Manson Gang's robberies, the company moved among the specta

tors, stealing or trading for personal belongings and 

clothes, which they kept for the rest of the performance. 

The most obvious moment of audience participation came 

during the My Lai scene. Three versions of this part of the 

play were used at various times in the run. In the first. 
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an actor randomly selected fifteen persons, and asked them 

to come into the center circle to represent the villagers of 

My Lai. If they all agreed, the scene continued. If one or 

more refused, the actor stopped the performance, telling 

them they had four options: 

First you can come into the circle and the play 
will resume. Second you can go to anyone else in 
the room and ask them to take your place and if 
they do the play will resume. Or you can stay 
where you are and the play will remain stopped. 
Or you can leave the theatre--go bQ5je—and the 
play will resume in your absence. 

On one occasion a three hour wait ensued before the 

performance resumed. 

In a second version of the scene, an actor asked 

everyone to come and represent the My Lai victims. Once 

those who chose to do so had settled down the play resumed. 

In a third version, the actors dumped the audience's shoes 

into the circle, connecting the My Lai villagers and the 

spectators by implication. 

Audiences also played a significant role in the 

evolution of the piece. TPG developed Commune while in 

residence at several colleges. They opened rehearsals to 

students and faculty, teaching and being taught. Open 

rehearsals provided an opportunity to work on scenes, like 

the Death Valley March, which would involve the audience. 

172 Arthur Sainer, Radical Theatre Notebook, p. 201. 
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They tested the environment. They provided a testing ground 

for different versions of scenes, and pointed up what worked 

and what didn't. Audience members presented performers with 

new alternatives, and made specific suggestions for materi

al. 

Richard Schechner believed that open rehearsals would 

eliminate the concept of "magic," allowing people to see be

yond the mystique and illusion of theatre to the hard work 

beneath. For the actors, he believed, open rehearsals re

duced the difference between rehearsal and performance. 

This allowed them to place their emphasis on the process of 

the work, where Schechner felt it belonged, rather than on 

the product. 

Once Commune opened in December 1970 many changes took 

place. The company toured Europe and North America, and 

continued to modify the piece as they played it. Ultimately 

the play went through three entire revisions. Richard 

Schechner took a leave of absence to travel and study. 

Elizabeth LeCompte, who had assisted him during the creation 

of Commune, replaced him as director. Several cast members 

left, and new people joined the company. The changes in 

personnel were accomplished without the rancor and 

bitterness of the days following Makbeth. 
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Commune proved to be the culmination of TPG's early 

work. What they had begun in the workshops that led to 

Dionysus bore fruit in this production. Although the per

sonnel had changed, the goals and ideas that motivated TPG 

had remained the same, and the realization of most of these 

could be seen in this third production. The production ex

plored metaphorically the concept of the American Dream, and 

the questions of violence, dropping out, and ownership. It 

also functioned at a non-metaphorical level, providing a 

means of interaction between audience and performers. Such 

interaction was, in Richard Schechner's view, essential if 

the theatre was to fulfill it's obligation to society, and 

provide an opportunity for exchange between people. When 

Schechner returned to the Group they were ready to move on 

to new challenges and new explorations. 



CHAPTER VIII 

ACTOR TRAINING AND METHODOLOGY 

The Training Process 

TPG based its actor training process on the premise 

that the actor is a creator in his own right and not merely 

an interpreter of someone else's work. The company 

attempted to create a training process which would allow the 

actor to react spontaneously as himself to physical and 

emotional stimuli while, at the same time, remaining within 

the disciplined confines of the character he played. 

This act of spiritual nakedness is all there is to 
performing. This act of discovery is not 
character work in the orthodox sense. But neither 
is it unlike character work. It takes place in a 
difficult area between character and 
work-on-oneself. The action of the play is 
arrived at through a cyclical process in which the 
performer's responses are the basis for the work; 
the performer's own self is exteriorized and 
transformed into the scenic givens of the 
production. But the response of the performer to 
this given may at any time evoke a new given and 
change the mise-en-scene.l 

According to Richard Schechner, the process consisted 

of four steps.-'•74 They were: 

173 Richard Schechner,"Aspects of Training at the 
Performance Group," in Actor Training, ed. Richard P. 
Brown (New York: Institute for Research in Acting with 
Drama Books Specialists/Publishers, 1972), p.6. 

174 Richard Schechner, "Aspects of Training at the 
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1. Getting in touch with yourself. 

2. Getting in touch with yourself face-to-face with oth

ers. 

3, Relating to others without narrative or other highly 

formalized structures, 

4, Relating to others within narrative or other highly 

formalized structures. 

Each section of the process fed all the others. Work 

took place on many levels simultaneously, rather than in a 

stair-step fashion. The work demanded intense physical and 

mental discipline and concentration. At the same time, it 

allowed the spontaneity necessary for the actor to discover 

the impulses and responses within himself upon which he 

built his work. While providing a secure basis to which an 

actor could return when he felt his discipline or 

concentration slipping away, the training process also acted 

as a fertile ground from which TPG built their collective 

work. 

Because Schechner believed that "all performing work 

begins and ends in the body, "^75 ^^le first stages of 

training focused on putting the actor in touch with his 

physical self. Schechner concentrated on four basic body 

Performance Group," p. 10. 

175 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 132. 
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systems: gut, spine, extremities, and face.•'•76 The gut 

encompasses the mouth, nose, ears, eyes, throat, the breath

ing mechanism, and all the internal organs, paying special 

attention to the digestive system and the genitals. It has 

its own rhythms such as heartbeat, breathing, and digestion, 

of which the actor must become aware. The gut houses the 

actor's centers of energy both physically and vocally, and 

also his center of balance. Training began with basic exer

cises to locate these centers and explore their potential. 

Sphincters: Stand with eyes closed, lower jaw re
laxed, knees flexed just enough to maintain an 
erect posture. Contract the lips into a tight 
circle, relax. Repeat. Then contract the anal 
and urinary sphincters, relax. Repeat. Then all 
sphincters in unison; sequentially in different 
rhythms; in different combinations. Repeat lying 
on back, on stomach. 

Touching sound: Lie on back, eyes closed, re
laxed. Inhale until lungs are full. Hands over 
the bottom of the belly so one can feel the dia
phragm working. Let the breath out with no at
tempt either to make or inhibit sound. Usually 
there is a slight touching of sound, an 
ahhhhhhhhh. 

Panting: Position as in touching sound. Breathe 
in and out first slowly and then more rapidly 
through the mouth. Don't cheat—don't take a 
lungful of air and let it out in bursts. True 
panting is a way of breathing, it can be 
maintained indefinitely. After panting 
soundlessly, pant with sound. Pant up and down 

176 Richard Schechner, "Aspects of Training at The 
Performance Group," p. 14. 
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the scale. Pant a song. 

Swallowing: Stand relaxed, jaws loose but mouth 
closed. Gather spit and then swallow it slowly, 
feeling it go down the throat and into the stom
ach. Take a mouthful of banana, chew it for a 
full minute, swallow it slowly. Trace the route 
of the banana on the outside of the chest with 
your hand,17 7 

Work on the spine took place at the same time as work 

on the gut. In Schechner's view "these two systems are so 

basic to performer development, and so closely linked to 

each other, that neither can be given primacy,"178 The spine 

runs from the base of the neck to the base of the backbone. 

It supports and contains the body core and therefore, should 

be strong and flexible. TPG used three types of exercises 

to work on the spine: bends, balances, and separations. 

Kneeling back bend. Kneel with the thighs, 
buttocks, and back all in one line. Then slowly, 
vertebra by vertebra starting from the base of the 
neck, go over until the head touches the ground in 
front of you. Keep the head relaxed, the 
shoulders and arms relaxed. Breathe through a 
slightly open mouth. Then slowly, vertebra by 
vertebra, lift with the energy coming from the 
joint at the base of the spine. Continue upward 
past the upright starting position, let the head 
fall back, and slowly bend backwards until the 
head touches the ground behind you. Keep the back 
arched, and the shoulders and arms relaxed. Once 
the head is touching the ground slowly rotate it 
as far as possible to one side and then to the 
other. Then lift, maintaining the arch in the 

177 

178 

Ibid,, p. 16. 

Ibid., p. 26. 
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back. The energy center is the small of the back, 
as if you're being gently pushed up. Use the mus
cles in the back and stomach, not in the thighs 
and shoulders. Do not swim up, flow up. Repeat 
several times.179 

Balance exercises took the form of basic Yoga postures such 

as headstands and shoulder stands. Performed slowly, they 

allowed the actors to locate and free areas of tension 

within the body. Separations, the dividing up of the body 

into isolated units, gave the performers an understanding of 

different movement possiblities and increased physical 

control. Examples of separation exercises include: 

Lifting the torso from the bottom of the rib cage 
and rotating it first to the left and then to the 
right; lifting the shoulder from a relaxed, or 
bottom position, to a middle position, to a high 
position; turning the neck sharply from center to 
either hard left or hard right; rotating the whole 
torso as far as possible to the left and to the 
right while keeping the arms at shoulder level and 
moving the head either in the direction 
rotation or in the opposite directioni°^ 

of the 
oppoj 

The third system, the extremities, includes arms, 

hands, buttocks, legs, and feet. Each of the extremities 

was broken down into smaller units, for example, arm, elbow, 

wrist, hand, fingers, and exercised separately. The work 

included "rolls, shakes, wiggles, throws, grasps, and 

separations. "-'•81 These exercises allowed the performers to 

179 Ibid., p, 27, 

180 Ibid,, p. 29, 
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see each part of the body as a separate entity and to 

understand what each unit could do on it's own as an expres

sive means of communication. The work was designed to ex

tend the actors' range of physical possibilities and teach 

them to think in terms of communicating with any part of the 

body instead of limiting themselves to the voice or face. 

The final set of exercises concentrated on the face. 

Work began with total relaxation. 

To relax the face one lets the lower jaw go slack, 
mouth slightly open, with no attempts to control 
drooling. Breathing is deep, eyes droopy, cheeks 
patted loose,182 

Relaxation of the face allowed the actor to wipe away the 

mask with which he faced the world everyday and begin his 

performance work with a blank slate. To explore the 

physical possibilities of the face, two actors worked 

together: 

Pulling in, stretching out: Two performers sit 
opposite each other. A, begins to work his face 
into a dog-like snout. He closes his eyes, tenses 
and points his lips, sucks his chin in, collapses 
his cheeks, etc, B, helps him by telling him what 
parts of his face needs working. Both performers 
use their hands to help A, mold his face. As soon 
as A, has pulled in as much as he can he slowly, 
step by step, relaxes his face letting it pass 
through a normal mask and then into a stretching 
out—making everything as wide as possible: 
gaping mouth, stretched cheeks, bugged eyes. 

181 

182 

ibid,, p. 30, 

Ibid, 
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raised eyebrows, extended neck. Again B, helps. 
The B. does the exercise with the help of A.l^-^ 

Work on the face was extended through the entire body, so 

that all body parts reflected the qualities of the facial 

mask. 

Circle walk: A. begins walking in a circle. Each 
thing the director notices about him he says and 
A. exaggerates that aspect. For example, if the 
director says "You're leaning to the left," A. 
leans as far to the left ashe can without falling. 
If the director says "You're chin is jutting out," 
A. juts his chin as far as he can. Once a gesture 
or a move is begun it is not dropped. As A. moves 
in a circle he exaggerates himself more and niore 
fully until he achieves paroxysm and collapsesl84 

Besides allowing the performer to understand and 

control his body, the basic exercises also provide a focus 

for what Richard Schechner calls "psychophysical 

association."185 Associations are the mental processes the 

performer undergoes when he surrenders himself to the 

physical work and allows his thoughts to flow freely. 

Associations may be images or feelings which arise because 

the mind is cleared of all extraneous thought, or because 

they are triggered by a specific physical stimulus. The 

performer may allow the associations to flow throughout the 

session, or may focus on one specific association and pursue 

183 Ibid,, p. 31, 

184 Ibid, 

185 Ibid,, p. 18, 
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it. At no time does the actor seek to complete these mental 

images or control them. Instead, he explores them through 

physical action, at the same time, remaining conscious of 

the need to maintain freedom of movement and breathing. The 

various roll exercises were basic psychophysical association 

exercises. 

Head roll: Standing relaxed. Locate the joint at 
the base of the neck. This is usually prominent 
when the head is bend slightly from the joint at 
the base of the neck. Do not push the head but 
let it fall in every direction in turn. The head 
falls forward, a slight energy moves it to one 
side until it falls in that direction, then a 
slight energy moves it back until it falls back
wards, then a slight energy to the other side, 
then forward again, etc. The head rolls with no 
predetermined rhythm. The rhythm will naturally 
adapt itself to the associations; and the rhythm 
will change, perhaps frequently. 

Hip roll: Standing relaxed. Slowly bend over un
til the head is hanging between the legs. Shake 
out vigorously. Instructor forcefully taps the 
flat bone at the base of the spine. Slowly rise 
and stand relaxed. Then gently begin a circular 
motion of the pelvis originating from the flat 
bone at the base of the spine—not unlike the 
grind of a stripper's bump and grind. The pelvis 
is rotated as if there is something in front that 
it is moving towards and something behind it is 
moving towards. Do not rotate the upper thighs 
and knees, or the whole trunk. Isolate the pel
vis. Often people will rotate the pelvis too 
vigorously, shutting out many rhythms and 
associations. 

Body roll: Standing relaxed. Slowly bend over as 
at the start of the hip roll. From this position 
rotate the body first to the side, then back, then 
to the other side, and then forward. The entire 
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torso rolls on the joint at the base of the spine. 
Hands and shoulders relaxed. Make sure the head 
goes all the way back and hangs loose. Tension 
causes great difficulties and can result in seri
ous muscle strains.186 

The second stage of the training process, "Getting in 

touch with yourself, face to face with others," extended the 

actor's sphere of concentration outward to involve either a 

partner or the whole group. Many of the basic exercises 

already described were also performed with a partner who 

might act as a physical support or help the performer 

identify and correct areas of tension within the body. 

Other exercises focused on allowing oneself to maintain the 

awareness and freedom achieved in independent work when 

confronted with another person. Having learned to trust 

himself, the performer extended this circle of trust outward 

to include at least one more person. The "Name Circle" is a 

beginning exercise for this level. 

Name Circle: Everyone sit in a circle. One 
person names the others, one at a time, taking 
enough time to look at each person carefully, 
readjusting breathing rhythms and body behavior. 
If there is a mistake, a lapse, or a change in 
name these are corrected by the person whose name 
has been forgotten, mispronounced, distorted, or 
mistaken. After one person finishes naming 
everyone, another begins. ° 

186 Ibid. 

187 Ibid., p, 33, 
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Dressing and Undressing" and "Double Mirror" present more 

advanced exercises at this level. 

Dressing and Undressing: Everyone puts an article 
of his clothing in the center of a circle and then 
sits around the circle. A person goes to the cen
ter and begins telling a story about himself. As 
he talks he takes off some or all of his clothes 
and puts on as much or as little of the clothing 
in the circle as he wants. He wears the new 
clothing either conventionally or in new ways--a 
T-shirt as pants, for example. The performer con
centrates on changing clothes, not on the story he 
is telling which therefore may become halting, 
rambling, incoherent. When there are no more 
clothes in the circle or when no one enters to 
tell a story, this phase of the exercise is over. 
Then people go to those whose clothes they are 
wearing and return the clothes by slowly undress
ing and handing the articles back to their owners. 
Everyone dresses in his own clothes.188 

Double Mirror: Performers sit in an ample, irreg
ular circle. Someone comes to the center. Two 
others come to the center and take the same posi
tions as A. B and C mirror A. Everything A says 
or does is repeated by both B and C. They do not 
wait for A to finish a sentence or a gesture. 
They mirror A word for word, move for move. There 
is no time for 'reflection' or judgement. The 
mirrors must pay such close attention to A they do 
not think about what they are doing or have any 
idea of what A is doing. A good set of mirrors is 
less than a full word behind A. 

Careful attention is given to the tiniest de
tails. A curl to the lips, a slur, a stutter, a 
hand gesture, a jaunt in the walk, breathing, the 
'uhh' sounds people use to fill in with, averted 
glances, stifled laughter— all the things that 
people cancel out or ignore or slip by. These 
forgotten bits of communication are especially 
difficult and important. 

188 ibid., p. 34. 
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The mirrors position themselves in a 
triangular relationship to A, so that neither mir
ror is face to face with A or out of A's field of 
vision. From time to time others replace B and 

"Open Sound" involves both physical and vocal work and 

requires that the actor really trust those around him. 

Open Sound: A performer goes to the center of the 
circle, lies on his back, eyes closed. Others go 
to him, touch him at places of tension, talk to 
him, helping him relax and getting his breathing 
in touch with his feelings. Then the performer 
touches sound: the sound should come through 
unobstructed. If there is a catch in the throat, 
or anywhere, a tightness in the chest, a failure 
to breathe deeply, the others tell the performer 
about it. The performer's head is tilted back so 
that the air passage from throat to lungs is 
absolutely straight. Often, as he continues to 
make sounds, he is lifted onto the back of one or 
two others and bent over so that the spine is 
relaxed and the body lays in an arch. Sometimes 
he is lifted and carried, jogged slightly. 
Someone is always near his neck and head 
supporting them so that the performer can relax 
completely. Others are near his stomach and 
genitals. There is a great deal of touching, 
pressing, stroking, and whispering. . . . When the 
performer is exhausted, literally empty of sounds, 
and is put down for the last time he is asked to 
open his eyes and take in the others one at a 
time. Someone kneels at the performer's head so 
that he does not have to use any muscles other 
than his eyes to go around the circle. Contact is 
maintained until everyone has been taken in.-'̂ ^̂  

189 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 120. 

190 Richard Schechner, "Aspects of Training at The 
Performance Group," p.36. 
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Certain exercises served as a bridge between this level 

of work and the next. "Confrontation Hip Roll," for exam

ple, too a basic psychophysical/verbophysical association 

exercise and added to it the action-reaction energy of a 

partnership. 

Confrontation Hip Roll: Two people face each oth
er, about three feet apart. Each begins the hip 
roll. After a few seconds each person begins to 
speak words. These words are not spoken to the 
other, they are not dialog. They are spoken in 
front of the other person, with the eyes open and 
looking at the other person. Energies flow back 
and forth but not as dialog.191 

In this exercise the actor began moving toward a 

relationship with another person. 

The aspect of an active concern with someone outside of 

himself formed the basis of the third stage of training: 

"Relating to others without narrative or other highly 

formalized structure." The key to this level was the 

performer's ability to adapt his own work to someone else's, 

to share and trust fellow performers, and to commit his 

private energies to a group exercise. Basic exercises asked 

performers to relate to each other on a one to one basis: 

Making Friends: Go to someone in the room, take 
him to another place in the room that is safe for 
you, play a game with him that is fun for both of 
you. 

191 Ibid., p.35. 
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At His Pace: A person begins to walk or move 
around the space. Someone joins and tries to move 
at the same pace. This is not slavish imitation 
but a try at getting inside the movement of the 
other, giving yourself to the other.192 

In the next step, the individual attempted to relate to the 

group as a whole. 

Surge: Everyone stand against a wall. One person 
on impulse moves to another wall. . . . Everyone 
follows, moving in the same way as the first 
person (walking, running, crawling, etc.) . . . 
Someone else moves on impulse, and so on.193 

Other exercises explored the key element of trust in 

physical ways. 

Trust: Group forms a tight circle no more than 
five feet in diameter. Someone goes to the 
center, closes his eyes, and begins to fall in one 
direction or another, maintaining enough rigidity 
in his body so that he topples over like a tree. 
He is caught by the others, returned to an upright 
position, passed around the circle, lifted 
overhead, etc. 

Flying; Group lines up in two columns facing each 
other, arms outstretched forming a landing cradle. 
Someone goes to a high place, five to eight f^gt/ 
and jumps off into the arms of those waiting.-'•̂ ^ 

Rolling: A rectangle of mats about thirty by 
fifteen feet. A person presents himself by lying 
down on one of the ends of the rectangle. He 
closes his eyes and relaxes. He puts his hands 
over his head so as not to roll on them. Three or 

192 Ibid., p. 39. 

193 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 154. 

194 Ibid. 
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four others come to him and begin rolling him. 
They roll him up the rectangle to the other end, 
stop, and then roll him back. They are careful 
not to roll him off the mats, twist his body, pull 
his hair, etc. The person being rolled makes 
whatever sounds are there. The rollers are si
lent. The exercise continues until there are less 
than three rollers or until the one being rolled 
says "Stop." Then another person presents him
self, and so on.195 

Psychological trust, the willingness to reveal oneself in 

front of others and make them a part of one's world by doing 

something with or to them, was explored in exercises such as 

"Witness." 

Witness: After finishing the association 
exercises everyone goes into a squat. No one can 
see more than a small circle around his feet as 
heads are kept down. No peeking. A person gets 
up, chooses any number of others--from no one to 
everyone--arranges them in any way, and then does 
something in front of them, or with them. The act 
may relate directly to the witnesses, like 
embracing, or it may simply be something the 
person wants the witnesses to see. The person 
doing the action is free to use sound. The 
witnesses remain silent unless told by the person 
to make sound. When the person is finished, and 
all witnesses have resumed squatting, he squats 
and says^"done." Someone else rises and 
begins.196 

"Relating to others within narrative or highly 

formalized structure," the final stage of the training 

process, added the element of pre-ordained ground rules. 

195 Ibid., p. 155. 

196 Richard Schechner, "Aspects of Training at The 
Performance Group," p. 42. 
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Actors worked to maintain the openess and freedom of the 

earlier stages while confining themselves to pre-determined 

parameters of performance. In "Ritual Combat," for example, 

strict rules controlled when and how the participants could 

move. 

Ritual Combat: A combat zone is marked out, usu
ally a circle about 20 feet in diameter. A comes 
to the center and issues a challenge by means of a 
dance. If the challenge is not taken up, A re
tires. If it is taken up A and B perform a dis
play dance face-to-face with each other. People 
on the sidelines choose sides, show their prefer
ences. 

Combat starts when A and B are finished danc
ing. No rush, no surprise attacks. Combat in
volves sound, movement, and total body commitment, 
but not physical touching. Each time a combatant 
strikes the other receives the 'blow' in his body, 
from a distance. The wounded one then responds. 
There are no misses, every blow wounds. Once a 
combatant is wounded he bears the wound until the 
end of combat. Every combat ends in the death of 
one or both combatants.197 

Exercises at this stage were often improvisations 

developed on the basis of specific ground rules. The ritual 

"dance sacrifice" described in Chapter 2, and the "battle 

between the men and women of Thebes" in the streets of Soho, 

described in Chapter 4, are examples of such work, as is the 

following exercise: 

A circle with a clearly defined center. Everyone 
around the circle, no one in it. 

197 ibid., p, 45, 
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Someone goes into the center and offers 
himself as the Meal, He closes his eyes and keeps 
them closed until the end of his participation in 
the center. If the Meal opens his eyes and sees 
the Eater(s), he cannot participate further but 
must leave the exercise. This provision is neces
sary because the Meal must give himself over en
tirely to his fantasies concerning the Eaters, and 
the Eaters must enjoy absolutely the liberties of 
anonymity. 

The Meal awaits the Eaters who come in any 
number. They make no noise except what is neces
sary for eating. They may eat anywhere and any
thing on the Meal's body, but without causing 
sharp pain or injury. They may nibble, suck, 
lick, and bite--but not bruise, draw blood, or in 
any way treat the Meal violently. If Eaters feel 
violence, they should express it in the fierceness 
with which they chew, swallow, and breathe. The 
Eaters may undress the Meal and position him. The 
Meal remains passive--he belongs to the Eaters. 

While being eaten the Meal utters whatever 
sounds are there; he lets his breathing rhythms go 
free. 

Witnesses around the periphery of the circle 
keep silent, contacting the action with their eyes 
and breathing rhythms. They can move to observe, 
or to get away from seeing. They may enter the 
circle and become Eaters whenever they wish. 

Eaters may leave the Meal whenever they wish. 
When the Meal is alone, or when the Meal says 
"Stop" (which he may do at any time), the director 
makes sure that everyone has returned to the pe
riphery of the circle before allowing the Meal to 
open his eyes. The Meal then takes in everyone 
around the circle before returning to the 
periphery himself. 

A new Meal offers himself. The exercise 
continues until there are no more Meals and/or no 
more Eaters.198 

198 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 141. 
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Text often imposed the final structure on the work. In 

preparing Makbeth for example, the exercise "Twenty Lines 

Through," outlined in Chapter 5, demanded that the perform

ers retain spontaneity and group interaction while limiting 

themselves strictly to Shakespeare's words. The work that 

preceded Commune included scene work using both Shake

speare's and Marlowe's texts. 

Sometimes specific themes supplied the structure around 

which the group created an exercise. "Recapitulation," the 

exercise developed during the preparation of Commune, and 

described in Chapter 6, evolved from the underlying feelings 

that contributed to the break-up of TPG in 1970 and the for

mation of the new group afterwards. What began as a simple 

exploration of rhythm and pattern developed into an investi

gation of the nature of groups and their responses to a 

leader. This, in turn, fed into the themes and actions of 

the piece that would become Commune. Richard Schechner says 

of the work in this final stage of the training process: 

In step four the special work of environmental 
theatre merges with the regular work of tradition
al theatres. The aim of step four is to combine 
spontaneity, personalization, and group 
interaction with objective meanings, ikonography, 
and a coherent mise-en-scene. 

199 Richard Schechner, "Aspects of Training at The 
Performance Group," p. 46. 
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The Actor's Role in the Mise-en-
scene 

Richard Schechner defines the mise-en-scene as 

"everything that comprises what the audience 

experiences."200 i^ discussing the mise Schechner divides 

the process of its creation into seven steps: 

1. Free Workshop 

2. Introduction of an action or text. 

3. The project. 

4. Performance space; roles. 

5. Organization. 

6. Open rehearsals; reconstructions. 

7. Building scores. 

It should be noted that the division of the process into 

"steps" is solely for the purposes of clarification. In 

actual practice TPG worked on many of the aspects of the 

mise simultaneously. 

Free workshop covered the period of time before a 

project began. It included the basic exercise work 

described earlier and particularly stressed the individual's 

work on himself and the beginnings of group 

interrelationship. This type of work continued constantly 

throughout the mise process, no matter what the company was 

200 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 290. 
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working on, reflecting the idea that the performer needs 

ongoing training as a source of discipline, renewal, and 

creative stimulus. This practice also insured that communi

cations within the group remained as open as possible. In 

some cases the initial "Free Workshop" stage served as a 

birth place for images and ideas which later became part of 

specific projects. The actor at this stage had to assume 

responsibility for self-discipline in his work and attitudes 

and a willingness to open himself up to the Group. 

The next step, "Introduction of an Action or Text", 

gave the company something concrete around which to center 

their explorations. Dionysus and Makbeth used texts. Com

mune used themes and exercises which had surfaced in the 

"Free Workshop" stage. At this level no real decisions were 

made. Experimentation and exploration were still the most 

important words. However, having a central idea to work 

from allowed the group to begin comparing and contrasting 

their responses to a common theme. The individual performer 

continued to work on himself, but did so now in relation to 

a defined action. He had to be aware of the themes around 

which work centered and allow himself to respond to them and 

to the responses and action of his fellow performers in an 

action/reaction process. 
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At some undetermined point ideas began to crystallize 

and the work acquired a specific definition. This is the 

stage Schechner calls "The Project." At this time the Group 

could discuss issues and thems and develop a shared basis 

for accepting or rejecting ideas. The company decided what 

basic themes would be communicated. Then they began experi

menting with how to achieve that communication. Decisions 

made at this level underlay all the work which followed. As 

Schechner puts it, "At this step The Bacchae became Dionysus 

in 69 and Makbeth got it's •k'."201 At this stage in the 

process the performer had a responsibility to participate in 

discussions and to reveal his own inner thoughts and emo

tions as they related to the work. He had to begin a pro

cess of selection, first within his own work, and then with

in the group's work, so that a unity and clarity might begin 

to emerge within the project. 

The next stage, "Performance Space; Roles," brought in 

the environmentalist. The spatial needs of the project were 

defined and the building of the physical environment began. 

The environmentalist, as part of the group, may have been 

involved with the project for the "Free Workshop" days, 

probably participating in many of the discussions which 

clarified the terms of the work. However, it is at this 

201 ibid., p. 292. 
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step that director and performer often made specific 

requests for design elements. The actor had to open himself 

up to the space and to the environment as it was created and 

respond to them. He was responsible for communicating what 

he felt about working in the space to the environmentalist, 

sharing any ideas or suggestions that the work engendered. 

Throughout this stage he continued to select and define his 

own work and his interactions with the group, aiding in 

pulling the project as a whole together. 

In the next step, "Organization," many aspects of the 

project became more clearly defined. The environment had 

been constructed. The text had been set. The order of the 

performance had been finalized. Schechner says of this 

stage that "if this were an orthodox production, step five 

would be equivalent to rehearsals and at the end of it the 

play would open."202 The performer, at this point, had to be 

willing to repeat and set certain elements of his perform

ance while striving continuously to retain spontaneity and 

openess. The trick was to remain willing not to finalize 

all of the work, and not to become caught in the trap of 

repetition. 

202 Ibid., p. 293. 
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It was at this point in the process, and in the stages 

that follow, that the theories of actor training TPG es

poused were tested to the fullest, because it was at this 

point that the actor had to achieve that unique blend of 

spontaneity and discipline that Schechner sought, or the 

performance failed. The step that followed, "Open Rehears

als; Reconstruction," introduced the element of an active 

audience. TPG invited the audience to participate in the 

work, talk about it, even criticize it. Those responses al

lowed the Group to find out what parts of the production 

succeeded, what failed, and, hopefully, why. 

Spectators invited to rehearsals expected to see a fin

ished performance. That exerted great pressure on the actor 

to set his work. The safety of the workshop situation, 

where the performer felt free to experiment and make chang

es, was replaced by an atmosphere in which the fear of fail

ure in front of an audience made it difficult for the actor 

to continue taking risks and allowing his work in the piece 

to grow. The key to this lay in the performer's willingness 

to remain open to the possibility of change. This required 

an actor who could accept the criticism offered to him and 

use it in constructive ways, even if very basic changes had 

to be made. Schechner comments that 

If the director can keep himself open--really be 
able to take the play apart in front of 
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;trangers—the work can progress. If not. 
listakes freeze into the mise-en-scene.203 

His statement applies t.o the actor's individual work as well 

as much as it does to the director's. 

Schechner lists the final step in the mise-en-scene 

process as "Building Scores,"but that placement is 

misleading since the building of a score in TPG's terms 

equates with the creation of a character in more traditional 

terms and is certainly ongoing throughout most of the 

process. The concept of the score and its relationship to 

character will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. 

Basically, however, a score may be defined as a set of 

physical actions which an actor performs. These actions are 

objective and precise. Once set they do not vary from 

performance to performance. Together the scores of all the 

performers must comprise the action of the play, and that 

action must be clear and logical. Work at this stage 

involved defining the physical actions and rhythms that 

would convey accurately the themes and moods of the 

mise-en-scene, and making sure that the individual scores 

reflected them. The work was not easy. 

Finding the action-score of a play takes hundreds, 
maybe thousands of hours; most of the time is 
spent on solutions that will ultimately be 
rejected. Discovering the logic of actions—and 

203 Ibid., p, 294. 



178 

ruthlessly revising the mise- en-scene in terms of 
this logic—doesn't come automatically, easily, or 
naturally. Tempers are short, the work grueling 
and repetitive. Many rehearsals go on for hours 
and end with no measurable aains. The good-will 
of the company is tested.204 

The actor at this stage had to make a commitment to intense 

self-examination of his work. He had to make sure that the 

physical and vocal actions he performed were clearly and 

logically defined. Often work on the piece as a whole 

demanded that he redefine his own choices or select among 

them to achieve greater clarity. A willingness to make 

changes was still of utmost importance, since an alteration 

to someone else's score might mean an adaptation was 

necessary in one's own. 

The careful tuning and retuning of scores went on as 

long as TPG performed a piece. In fact, the last two steps 

of the mise-en-scene process never stopped. TPG did not 

think in terms of a finished product, a final, fixed 

performance of a play. For this reason, the performer was 

constantly challenged to allow himself to flow with the 

process, living, growing, and changing with the piece. 

204 Richard Schechner, "Aspects of Training at The Perform
ance Group," p, 53, 
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Specific Problems for the Actor 

Working in environmental theatre raised certain 

problems for the actor. These problems fall into two 

categories: those pertaining to the relationships between 

the actor as a person, as a performer, and as a character, 

and those relating to transactions between actor and 

audience, 

TPG assumed that the actor's psychological self and his 

physical self must function as a unit if he is to succeed as 

a performer. As we have seen, they adopted a training 

scheme that provided exercise work through which they could 

investigate both kinesthetic and emotional response to 

various stimuli. At the same time, they developed exercises 

which gave the actor the opportunity to explore his 

relationship with others in the group both verbally and 

non-verbally. Through group therapy they attempted to 

analyze interactions and communications within the company 

and explore the needs and behaviors of individuals. These 

things provided a basis of trust and support for the actor. 

Within the group he could acknowledge openly who he was as a 

person, what his capabilities as a performer were, and where 

he stood with regard to his fellow actors. These 

circumstances gave the performer the freedom to reveal 

himself further in front of the audience, to allow the 
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audience to see not just a character, but the actor as a 

person as well. 

This dichotomy of actor and character posed one of the 

major problems for TPG actors since it involved a new way of 

defining character. Definition of the term in environmental 

theatre is best arrived at through a study of how it was 

used by two major theatrical theorists: Stanislavski and 

Brecht, 

Constantin Stanislavski asked the actor to internalize 

the character he was playing, to live the part by bringing 

to it the aspects of his own personality and emotions that 

were analogous to the character's. Because the experiences 

and emotions of the character are the actor's they are 

"real" and the audience reads them that way. Stanislavski 

wanted the actor to create such a fully realized character 

that even though the actor retained consciousness of his own 

identity while he played the role, the character's identity 

completely dominated the event. The actor played the char

acter's emotions and psychological reactions within the spe

cific givens of the play. Everything the actor did to pre

pare for the performance and to develop his role he did to 

aid his belief in and understanding of the character. The 

character thus created interacts not with the audience but 

with other characters within the closed system of the play. 
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The audience reacts empathically to the character as he is 

presented in that moment of time illustrated by the play. 

The spectator is asked to respond to the character emotion

ally and psychologically. 

Bertolt Brecht wanted a different response from his au

dience, and redefined the actor's relationship with the 

character as one means of achieving this. Brecht asked 

spectators to look at characters logically and critically so 

as to be able to learn from them. The Brechtian actor pres

ents the character historically, not as he is at this moment 

(as in the naturalistic approach) but as he was in the past 

and as he may be in the future. The emphasis is on the pos

sibility of change in the human condition. Brecht asked the 

actor to concern himself not just with his character, but 

with the subject matter of the play. Rather than identify

ing completely with the character and subsuming his person

ality to the character's, the actor chooses certain charac

teristic traits which represent the type of individual he is 

playing, and presents them to the audience. The actor as 

person does not disappear behind the character mask for the 

entire performance but stands beside it in a sense, so that 

the audience is aware that they are watching not reality but 

a play. The actor plays the actions of the character rather 

than his emotions or psychological state. He presents to 
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the audience only what is necessary for them to understand 

these actions and how they relate to the action of the play 

as a whole. In this way the problems the play poses predom

inate. Nothing distracts the audience from them. 

Environmental theatre's approach to character borrows 

certain aspects of both of the above philosophies. Unlike 

the Stanislavskian actor who vanishes behind the character 

mask, or the Brechtian actor who stands beside it, the actor 

in environmental theatre has been said to confront the role. 

He does not approach the character as a separate being that 

he must become. He does not seek out in himself the charac

ter's feelings or psychological response to what happens in 

the play. Nor does the actor stand apart from the charac

ter, approaching it critically. Instead he plays the physi

cal actions of the character as demanded by the play (as 

does the Brechtian actor), and responds to them emotionally 

and psychologically as himself in that specific moment of 

performance. He builds these actions into a specific and 

concrete path which he follows which resembles in some ways 

the Through Line of Action suggested by Stanislavski. 

Character in environmental theatre is not a "person," a 

separate identity that the actor attempts "to be," but a set 

of physical actions defined by the performer in relation to 

the play as a whole. These actions are objective and do not 
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vary from performance to performance. They are concrete and 

specific. Above all, they are not emotions. The actor nev

er plays an emotion, an intention, or a psychological state. 

He simply plays a physical action. Whatever emotions, psy

chological or physical changes the actor experiences arise 

from the action he plays and occur only at that precise mo

ment that he experiences them. The performer is not recrea

ting an emotion "as if for the first time." He is experi

encing it for the first time in actuality. This immediate 

authenticity of experience allows the audience to share the 

moment with the actor. "The physical presence of the per-

former equals the physical presence of the action. "̂ '̂ ^ 

Building a character in the traditional sense was re

placed in TPG by creating a score. A score is a set of 

physical actions and words which an individual performer 

carries out during the performance. The concept of scoring 

originated with Jerzy Grotowski, and Ryczard Cieslak, an ac

tor with the Polish Lab Theatre, explains scoring in this 

way: 

The score is like a glass inside which a candle is 
burning. The glass is solid; it is there, you can 
depend on it. It contains and guides the flame. 
But it is not the flame. The flame is my inner 
process each night. The flame is what illuminates 
the score, what the spectators see through the 

205 Richard Schechner, "Lecture at Stonybrook," undated, TPG 
Archives, New York, New York, p. 30. 



184 

score.206 

Scores specify what an actor does, when he does it, with 

whom, at what tempo, with what rhythm, at what vocal pitch 

and intensity etc. The score provides the actor with a 

groundplan, a series of underlying points that tie his work 

in the performance together. Within the score he remains 

free to experience whatever comes his way. Because the 

actions of the score have no intrinsic emotional content, 

the actor reacts anew every time he performs them. No 

specific emotion is ever guaranteed. Sometimes there is no 

emotional response. Whatever happens in performance happens 

at that moment for both actor and audience, and it is this 

immediacy that the spectator senses. 

The concept of scoring demands that the actor trust a 

great deal. To begin with, he must know that his score will 

carry him through the performance. Second, he must be sure 

that everyone else will adhere to their scores. If he 

trusts his own discipline and that of his partners, he will 

be able to allow himself the freedom to respond. Attempting 

to anticipate responses and feelings has no place in this 

way of working. Trying to recreate specific emotions and 

reactions because they succeeded in a previous performance 

only leads to failure. The actor working in this way must 

206 Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre, p. 295. 
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accept the fact that sometimes nothing happens to him 

emotionally or psychologically in the performance, but that 

even then, the objective structure of the score will carry 

him to the end of the piece. In a very real sense, scoring 

is the ultimate expression of that sense of freedom that 

TPG's actors worked for throughout the training process. 

TPG attempted to structure the transactions between au

dience and performer in a new way. To begin with they 

adopted a new definition of the theatrical reality. Instead 

of presenting a representation of reality to the audience, 

TPG asked spectators to join them in creating a unique real

ity at that very minute. The event that occurred within the 

performance time and space had no relationship to any reali

ty outside itself. It was not mimetic. The actors did not 

play fictional characters. They remained themselves and the 

spectators' perception of the actor as an actual person 

rather than as a character was critical to the new reality 

of the situation. The problem of how to achieve and main

tain that perception, enabling the audience to share in the 

authentic experience of the performance became the biggest 

challenge facing the TPG performer. 

The company attempted to solve the problem through 

directorial choices, design choices, and their definition of 

the actor's role in the production. TPG used what Richard 
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Schechner calls "ikonography" to focus the audience's 

attention and encourage them to evaluate an action or a 

scene. An ikon, in Schechner's terms, was "a stop-action, 

condensation of movement into an arrested moment, a gesture, 

an arrangement."207 The ikon became an opportunity for the 

spectator to take the image offered to him and create a sym

bol for himself. Ikons were actions included within the ac

tors' scores specifically to draw the audience's attention 

to those things which the actor and director wanted them to 

notice. Richard Schechner gives the following example from 

the production of Dionysus in 69: 

Just after the women kill Pentheus and the other 
men, they freeze. The grimaces of the murdering 
mothers are not different from the agonies of the 
murdered sons. It is hard to tell whose blood is 
whose. The whole grizzly scene is from Vietnam 
and Auschwitz. After a freeze of about five sec
onds the women drop the limbs of the men and rush 
into the audience bragging of "this great deed I 
have done."208 

Allowing them to react to the image included the audience in 

the creative act. How they reacted was up to them. No 

playwright or director had mapped out a response for them in 

advance. The performance demanded that they discover and 

experience their own stake in it, even if that stake was 

boredom. 

207 Ibid., p. 310. 

208 Ibid. 
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As we have seen, the designs of the various 

environments deliberately manipulated the space to include 

or exclude the spectators in various ways. 

In such theatre everyone is liable to be "on
stage" so that there is no possibility of escape 
to a position from which the theatrical world can 
be viewed objectively as separate from, contrast
ing with, or even complementary to the 'real' 
world outside the theatre.209 

Again, such an arrangement forced the spectator to become a 

part of the ongoing performance reality. 

The blurring of the line between realities also caused 

the perception of the actor's actions and words, and thus 

his role, by the audience to change. In traditional theatre 

where the actors are engaging in a representation of an 

outside reality what they do and say is seen by the audience 

as meaningful and affective. The spectators understand what 

is happening and may choose to react to what they perceive, 

but they are not part of it. It is not happening to them. 

In environmental theatre the actors' work was seen as 

instrumental and effective. It allowed the audience to find 

a way into the reality of the situation and experience it 

for themselves. It was happening to them. The actor in 

this case plays the same role for the theatre audience that 

the shaman does for his tribe. The shaman, in trance, 

209 Elizabeth Burns, Theatricality, (London: Longman Group 
Ltd., 1972), p. 89. 
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enters the spirit world, and through his power of 

image-making, makes that world real to his people and en

ables them to share in it. In the same way, the actor ex

ternalized the inner reality of the performance, and enabled 

the spectator to partake of it. He became, in effect, a 

doorway into that reality. The achievement of this state by 

the actor depended on his ability to work freely within his 

score. It was that willingness to allow himself to experi

ence the reality of the performance from moment to moment 

that made it possible for the audience to experience it as 

well. And it was the scheme of training that TPG developed 

and experimented with that they hoped would make such acting 

possible. 



CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

This study grew out of an interest in discovering ways 

in which the performance methods of the nineteen sixties 

influence the way the craft of acting is perceived today. 

The Performance Group offered a written and visual record of 

work from which conclusions could be drawn about performance 

methodology and actor training. Because TPG toured 

extensively and conducted academic residencies at campuses 

all over North America, their work had a widespread impact 

on educational theatre. Richard Schechner's publishing of a 

large number of articles and books outlining his theories 

added to the amount of knowledge available to theatre 

scholars about TPG's methods and productions. This study 

sought to: 

1, Outline the company's history and provide background 

information on the theory of environmental theatre, 

2, Describe and analyze the company's first three 

productions Dionysus in 69, Makbeth and Commune, in 

terms of production process, environment, and acting 

problems, 

3, Describe TPG's actor training process, study its 

relationship to their own productions, and explore 

189 
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the ways in which it addressed actor problems in 

environmental theatre. 

One of the most important things about TPG was the fact 

that the company did, in fact, use a specific training 

process in their work: a process which was an integral part 

of their performance methodology. Critics of TPG's work 

often charged the group with doing therapy instead of 

theatre and with concentrating too much on working on 

themselves as people while they neglected work on "the 

role," Because TPG functioned as a group, and because 

Richard Schechner wrote prolifically on his theory of 

environmental theatre, many people tended to see their 

training process as something with limited application 

outside the company's own work, I believe that a close 

survey of their work shows that criticism to be undeserved, 

TPG developed a training process which has much to 

offer any actor working in any kind of performance 

situation. The company's experimental work synthesized 

material from numerous sources to create a unique training 

methodology. Their approach reflected Constantin 

Stanislavski's concern that the actor create, on the stage, 

the reality of the dramatic action contained in the script 

and not merely a reflection of it, as well as his demand for 

self-discipline in art and in life. The psychophysical work 
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and the concern for active participation at some level by 

the audience resemble the experimentation of Vsevelod Meyer

hold. The company's exploration in the area of characteri

zation reflects Bertolt Brecht's development of the dual ac

tor who adopts a "critical attitude" toward his character. 

The writings of Antonin Artaud encouraged experimentation in 

various theatrical "languages" and on the shamanistic focus 

on the actor as a mediator between audience and theatrical 

event. The work of Jerzy Grotowski contributed an emphasis 

on the training of the actor's physical and vocal instrument 

as well as on the importance of self-discipline, Eugene 

lonesco's writings provided a basis for the exploration of 

reality versus realism and the tensions between actor and 

character. 

In addition to theatrical antecedents, TPG made use of 

material from sources in the social sciences to provide a 

basis for experimentation in the areas of perception and 

communication. Such work contributed basic considerations 

such as the importance of the process not just the product, 

the idea of wholeness, and the concept of experience in the 

"here and now," The work of Erving Goffman, R,D, Laing, and 

others provided new methods of studying human interactions 

and communication, while the studies of anthropologists such 

as Mircea Eliade and Claude Levi-Strauss gave new insights 

into the possiblity of the actor as a shamanistic figure. 
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TPG also drew upon the work of experimenters in music, 

dance and visual art, all of whom explored ways in which ar

tistic communication and perception can be defined and ma

nipulated. From the work of such people as John Cage and 

Merce Cunningham, the company gained a concept of enlarged 

artistic freedom and broadened creative possiblities, 

TPG's training process developed over a period of time, 

and certain gaps in it became evident during that develop

ment. Vocal training was inadequate in the company's early 

years, and the company engaged a vocal coach to remedy that 

situation. Other early problems related to concentration, 

relaxation, and situational analysis. The development of 

specific exercises within the training process addressed the 

first two problems. Difficulties with situational analysis 

and other character related aspects resulted in the develop

ment of the concept of scoring. Incorporating the training 

process with work on a specific written text proved to be a 

problem in Makbeth, possibly because of a lack of specific 

training in analyzing and speaking the poetry and the lan

guage. However, by the time the company produced Tooth of 

Crime, they had resolved the problems and were able to 

successfully combine their work process with a written text. 

Many of the problems the company faced during its early 

years stemmed from a lack of self-discipline and the 



193 

presence of self-indulgence on the part of many group 

members. The stress placed by the company on self-knowledge 

and self-referentiality encouraged members to think, in per

formance, primarily of themselves rather than of their in

teraction with others. In some cases they interpreted free

dom for the actor to mean that they could make easy choices, 

forget about preparation, or ignore what other actors were 

trying to do. Self-indulgence is a danger for the actor in 

most methods of training, since actors must turn their 

thoughts inward for great periods of time, Richard 

Schechner stressed repeatedly in his writing that the basis 

of TPG's methodology lay in discipline both in the actor's 

own life and in the actor's dedication to the idea of con

tinuous training for his craft. The actor must always be in 

a state of preparation, continually learning and relearning 

his craft. What Schechner envisioned as the basis of the 

training process is the fundamental understanding on the 

part of the actor that he will never be "completely 

trained." Training is a constant process of trying to 

achieve something that can never really be actualized. This 

realization constitutes a valuable lesson, especially for 

young actors. 

Master acting teacher Robert Benedetti, author of The 

Actor at Work, has said of Richard Schechner and TPG: 
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His idea of localized action (events in the 
performance space which feel no responsibility to 
relate to the entire audience), multiple siimulta-
neous actions . . . and most of all the ritual ba
sis of his shows which required a profound UNmask-
ing by the actor, opened up the need for actors 
who held themselves in an entirely different way. 
The old ideas of character as a fictive image, of 
the way awareness was used to isolate the "created 
illusion," of the attitude toward the anonymous 
mass of the audience, all had to give way to a 
spirit much more like that of a shaman conducting 
a ritual within his or her tribe out of a very 
real, quotidian need to serve the immediate needs 
of thecommunity. 

it is this last attitudinal shift that I 
would isolate as the lasting influence of the late 
60's and early 70's,210 

As a byproduct of their quest for new forms, new attitudes, 

and enhanced communications, TPG provided something more 

concrete for today's actor. Their training process gives 

the actor tools, in the form of exercises, to deal with the 

problem of isolating and attacking both play and character 

action. It provides a means through which actors can begin 

to reconcile the separate concepts of physical and 

psychological action, melding them into a performance whole. 

The process speaks to the problems of communication, both 

between actor and actor, and between actor and spectator. 

It provides a means for the actor to develop an objective 

and critical stance in his work. By encouraging 

self-referentiality, it allows the actor more choices and 

210 Robert Benedetti, personal letter. 
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possibilities than those found solely within a text. This 

is especially important in contemporary scripts which are 

transformational in nature or provide little in the way of 

delineated character development or transitions between 

scenes. Finally, the process encourages the development of 

the physical and vocal instrument as part of a larger, more 

comprehensive framework of training rather than as an end in 

itself. 

The Performance Group, as one of the most enduring of 

the major avant-garde theatres of the nineteen sixties, was 

responsible for demonstrating that many new directions re

main for theatre practitioners at all levels to explore. In 

addressing the problem of how to provide an authentic ex

perience for the theatregoer of the sixties and seventies, 

they have provided us with the beginnings of an answer to 

the question of how theatre will continue to function in an 

increasingly technological world. The work of The Perform

ance Group cannot be ignored solely as a phenomenon of its 

own historical period. Many of the questions they raised 

remain for those of us working in theatre today to answer. 
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