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ABSTRACT
DECONSTRUCTION: THEORY, PRACTICE, AND APPLICATION
By

Rachel Lynn Abramson

In the study of theatre, it is necessary to recognize
change and progression from both a theoretical and
practical viewpoint. 1In fact, many obtuse theories may
be best understood through practice--such is the case for
the theory of deconstruction.

In this study, deconstructionist theory is discussed
from two angles--the “pure” and the “practical.” The
history of the “pure” theory is traced back to Jacques
Derrida, and discuss its transformations through
practical application in the art of theatre. The study
ends with a personal, retrospective look into merging
theory and practice through a production of Lysistrata.

Through this type of dichotomous approach, future
academicians and practitioners of theatre may understand

the continual influence of deconstructionist theory.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would like to thank my mentor, Dr. Georg Schuttler,
for his inexhaustible patience, persistence, assistance,
and encouragement. I am deeply appreciative for all of
his efforts, support, and guidance throughout my Master’s
tenure.

Additionally, I would like to thank Mark Hoover for
providing me with an isolated and ergonomic work-space in
which I wrote this study. I would also like to thank him
for his support and love.

Finally, I would like to thank my brother, Brian
Abramson, and my sister, Cari Felski, for paving the
successful way and providing me with undying inspiration,

pride, and awe.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION ....ccceceecccocsccccccccces ceececsencancns 1
Deconstruction: origin, form, style, and influence 1
NOTES ..cecceececns Gt e e e et eecececetececeeeeeeeaeneann 7

CHAPTER ONE .. .cctecetecetsccsccaosascsoscsscsescscsscscscccccesces 9
Deconstruction in TheOorY .....eieeeeeececeocoeecnnnns 9
What is deconstruction? ......eceeeeeeeceeecceccenns 9
From what (or whom) did it evolve? ................ 11
What is the purpose ? .....ciceeeeeeecoscsecencconnas 17
Feminist theory and deconstruction .........cceeuv.. 17
NOTES ...ttt ceeceeccccosatssosscscsscssssscsscscsscscscssescas 22

CHAPTER TWO .. ecteeevececsccsscsnssoscsasascssssascscsccscs 24
Deconstruction in Theatre Practice .............. .. 24
Transitions: From recent past to present ......... 27
NOTES .vecceeececncanncannnnans e eeececccceeeeeaeenn 42

CHAPTER THREE ......c.. et e e s et er et s eses et e s eee e s e oo 45
Michigan State University’s Production

Of LysSistrata .....cceeeeeeeeececsososscscosnscscscse 45
S o878 47
The Set ........ et eecccccccnccscecccsssesssssasenance 48
The COStUMES ...cceeeeceroscossscsasssosncssnscnnss .. 50
The Bacchants Improv Ensemble ......... it 52
Plot ....cceeeeenn e e ececeaesesecctaes st ecs e sesnene 53
DramatuUrgy ...cceeeeeeeecssssssanannss cececatteeaaa 53

CONCLUSTION ...ccceeescosccssessscsossossossasssssssosassscnscas 59
NOTES ¢.veeeeeeeoecsoscascsososacsassssssscssscscasescas . 62

APPENDICES .. vvveveeeeeeccecccsscnsaansanancnns et eeen 63
ApPEeNdiX A ... iiiicterier ettt cces s e teeracenan . 63
ApPEendiX B . ... iiiiietititcttcettctcttcccttasnaeanan 64
AppendiX C ...t ieeeeeeeesocennsssccnsssasacnnnnss .. 65
AppendiX D ...ttt ittercesecacacncossccncccccconas 66
AppEendiX E ...ttt iiteeereterscnescaccnasssasscannens 67
ApPeNndiX F ..ttt titereeeesoceeeeaeassscnnnnnacnans 68



AppendiX G . ... iiiiiitcitctertetccestetactrasoosans 74

AppendiX H ... iiitieeeeeeseoscsnscescsescsnsscsanssas 78
ApPEeNdiX I ....ivieeeeeeoscoscanscescsnssaasccocsons 85
APPENAiX J ticvietieeeenscoscsosscosccsscsesscscscns 88
Appendix K ..... e ceeeceesccecctsccaneons ceeeeaeann 91
AppendiX L ...ccieeeeeeeesocsooosocscossascccocnncsss 92
BIBLIOGRAPHY ... ctceeeeososcsosososssscsocssasssossescsss 94
GENERAL REFERENCES ....¢ccceeescscsccoesscsosssosscsossnssscs 96



INTRODUCTION

Deconstruction: origin, form, style, and influence
This study will focus upon three major areas of
deconstruction: 1) its theory, 2) its practice, and 3)

its application. First, I will briefly examine
deconstruction from contextual origins and theoretical
standpoints to show the relationship between
deconstructionist theory and theatrical theories and
practice. Emphatic contemporary leaders in the field of
deconstruction prove that the question of “who started
it?” is still up for debate. As Howard Felperin states
in his book, Beyond Deconstruction: “While Nobel Prizes
are often awarded belatedly or retrospectively, such an
infinite regress or mise-en-abime of likely candidates
for the dubious title of ‘founding father of
deconstruction’ would make something of a mockery or a
nonsense of the committee’s august deliberations.”'
Chapter 1 will begin with a focus on Jacques Derrida,

Paul de Man, and Harold Bloom, the primary documentors of
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the movement, in order to establish a working
understanding, not definition, of deconstruction. I
emphasize “understanding” as opposed to “definition”
because my research has led me to firmly believe that a
concrete definition of deconstruction is not only
impossible, but obsolete and anti-thetical to the genre
itself:
As its oxymoronic self-appellation suggested from the
beginning, deconstruction was always, given its
negative understanding of the differential and
deferential nature of language and textuality, a

practice oppositional to all philosophies of
representation and construction, the newer as well as

the older, an anti-methodical method.’

Along these lines, as oxymoron, as paradox, as self-
deconstructing word, deconstruction asks for an anti-
definitive definition.

Many theorists have made furtive attempts to define
deconstruction, or to tame it as method suited for their
area of criticism. I maintain a position between what is
believed to be the original theoretical conception
(eventually described in words by Derrida) and practical
understanding of deconstruction for the purposes of
dramatic literary and theatrical theory and praxis. It
is through this subjective, intermediate understanding

that I approach deconstruction and how it has influenced



the theatre. Deconstruction should not be approached as
if it were dogma: “To present ‘deconstruction’ as if it
were a method, a system or a settled body of ideas would

be to falsify its nature and lay oneself open to charges

of reductive misunderstanding."3 However, I will trace
how the ideas and impetus behind deconstruction have
transformed how theorists and practitioners criticize and
create theatre.

Chapter 1 ends with a look into the perseverance of

deconstruction. Some theorists claim that deconstruction

is dead.' 1 agree that deconstruction, as a method for
discussion surrounding textual analysis may have “said
all it has to say.” However, once deconstruction, 1like
energy, is created it cannot simply disappear. It
penetrates many other avenues of theory; in this work, I
will focus on the parallels made between deconstruction
and feminist theory as an example of such penetration and
perpetual influence.

In Chapter II, I will discuss deconstruction through
the practice of theatre artists and practitioners. I
will begin with an overview of how deconstruction has
integrated itself into theatre practice and theory. My

initial analysis will focus upon the playtext and how its
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function has changed through deconstructive thought and
application. Then I will discuss how that newly
perceived text is utilized in a deconstructed production.
I will briefly emphasize some major transitions and
tranformations of theatre practice within the 20th
century in order to clarify from where deconstruction
evolved. I will then analyze previously documented
deconstructed theatre productions of The University of
Wisconsin-Madison’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, co-
directed by Jill Dolan, and the American Repertory
Theatre’s Woyzeck, directed by Marcus Stern, in order to
highlight processes of director, dramaturg, actors, and
designers. Though deconstruction is not purported as an
instructional methodology for theatre, these productions

allow for a sense of understanding about the leap between

theory and practice.5 I will emphasize analysis on the
role of the text, in different forms and stages,
throughout the deconstructed theatre production process.
The goal of deconstructive thought in relation to
theatre practice is not to radically subvert all pre-
formed notions of the practice and art. It is not to
strip the author or director or text of their creative

“power” for purposes of mere displacement or replacement



(i.e., placing this “power” into the hands or heads of
someone or something else). The goal is to discover what
happens in the midst of that displacement:
Deconstruction neither denies nor really affects the
commonsense view that language exists to communicate

meaning. It suspends that view for its own specific
purpose of seeing what happens when the writs of
6

convention no longer run.

What Christopher Norris claims of language in
deconstruction can also be said of deconstructionist
theatre. The “commonsense view that language exists to
communicate meaning” may be equated with the view that
theatre exists to communicate meanings and emotions. It
is at this point of “suspension” that I begin my study of
deconstructed theatre productions. This section will
show how some artists have translated deconstructive
thought into applicable processes for the creation of a
theatre production. I will not attempt to pinpoint
specific elements of these productions and label them as
“deconstruction” or “non-deconstruction;” rather, I will
assume these productions as deconstructions and focus on
analyzing the approach and results.

In Chapter III, I will step out of the intermediary
position and discuss my first-hand approach at

deconstruction with a production of Lysistrata performed
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at Michigan State University. In this chapter, I will
compare my experience with that of other
deconstructionist theatre artists and their productions.
I will discuss my working relationships with the other
artisans involved in the production to illustrate some of
the intriguing dynamics revealed through a deconstructive
process. I will analyze the use of the playtext in this
production through deconstructionist theory and discuss
how this theory shapes and transforms production practice

and methodology.



NOTES

'Howard Felperin, Beyond Deconstruction: The Uses
and Abuses of Literary Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1985) 105.
’Felperin 110.

3Christopher Norris, Deconstruction: Theory &

Practice (New York: Methuen, 1982) 1.

‘Diane Elam, Feminism and Deconstruction (New York:
Routledge, 1994) 120; John M. Ellis, Against
Deconstruction (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1989) wvii. Elam briefly discusses the argument
regarding the death of deconstruction and the onset of
post-feminism. She opposes the idea of either, though
she does feel that “the appeal to deconstruction as an
interpretative method within literary studies has reached
its 1limit.” (120) Ellis discusses the idea circulating
that deconstruction is on its way out of the theoretical
world. He refutes this matter by mentioning how

published books and journal on the topic are on the rise.

7
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5Both Elam and Norris continually state throughout
their texts, that Derrida never proposed deconstruction
as a tool or methodology to be used by practitioners of
any sort. They stress the fact that many theorists, who
denounce Derrida’s theory based on the self-contradictory
nature that deconstruction assumes through application,

have missed this point.

6Norris 128.



CHAPTER ONE

Deconstruction in Theory
wWhat is deconstruction?

Simply put, deconstruction in theory is a paradox.
It touches on the basic human desire to seek truth and
answers by questioning or subverting assumed,
institutionalized, and presumably stable thought or
method. According to Norris, “Deconstruction is the

active antithesis of everything that criticism ought to

be if one accepts its traditional values and concepts.”1
In other words, criticism (and critics) are bound to the
theories and methodologies in which they work. They’ve
assumed a theoretical standpoint and filter analyses
through this theory in order to reach conclusions or
answers. If accepted, deconstruction disallows for the
assumed theoretical standpoints by subverting their
foundation. The term “active antithesis” connotes that
an opposite truth or answer may be sought through

subversion, and this is where the paradoxical nature of

9
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deconstruction surfaces. For deconstruction is not
grounded in seeking definitions through binary

opposition; it is, in its purist sense, subversion ad

infinitum.’ Conclusions discovered through
deconstructive analyses may also be subverted, or
deconstructed. Therefore, ongoing subversion of
knowledge and truth leads the “pure” deconstructor to
believe that there are no possible understandings of
anything, only mis-understandings. This skeptical
thought process eventually leads to nihilism. It would
logically then seem that the concept, “deconstruction,”
can be deconstructed to this same point of nihilism.

Why, then, would anyone bother to discuss or study it? I
argue that although the endpoints of critical argument
may always be subverted or negated in deconstruction, the
process of deconstructive thought exists, and therefore,
is not nihilistic. It is an active form of thinking and
an ongoing process of doing (or undoing), not a pre-set
tenet by which to define things. I agree with Norris,
however, that for purposes of practical argument,
“Deconstruction can sustain its sceptical position only

to the point where its findings have to be argued in more

. 3 . s .
or less persuasive terms.” This is the only view that
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makes sense if we are to believe that the theory of
deconstruction exists. I will elaborate on this point in
the next section.

From what (or whom) did it evolve?

The primary leaders of contemporary deconstruction
can be split into two main groups: purists and
practicalists. The purists, Derrida and his American
counterpart, de Man, maintain a strict theoretical
viewpoint. The Frenchman, Derrida, was the first to
begin a serious written debate about deconstruction. As
a student of philosophy, Derrida began his arguments for
deconstruction by blurring the critical lines between
philosophy and literature (or creative texts). He feels
that all written language, whether scientific or

creative, is subject to its own “perplexities of meaning

and intent."4 In his essays, Derrida strives to keep
deconstruction conceptual and opposes the idea of
deconstruction as a system or method. Derrida proposes
deconstruction as a form of questioning, an interrogation
of rhetoric that has traditionally defined and shaped
Western thought.

When debates surrounding deconstruction traveled from

Europe to the United States, de Man rallied on Derrida’s
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side. In true Derridean fashion, de Man “exemplifies. .
qualities of hard-pressed argument and high conceptual

rigour,” and is one to “pursue deconstruction to its

ultimate, unsettling conclusions.”’

Derrida and de Man argue that when deconstruction is
applied or used in conjunction with a particular
practice, it is reduced to the same level of
understanding, and therefore simplicity and reduction, as
other theories (such as structuralism). Deconstruction
becomes dependent upon the context in which it’s
discussed; once this contextual definition occurs, the
job of deconstruction is done. The purpose of
deconstruction is to subvert definition and solidified
meaning; so for the purists, a process of application
belies the initial intent.

An easy way to understand how deconstruction thrusted
itself into mainstream theory is through literary theory
and structuralism. Structuralism, in literary terms,
purports that texts contain meaning--that words (signs)
created by the author (writer of the text) act as
signifiers for meaning and are comprehensible to the
competent reader. The reader must be informed enough to

recognize these signs, subsequently revealing the
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inherent meaning in the text. Structuralism began as a
radical attempt to extract meaning from texts not from
what was included in the words, but what was excluded.

In other words, structuralism focuses on binary
oppositions--arguing against one meaning through the
discovery of its antithesis. Structuralism is “a process
of adaptation by British and American critics who quickly

took heart from what they saw as its ‘practical’ or

6 .
‘commonsense’ uses.” However as Norris states, “What
started out as a powerful protest against ruling critical

assumptions ended up as just one more available method

for saying new things about well-worn texts."7 In other
words, structuralism, which sought to revoke critical
assumptions, developed into a critical assumption. It

rose to power as a comfortable method for “properly”

interpreting texts.8

Derrida has many problems with this notion of
interpretation through structure. He feels the
structuralists are limited in their thinking. Derrida
doesn’t disapprove of the structuralist’s intent: “His
object is not to deny or invalidate the structuralist
project but to show how its deepest implications lead on

to a questioning of method more extreme and unsettling
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than these thinkers wish to admit.”’ So Derrida does
disapprove of the satisfaction structuralists receive
from reaching a comfortable endpoint in their criticism,
and deconstruction serves as a “vigilant reaction against

this tendency in structuralist thought to tame and

R 10
domesticate:”

Some of Jacques Derrida’s most powerful essays are
devoted to the task of dismantling a concept of
‘structure’ that serves to immobilize the play of
meaning in a text and reduce it to a manageable

11
compass.
and
Above all. . .it [deconstruction] questions the
assumption. . .that structures of meaning correspond

to some deep-laid mental ‘set’ or pattern of mind
which determines the limits of intelligibility.12

Derrida’s quest for deconstruction does not end
within the scope of literary theory and structuralism;
however, these examples are most analogous to the ways in
which theatre and deconstruction relate.

As mentioned earlier, this “task of dismantling”
structure (and meaning) continues ad infinitum for the
purist. And as Diane Elam points out, “The threat of

theory is that it allows us to forget the interactions

. . 13 . . - .
with praxis.” Deconstruction, in original form, is no

exception. Once deconstruction gained the attention of
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American critics and theorists, it gradually assumed
other shapes and functions. For some, like American
critic Harold Bloom, deconstruction has grand allure and
undeniable presence. However, Bloom realizes that in
order for deconstruction to serve a purpose (in his case,
criticizing poetry), there must be some tangible grasping
point:

There has to be a leap from the knowledge that all

interpretation is a network of superimposed tropes,

to the faith that something might yet be achieved to

clear a space for the modern imagination. This is
where Bloom parts company with de Man and the purist

deconstructors. ™

Bloom feels that pure deconstruction reduces all
interpretation to this “network of superimposed tropes,”
in other words, elusive language that can never be
understood literally. As a result, Bloom feels that the
constant denial of all meaning, based on this “troping,”
or specious language, denies the existence or possibility
of creativity and imagination translated through the
written word. From his viewpoint, deconstruction can
subvert traditional understandings of meaning in texts,
but this constant act of subversion must allow for other
reconstructive understandings of meaning to surface, even
if these newly reconstructed understandings may be

deconstructed. Otherwise, human imagination cannot be
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justified. Bloom feels the language of creativity must
be seen on a greater rhetorical level than critical
language, and consequently resists deconstruction ad
infinitum. Bloom believes that deconstruction (and
deconstructors) cannot simply seek and destroy all
existing theory and meaning without replacing it with a
more comprehensive rhetoric. Bloom states, “The issue of
the limits of deconstruction will be resolved only if we
attain a vision of rhetoric more comprehensive than the
deconstructors allow, that is, if we can learn to see

rhetoric as transcending the epistemology of tropes and

re-entering the space of the will-to-persuasion."15 In
other words, Bloom feels that the language used in
deconstruction (critical) must ascend to the same
rhetorical level as the language of creativity if
deconstruction is to be used in its purist sense. This
newly ascended rhetoric may also be deconstructed, but
the process of deconstruction becomes one of creative and
scholarly achievement, not mere negation.

This adapted viewpoint on deconstruction enables
practice and application without perverting the original
concept. Bloom focuses on the process of deconstruction

as a beneficial tool for theorists and practitioners
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alike. Bloom, therefore, is considered a practicalist.
What is the purpose?

Using Bloom’s “version” of deconstruction, which
combines theory with applicability, deconstruction
becomes a more solidified launching point for critical
discussion rather than an esoteric and obscure
philosophy. Therefore, at this threshold:
¥, . .deconstruction in America is not a monolithic
theory or school of thought but a gathering-point for

critics who are otherwise divided on many central

questions of technique and style."16

Bloom helped to provide accessibility to
deconstruction by allowing practitioners from a vast
array of fields to analyze deconstruction and utilize its
processes in order to rethink, re-visualize, or subvert
traditional foundations. The relationship between
deconstruction and feminist theory strongly reveals how
this is done.
Feminist theory and deconstruction.

According to Vincent Leitch in Deconstructive
Criticism, *“Cold and remorseless, deconstructive man

assaults the old sensibility and subverts traditional

foundations."17 This quote highlights my previous
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discussion of deconstructive theory, but also unwittingly
emphasizes the traditional foundation of deconstructive
man. Initial discourse about deconstruction did begin
with a group of men but certainly didn’t end there. So,
what about deconstructive woman? In her paper, “The
Feminist Production of Knowledge: Is Deconstruction a
Practice for Women?” Kate Nash argues both for and
against deconstruction. Nash makes it abundantly clear
that not all feminists agree with or utilize
deconstruction with feminist theory. With references to
other pro-deconstruction feminists such as Judith Butler
and Jane Flax, Nash clearly presents some of the basic
advantages of deconstruction for feminism. These
advantages include the ability to: 1)subvert constructed
gender identity, 2)ensure that the language of feminism
does not, in turn, repress certain members of the
category, women (those of different race, class, or
sexual orientation), and 3)re-think the concept of
objective knowledge. Nash compares the work of Derrida
with that of Butler to show the harmonious parallel:
Derrida’s work shows, then, how no two categories, or
cognitions, are identical because of the way
identities depend minutely on the contexts in which
they appear. This is important for feminists because

focusing on the contextual nature of constructions of
gender identity is a good way for us to examine in
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very close and precise detail exactly how gender
identities have been constructed, in relation to each
other and in relation to other terms with which they
appear, and also, as Judith Butler emphasizes, how
they are contested and subverted through repetition
in very different contexts from those in which they
have hitherto been used and considered appropriate.
We may, then, see opportunities for, and occasions
of, subversion in the fine detail of everyday social

. 18
practices.

What this means is that, for feminists, the process of
deconstruction allows for the subversion of the
traditional foundations of gender identity.
Deconstruction allows for the dismantling of gender
definition by divorcing it from its contextual
restrictions (e.g., cultural, biological, or historical
constructs). And the attention to details and context
that deconstruction emphasizes is what benefits feminism
most. As Nash states, “Like deconstruction, then,
feminism is now intent on detail--on the closely
contextualized construction of gender identity,
particularly in terms of the sociological categories of
class, ethnicity, sexuality and so on. For this reason,

the theory and practice of deconstruction can be seen as

. . 19
useful to feminism.”
However, as Nash points out, some feminists confront

deconstruction negatively. It seems it is with the
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“pure” sense of deconstruction that difficulties arise.
For example, if pure deconstruction denies all
constructed meaning (social, scientific, or otherwise),
how can feminists validate a search for the meaning of
“woman” or “women?” This search for the meaning of women
includes creating identity. Therefore, anti-

deconstruction feminists, such as Nancy Harstock, feel

that deconstruction actively undermines feminism.2o
Harstock states, “is it not suspicious. . .that just as
women are beginning to make demands as women, the whole

idea of a stable identity from which demands can

legitimately be made is discredited?”’’ From Nash’s
account, it seems that most of the discourse surrounding
deconstruction in the feminist arena splits into two
parties--one is either an enthusiastic supporter or an
adversary of deconstruction. However, these dichotomous
perceptions never deny deconstruction its existence in
that arena. In other words, deconstruction remains as
something to argue about.

Diane Elam, in her book Feminism and Deconstruction,
approaches the relationship between feminism and
deconstruction from a neutral position. She does not

attempt to show how deconstruction and feminist theory



21

may benefit each other, or whether or not they belong in
a harmonious marriage; rather, she keeps the two concepts

“along side each other” and reveals their theoretical and

functional similarities.22 Elam focuses on the processes
of feminism and deconstruction rather than the definitive
endpoints. She states, “It would be possible. . .to
understand deconstruction and feminism not as systems of
rules but as an endless search for rules. Judgment lies
in the process of this search, which demands
responsibility without allowing the comfort of
finality."23

Because of this focus on process, Elam hesitates to
define both feminism and deconstruction. She sees both
of them as multi-faceted operatives that may weave in and
out of other domains--philosophical, sociological,
historical, political, and academic. 1In her view,
feminism and deconstruction have something to offer all

areas of theoretical discourse.
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“Elam 1.

®Elam 103.



CHAPTER TWO

Deconstruction in Theatre Practice

Deconstruction in theatre practice provokes
interesting analysis of not just the playtext, but also
the performative elements--directing, acting, and design.
It is important to begin with an understanding of how
deconstructive theory has influenced the theatre overall.
If theatre is defined as an artistic genre, then
presumably it is composed of systems and methods that
help explain this definition and how it functions. For
example, there is a traditionally understood relationship
between playtext, director, actor, and audience: 1)the
playtext exists, 2)the director and actors read and
interpret it, 3)the director, with or without the help of
the actors, creates a “vision” for the production of the
playtext and directs the actors accordingly, and 4) the
audience receives this “vision” and interprets the
meaning of the production. Deconstruction aims to

subvert some, or all, of these traditional relationships.

24
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Theatre deconstructors question the established roles of
each artist involved and, in particular, the power
position of the playtext. Deconstruction in theatrical
theory, much like literary theory, provokes questions
regarding textual interpretation and individual power.
Theatre artists who feel they correctly interpret
authorial intent and can therefore properly envision and
create a production sometimes argue vehemently against
those who seek an alternative approach.
Deconstructionists believe there is no “correct”
interpretation and that inherent authorial intent does
not exist. From this belief, the concept of “free play”
comes to fruition. For the deconstructionist,
interpretive meaning and consequent individual possession
of the playtext are elusive and the theatre artists
should not be bound by them:
Once you accept the rather commonplace notion that an
author doesn’t really imbue his or her work with an
‘aura’. . .but, rather, that a text operates as a
complex nexus of institutional, social, and political
discourses, that it plays at a multitude of levels,
some competing, some contradictory, some
institutional, and some affirmative, then the notion
of a text as possession gives way to the
theatricality of theater, to a sense that the ‘field
of drama’ is a playing field and not one to be
rigorously (or sloppily) delimited, marked,

cultivated, or otherwise colonized in the name of any
country, author, or theory.?
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This idea of “free play” through deconstructive thought
provides each theatre artist with a new-found, autonomous
relationship with the playtext. As Constantinidis
states, “The deconstructive theatre artists assert their
artistic independence against the playwright and his
playtext. They declare their right to initiate, create,
and produce their own thoughts in their own way. The
playwright has not ordered the process of theatrical
production. The playwright has only given it
possibilities.”?

This independence does not mean, however, that the
playtext is completely ignored. A deconstructive
approach allows for an interdependence between the
theatre artists and the playtext. The artists and the
playtext are at equal levels and the production is
conceived according to a synthesis of interpretations.
For theatre, a collaborative art, this deconstructive
approach prohibits artistic tyranny:

The deconstructive designers, directors, actors, and

critics do not substitute their interpretations for

the texts that they read. Instead, they create
meaning by responding to the injunctions of these
texts through their cultural perspectives. Meaning
is not the exclusive province of playwright-gods,
director-gurus, master designers, expert critics, and

erudite scholars who purportedly interpret what an
author ‘truly’ meant or what a text ‘really’ means.?
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We can see, then, how this new deconstructive
relationship subverts the systems and methodologies
established in traditional theatrical theory and
practice. This total reconception is deconstruction at
its fullest. However, in the theatre, not all
productions deemed deconstructed involve a complete
utilization of the theory. Some deconstructed
productions do not rely on a complete subversion of the
hierarchical relationship between director and actor;
instead they allow “free play” with the playtext to lead
the deconstruction. In some cases, it is merely an
alternative or avant-garde reading of the text, shared by
the artists involved, that deems the production as
deconstructed. Often, this type of deconstruction is
found in the contemporization of classical dramas.
Transitions: From recent past to present

During the 1960s and 1970s, experimental theatre
flourished in Europe and America. Theatre artists such
as Jerzy Grotowski (the Poor Theatre), Peter Brook (the
Immediate Theatre), Julian Beck (the Living Theatre), and
Richard Schechner (Environmental Theatre) sought to
subvert traditional practices in the theatre. Many of

these experimental processes involved a subversion of the
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traditional relationship between the performance
(performers) and the audience. Grotowski and Brook
wanted an integration of performance and spectator to
achieve a spiritual and ritual-like experience that
included confrontation and active involvement of the
audience. These artists dismissed the text as the
dominating influence for production; rather, they focused
on the performative elements to act as translators of the
theatre experience. In this respect, they wanted to
achieve a “total” theatre--one that evokes emotion and
immediate response from the audience; a theatre that
would break restrictive, traditionally constructed
barriers between performer and audience, performer and
performer, and theatre artist and text.®

Poland’s Jerzy Grotowski (b. 1933) and the company
from his Polish Laboratory Theatre, performed The
Constant Prince, an adaptation of Calderon de la Barca’s
text, transcripted by Julius Slowacki. Grotowski'’s
attempt with the Poor Theatre, was to strip the
production bare of any unnecessary technical elements
that would minimize the relationship between the
performers and audience. He believed that the audience

was an integral part of the performance and should have a
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specific role to play. In The Constant Prince, a drama
about a prisoner’s castigation and torture, the audience
viewed the production from above the playing space,
therefore “acting” as social witnesses and moral judgers.
For Grotowski, the psychological reaction of the
spectator was on equal levels with the psychological
performance of the actors.

The English director, Peter Brook (b. 1925),
envisioned a theatre “which can unite spectator and
performance in a communal celebration of experience,
briefly achieving a totality that may leave a permanent
image in the minds of its participants.”® Brook’s
Immediate Theatre utilized improvisation and reaction-
based performances heavily reliant upon the audience as
either willing or unwilling participants. For this type
of theatre, the position of the passive spectator was
sabotaged. Brook strived for a theatre that would
succeed in, as he states, “linking the private and the
public, the intimate and the crowded, the secret and the
open, the vulgar and the magical. For this we need both
a crowd on stage and a crowd watching--and within that

crowded stage individuals offering their most intimate
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truths to individuals within that crowded audience,
sharing a collective experience with them.”°®

Similarly, Julian Beck (1925-1985) and Judith Malina
(b. 1926), with the Living Theatre and “happenings,”
wanted theatre to become “a place of intense experience,
half dream, half ritual, in which the spectator
approaches something of a vision of self-understanding,
going past the conscious to the unconscious, to an
understanding of the nature of things.”’ Often these
performances consisted of merely a premise, or impulsive
catalyst for action in the theatre or public place rather
than an explicitly scripted text.

Richard Schechner (b. 1934), with Environmental
Theatre and The Performance Group (TPG), wished to
transform the traditional performance space and process.
Schechner wished to “overlap theatre and life.”® His
ideal theatre was a mixture of real life (e.g., public
demonstrations), happenings, and traditional theatre
where the overlap is skewed and the audience is immersed
in the same environment as the performers. Schechner
conceived of Environmental Theatre somewhere between

“happenings” and traditional theatre. In this type of

theatre, “All production elements speak for themselves,
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and none is necessarily subordinate to the rest. This
includes the text, which has no necessary primacy and in
fact may disappear altogether.”’ This type of theatre
emphasized the trend toward artistic equality of the
performative elements where the playtext could no longer
efface the “importance of the texts ‘written’ by
designers, directors, actors, and critics” as well as the
audience.?

This loose treatment of the text caused artistic
controversy between Schechner and Sam Shepard when TPG
performed The Tooth of Crime in 1972.'! Shepard’s The
Tooth of Crime, which is often called a “rock opera,”
calls for electrically amplified rock music (scored by
Shepard) that coincides with the dramatic themes in the
written text. A letter-based “battle” ensued during the
rehearsal period when Shepard became aware that Schechner
and TPG were going produce the drama in a manner that
went against his initial intentions. TPG didn’t use
electrically amplified music and they relied on the
collective rehearsal process to reveal the thematic links
and action within the “world of [Shepard’s] script.”!?
Schechner stated in a letter to Shepard: *“Most directors

and actors start with a ‘guiding idea,’ an ‘image to be
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realized,’ a ‘preexistent action.’ I don’t, the Group
doesn’t. We start with only what is there, the barest
facts: seven performers and a collection of words
organized under role headings.”!® Eventually Shepard
complied with Schechner and allowed TPG to perform his
play with the understanding that it was not in accordance
with his creative intent. This emphasis on rehearsal
process over textual product was one of the most
important trends--the subversion of authorial primacy--of
this experimental period.

At first glance, it seems that these experimental
forms of theatre were progressing in a deconstructionist
manner. Although these artists aimed to subvert many
aspects of traditional theatre, their new methods became
new conventions; further, their processes became less
aimed at subversion as they were reversion. In other
words, their goal to bring theatre to a communal and
spiritual level, though brought to life through
unconventional means for the time period, actually
reverted back to “deeply traditional” roots of theatre
and dramatic ritual.!* Their theories and methodologies
eventually became very structure-oriented. However, this

experimental explosion did pave a pathway for
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deconstruction. These artists, deeply concerned with
questions regarding textual interpretation and
hierarchical structure in the performance process, began
the risky process of merging new theories with
application.

In 1991, Jill Dolan co-directed (with Phillip
Zarrilli) a deconstructed, “postmodern, revisionist,
gender-bent production” of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer
Night’s Dream at the University of Wisconsin-Madison’s
Gilbert Hemsley Theatre.'® Dolan documented her
experience in Theatre Topics with an article entitled,
“peeling Away the Tropes of Visibility: Lesbian
Sexuality and Materialist Performance Practice.” Dolan
wrote the essay to describe to readers a theatrical
experience “in which theory and practice really did meld

»16  polan and the other artists took a

in production.
chance at combining lesbian and deconstructive theories
and applying them to a classical text. Dolan approached
the dominant sexual/relationship themes in the text as an
opportunity to explore and focus on the idea of
“gexuality as performance.”'

The production was set in a cabaret-style environment

which encapsulated both a “working class pub” and a
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“subcultural gay disco.”® One of the goals of the
production was to present the constructs of sexuality and
gender identity through modes of dress and inter-gender
relationships; then discover what happens when those
representational constructs are deconstructed. For
example, Titania (played by John Jaraczewski) was
conceived as a “punk drag queen. . .a ‘cockettish’
provocateur who carried a whip under her arm and often

#n1% mitania was dressed in

slapped it for emphasis.
spiked black heels, fishnets, a black leather jacket with
rhinestone bra, and black vinyl mini-skirt. Oberon
(played by Darcey Engen) was conceived as a “sexy, butch
lesbian,”?® dressed in a sharkskin suit, an unbuttoned
white shirt with black tie, spike-heeled boots, and a
felt hat. At the end of the production during the
reconciliation of Oberon and Titania (staged as a sexy
blues dance), the characters exchanged several articles
of their clothing and seductively danced together.

These stylistic choices exemplify how Dolan chose to
focus on the physical, the visible representations of
gender and sexuality through production rather than

settling with the textual implications regarding sexual

confusion. As Dolan states, “It’s not as important to me
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now, at least in the educational, academic theatre
context in which our production took place, that the
visible correspond with some underlying identity. . .but
that these positions be visible in representation. These
visible representations were performed possibilities,
unhampered by the plodding character psychologies of
realism.”*

Furthering her approach towards visible
representation unbounded by dramatic or psychologically
realistic interpretation, Dolan and the designers
integrated the use of masks to either eschew certain
cultural identities, or create contemporary connections
with particular characters in the text in order to
“extend the production’s topicality around issues of
sexuality and performance.”? For example, the fairies,
wearing ACT-UP paraphernalia, simultaneously assumed the
roles of Helena and Demetrius while adorned with Balinese
half-masks used to confound constructions of sex, gender,
and race. Additionally, the character Bottom was
transformed into an ass represented by a two-dimensional
mask of Senator Jesse Helms, and wore a T-shirt that

n 23

stated, “Know Your Assholes. Creating this specific

deconstructive montage was a source of merriment for
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Dolan; she states, “When our drag queen Titania fell in
love with Bottom in his new garb, the implied parody of
Helms’ homophobic, anti-sex, anti-theatrical crusading
was quite fun.”?*

Other deconstructive processes were also instrumental
in this production. For example, student actors wrote
part of the production text and acted as dramaturgs;
Dolan’s directorial approach was to let “desire reign”?
within the actors so that they were not coached to act
according to culturally stereotyped representations of
gays and lesbians and cross-dressers; and the audience
was integrated into the performance at certain points to
emphasize the social relevance of sexuality and gender
identity.

Recently, the American Repertory Theatre (ART)
produced Georg Blchner’s Woyzeck (1836), which ran from
January 31, 1997 through March 16, 1997. Woyzeck is a
German expressionistic drama about a destitute soldier,
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