Performers Playing Politics

Americans easily use the phrase “free speech” to justify when, how, and most importantly why they express their personal and political views. It’s tradition—where would the American theatre be without it? Consider how a single sentence in our Bill of Rights enshrines the idea: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”

How ironic then that we so easily see America having no tradition of political theatre! Instead, we associate it with the state-supported venues of Eastern Europe, where Vaclav Havel used drama to undermine leftist ideology, where Dario Fo is still using farce to skewer the right. How ironic we associate it with the British, where there is indeed a traceable line in political theatre from George Bernard Shaw and John Osbourne to David Hare and Harold Pinter. How ironic because we do have political theatre—all around us.
Yes, we are often subtler. Currently on the left coast, Del Shores’ Southern Baptist Sissies uses tragicomedy to contrast the church’s homophobia with its teachings of tolerance. In his new play Lewis & Clark Reach the Euphrates, Robert Schenkkan turns the adventure of two explorers into a pageant of American militarism from the Jeffersonian era to our own.
But we have evidence the American stage thirsts for the direct exercise of free speech whenever possible. Hare’s brutal, antiwar new play, Stuff Happens, in its American premiere at the Mark Taper Forum last spring and summer, traced the events leading to the Iraq war by appropriating text from the public record and using President Bush and his foreign policy team as characters delivering the story. At the Fountain Theatre currently is the stage adaptation of Eliot Weinberger’s What I Heard About Iraq (A Cry for 5 Voices). Based on a piece in the London Review of Books, it uses direct and disconcerting quotes about the war from political figures, soldiers, and Iraqi citizens.
From Los Angeles to New York, where Stuff Happens opens at The Public Theater in March and where performing artists liberally use their freedom of speech—Bush Wars at Collective: Unconscious, 16 sardonic musical parodies; Bush is Bad, a revue at The Triad with songs like “How Can 59 Million People Be So Dumb.” Irish Rep’s revival of Shaw’s Mrs. Warren’s Profession invites us to fetch our dog-eared copies and read the preface attacking censorship. Remember the summer of 2004 and the Unconvention—six productions of bold political plays?
There’s more. At the New Victory Theatre in March will be two one-acts by Maurice Sendak and Tony Kushner, Brundibar and Comedy on a Bridge, using Nazis and war as backdrops; Fear Itself: Secrets of the White House, a new play by Off-Off-Broadway scribe Jean Claude Van Itallie, imagines a character called Emperor Butch warring in a far-off land, Arockandahardplace. In pursuit of free speech, some theatre goes retro: Keen Company’s upcoming revival of Heinar Kipphardt’s In the Matter of J. Robert Oppenheimer is the first since the 1969 original Broadway production—and what’s more important than scientific ethics and national security? Speaking of Broadway, Wallace Shawn’s version of The Threepenny Opera opens in April—and what’s more political than Brecht?
The point is not to support antiwar or anti-establishment theatre, for politics is for the person, not the press, to decide. Our theatre would doubtless benefit from patriotic plays, prowar plays, conservative plays. What is important is that we own what is meant by “free speech” and that we exercise it in ways true to our beliefs. We needn’t always leave it to Clifford Odets, Arthur Miller, Tony Kushner, and Suzan-Lori Parks for this. We needn’t always leave it to performance artists—Karen Finley, Penny Arcade, Tim Miller, Ron Athey, Annie Sprinkle, Reverend Billy—and what they think. What do we think? What do we have to say? What matters is not where we stand on the issues, not whether we’re conservative or liberal, red or blue. What matters is the free speech in the theatre we do. So let’s have even more of it.
