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RADITION TAKES A BACKSEAT
70 INNOVATIVE STAGING

By Dana Burnell

t's wrong with the traditional way of staging?
i {\ ; A lot, seems 1o be the growing consensus of per-
formers in New York By tradilicnal, we're talk-
ing about the basic proscenium stage with orchestra pit,
ted velvet curtain, and row seating for the audience.
What's wrong with il? Well, who besides Disney has the
nioney for that type of real estate? Who in the audience
has 2 sense of connection with that type of formality?
And, in a world where most enteriainment takes place ina
contained box, an increasingly important part of the the-
ater-going experience has become the blurred line {and
growing conarclion) between pecformers and audience.
Of course, the move away from Lhe proscenivm arch is
nat viewed as revolutionary by those familiar with the.
ater histary. Theater is said 10 have begun in walless
amphitheaters as a forni of worship of the wine-guzzling
goud Diicnysus, with unusually self-e[Tacing aclors reciting
theiz lines as a chorus and standing in a circular pit at the
base of semicircular auditerium, Laler the role of the
chorus was diminished and Hellenislic actors sirode Lhe
boanls encosed in 2 mised slage known as the proske,
nien, providing ctharsis and looming large in 2-foot
plailorm shoes.

The Romans removed many of the religious and tragic’

associations with theatre, specializing in bawdy farces
staged in grandiose enclosed andiloriums. The Christizn
Church banned theatre for several centuries, until drama
relurned in the 9th Century in the form of liturgical plays
pecformed in market places, and on mobile stages
mounted on horse-drawn wagons.

The modem, bust-the-bank rype of staging came into
being in 1618 in Para, [taly, when Gian-Batista Aleotti
built 2 proscenium arch as the focus of -blocks of audi-
ence seating. From there it wasn't long before the inven-
tion of gatipht allowed noctunal performances as well
as increased distance between performers and their audi-
ence. Cenluries passed, and the next thing you know,
Ethel Merman's leaning over the orchestra pit, bellowing
“There's No Pusiness Like Show Business? out to a face-
less crowd two zip-codes away from her, Ji gal that
ugly... and that distant from the realily of our lives.

Thankfully, the pendulum swung back the cther way,
and by econcmic necessity the 1930s Federal Theatre
Branch of the Work Projects Administration produced
innovative theater with a small budger and big ideas.
Financial necessity spurred the artisis in the Faderal
Theatre on to the develapment of experimental theater in
the United States. Welles' Mercury Players and Lee
Strasberg’s Group Theater 1 ted with audiences,
The Beat Generation shunned formal staging, requiring
only words to make their point. “Happenings™ in the 60s
and Performance Art offered an alternative Lo thealer but
somehow couldn't replace the play-going txperience.
What needed to be updated was Lhe context.

Nowadays, some directars use theater space as a form
of post-modem <omment upon the need for theater,
upon what type of public demand creates and abandons
& particular space, and what that says about a certain
social or palitical atmosphere, The Roundaboul Theater’s
production of Cabaret at Studio 54 is a high-budget
example of this type of innovative staging, with a set both
deconstructed and reconstructed, and sudiencs interac-
lion in one af its more creative and (proise God) least
intrusive forms. Cabaret’s entire audience is cast — well-
cast, for once — as a theatrical audience in.a declining
and corrupt political atmosphere. Oddly enough, 1 et we
could handle that.

-seating and replacing the row seats with
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engage in some cnl fondling of the
faneus all-giel band. Cummings does
commit the often painful and wsuzlly
cruel act of bringing severa! andience
members on stage, but the ling between
actors and audience 5 5o minimil
throughoul Cabaret, and Cutmings
treals the selected viclims with such
gracefir! humor {and relcases them so
quickly) that, for ance, the enforced par-
ticipation does net immediately suck all
oxygen out of the performance space.
And what a space it is! The set
designer, Robert Brill, has spoken of
“resuscitating” theatres around the
country in order to stage Cabaret with
the proper atmosphere: he recently gut-
ted the Wilshire in Los Angeles, where
Cabaret will be staged this Spring,
removing all orchesira-level theater

terraced fioors and cale lables.

Here in New Yark, Brill was particu-
larly fortunale with Studio 54. When
the Cwbarrt production took over the
space in the midst of its acclaimed rum,

Shakespeare in The Parking Lot: J# Julius Caesar, actors make good wse of
outdoor fpace for dramatic effect down an Ludlow strzet,
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Brill and his colleagues discovered 2 ;
tich histery buried bepeath 80z tat and "70s Disco leg-
end. The Studio 54 space had, according to Brill, “origi-
nally been constructed in 1927 as the Gallo Opera Hause,
and by the carly 19305 it had been turned into a Casino
de Paris cabaret nightclub. . 5o they had cabaret 1ables
and chairs, and a band oul in the house orchestra area”
tn other wards, Lhe Cabaret mood had been set long ago.
o And whal about that later, more fzmous incarnation of
the Cabaret space 1t West 54th Street? “Well, not that
much really remains of Studio 54. T mean, when il was
Studio 54 the architecture was there, of course, bul it was
all painted black. There aren't really any good photo-
graphs of the interior of Studia 54, which is amazing.
Even when they shot that film there recently, there was
never 3 master shat where you could see any of the interi-
ors, And in the "80s there was a great deal of construction
done, o when we went into the space in Scptember, we
did alot of demolition work™

In what is now the front orchestra area of the former
discn, the walls were covered with black dry wall all the
way to the ceiling, and there were lwo memmath air con-
ditioning ducts which thrust oul inte the space Lo cool
the nightelub. Last fall, when Brill's eonstruclion team
pulled away the dry wall, they found the original Gallo
House architeciure inlact behind i1, 3l ruined balconies
and tattered (acades. This gorgeons decay wan perfect,
according Lo Brill, “Instead of trying to restore and dis-
trest it we decided to make it site specific, and wse that 1o
our advantage™

It warked brillianily: The space of Cabarers Kit Kat
Club — and therefore that of Studio 54°— has 2 [eeling
ta it that is beth tawdry and historic, with a flavor af
inevilahility 1o the decay. The nen-revlored baleanica
wnlrayt with soedy geandeur to the leopard skin ban-
quelles, fo the taueled red-shaded lamps, the black chd
cell-phape  clutching  audience. The chandeliered
entrance and Lavish bar leads us inlo 2 space which scems
1o darken as the evening goes on, mnnecting the audi-
ence W the vulnerability of pleare-seeking.

At De La Guarda, (formesrly known as Villa Villa) an
Argenti troupe’s production al the Daryl Roth

Alap Cummings as the Emcee it the
cowd bare chested — except for some deeply provocative
nipple sequint — and lounges on overhead ctwalks to
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Theatre, there is net only no stage — there are 0o seals,
Adding to this mosh-pit atmosphere, audience members
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are warned belore hand 1o check ¢oats and bags, and w
watch aut for belongings. I the guy standing next 1o you
dotsn't slam inta you 2 few time, you've missed the De fa
Guarda experience. Up ta 500 audience members stand
in the center of an enormaous, undecoraled room whicl:
locks a5 if il was [armesly the sile of some solemn busi-
ness conoern (it was a bank, actually), and wait for (ke
show ta start,

Having nothing clse ta lack at, your efe is eventually
drawn to the ceiling: the opaque paper surface seens to
rustle with movement, and shadows play intermittently
across its enlire length. Soon it becomes clear that some-
thing really is going on up there. Some audience mem-
bers seem almost gleefnl with anticipation (D¢ fa Guards
has fanatical regulars who see the show an a manthly or
even weekly basis), while others appear to be nervously
checking the exit. A soft percussive tapping begins,
sounding like the heavy drops of min which precede an
electric storm. Suddenly the apaque ceiling rips open,
and an enormous hand reaches out tawards the audience,
the ceiling splits in another. sectian, and a gargoyle of a
head pops out, grinning and gnawing an a large insect.
The rain-like tapping is replaced by an ear-splilting,
exciting beat of jungle drums and De fa Guarda explodes
into action. Explode is the word for it. The show is
desighed to produce sensory overload, the feeling of
being czught in 2 dream state and the dieam 2lternates
between our most lush fanlasies and our basest urges.
Spectators watch in fascination as the show breaks open
into a chaos of flight and porsuit 2s nine rope-suspended
performers alternately soar and crawl the walls. They join
together to form nightmarish figures which hover just
out of the audience’s grasp, and then separate 1o chase
rach other through gusts af wind and scatterings of rain-
fall. De Iz Guarda is perhaps best known for being the
show where an audience member is snaiched up into the
arms of a near-naked performer and flown off lowards
the <eiling, a la Esmerelda in The Hunchbadk of Notre
Dame. The audience sceeams and begs 1o be chosen,
throwing their faces up towards the wind and rain,
imploring the aerialist to select them — the whole image
is one afl souls in hell imploring to be lified from their
slate, and it is ane hell of a good time.
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The show was develaped in Buenos Aires rock clihs by
Pickon Baldinu and Diqui Jaimes, actors whi were Jook-
ing 10 bring the vitality of ¢lubs life to the theater. fames
has szid that he and Baline “wanied people 1o have the
fecting Lhat anything could happen. . .we do not want the
audience to just stand there thinking they are safe” The
sense of oppression and then exuberance comes from Lhe
emotional expericnce of Asgenting’s release from dicta-
tership, but no one is expected — or desired — to expe-
rience De la Guordz on such an analytic level, De fa
Guarda is about fanlasy, chythm, and visceral reaction.

The Expanded Arts Theaire on Ludlow Street offers 21l
kinds of innovative and unusual slaging solutions ta their
very New York problem — lack of money, lack of space.
Expanded Arts works out of a storefront theatre, and uses
the box covering a radiator in front of their window as
“stage” ane which must occasionaly be uncomfortable to

We treat limitations as
opportunities, and work to
create art where it might

least be found.
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stand on for long, and which is about three feel wide by
faur feet. This radiator doubles 35 2 window seatfor bed
for other stagings, and also as a stove when a litthe door
on the front of it is opened to reveal a glowing light.

With very few imaginative Timits, Expanded Arts is also
nat limited by their prescribed space. 1n a production of
Waiting for Godot, Viadimir walks out of the Expanded
Arts door and tries 1o hail a3 <ab on Ludlow Street.
Expanded Arts performed Kafka's The Metamorphosis
beginning in the Jobby next door to the theater, and
moved through the dressing roats to the theater. In fulius
Cacsar, \he crowd seenes were done out the window,

Tn their 94 Plays in 94 Days Festival, the Expanded Arls
Theatre performs around theee plays a night. Audiences

A moment of repose for actors (fram top 1o battom)
Meriddith Basiugen, Timt Ellis and Janice Orlondi in A
Midsumimner’s Night Dream ar Expanded Arts.

: Berkshires for 2 day of cdassical theater in 2 million- 'GUARDA -
aire's environment. This summer wili be the twen- Tth:lanRnlh Theatre

rd -

will leave for 2 break bebween shows, and rerurn to find the
radistor-top proscenium transformed into a swial] arena
theater. For the thied show of the evening, the chairs will
be seattered around the room in small bunches, and aclers
roam about the reom moving amongst the sudience.

Expanded Arts moves entirely out of their space during
summer performances of Shakespeare in the Parking Lat,
which is a neighborhood favorite with the Bard's plays
presented in & municdpal parking lot on Ludlow Street.
Chairs are set up for the audience, but people also bring
blankets and pillows, and enjoy a picnic while watching
the performances. NYC streetlights provide 1he Lighting,
and the actor’s enlrances are made in a site-specific man-
ner — namely, on cars, motorcycles, and roller blades. [t's
hatd to impreve on the thoughl of Petruccio in Taming of
the Shrew arriving in a Yellow Cab, or of the players in
Hamler driving up in a baltered cld car with the stereo
cranking out show lunes

The Shakespeare in the Parking Lot pecformances
allow Expanded Ari$ ta live up to their name — they
happily expand inte the huge space, and use it to add Lay-
ers of modern meaning Lo Shakespeare’s plays. In
Machetk, Birnam wood is the brick wall covered in graffi-
ti which borders the back of the municipal parking lot.
‘The soldiers ¢ Nage themselves with painled screens
and blend in with the wall -— soan, their slow mevement
forward creates a rippling pattern of brick and graffitf as
Macbell’s encmies close in upon him.

Expanded Arts Theater says that they treat “Emitation
as epportunities’ and work 10 create art wheré it might
least be found. They have staged huge chase scenes, with
actors runping around the block and arriving back 1o the
parking lot on ¢ue; they perform scenes which begin
from acrass the street and maove into the parking lok; they
ute their audience’s perception of the city in surprising
ways. [n their staging of Hamlei, 3 homeless man in the
parking Yot turned oul to be an aclor, and melamoer-
phosed into the Ghost of Hamlet's father.

The Gorilla Rep Theater alse stages owtdoor perform-
ances af Shakespeare, most Bmowsly their Midsummer
Night's Dream, which has been performed in Washington
Square Park for a decade now, The Midsummer perform-
ances begin in the sonthwest corner of Lhe park, but the
audience can't settle down with a picnic, because this is 2
travelling show. Cast members are aware of the many dis-
tractions fighting for their audience’s attention (car
radios, drunken arguments, the yen (o go for a falafel),
and keep the audience with them by making them part of
the performance. Rhetorical questions about plot devel-
apments will be tossed their way, and in the case of scene
changes, an actor will sometimes simply throw an arm

; around your shoulder and lead you to the next location.

Christopher Sanderson, the founder and Artistic
Director af Gorilla R=p, says that his goal from the start
was 10 “create the highest guality productions of classical
theater wilh 2 contemporary fee), for people where they

1 are” On good nights, when the weather is agreeable 2nd

the disteactions minimal, Gorilla Rep succeeds at this
remarkably well. Their production of Chekhov's The
Cherry Orchard It summet way 2 well orchestrated and
neatly updated venion of 2 play which scemed remark-
ably timely. There was anly one cast! audience

Nasheed Bareed aa Puck in the parking lor ar Expaniled
Arty” engaing sumnier Shakeipeare program.

the magic of a space transformed, and by the time you
gel to the theater, you already feel you're in another
world. And the play was extraordinary”

Sadly, in a few years Shakespeare & Company will lose
their Jeass to perform at the Mount. The administration
is of conrse unthappy about that loss, but they are using
the time they have available ta really pull oul the staps.
This sumimer they will perform the aply named Love’s
Labar Lost in the gardens of the estate, as well as Summer,
Edith Wharton's erolically-charged atory of the
Berkshires, which will take place August Mirough October
at the 5Stabdes.

Parking lots, municipal parks, barus, stables, and disces
make it clear that all the world realy is a stage. Onee the
weather warms up, Shakespeare will be hining the streets
for many of the best productions this city has to offer, Until
then, keep warm in the mash-pit 2t De La Guarda Maybe
you'll get lucky and some base-hummed Argentinean will
snatch you vp for a quick spin arcund the cefling.
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scene change, which helped maintain the sense of
the Ranevsky's doomed passivity... these are after |

and theorize and complain about how depressed
we are” Add a pack of Marlboro lights, and Ir |,
sounds like a night at the Beauty Bar.

For an entirely different pastoral Shakes
experience, you couldn't do much belter than k- o
ing your battered ofd street-parked car up to the

through these woods, you already begin 1o fee]

all the peeple who “do nothing but drink vodka ‘Rotipda

Shakespeare & Company’s all-female slaging of | g5 Ludlaw Street
Henry IV 2 few seasons back: “The performance |'(212)253-1813
was in a barn, and it was a bit of a walk. Moving |'Call for performance schedule -

MIDSUMMER NIGHT'S
DIREAM 10TH ANNIVERSARY
Gorilla Rep Theater Company
Sauthwest Carner of
Washiogton Square Park or
Henry St. Setifement courtyard.
466 Grand Street,

Lower East Side

(212) 230-5085

& ty-second season of Shakespeare & Company's per- 1iap yriio T . .

formances al Edith Whartan's turn of the century gll%n;;g's;%tlx;re Bast SUAKESPEARE AND COMPARY
" Berkshire estate, The Mounl Ties. Sun: The Wharlon Esale,

Shakesy &‘ Co pany will he prese ing Tif:kmSJ'J.Sﬂ weekdays, The Mounl

fourteen productions this sezsan on six indoor | 645 Weekeéads,. - Lenox Mass.

and outdoar stages. How does the space at Edith | (620 ticketgiday of the show,)  (413) 637-3353

Wharton's estate influcnce the theater experiencs? | © 0 0. 7 7 ] May through Oclober 31

A Manhattanite described her teip up lo scc | ExpANOED ARTS THEATRE wwwshakespeore org -
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