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ANNE BOGART

Unbalancing Act

n Dec. 13, 1995 Anne Bogart was interviewed by
Arthur Bartow at ArisConnection.

ANNE BOGART: All art springs out of terror—the ter-
ror of being human, the terror of what you don’t know. |
do not believe that crealive acts happen in a state of bak
ance. | think they happen in a siate of imbalance. That
means that as a director, | need to unbalance myself,
and the room I'm working in. | hope the others I'm work-
ing with are also in a state of imbak
ance. We spend great parts of our
lives training physically, mentally,
and in other ways to achieve bal-
ance, in order to reverse that in the
rehearsal hall and work in a state of
imbalance.

My secret to directing goes like-
this: If I'm completely lost and have
absolutely no nofion of what to do,
I'll stand up and start walking
toward the stage—and somewhere -
between here and the stage some-
thing has to happen. It feels terrify-
ing. It feels like falling into a hole.

Anne Bogart

Unfortunately, the greatest innova-
tion for myself, and for people |
work with, is the fact that when you get to the point
where you don'f know, you are in a siate of imbalance.
You work impulsively, instincfively, and then something
starts to happen. That's terrifying, isn't it2 Out of that ter-
ror, somefimes, something happens. As much as | hate it,
it ssems to be an essential part of the creative act.

| should preface this by saying that | know I'm not in
a majority, particularty in our field, because | believe in
the theatre as an art form—which means | have to ask

questions about what it means to be an artist, how that
means | have lo live my life, what that means in ferms of
choice of material, in terms of how | work. | look a lot at
musicians, composers, and painters to understand that

ARTHUR BARTOW: How has that affected your
choices?

BOGART: Well, the first choice |
made when | was about wentytwo
was probably the most important
choice, although | didn't realize
how profound it was. | decided
never fo kake a job for money, never
to make a choice based on money.
That determined a lot. Oddly
enough, | haven't really had a finan-
cial problem since then. | think that's
because | made the choice o base
my projects rather than on money,
on that ephemeral tool (which is
probably the only tool we have),
interest.

Interest is a very delicate thing,
and | have had to really take care
of my interests. As each one of us walks down the strest,
we're interested in different things. Do you look at the
ground? Do you look at people's faces? Do you look at
shopkeepers2 Do you look at the signs@ Do you look at
the sky2 Interest alone will indicate a lot of choices you
have to make, and from there, one works. What interests
you in the rehearsal room? Can you tust that? Can you
pursue it¢ Can you enter if¢



BARTOW: People are terribly interested in your
Viewpoints, which seem o be concrefe guideposts that
can be followed.

BOGART: They're not actually my Viewpoinis—! stole
them. | worked in the early 80's with a wonderful chore-
ographer, Mary Overlie, who was an extraordinary post
modem thinker. She developed something called “The
Six Viewpoints,” which | have stolen, mutilated, and
changed, and now there are twelve, to her chagrin and
amusement.

Essentially the Viewpoints are a philosophy of move-
ment for the stage. Mary asked very basic questions:
“What are your tools on the stage? What are your tools
im time and space? How can you possibly handle time
and space?” She broke it down into sub-sets such as
spacial relationship, shape, gesture, kinesthetic response.
How | speak is also defermined by time and space—
they are oral activities, vocal activities. | have forgotten
exactly what her original six are, but | use spacial relg-

tionship, gesture, kinesthefic response, architecture, repe- -

fition, dynamic, fempo.

It goes essentially like this: If you go into a rehearsal,
what is your job as a director? Is it fo say, "Walk dowr-
stage, tum left, sit down, pick up the cup”2 Is the actor's
job to say, “What do you want?” If | can share a vocab-

ulary with actors about how we handle time and space,
there’s a shorthand that can help us to the sort of deeper
things that we don’t want to talk about, like trust. | find if |
work with actors who have trained in the formal notions
of space and time, the actor naturally goes downstage

Waltz, directed by Anne Bogart.

Cast members in the Circle Reperiory Theatre production of The Baltimore

and tums left when there is something going on upstage
right—it's a logical thing to do. | don't spend my time
working with actors saying, “Go downsiage, turn left.”
We talk about how it's done. I'm looking for ways of
working with actors collaboratively, in which | can say,
“You know your spacial relationship really sucks.” They
say, "Oh, okcy,' and make an adjustment. So | never
have to say, “Walk downstage, tum left, sit down.

[ believe in au intensive amount of preparation and
intensive, rigoroué thought. But there comes a time
whea the door shuts and you start to work,

when you have to let all of that go.

BARTOW: In other words, you are training them to be
codirectors. When they understand your language, or
shorthand, you can easily speak the same language,
and get so much more done that way.

BOGART: Exactly. | find that actors, unlike dancers,
singers and musicians, do not frain on a daily basis.
Musicians do their scales. Dancers work through tech-
nique. But when actors graduate from school, they may
say, “Okay, now I'm ready.” But any acfor knows that
there’s something missing, some sort of daily scales. The
Viewpoints are a way of acfors practicing together, fo
play with the notion of creating fiction through space and
time every day. | think that a lot of my attrac-
tion to the Viewpoints is that | can't stand
improvisation. | don't do that. This is a very
rigorous physical and vocal improvisation. It
seems much more fo the point.

BARTOW: |t really exercises the actor’s
mind, imagination, and body.

BOGART: Acfors should do all of that.
BARTOW: Are your Viewpoints useful in

any kind of theatre—traditional, realistic, nat

uralistic, musicals?
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Cast members in the Trinity Repertory Company production of Summerfolk.

BOGART: They are nof a technique. They are a way of
working, and it scares me that people learn from them
and start companies like one in Chicago called the
Viewpoinis Ensemble. They're a great group of people,
welkmeaning, but that's not quite the point. The point is a
way of leaming to speak fogether, not an end product.

In a way, yes, they are helpful for doing any kind of
play, because you are always dealing with the same
nofions that are found in music theory, in painting theory.
As | think Spinoza said, “All art aspires to music.” You
can apply music theory to the theatre. Of course,
because the theatre is much more gross, it takes on far

grosser, flesh-andblood forms.

You work impulsively, instinctively, and then
something starts to happen. That's terrifying, isn't it?
[ T -

BARTOW: Acfing technique for the last thirty or forty
years has come out of an interior response. It seems fo
me that what you're talking about is a physical aware-
ness that each actor would have of herself or himself.
Might this work against the interior response?

BOGART: I've found that the actors who I've worked

with most successfully are incredibly, phys
cally rigorous, but have also had som
fraining in Stanislavsky. What | call th
“Americanization of the Stanislavsky sy:
fem” is so prevalent it's like the air wt
breathe. We don't know that there is an
thing else. For me, the point of working i
different cultures—which | believe i
heartily, and love to do—is mainh
because it forces me to make choices the
aren't just ingrained. In other words, whik
working in Japan, | am confronted—like
running into a brick wall—with my owr
assumptions. Suddenly, I'm seeing a com
_ pletely different notion of what acting is,
£ what a play is, what an audience is, wha
3 the theatrical event is, and | have to come
fo terms with my own notions about
those things.
| am interested in the emotional life. But I'm nol
going fo concentrate on the emotional life. As a matier o
fact, | believe that each time an actor performs some
thing, it should be radically different. There should be.
very few line-reading seftings. The way one attacks some
thing should change depending on the kinesthetic rela
fionship to the other actors on the sfage.

What should stay the same, in my book, is the
body, because the body’s cheaper—the emations are
the most precious things we have as human beings;
they're very delicate, they change. So | spend a lot of
time focused on the body—on setting the body, not
telling the actor what to do, but having them sef it. We
concentrate on when the elbow hits the table, how it
seems to be the vehicle that reads the most from the audk
ence. But the actor knows that it's not about seffing every
thing, it's about sefting in order for the deeper work 1o
occur. If you look at the late Stanislavsky writings, which
were repressed until the recent end of the Soviet
Republic, you can see how he moved on to a more
physical emphasis. | find myself much more drawn fo the
latedate Stanislavsky.

BARTOW: You made the point that the Viewpoints are
for actors, but compoasition is a director’s art. How does
composition differ from the Viewpoints?



- BOGART: In approaching a great big classical play,
there are many levels of work. Part of the work is text
analysis; part of it is source work—which is fo find the
original questions that are lying dormant in the material,
and to find a way that they can be contagious, and live
inside all of the people working on the play. Another
part of the work is composition, which is skefching. It's
not just a directorial task. | actually ask the actors to
come up with solutions. For example, | know if I'm doing
a play in which there's a big fire, Il say, “Okay, | think it
should be really exciting 1o see the fire.” I'l wiite down-a
list of things that I'd like 1o be in the scene with the fire.
Il say, “Make a fourminute scene that has fire, bells
ringing, uses fext in some way, six people fall down.”
Then | divide the actors into groups. I'll say, "You have
lwenty minutes fo solve that.”

When | did this exercise, one of the groups came
back and they all had flashlights. They created the most
amazing fire scene you've ever seen—they would all
aim the flashlights at one person up on the rafters scream-
ing, then they would move the flashlights to another per-
son. | never would have dreamt of that solution. It's a
way of sketching, like you do for a painting, | imagine,
although | don't paint, so | don't know. If's a way lo start
generating material with the actors—not necessarily stag-
ing the play, but coming up with ideas. The other thing

Richard Trigg
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that happens is that the actors start taking incredible own-
ership of the material.

Somebody's going to ask me this question: “How
do you do that in regional thealre2” | do the Viewpoints
fraining as if I'm working with a company from another
theatre, or actors who were brought in for a particular
show. Il spend a lot of fime at the table. Then I'll spend
two sessions on Viewpoinrs, and one session on compo-
sition. It seems like a waste of fime in cur American show
system, but it actually saves time. Once you have laid
this groundwaork, the following three weeks you just work,
and everyone knows what you're talking about.

What [ call the “Americanization of the Stanislavsky
system” is so prevalent it’s like the air we breathe.

We don't know that there is anything else.
T % A

BARTOW: [Playwright] Charles Mee says that you
work with absolutely no pre-existing rules—that you
approach every project as though it were entirely differ-
ent, and that you go in with no preconceived nofion of
how to work with a play. But you've just told us about




this wonderful, pragmatic approach to working with
acfors. Is Chuck mistaken?2

BOGART: Yes and no. Truth is created in contradiction.
| believe in an intensive amount of preparation’ and interr
sive, rigorous thought. But there comes a fime when the
door shuts and you sfart o work, when you have fo let all
of that go. An actor knows that. Actors can't do their
homework on a stage. A director can't either. The direc-
forial disease is that we're. brought up fo think that what
an aclor wants is for us to know what we're doing. But,
in fact, creation is one-hundred percent intuitive.

What Chuck is feeling is the fact that I'm completely
open to wherever the rehearsal goes once we sfart. | do
preparation with the actors, and without them. But once
we gel on the floor, once we're starting to work stag-
ing—"blocking” is a terrible word, isn't it, “choreogra-
phy” is even worse—you have to be open to what's
actually happening in the room, and frust that something

will or will not come.

L. to R. William McNully, Karenjune Sanchez in the Actors
Theatre of louisville production of Picnic.

Richard Trigg

BARTOW: | know that sometimes you work with @ com-
bination of actors and non-aciors. How do you create a
piece simply based on the people that you have chosen?
I'm thinking of the piece that you did for Anne
Hamburger at En Garde Aris.

BOGART: That was Chuck Mee's Another Person Is a
Foreign Couniry. He was interested in the notion of
human beings as “other,” meaning the normally disen-
franchised, people with disabiliies, people who are not
“normal.” His notion is that the history of art is the history
of inclusion. It's an extraordinary thought. In the begir
ning art was about gods; then it became about royally;
then it became about aristocrats; then it became about
the common person. His notion of art is that it's always
expanding out and becoming more inclusive.

He wanted to do a play about people who were
not included in sociely’s power structure. We spent a lot
of time casting—he wanted a litle person, and he also
wanted a blind chorus.

[ made theatre on street corners, or.on rooftops.

I would work with whoever would work with me
because | had to do it. [ learned about everything
from working with nothing,

NG T R e Y

BARTOW: Where did you find these lalents?

BOGART: \We worked with a casting director. A lot of
these folks had not worked in the theatre before, and
they really felf that it changed their lives in a great way.
They loved coming every night o the theatre. They would
get there hours ecrly.

BARTOW: When working on a new piece such as.
this, where do you start?

BOGART: The beginning motivation is interest: Do |
want to go to that place? From there you have to look at
what the tools are, very specifically: the space, the
theatre, the people, the text that's written or not written



L. 1o R. Ellen lauren, Tom Nells in the Actors Theatre of
louisville production of Going, Going, Gone.

yet, the run, the producers. The answers are all in the
specifics. When | first moved to New York as a very
young director, | went around and asked if | could direct
in all these theatres, and everybody laughed at me. | was
fresh out of college, and of course nobody would give
me a theatre, so | had to start making theatre. | made
theatre on street comers, or on rooftops. | would work
with whoever would work with me because | had to do it.
{ leamed about set design by staging something in fronf of
the Bell Systems Towers. | leamed about everything from
working with nothing. You know, “What does it mean fo
have one light bulb2” It was a great training ground.

| do not think that there is such a thing as an unemr
ployed director—it's a contradiction in terms. Twentyfive
percent of the director’s work is the initiafion of projects.
So, it you're initiating it, you have some contoct with the
raw materials of what you're making. That defermines a
lot. To actually deal with the substance of what's in front
of you is important.

FROM THE AUDIENCE: How did you get involved
with Tadashi Suzuki and his company?

BOGART: In 1988, | was invited along with Mark
lamos and Robert Falls—who couldn’t go—to Toga,

Richard Trigg

Japan, which is where Mr. Suzuki has his theatre festival
every summer. He invites people from around the world
to come. |t was a great deak got to stay in Japan for
two weeks, all expenses paid. | didn't reclize that Suzuki
was looking for a partner, but in fact, he was sort of
auditioning American directors. We got along pretty
well, and a yearand-a-half later we met in New York
when he was doing something here. He said he was
interested in working with somebody to start a center for
intemational theatre fellowship in the United States, and
he asked me if | would be into doing this. | said,
“Absolutely, | would.”

At the time | was very inferested in international
exchange. Because we're both directors, | said, “How
are we going to do this2” He said, “I've got a farm, let's
put on a play.” So, we went to Toga in the first summer
and he put together a play with a company of American
actors. We started the cycle of performing it in Toga and
then in Saratoga Springs, New York. Now, Saratoga is
our summer home. This company of aciors has become
the most important thing in my life. We're working on our
fourth piece right now.

FROM THE AUDIENCE: Will you elaborate on the
connection between the physical, emotional, and char
acter building with the actors?

Cast members of Small lives/Big Dreams, based on the major
plays of Chekhov, at Actors Theatre of louisville.
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BOGART: | would ask an actor to do what | do in
rehearsal—which is to let go of all the pain. In other
words, as an actor you must work with whatever you
can sfand on, whatever you come from, whatever any-
body's told you, whether the idea came from the greatest
acfing teacher in the world, or the lady who's sitfing on
the park bench next fo you. It seems that any technique
that forces an actor to question or doubt their choices will
bring greater depth.

FROM THE AUDIENCE: How do you think about

your audience?

BOGART: The first thing you do is you ask what the
audience’s goal, or part, is in this play: Is the audience a
peeping Tom, celebrants at a graduation ceremany, wit
nesses, or jury members@

| find as | get a lile older that I'm interested in the
least thing you can do on stage in order for the audience
to do the most imagining. What is the slightest bit of
movement that will then continue inside the audience’s
imagination? You're essentially asking an audience to
panicibote in a joumey. The question is how you invite
them up. If's the call to adventure, the entrance into the
belly of the whale. | don't think it's something you think of
at the end—you think of it at the very beginning. What is
the actor's relationship physically to the audience? I'm
really obsessed with that now, because | think that's our

salvation.
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