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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the continuially changing avant-

garde theatre and two artists who have emerged in the style 

of imagistic theatre. George Coates and Martha Clarke both 

abandon traditional literary playscripts and create their 

own work using images as the primary method of communication 

rather than the traditional word. Specific works of each 

artist are analyzed through use of text, storyline, visual 

elements, performer's role, audience reaction and in the 

case of Coates, his cinematic potentialities. This analysis 

begins to define the imagistic theatre and its application 

in the '90s. In addition, the overall potentiality for 

imagistic theatre as an important form of theatre in the 

future is discussed, with special attention to the 

multicultural and interdisciplinary approach. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In a 1981 article titled "The Decline and Fall of the 

(American) Avant-Garde," Richard Schechner wrote that his 

"generation has failed to develop the means of training 

young artists. For that reason alone the work of the past 

twenty years may be sterile," and that "no one new is 

bursting on the scene ... no one is trying to make a new 

Bunch of Experimental Theatres" (Part 1, 51). Schechner 

argued that the theatre of the '60s and '70s, his 

generation, was almost futile because it lacked the texts 

and training needed to pass on the movement to the next 

generation. The work he saw being done in 1981 was either 

repetitive or lost to commercialism. Many practitioners of 

the avant-garde theatre hotly contested this criticism. 

The respondees to Schechner's assertion ranged from unknowns 

to the prominant figures of the avant-garde. Matthew 

Maguire, a young director and writer, wrote that his company 

was doing the work Schechner said did not exist. Liz 

LeCompte, director of the Wooster Group and former member of 

the Performance Group, wrote to clarify that she and others 

left Schechner's group in search of a more vital theatre, 

and that she was not the prot£g£ he had labeled her. All 

responses disproved that the avant-garde had fallen and 



7 

asserted that instead it had gone through a metamorphosis 

but was still viable and thriving, perhaps just not in the 

way Schechner thought it should be. 

The '80s were, in fact, a dry period for the kind of 

overall commitment Schechner experienced in the '60s. The 

breaking of new ground had been done, and done well by the 

likes of The Open Theatre, The Living Theatre, Schechner's 

own Performance Group, and others. Yet the '80s brought 

about radically different financial and political climates 

than the '60s, two motivating factors in most experimental 

theatre movements. Instead of new breakthroughs, the '80s 

represented exploration and continuation of what had been 

started in the '60s and '70s. The rebuttals to Schechner's 

article contained lists of avant-garde artists and companies 

trying to work in the '80s. As for training young artists, 

Bonnie Marranca pointed out NYU's Experimental Theatre Wing 

as a training center, oddly missed by Schechner since he is 

a tenured professor at NYU. Artists appearing on those 

lists ranged from experimenters who would last only a short 

time to those whose names are familiar a decade later, such 

as Laurie Anderson, Ping Chong and Tim Miller, to name a 

few. Not listed were the artists whose work was just 

beginning in the early '80s, people Schechner and others 

were not yet aware of, the future of the experimental 

theatre movement. 

Schechner believed that another reason for the 
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decline of avant-garde theatre was due largely to the 

lack of informed critical writing on the subject of the 

experimental theatre. When new works were commented upon, 

critics trained in their specific fields knew not what to 

make of them, nor could they agree on a title for any new 

forms of theatre. Even within the world of theatre 

practitioners and theorists, no names were universally 

agreed upon. There were as many descriptive titles as there 

were people creating new work: "non-literary," "non-

scripted," "Total theatre," "Theatre of Images," 

"Structuralist theatre," "performance drama," "interarts," 

and "new theatre," to name a few. Perhaps there were this 

many forms within the overall genre of the avant-garde, 

nevertheless, the wavering titles did not help to define any 

of the movements nor the future of the movement as a whole. 

Of all of these titles, Oscar Brockett's "interarts" 

and Marranca's "Theatre of Images" are most suitable for a 

discussion of a specific form of image-based theatre of the 

'80s and '90s. Brockett describes "interarts" or "new 

theatre" as the product that occured when "performance art 

and theatre moved closer together and frequently overlapped" 

(438). Marranca's "Theatre of Images" defined works that 

"exclude dialogue or use words minimally in favor of aural, 

visual and verbal imagery" (x). A title inclusive of both 

definitions might be "imagistic," including elements of each 

previous definition yet incorporating techniques and 
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technology that have evolved since. Imagistic theatre 

then, is theatre that allows for the overlapping of forms 

while presenting images, rather than words or plot, as 

its primary form of communication. It seems the most 

appropriate word to describe the avant-garde works of the 

'80s and '90s by representing both the main unifying factor 

of the type of performance, the images, and also describing 

a cultural framework surrounding its emergence. It is the 

theatre to take us into the '90s because it also 

incorporates a multi-disciplinary, multi-cultural approach, 

both late in coming to our theatrical canon. 

Two artists of the imagistic theatre movement are 

Martha Clarke and George Coates. Richard Schechner would 

not have known of Martha Clarke, who was then a member of 

the Pilobolus dance company. Her directorial work only came 

about in the early '80s. George Coates is based out of San 

Francisco and although his work dates back to 1977, the New 

York scene dominates as the main source of most 

documentation for experimental theatre, to the exclusion of 

truly innovative artists such as Coates. Under the 

classification of imagistic theatre, the works of these 

artists can be evaluated in terms of their impact and 

continuation of the exciting innovations of the experimental 

theatre. Both of these artists created new and important 

work throughout the '80s and should be recognized into the 

'90s as imagistic theatre carries on the tradition of the 
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avant-garde. 

The roots of imagistic theatre are firmly imbedded in 

the principles of the '60s and '70s rebellion. During this 

time, the shift continued from a literary drama, drama 

stemming from the tradition of the well-made play and 

analyzed by literary criteria, to a performance-based drama, 

where the enactment is most important and a script not even 

necessary. Schechner suggests that in the '70s, "whatever 

directors intended it wasn't long before performers 

liberated themselves from us just as surely as we liberated 

ourselves from writers" (Part 2, 11). Those performers who 

did replace directors began to create solo performance 

pieces that paved the way for yet another form in the '80s, 

the performance art category. The most reported form of the 

'80s experimental wave, performance art, is often misnamed 

as the experimental theatre of the present. In fact, the 

artists Coates and Clarke, and other imagistic theatre 

directors, are the heirs apparent to the experimental forms 

created by directors in the '60s and '70s. The work of 

Coates and Clarke as directors of imagistic theatre retains 

a collaborative approach but sees the need for the unified 

vision of a director's eye. 

In playwriting, the species of writing are broken down 

into categories: tragedy, comedy, mimetic, and didactic, for 

example. Each describes the unifying element of the drama; 

for example, the mimetic is unified by story, the didactic 
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is unified by ideas. Each can be a combination of the 

others, but as forms changed in written drama, the need to 

distinguish between them was important in the analysis and 

writing process. The need to differentiate in performance 

is equally important. To define the changing forms of 

performance, more all-inclusive categories must be 

recognized. The performances that are unified primarily 

through visual or other forms of imagery, such as the works 

of both Martha Clarke and George Coates, can best be 

described as imagistic. 

Imagistic, as a title, also brings the spectators 

closer to the historical evolution of this development in 

theatrical performance. The tradition of western drama has 

been the imitation of human behavior through the passing 

down of the written word. Aristotle's Poetics tells us that 

"imitation comes naturally to us . . .in the beginning it 

was those who were most gifted in these respects who, 

developing them little by little, brought the making of 

poetry into being" (21). He also wrote that "comedy 

is ... an imitation of persons who are inferior" (23), 

while "tragedy, then, is a process of imitating an action 

which has serious complications" (25). The written word, 

which has been structured into a good play largely through 

the instruction of Aristotle, is then enacted, creating what 

most people think of as theatre. As societies change, human 

behavior in the theatre changes; note for example the change 
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in human behavior in dramatic writing in the twentieth 

century due to the psychological discoveries of Freud, and 

scientific discoveries of Darwin. Human reaction to social 

changes has been recorded in the canon of drama for hundreds 

of years. Wars, scientific breakthroughs, feminism, racial 

issues, family issues and technology are the subjects of 

numerous plays. Playwrights have been meticulous in 

imitating the events of their world for others to see 

enacted. The need for avant-garde artists to break away 

from this written tradition stems from the urge of post

modern society to visualize these changes. 

For the avant-garde artists, the imitation in theatre 

has veered away from the verbal, literal word to one of 

images as society has become enveloped in the world of 

visual technology. Some of the social theatre of the '30s 

was able to capture technological innovations through form 

rather than content, especially seen in the experiments of 

the Living Newspaper plays, such as One-Third of a Nation. 

Money and politics continued to affect experiments in 

theatre; the Federal Theatre Project in the '30s was 

funded by the government. Such a large movement into form 

was not seen again until the '60s, when new theorists like 

Antonin Artaud were introduced and artists spoke out for 

their beliefs in a politically charged time. In the '80s, 

experimentation with technology began as the computer 

industry enveloped our everyday lives and film and 
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television took on such great importance. 

The '90s brings a high-tech, media age to the theatre. 

The public is interested in innovations in technology, as 

can be seen in the computer market and the preoccupation 

with television, video and anything electronic, all unified 

through the transmittal of images. The idea of imagistic 

theatre is not to eliminate the literary tradition in drama, 

but to bring a type of theatre into the 21st century that 

can excite a new audience, conditioned by a barrage of 

images, to a live theatrical experience. 

The imagistic theatre does not limit itself to an 

outpouring of visual images as the only means of 

communication. The development of the images comes about 

through the attention to each theatrical element equally. 

In this sense, imagistic theatre is inclusive. The actor's 

movement is as important as the lighting, which is equal to 

the sound and so on. Each element works together towards 

the creation of a series of images for the spectator. In 

this creation of images, any element may be used. The 

potential of imagistic theatre, which is often missing in 

traditional literary based drama, is the ability to go 

beyond the definition of drama into other fields. Through a 

non-traditional blending of forms, a multi-disciplinary 

approach allows for the emergence of the development of a 

flexible theatre. The communication of ideas through 

images, rather than plot, character and action, creates a 
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visual world where family ties, races, and gender can be 

free from what has been a rather constrictive canon of non

diversity. The inclusion of disciplines and cultures 

expands imagistic theatre into a more global perspective. 

Utilizing this multi-disciplinary approach is a bone of 

contention for "purists" and reviewers of theatre. Not only 

has labeling these new forms been a problem, but with multi-

disciplinary pieces, critics have no idea how to review 

them. The headline to a Clive Barnes review of Martha 

Clarke's Vienna: Lusthaus was, "Is it Theatre? Is it Dance? 

Is it Both?" (Bll). The histories of the arts have remained 

separate from one another in this country and the society as 

a whole has the need to label and separate everything and 

everyone. This need has been taken to extremes in the 

catagorization of each different artistic form as only an 

entity in itself, as far as critical writing and theory is 

concerned. Martin Esslin, a professor and theoretician of 

theatre, expresses the disadvantage of this thinking: 

I have also always thought it absurd that the rigid 

separation of stage drama from the cinematic media 

in higher education has led to the creation of 

separate theatre and film departments in most 

universities and colleges, often hardly 

communicating with each other when each could 

greatly profit from sharing their insights into 

what, basically, are closely related and sometimes 
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identical areas of theory and practice, which could 

much more effectively be covered in a unified 

performing arts department. (Esslin 10) 

Through a multi-disciplinary approach, many art forms can 

join together in a better representation of the images of 

society. Martha Clarke joins dance, theatre, painting, 

music and lighting; George Coates joins music with film with 

computer imagery with movement. Their work places arts and 

sciences in different combinations with each other towards 

the creation of an all-inclusive work of art. This method 

allows for one art form to inform the other, yet still fall 

within the definition of enacted live performance which is 

theatre. In the highly technological '90s, perhaps this 

form can be more powerful to the audience of today. 

Another potential imagistic theatre has over 

traditional script-based drama is the ability to incorporate 

a multi-cultural casting process. Because the pieces of 

Clarke and Coates are inclusive, they allow for a variety of 

styles, as well as types of people. The artists make up 

their own criteria to fit each immediate piece and one 

standard appears to be a multi-cultural approach. Imagistic 

theatre tends not to be family or psychologically based 

drama enacted in a realistic manner. Instead, people are 

the means by which the live communication takes place. We 

are not asked very often to read a person as an icon of an 

actual person. When we are, it matters little whether the 
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cultural representation is accurate. Both Clarke and Coates 

have always incorporated a diverse representation of 

cultures and races, again, looking at the images that 

represent humanity at large, rather than a tiny microcosm. 

The potential for multi-culturalism in imagistic theatre is 

perhaps greater than that of script-based drama, and to date 

there are not many plays that are written specifically to 

incorporate a cultural cross section. In imagistic theatre, 

race is not an issue in the casting or the actors. It is 

only an issue if it appears as an idea; but anyone can tell 

the story. In the '90s, the attitude of multi-culturalism 

and non-traditional casting is the best way to represent the 

diversity within the boundaries of the United States. The 

fact that imagist theatre incorporates these values is one 

of its greatest potentials as theatre of the 21st century. 

Like other types of experimental theatre, the imagistic 

theatre is not textually represented, in the sense that 

there is not an original script to be passed down. 

Cyclically, this theatre returns to the original passing on 

of information through paintings, symbols and signs. The 

theatrical world has known this passing on from tribal 

images through oral tradition to the written word and now 

back to images. In his rebuttal/commentary to Schechner's 

article, Spalding Gray recalled a story of running into an 

audience member in a bookstore; the man began to describe 

the Wooster Group's Nayatt School to Gray, 
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His description was so intense and so vivid that he 

began to turn me on to the piece. He brought tears 

to my eyes and I wanted not only to be doing it 

again but I could also see it from his outside view 

as he told it. It was at this point that I 

realized that his way of transmitting dramatic 

knowledge was orally. Like the Irish before the 

English and the Tibetan before the Chinese, he was 

employing the old oral tradition. (Gray 48) 

Perhaps employing oral tradition, alongside technological 

documentation such as video and photography, is the best way 

to pass on the information about these imagistic 

productions. These productions are not meant to continue 

throughout history being enacted over and over again; their 

images passed down through the memories of viewers allow 

them to live on. 

The potentials for imagistic theatre are vast. By 

examining the work of specific artists, George Coates and 

Martha Clarke, certain characteristic elements emerge to 

define the imagistic theatre with clarity. Coates and 

Clarke have been selected as representatives of the 

imagistic theatre because, unlike Robert Wilson, little has 

been discussed about either in terms of placing their 

artistry into a larger framework. Both artists are less 

concerned with text than their identifying characteristics— 

dance for Clarke and visual technology for Coates. Yet, 
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each places great emphasis upon the individual images that 

communicate their ideas. 

Before each artist is discussed individually, an 

overall critical aesthetic must be determined for the 

imagistic theatre to thrive within. How it emerged, what 

defines it and a means for analysis will precede the 

study of the specific imagistic pieces of George Coates 

and Martha Clarke. 
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CHAPTER 2 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

At the base of imagistic theatre lies a struggle 

between those who practice within the formal structures of 

literary drama and those who desire to break down and then 

reunify it into new and varied forms. This struggle to 

break away from traditional Aristotelian drama is either 

considered a brilliant new invention, changing the face of 

theatre, as the avant-garde movement of the '60s did, or a 

radical fad to be tolerated only until it passes, as is 

seen in a review of Martha Clarke's Miracolo D'Amore: "if 

your idea of theatre is intellectual crossword puzzles, by 

all means go. Otherwise, think back to a few years ago, 

when everybody was talking about Grotowski, and take comfort 

in the fact that This Too Shall Pass" (Kissel E13). 

Regardless of being considered fad or fancy, new forms of 

experimental theatre are often considered fleeting. To 

understand the imagistic theatre of Martha Clarke, George 

Coates, and others, it is important to realize that similar 

theatrical forms have been evolving alongside the 

traditional scripted drama for almost a century. 

The imagistic theatre is not without history. Gordon 

Craig, Oskar Schlemmer, Erwin Piscator, and Antonin Artaud 

are a few individuals among many who worked imagistically 
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and non-1iterally in the early part of the twentieth 

century, strengthening the ground for the avant-garde 

movement of the '60s. It is obvious how each man's prominent 

theories contributed to the experimental theatre movement: 

Craig's concept of the "ubermarionette" as a replacement for 

the actor was a precursor of Meyerhold's biomechanics and 

later, the puppet work of the Bread and Puppet Theatre and 

Grotowski's work with the human body; Schlemmer's non

verbal dance-theatre productions preceded the dance-theatre 

pieces of Meredith Monk and Martha Clarke; the innovations 

of Piscator's documentary pieces, in which multi-media was 

employed, can clearly be seen in the work of Robert Wilson 

and George Coates; and finally, Artaud's The Theatre and its 

Double, translated in the United States in 1958, had 

Grotowski, Peter Brook and others trying to assimilate the 

ritualistic and mythic ideas Artaud had found outside of 

traditional Western theatre into new theatrical creations. 

Each outgrowth continued to expand on the original theories 

and practices, accumulating fresh ideas as they developed. 

The publication of The Theatre and its Double was 

just one catalyst for change in theatrical structure and 

presentation among many in the late '50s and early '60s. The 

civil rights movement, the Vietnam war, and counter culture, 

all helped to form the avant-garde of the x60s. As the 

political climate changed, people felt the need to express 

their views. The old model of a well structured play with a 
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conflict, crisis, plot and sub-plot, was too limiting for 

the new messages of anti-war, civil rights, and communism. 

Each message needed a new language and a new form to be 

immediately expressed. Consequently, many new theatrical 

structures arose, some focused on politics, others on 

freeing the human spirit. Although in each new structure 

socio-political ideas of the times were present in the 

content of the performance, it was the re-structuring of 

form that kept it cohesive and finally labelled it a 

"movement." Even two decades later, trying to ma'<e sense of 

the ever-changing role text has in alternative theatre, 

Michael Vanden Heuval, in Performing Drama/Dramatizing 

Performance, asserts that "if one common denominator 

exists ... it is that all have been motivated by a desire 

to expose the entrenched workings of traditional literary 

drama" (231). 

The traditional literary drama Vanden Heuval refers to 

began with the system of guidelines known as the Poetics, 

written approximately in the mid to late 300s BC by 

Aristotle. The system, which governs playwriting and 

traditional dramatic analysis, continues as the basis for 

contemporary theatre. In the evolution of the nonliterary 

theatre, Aristotelian dramatic structures were challenged: 

Since Aristotle's Poetics. theatre has been 

considered to be a branch of literature. 

Intellectually and academically this approach is 
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still dominant . . . Good literature (a good 

script) is widely believed to be necessary to 

produce good theatre (a good performance). (Kirby 

35) 

As long as theatre remained a branch of literature, the 

discussion and critique of it would remain there as well. 

This critique centers on Aristotle's six elements of drama, 

"plot, character, verbal expression, thought, visual 

adornment, and song-composition" (Aristotle 26-27). He 

ranked these elements by artistic importance: highest being 

plot, then character, thought, verbal expression, song-

composition, and visual adornment being least artistic. 

In the Poetics, his discussion of plot reinforces the 

rigidity behind his approach: 

Tragedy then, is an imitation of an action which is 

complete and whole . . . "whole" is that which has 

. beginning, middle, and end . . . well-constructed 

plots should neither begin nor end at any chance 

point but follow the guidelines just laid down. 

(30-31) 

Also stipulated in the Poetics is the manner in which the 

verbal expression is utilized: verbal expression' is the 

conveyance of thought through language . . . whether one 

says ^verses' or ^speeches'" (29). With this in mind, 

Aristotle's Poetics is restricted to a specific form of 

drama, that which its rules have produced over the 
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centuries—a form of theatre that places language, or that 

which conveys plot, as the main form of communication with 

an audience. 

The rebellion against the ideas posited in Poetics 

represented the rejection of literary theatre in favor of a 

less restrictive approach that allowed individuals to create 

rules of their own. Initially, the rebellion came about 

textually. Writers began to realize the limitations in 

Aristotle's discussions on plots and actions. He writes, 

"among simple plots and actions the episodic are the worst. 

By xepisodic' plot I mean one in which there is no 

probability or necessity for the order in which the episodes 

follow one another" (34). The twentieth century saw both 

Brecht and Beckett breaking ground in the re-formation of 

the traditional plot structure. In the '60s and '70s, the 

ground-breaking went beyond playwrights as actors and 

directors experimented with stripping plot and formalized 

language away from their performance pieces. Alongside the 

non-Aristotelian structural experimentations was Augusto 

Boal's theoretical notion of Aristotle's system as "a 

powerful system of intimidation . . . working to carry out 

its basic task: the purgation of all antisocial elements" 

(Boal 46). He saw this as an oppressive rule which, like 

any other, should be broken. In the '70s he published these 

ideas in Theatre of the Oppressed, a book that breaks down 

the concepts of Aristotelian drama and looks at them as 
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repressive for both artists and spectators. 

Boal sees theatre as "necessarily political," and 

"a very efficient weapon" (ix). It is within this context 

that he views Aristotelian tenets as inhibiting the use of 

theatre for political causes. He regards the social 

structure of audience and spectator as a repressive division 

and Aristotle's ideas of pity and fear—the concept of 

catharsis—part of a system of repression. 

Of course, the system presented by Aristotle in his 

Poetics . . . (and all forms of theatre which to 

this day follow its general mechanism) is not only 

a system of repression. Other factors clearly enter 

into it. . . But it is important to consider 

especially this fundamental aspect: its repressive 

function. (Boal 25) 

It is this repressive function that changed the nature of 

theatre from "free people singing in the open air" to one 

that "divided the people, separating actors from spectators" 

(119). Once the division took place, theatre was in the 

hands of the ruling classes, who dictated how it should 

function. Some people would be actors, others spectators, 

and "in order that the spectacle may efficiently reflect the 

dominant ideology, the aristocracy established another 

division: some actors will be protagonists (aristocrats) and 

the rest will be the chorus" (Boal ix). Later, these values 

changed, but Boal uses Aristotle's system as example of this 



25 

repressive division. 

Catharsis, the purging of an emotion within the 

spectator, is the basis for Boal's criticism of Aristotle. 

This repressive function extended out of Aristotle's 

guidelines that "the plot must be so structured, even 

without benefit of any visual effect, that the one who is 

hearing the events unroll shudders with fear and feels pity 

at what happens" (Aristotle 40). In Gerald F. Else's 

translation of the Poetics, he clarifies the notion of 

catharsis that stems from the notions of pity and fear: 

The usual interpretations of "catharsis" are far 

too numerous to list here, but they all, or almost 

all, have in common a focus on the pity and fear 

which are aroused in the spectator. These are to 

be somehow either "purified" ... or "purged" by 

the play. . . . The basic question is whether we 

are to think of literature as a therapeutic device, 

and the spectator—or reader—as a patient to be 

treated. (98-99) 

Boal, too, asks this question, and answers it with a 

resounding "yes," theatre has a political function and can 

"treat" its spectators. He describes how catharsis, applied 

politically, can be used to prevent revolutionary activity: 

When a man fails in his actions—in his virtuous 

behavior as he searches for happiness through the 

maximum virtue, which is obedience to the laws—the 
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art of tragedy intervenes to correct that failure. 

How? Through purification, catharsis, through 

purgation of the extraneous, undesirable element 

which prevents the character from achieving his 

ends. (Boal 32) 

Boal wants the spectators to be active, to rise up and 

let the theatre affect them politically. His fight against 

Aristotle's system clarifies its repressiveness. Theatre 

should bend easily with the times and individuals. Boal 

reached out for a new form, one that would not only 

incorporate his political needs, but one that would loosen 

an ancient, entrenched system of oppression: 

Aristotle formulated a very powerful purgative 

system, the object of which is to eliminate all 

that is not commonly accepted, including the 

r e v o l u t i o n ,  b e f o r e  i t  t a k e s  p l a c e  . . .  it i s  

designed to bridle the individual, to adjust him to 

what pre-exists. If this is what we want, the 

Aristotelian system serves the purpose better than 

any other; if, on the contrary, we want to 

stimulate the spectator to transform his society, 

to engage in revolutionary action, in that case we 

will have to seek another poetics! (Boal 47) 

Boal's book, Theatre of the Oppressed voiced what the 

politically inspired theatre groups of the '60s and '70s had 

been trying to achieve, freedom from the regulated plot- and 
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language-controlled theatre of the past. 

Freedom produced splintering into many groups. The 

'60s experimental theatre was made up of dozens of small 

groups eager for change. As form broke free, individual 

theories and styles began to spring up around the movement. 

All remained free from the script but some experimented with 

text in new ways. Some re-arranged it, some stuck to it 

but wrote their own, and some chose to go with the creation 

of a new form entirely. This last group found collaboration 

as an alternative, collaboration in creating the script, in 

unifying the elements, in working as an ensemble: 

Collaborative creation became the rule . . . value 

came increasingly to be placed on performance with 

the result that the new theatre never became a 

literary theatre, but one dominated by images— 

visual and aural. (Marranca ix) 

It is this group, the nonscripted collaborators, that 

eventually became the imagistic theatre of today. 

It is difficult to define and analyze the imagistic 

theatre of George Coates and Martha Clarke without touching 

upon the several decade-long struggle of definition of 

works that came before them. There has been relatively 

little theory and analysis written specifically about the 

image-oriented theatre in the past four decades. However, a 

few people have discussed the role of the changing theatre 

in a forward moving way and guided the discussion into the 
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'90s. As early as 1976, J. Robert Wills, in The Director in 

a Changing Theatre, discussed how the director's role would 

change in this new form of theatre. Bonnie Marranca 

combined her findings into The Theatre of Images (1977), in 

which she describes three artists as examples under her 

chosen title. Recently, Michael Vanden Heuval's Performing 

Drama/Dramatizinq Performance (1991) attempted to deal with 

text and its relation to alternative theatre. The theories 

of theatre are constantly being analyzed and specific 

categories discussed at length. Feminism, ethnic theatre, 

and semiotics are a few examples of this continuing theory. 

The list presented here is a sampling of some of the notable 

discussions in the specific area where changing form and 

structure transforms language-based theatre to image-based 

theatre. Though some of the early discussions presented 

here may seem general in retrospect, their initial attempts 

in identifying and understanding image-based theatre 

deserves praise, for it is through these written works that 

a means of analysis and transmittance will develop. 

Whether text remained in a new format or was abandoned 

altogether, the transformation began from a theatre of 

playwrights into a theatre of directors. After the 

collaborative group explorations in the '60s of such troupes 

as the Performance Group and the Living Theatre (even then 

Schechner, Julian Beck, and Judith Malina emerged as leaders 

from supposedly communal settings), performance became more 
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individualized. Directors began to fulfill the role of the 

playwright as creators of original pieces of theatre. In 

The Director in a Changing Theatre. Wills first traces the 

development of the avant-garde director from 1905 to 1973. 

He provides essays from and about the director written by 

Vsevelod Meyerhold, Antonin Artaud, Jerzy Grotowski, and 

Richard Schechner, to name a few. Out of this historical 

perspective arose the need for a new set of rules, or 

possibilities from which to work and guide others. Wills 

suggests that as theatre continues "distorting, 

rearranging, and exploring sequential order, information 

structure, and logically arranged dialogue," then "non-

rational, non-literal, non-verbal images can be effective" 

(5). In the second section of his book, Wills provides 

essays on contemporary directing practices, mostly from the 

'60s and '70s. These innovations led Wills to observe the 

image replacing the word as a primary source of 

communication. Through this replacement it was increasingly 

more difficult to track the actual work: 

Sometimes the complete "play" cannot even be 

written down, because as the theatre began to 

assume its own language it stretched concepts of 

communication to include non-linguistic and non

verbal forms of visual and vocal behavior. The 

"word" for a while, was out, distrusted and 

overused and supplanted largely by action. Yet the 
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"word" was also very much in, as playwrights, often 

working in collaboration with actors and directors, 

renewed the struggle to discover a way to use words 

meaningfully for our time. (Wills 5) 

The literary script may have been abandoned but the theatre 

had not gone mute. Wills ends his book with an appendix of 

playscripts from this changing theatre, pieces by himself, 

Peter Handke, Robert Patrick, and others, proof that images 

could be in the form of language construction. 

If language construction was an image, Richard Foreman 

was, and still is the master. He is one of three 

individuals Bonnie Marranca includes in her book, Theatre of 

Images. It is the title Marranca also gave to the movement, 

"the generic term I have chosen to define a particular style 

of the American avant-garde . . . Foreman, Wilson and Breuer 

represent the climactic point of a movement" (Marranca x). 

Marranca's definition of her term, Theatre of Images, is 

perhaps the closest to a description of today's imagistic 

theatre: 

The absence of dialogue leads to the predominance 

of the stage picture in the Theatre of Images. 

This voids all considerations of theatre as it is 

conventionally understood in terms of plot, 

character, setting, language and movement. Actors 

do not create "roles." They function instead as 

media through which the playwright expresses his 



31 

ideas; they serve as icons and images. Text is 

merely a pretext—a scenario. (Marranca xi) 

By absence of dialogue, she refers to the traditional 

discourse between characters within an Aristotelian based 

playscript. It is this context that separates Foreman and 

Wilson from Breuer. Marranca describes Breuer's imagistic 

work primarily in terms of actors and their spatial 

capabilities. His work shows influence of modern dance as 

well as art, "the flat (painterly) perspective of the 

performance replicates, in so far as theatre can, the sense 

of ^action painting"' (114). This element of the Theatre of 

Images is crucial to the overall pictures created in the 

later work of imagistic theatre artists. 

Richard Foreman's work differs greatly from the 

imagistic theatre of Coates and Clarke in that he is also 

considered playwright of his works, and he uses his text 

prolifically. In discussion of his piece, Pandering to the 

Masses; A Misrepresentation, Marranca writes, "Pandering 

appears, on the surface, to have dialogue. However, it is 

not dialogue as understood in usual theatre terms" (3). He 

uses a taped voice, as well as a technique for flattening 

out inflection, to disconnect the dialogue from the 

performers. 

The discussion of Wilson is of crucial importance 

because he somehow became the leader of the imagistic 

movement to many critics and theorists. His ability to 



32 

cross over into commercialism with works Einstein on the 

Beach and CIVIL warS has granted him both criticism and 

praise. Marranca recognizes his early work, A Letter for 

Queen Victoria, as an important addition to the Theatre of 

Images. His use of text, like Foreman's, can be considered 

almost nonsensical: 

Disconnected from their usual meanings, words lack 

signifying structures, and instead, organize 

themselves into sound poetry. Yet, taken as a 

whole, thematic threads come together in the 

language of Queen Victoria because of repetition 

and the coupling of words with powerful sound and 

visual images. (41-42) 

In perceptions of time, Wilson meets Foreman again, "the 

principle of duration rules the work of Foreman and Wilson" 

(Marranca xii-xiii). The extended or compacted use of time 

is a crucial element in distinguishing the Theatre of Images 

from other types of theatre, especially realistic 

presentation. Most realistic productions follow 

chronological time, where events take place during the 

course of a day or week, and time flows sequentially. In 

the Theatre of Images, and in the imagistic theatre of 

today, time has no boundaries. Wilson once staged a piece 

in which it took two hours for an actor to cross the stage. 

The length of time an image takes, whether a second or two 

hours is what Marranca refers by the principle of duration. 
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Marranca lays out a string of criteria for the 1977 

definition of the Theatre of linages: the absence of dialogue 

as we know it, using instead broken up and disjointed 

speech; a focussing on the process of creation, or what she 

calls, a "seams-showing quality" (xii); the use of outwardly 

imposed, individual psychologies to give importance to 

consciousness, with examples of Foreman's drawing from a 

psychology of art, Wilson through experiences with autistic 

children and Breuer from a psychology of motivational 

acting; painterly, sculptural qualities that lead to 

spatial- rather than time-oriented action; time as 

duration; tableau as a compositional element; and the use of 

the "performer's natural, individual movements as a starting 

point in production" (xiii), all to expand the perception 

of the spectator to receive. These are the elements of the 

Theatre of Images. Some have been expanded upon and brought 

into the 1990s, others have been discarded along the way. 

The gap between Marranca's book and Michael Vanden 

Heuvel's Performing Drama/Dramatizinq Performance was filled 

by a small amount of discussion on the subject of image-

oriented theatre in articles in Performing Arts Journal and 

The Drama Review, a book by Michael Kirby titled, A 

Formalist Theatre. growing studies on the semiotics of 

theatre, and the continual development of performance 

theories pertaining to ritual, myth and interculturalism. 

These are only a few examples and Kirby's book is better 
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discussed later as an attempt at analysis. The early '90s 

reveals little on the subject of imagistic theatre and its 

structure, with an exception by Vanden Heuvel, who looks to 

the return of text as a means to break away from image-

oriented theatre. 

Vanden Heuvel's book attempts to cover textually based 

contemporary work, as in Sam Shepard, as well as the 

collective work of the Wooster Group and auteur approach of 

Robert Wilson. In a historical overview, he postulates that 

the early avant-garde's disregard for textuality lacked a 

sense of history that created an emptiness filled only by 

textuality's return: 

Performances of the seventies were especially apt 

to ignore the reality of history, to forgo analysis 

of the manner in which texts deny or repress the 

contradictions of history itself ... In doing so, 

these performance works pursued desire rather than 

what constrains it, and disregarded culture rather 

than seeking to understand its power structures. 

Gone was an awareness of history as struggle or 

contestation. (Vanden Heuvel 54-55) 

In their pursuit of desire, the "worst" pieces of the 

'70s left Vanden Heuvel, as a spectator, feeling a lack 

of connection with the performances. These performers had 

continued the form passed on from the '60s but ignored their 

socio-political, and thereby historical commitment. 
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Vanden Heuvel refers to the theatre of images as the 

non-textual theatre that artists such as Schechner, Chaikin, 

and Beck and Malina of the Living Theatre swam in until text 

could be rediscovered, thereby returning theatre to a 

historical and social context. He does, however, recognize 

contributions in the works of what he considers the more 

mature artists of the theatre of images: 

The notion of the orthodox dramatic text. . . was 

replaced by "scenarios" and "pretexts" (the latter 

often based on remnants of an existing dramatic 

text), which were highly imagistic and 

improvisational. . . . Other times there was simply 

no text at all, as in performance art. Actors, 

too, were no longer expected to perform 

psychologically based "roles," but to serve as 

icons . . . Perhaps most important for the 

development of a theatre of images were the 

experiments in time and space. (158) 

For all of these important developments, Vanden Huevel 

considered the theatre of images, "self referential," and 

having an idea that, "how one sees is as important as what 

one sees" (159). He provides examples of certain 

groups, such as Mabou Mines, the Wooster Group and Robert 

Wilson, as having gone beyond this experimentation phase and 

rediscovering "more conventional narrative strategies" (57). 

He specifies that it is their later, mature works that 
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achieve this effect, citing Wilson's collaboration with 

Heiner Miiller on Hamletmachine as an example. 

It is these later, mature works of Wilson, Mabou Mines, 

Foreman and others that evolved into what Vanden Hueval 

considers to be the next wave of the avant-garde: 

All retain a great many avant-garde performance 

concepts . . . but in their performances ... a 

general trend toward reinvesting in—and 

reinvestigating—traditional dramatic elements 

. . . like discursive language, plot, narrative, 

and so on, is apparent and signals a new and 

significant direction for contemporary theatre as a 

whole. (59) 

The intermingling of the traditional elements with the 

avant-garde may represent a new direction in theatre, but it 

would be better viewed as a study of one of many specific 

styles falling under the larger category of the avant-garde. 

Vanden Heuvel's observations on the Wooster Group, Robert 

Wilson and Sam Shepard "speculate about the ways each has 

developed interfaces between drama and performance to 

produce significant forms of theatre" (22). This 

interfacing, however, is not the only significant form the 

avant-garde has taken. The limited scope of his book 

overlooks the continuation of the imagistic theatre, the 

dance-inspired work of Martha Clarke and the technological 

wizardry of George Coates. Vanden Heuvel's exclusive 
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attitude is clearly understood in this final quotation: 

Once again, it is the crucial nexus of language, 

history, and textuality that comes eventually to 

bring another version of experimental theatre out 

of its oneiric and solipsistic frame of reference, 

and to turn it somewhat more toward theater's 

original social context. (160) 

Perhaps what he refers to as a lack of history is actually 

history itself; the transformations theatre takes reflect 

the social context of the times. 

Though all of the literature reviewed here was designed 

to describe and place the imagistic theatre in context, none 

was able to find a system of analyzing the works themselves. 

These approaches failed in part, because, although the 

work discussed utilized images as a means for communication, 

some intended to send messages, some did not, others wanted 

to experiment with alternative uses of text and image, and 

some let the image happen coincidently. Because an image in 

a given work was presented did not mean that all of this 

theatre was to be discussed in the same fashion. Michael 

Kirby discusses why semiotic analysis is not always helpful 

in approaching imagistic works: 

If a performance has no meaning—as in music and 

dance—it is relatively easy to make structure 

predominate. In drama, however, structure has long 

been used to support and clarify meaning. 
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Therefore, where meaning exists, it tends to take 

over. The spectator assumes that, since there are 

semantic elements, the presentation should be 

understood semantically. (112) 

The work Kirby did during the years of his Structuralist 

workshop as well as during the fourteen years as editor of 

The Drama Review prompted him, ten years later, to create a 

collection of writings that would further contribute to the 

analysis of the imagistic theatre movement. Of the many 

facets of A Formalist Theatre, Kirby's attempt at a system 

of analysis is the most valuable. His discussions of 

acting, meaning and style are particularily useful. 

According to Kirby, acting is viewed alongside non-

acting. "To act means to feign, to stimulate, to represent, 

to impersonate" (3). Therefore, non-acting is when someone 

on stage assumes none of this behavior. Kabuki attendants 

and many dancers fall into this category. The importance in 

making this division is to examine any performer by the 

amount, or degree of acting they do. He suggests that there 

is a line that flows from non-acting to acting and that 

different levels be established along the way. The 

performer may wear a piece of clothing that represents a 

character type yet in no other way acts out a character. Or 

some actors may be less complex or non-emotional than 

others. In each level the "amount of representation, 

personification, and so forth has increased" (9). Using 
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this criteria in the analysis of the performer's role in 

imagistic theatre can distinguish between the symbolic 

performer and the performer as character. 

In discussing meaning, Kirby refers to referential and 

non-referential theatre. Here he returns to the reason 

semiotics often cannot apply to a theatrical presentation: 

some moments in theatre are not about anything. Theatre 

with a message is referential, theatre without a message is 

non-referential: 

For those who have been brought up to believe that 

referential theatre is the only possibility and 

that art must have a message, it is very difficult 

not to see a message in every work, even ones that 

are not sending a message. If a message does not 

appear, the experience is rejected and/or the work 

denigrated. (34) 

To Kirby, not everything is a semiotic object: "like the 

[Rorschach] inkblot . . . nonreferential theatre exists for 

its own sake" (35). Yet, how is the spectator to know if 

there is intended meaning or not? For some imagistic 

theatre the images are presented as parts of a whole, in 

the form of a collage. Whether it is movement for 

movement's sake or a symbolic image representing the 

artist's intention, spectators will continue to 

try to glean meaning from it. In viewing any imagistic 

theatre it may not be possible to understand the intention 



40 

of the artist, if there is one at all. Analysis then, 

becomes too complex for any rigid system, like that of 

semiotics. Kirby's discussion at least points out the problem 

of analyzing a series of images. 

The style of any performance is "identified by multiple 

identities and/or similarities in the materials used and the 

way they are combined" (Kirby 53). In the general sense, 

imagistic theatre is a style of theatre that has the image 

as its primary form of communication. To begin to 

understand this style, we must analyze "the specific style 

embodied in each particular work" (53) of the imagistic 

theatre. Kirby suggests comparing it to other art forms, 

such as painting. If a painting is analyzed by its 

pictorial style, the picture is broken down by its 

components—brushstroke, line, form, and color. "It belongs 

to a general style—Impressionism, let us say—when it 

shares repeated details, such as the brushstroke, with other 

paintings" (Kirby 53). In theatre, Kirby suggests that 

pictorial, time, movement and auditory or sound style be 

broken down to analyze a specific overall style. In the 

imagistic theatre, an analysis of the components of the 

image—its origin (technological or human), its transmittal, 

and its subject, may be helpful in creating styles 

underneath the umbrella term. 

Kirby's beginning system for analysis came about as a 

reaction to the semiotic definition of the sign, or that which 
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conveys information. Obviously, his concerns were fueled by 

his feelings that not everything had to have meaning. Yet, 

there is a need to find a language by which to discuss forms 

of theatre, especially within the avant-garde, where meaning 

cannot be derived by language alone anymore. Many attempts 

have been made to devise a system of analysis but few 

have been accessible to practitioners and spectators of the 

theatre in whose interest it is to use it. Of all the 

material attempting to formulate a system, Martin Esslin's 

outline in The Field of Drama and a questionnaire created 

by Patrice Pavis and printed in Elaine Aston and George 

Savona's book Theatre as Sign System are both concise and 

understandable enough to utilize. 

Esslin creates an outline of "sign systems common to 

all dramatic media" (103-104) with addendum for those 

relating solely to cinema and television that combined can 

be a useful overall tool for analysis: 

Sign systems common to all dramatic media 

1. Framing systems outside the drama proper 

a. Architectural framework and ambiance 
surrounding the performance 
b. Title, generic description, pre-publicity 
c. Prologue, title sequence, epilogue, etc. 

2. Sign systems at the actor's disposal 

a. Personality 
b. Delivery of the text 
c. Facial expression 
d. Gesture, body language 
e. Movement in space 
f. Make-up, hairstyle 
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g. Costume 

3. Visual sign systems 

a. Basic spatial configurations 
b. Visual representation of locale 
c. Colour scheme 
d. Properties 
e. Lighting 

4. The Text 

a. Basic lexical, syntactic, referential 
meaning of the words 
b. Style—high/low, prose/verse etc. 
c. Individualisation of characters 
d. Overall structure—rhythm—timing 
e. Text as action—subtext 

5. Aural sign systems 

a. Music 
b. Non-musical sounds 

Sign Systems confined to Cinema and Television 

1. Sign systems derived from camera work 

a. Static shots: long-shot, medium and full 
close-up 
b. panning shots 
c. Travelling shots 
d. Slow motion, and accelerated motion shots 

2. Sign systems derived from the linking of shots 

a. Dissolve 
b. Crossfade 
c. Split screen 
b. Sharp cut 

3. The sign system of editing 

a. Montage 
b. Use of the rhythmic flow of images 

(Esslin 103-104) 

Esslin's outline provides a basic continuation of the system 

provided by Kirby. While best suited to a production that 
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uses language as a main factor in communication, its scope 

is broad enough, especially when combined with the section 

on cinema, to serve possibly as an application to imagistic 

productions. The application to the avant-garde would 

require some modification, such as the ability to judge the 

text, number 4a, by non-referential means. Esslin's table 

has been under scrutiny by others trying to find a method of 

analysis: 

It usefully builds in categories related to 

"framing systems outside the drama proper" . . . 

[but] unhelpfully classifies music and non-musical 

sounds under "Aural signs", whilst identifying 

delivery of text . . . under 'Sign systems at the 

actor's disposal'. Furthermore, there is no space 

for the spectator's role in the production of 

meaning. (Aston and Savona 108-109) 

The critics in this instance are Elaine Aston and George 

Savona, authors of Theatre as Sign System. Instead, they 

promote a questionnaire designed by Patrice Pavis "for 

students of theatre without a background in semiotics" 

(109), which allows a more flexible, yet detailed overview of 

any given production: 

1. General discussion of performance 

(a) what holds elements of performance together 
(b) relationship between systems of staging 
(c) Coherence or incoherence 
(d) aesthetic principles of the production 
(e) what do you find disturbing about the 
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production; strong moments or weak, boring 
moments 

2. Scenography 

(a) spatial forms: urban, architectural, scenic, 
gestural, etc. 

(b) relationship between audience space and acting 
space 

(c) system of colours and their connotations 
(d) principles and organisation of space 

— relationship between on-stage and off-stage 
— links between space utilised and fiction of 

the staged dramatic text 

3. Lighting system 

4. Stage properties—type, function, relationship 
to space and actors' bodies 

5. Costumes—how they work; relationship to actors' 
bodies 

6. Actors' performances 

(a) individual or conventional style of acting 
(b) relation between actor and group 
(c) relation between text and body, between actor 

and role 
(d) quality of gestures and mime 
(e) quality of voices 
(f) how dialogues develop 

7. Function of music and sound effects 

8. Pace of performance 

(a) overall pace 
(b) pace of certain signifying systems (lighting, 

costumes, gestures, etc.) 
(c) steady or broken pace 

9. Interpretation of story line in performance 

(a) what story is being told 
(b) what kind of dramaturgical choices have been 

made 
(c) what are ambiguities in performance and what 

are points of explanation 
(d) how is plot structured 
(e) how is story constructed by actors and staging 
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(f) what is genre of dramatic text 

10. Text in performance 

(a) main features of translation 
(b) what role is given to dramatic text in 

production 
(c) relationship between text and image 

11. Audience 

(a) where does performance take place 
(b) what expectations did you have of performance 
(c) how did audience react 
(d) role of spectator in production of meaning 

12. How to notate (photograph and film) this 
production 

(a) how to notate performance technically 
(b) which images have you retained 

13. What cannot be put into signs 

(a) what did not make sense in your interpretation 
of the production 

(b) what was not reducible to signs and meaning 
(and why) 

14. (a) are there any special problems that need 
examining 

(b) Any comments, suggestions for further 
categories for the questionnaire and the 
production 

(Aston and Savona 110-111) 

This questionnaire adds to the outline by Esslin by 

allowing room under most headings to analyze a performance 

in terms of the image as the primary transmitting device. 

It de-emphasizes the role of text, asking what its role is 

instead of assuming it plays a major role, and then, in 

number 10c, questioning the image's relationship to the text. 

With a large section allotted for the audience to respond, 
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the crucial area of perception is dealt with. Overall, this 

questionnaire appears to be the most inclusive for the 

categorization and analysis of imagistic theatre. 

The systems covered here, Kirby's, Esslin's and Pavis's 

are perhaps the most inclusive methods for the beginning 

definitions of imagistic theatre. In the discussions of 

George Coates and Martha Clarke, a combination of each of 

these methods will be applied. First, from Kirby, a 

discussion of the individual style of the artist will help 

differentiate each from the other. Then, following much of 

Pavis's questionnaire, specific elements from certain 

productions will be used as examples. Beginning with his 

number 1, a general discussion of the elements and their 

aesthetic principles will set up a more detailed discussion 

to his numbers 9 and 10, interpretation of the story, if 

any, and the use of text in each performance. How this is 

communicated will fall under the numbers 2, 3, and 7, 

scenography, lighting and music and sound. The actors 

performance, number 6, will follow, although many of these 

categories will overlap, as this method is not perfect and 

the imagistic theatre is not always as specifically 

delineated as Pavis makes it out to be. Finally, even 

though the discussion is from the perspective of the 

spectator, the audience reaction will be taken into account, 

numbers 11 and 13. Also of interest is the application of 

imagistic theatre to Esslin's section on cinema and 
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television. The potential of imagistic theatre to fulfill 

the role of the camera in live theatre will become apparent 

through the analysis of each artist, especially George 

Coates. 

However, as an introduction to two of the practitioners 

of this form of theatre, George Coates and Martha Clarke, a 

brief history of each artist will precede the analysis of 

their productions. Included within this analysis will be a 

specific examination of the different approaches to the 

transmittal of images, Clarke's evolution through dance into 

drama, using collage and painterly images to communicate and 

Coates' continual movement toward multimedia experimentation 

with computer imagery, music, and various forms of dance and 

theatre. Through discussion of specific works, the 

throughline that connects the imagery, as well as the 

technology used in the process, will paint a picture of the 

different types of imagistic theatre coming of age in the 

'90s. 
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CHAPTER 3 

GEORGE COATES 

George Coates's involvement with the San Francisco 

theatre scene began in the '60s with an audition for a 

production of Macbeth at University of California at 

Berkeley. No one asked him if he was a student and he got 

the part of the Porter. To keep up the facade, Coates began 

to read all he could about the theatre and from there he was 

hooked. In 1971 he went to New York and acted with the 

National Shakespeare Company, with whom he went out on tour 

for nine months. It was this experience that taught him the 

difference between theatre as a business and theatre as an 

art. "What I really learned from it is that show biz and 

art don't necessarily have anything to do with each other. 

I can only remember a minimal number of highly charged 

theatrical moments that whole year" (qtd. in Coburn 31). 

Upon returning to San Francisco, he hooked up with a Bay 

area experimental group called the Blake Street Hawkeyes, 

where he stayed for 2 1/2 years and "fell in love with the 

ensemble way of working" (Coburn 31). 

I discovered that there was a difference between 

acting in theatre and art . . . Artists were more 

creative, interested in pure forms for their own 

sake. Theatre people were not so interested in the 
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elements of the craft as the psychology of the 

narrative. (Breslauer B6) 

His desire to direct and create his own work led him, in 

1977, to the creation of George Coates Performance Works, or 

GCPW. 

Like any artist, Coates's work has evolved through the 

years. His early work was movement- and sound-inspired, it 

"made only the sparest use of words. Opera singers sang 

notes and sounds, not lyrics. Actors were mimes or talked 

grunts" (Coburn 32). In the early years of George Coates 

Performance Works the company did not have their own space 

and they frequently toured in Europe. Coates considered the 

international audience in the creation of the early works. 

"You use the language that will work for each piece . . . 

so, we used musical languages, visual languages. Now we've 

got character actors and we're opening in America, so we can 

get verbal" (qtd. in Hurwitt F6). His work has evolved 

from a non-verbal barrage of sight and sound to one that 

incorporates text and song. 

The works created throughout the '80s, have become 

known as the "How Trilogy." Composed originally of three 

pieces, The Way of How (1981), Are/Are (1983), and Seehear 

(1984), the final piece, Rare Area (1985), "is somewhat 

jokingly considered to be the fourth play in Coates' "How 

Trilogy" (Lassell F3). The trilogy has become the Coates 

canon from which the works that followed have been compared. 
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One technique that has not changed much for Coates is the 

process of working as an ensemble. All of the Coates works 

are collaborative, although he does take responsibility for 

the end results. A benefit to working this way is the 

length of time the group can spend getting a performance 

ready. The group generates ideas for an extended rehearsal 

period, often as long as nine months. Adapting with the 

times and audiences and strengthening the techniques that 

make the company work give George Coates's works a unique 

and lasting quality. 

The discussion of an individual imagistic artist 

requires clarification of the types of images, transmissions 

and subjects they use, to set them apart from others who 

fall under this category. One reviewer began to make 

distinctions between imagistic artists: 

Coates is a Bay Area performance artist whose work 

has been evolving over the past 10 years from solo 

performance toward a music theatre of images, that 

rare area being created by such practitioners as 

Robert Wilson and Martha Clarke, former members 

[sic] of the dance-troupe Pilobolus. The new 

techno-magical Coates' work ... is less dry than 

Wilson's, less erotic than Clarke's. (Welsh F7) 

Already Coates's work is qualified by this reviewer as 

"music theatre of images" and "techno-magic." It is these 

two components above others that distinguish Coates's work 
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from Clarke and others working in this way. Another 

reviewer specifies his work as "west coast" and explains 

why: 

What's unusual about the Coates aesthetic—and what 

sets it apart as a unique Wi?st Coast variant on the 

eighties theatre of images—is the way it weds 

high-tech techniques to this let-it-happen 

attitude, upsetting our expectation that 

improvisation in the theatre must be a matter of 

bare stages and stripped down styles. (Rosenberg, 

"Right Mind" 63) 

The benefits of being based on the west coast are seen 

primarily through access to Silicon Valley and the latest 

trends in computer technology. In 1989, Coates formed 

SMARTS, Science Meets the Arts Society, so that a mutual 

relationship could be developed between the arts and the 

computer industry. Coates's show, Invisible Site (1991), 

the first major SMARTS production, depicted characters 

playing a virtual reality dating game that gets interrupted 

by a computer hacker. This premise was a small part of the 

overall visual production; the audience donned 3-D glasses 

and through the advanced computer technology being 

experimented with, was actually able to feel an interaction 

with the imagery on stage. 

However, the images in Coates's work are not strictly 

computer generated. It is the interaction between the human 
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performers and the technological images that linger in the 

mind. Only the past several shows have employed the use of 

computer generated images. Up until that time, the Coates 

pieces were pushing stage technology, slide projection and 

film techniques to the limits, to create a stunningly visual 

look. 

Though much of the magic of a GCPW show is driven 

by high technology—slide projectors, computerized 

lighting, superimposed films, motorized, ergonomic 

platforms and other forms—the input of company 

members is paramount, both in terms of creation and 

performance. GCPW shows are, as Coates puts it, 

"human driven"—i.e., the logic of human need and 

interaction and reaction links the dazzling stage 

tricks that bring oohs and ahs from audiences. "The 

game is to make it all connected up with an 

imperative of the performers at a given time on the 

stage," Coates says. (Ahlgren 33) 

Whether just high technology or computer generated, the 

images Coates creates, and their relationship to the live 

performers, puts GCPW in a category of its own within the 

imagistic theatre. 

The use of music in much of the work of Coates also 

sets his work apart. The collaboration with musicians and 

composers has been an integral part of Coates's work. In 

the early works, music was composed by Paul Dresher, 
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performers were opera singers, and Seehear. took the form of 

a theatrical music concert. From the mid-'80s on, Coates 

has been collaborating with composer Marc Ream on what might 

be called a new operatic theatre. In 1984, Coates himself 

sat on the opera/new music panel of NEA, trying to gain 

support for the kind of work he, Robert Wilson and Philip 

Glass were doing. He said, "I don't want to be in the 

mainstream. I want the mainstream to jump into my 

tributary" (qtd. in Weiner, "Avant-Garde" 21). He 

continues to experiment with music and sound, sometimes 

using it as opera, sometimes as soundtrack, but always in 

conjunction with the visual image. 

The innovations in technology and constant musical 

experimentation often take precedence over any clear 

through!ine, leaving some spectators confused as to the 

intention of the work. The images perceived do not always 

make an overt statement or message, however meaning is 

implied, though sometimes only in subtle or non-linear 

hints: 

The amalgam of image, sound and text moves together 

in a manner analogous to conventional theatre, but 

in GCPW's peculiar form and jargon. As with any 

theatrical form, it all comments on the real world 

in ways that are intended to promote epiphanies 

about our present day situation in the world. This 

is done as much by irony and humor as by the shock 
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of massive media manipulation. (Ahlgren 33) 

Perhaps it is because Coates's pieces do have similarities 

to conventional theatre—the proscenium style set up, a 

sometimes forward-moving story line, and music and text— 

that makes them hard to understand. Coates draws the 

spectator in with familiar elements and then approaches them 

differently. In The Desert Music, the main character, D. B. 

Cooper remains mute the entire time. Are we supposed to 

assume then that he is not the main character? Are the 

images he relates to generated from his point of view? We 

never quite know. Our expectations of theatre have been 

shattered and we must accept every image in order to find a 

meaning within ourselves. Coates explains his approach to 

meaning: 

I do think that tension is intrinsic to a 

theatrical event. But I don't think conflict is 

the only form of tension available to us. A lot of 

the work is about where we can find intrinsic 

dramatic tensions formally, musically, visually, 

archetypally, without getting into "somebody's 

gotta be done in, somebody has to win and lord it 

over everybody else." That for me is the politics 

of this work—although, because it's not overt, 

propagandistic politics, it's not always perceived, 

(qtd. in Rosenberg, "Right Mind" 65) 

Coates is not looking to spell out a meaning to the 
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spectator. Instead, he provides new means of perception, 

by way of technological and live images, through which we 

can relate and possibly understand an idea. 

In a 1990 interview, Scott Rosenberg describes a moment 

from the 1987 Actual Sho where, "a tilted round platform on 

the stage is transmuted, via slide projections, into a giant 

manhole cover. An actor clambering across it moves a metal 

detector over its vent holes. And—somehow—stately, 

upright human figures arise through them" ("Right Mind" 62). 

This production went on tour and Coates explained that in 

each country this moment was related to the socio-political 

events of the time. "Finding contemporary archetypal 

imagery that triggers that multiplicity of meanings from the 

different individuals in the audience is the real work" 

(62). Now that he has a permanent location in San 

Francisco, perhaps his imagery is created for a more 

specific audience. 

One piece that was sure to gain attention from the 

San Francisco audience was the 1990 Architecture of 

Catastrophic Change. This work was the first to follow his 

co-production with American Conservatory Theatre, Right 

Mind, a collaborative musical spectacle based loosely on 

the multiple personalities of Charles Dodgson (Lewis 

Carroll). Two weeks into the run, the 1989 earthquake hit 

San Francisco, bringing down the lighting grid at the Geary 

theatre and closing the show. With the insurance money, 
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George Coates Performance Works was then able to buy their 

rehearsal space, an old gothic church in the heart of San 

Francisco. One year after the earthquake, GCPW opened 

Architecture. Dealing with themes of overbuilding, disaster 

and consumerism, the piece was a ingenious blend of live 

action, musical diversity and projected imagery. 

The most recent show, The Desert Music, opened November 

12, 1992, and continued the collaboration between the 

computer industry and the arts started by Invisible Site. 

Almost perfecting the technological interaction between what 

was live and what was canned, in The Desert Music Coates 

also adds an ensemble of dancers and layers text and music 

on top of the action rather than letting it come from 

within. Both The Architecture of Catastrophic Change and 

The Desert Music are good examples of the diverse 

innovations Coates has created in the field of imagistic 

theatre. 

To understand these pieces in the context of imagistic 

theatre, each will be examined first by their premise and 

structure, which will be exemplified by use of text, visual 

elements, costumes, and props. The performer's role in 

Coates's imagistic theatre will also be examined along with the 

impressions upon the audience and the cinematic potentials. 

The Architecture of Catastrophic Change is introduced 

to the audiences with a program note from the Producer, Eric 

Bernhard and Executive Director, Beau Takahara: 
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1989 brought down the house on several long running 

scripts, among them the release from prison of 

Nelson Mandela, and the hammerlock of Central 

Planning in Eastern Europe. The Western Powers 

seemed lost without the chill of the Cold War, the 

Hubble Telescope promised to provide us with 

pictures of the birth of everything, and the AIDS 

epidemic worsened. 

In our neighborhood, one of our faults 

contracted and 65 people died under the debris of 

elevated buildings and roadways. The massive 

dislocations and adjustments caused by the 

upheavals of 1989 made the loss of our previous 

production, RIGHT MIND, in the quake damaged Geary 

Theatre inconsequential in comparison. 

This information, although unneccessary to the overall 

enjoyment and understanding of the piece, can be used as one 

method to set up the audience to receive the variety of 

similar messages within the production. With several story 

lines, groups of characters emerge. An African singing 

group and an Eastern European woman's group begin by singing 

traditional songs of their countries. With or without the 

program, combining these groups together presents images 

that allow us to form possible connections with history. 

Coates does not intend for the program notes to dictate the 

audience's understanding, although in using them, he allows 
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the text to illustrate further the presented images. Coates 

creates human and vocal imagery to set the scene for the 

evening. As the piece continues, a main character, a 

protagonist emerges. He is called Actor and Professional 

Product Tester in program material and we journey through 

images and events through the perspective of this character. 

The journey is structured through events, or happenings that 

provide images to inform the themes. If a plot can be 

decided upon, this reviewer's description is closest: 

A journey into the corporate compound of "Disaster 

Services Incorporated" ("Where catastrophes strike, 

we strike back!"). The company, which specializes 

in artificial limb replacement, is building an 

"infinity building," "higher than the law allows," 

with no top floor. An earthquake changes 

everyone's plans, and the characters reconvene in 

different contexts—a pinball-machine war, an 

airplane crash, a homeless conclave outside City 

Hall, a capital punishment trial—as global 

disaster looms and possible escape routes beckon. 

(Rosenberg, "xArchitecture' of Change" B5) 

This quotation simplifies the complex mosaic of images that 

allow the definition to emerge. For example, the simulation 

of the earthquake takes place as the stage transforms into 

a construction site, where the actor, atop a tall ladder 

begins to sway. The earthquake begins, the actor 
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precariously balances and suddenly falls, with the ladder, 

as a crack down the middle of a highway appears and swallows 

him up. The precision of this moment was echoed throughout 

the constant flow of images presented to the audience. 

Through written material, choice of cast and music, and 

spectacularly precise moments, the themes of overbuilding, 

natural and social disasters evolve clearly. 

The premise and structure of The Desert Music should be 

clearer than Architecture because it is based upon a true 

story, the D. B. Cooper skyjacking incident, and music and 

text are taken from Steve Reich and William Carlos Williams. 

However, this specificity does not serve to clarify the 

ideas or structure of the piece. The program notes in this 

piece give the background of the music and poetry: 

Originally composed for chorus and orchestra, The 

Desert Music is presented tonight in its world 

premiere as a fully staged music theatre production 

. . . Director George Coates has set the music to 

the story of the infamous skyjacker, D. B. Cooper, 

who disappeared . . . after parachuting out of a 

commercial airliner with $200,000 in marked ransom 

money . . . Resident composer Marc Ream has created 

an electronic orchestral version of The Desert 

Music. 

The clashing and overlapping voices of Coates, Ream, 

Williams, Cooper, and Reich filled the stage with music, 



60 

song, text, movement and images all at once, obfuscating any 

simplistic conclusions. The Cooper story began to take 

precedence, as the actor interacted with images of 

greed, nature and ignorance. At one point Cooper 

danced atop the projected image of a huge dollar bill. 

Another significant image was fire, spreading out of control 

at the hands of humans. Most of the imagery relates to the 

legend of Cooper and he often stood alone onstage. The 

structure of the piece allowed for little interaction 

between the human elements and each represented one of the 

collaborative voices. This detatchment permitted the 

technology to overwhelm, being the one unifying element for 

so many voices. The collage structure becomes a tool of 

the imagistic theatre to unify the elements through 

something other than plot and language. 

The choices of text, if any, are important to deal with 

for it is this more than any other element that audiences 

identify with theatre. The Architecture of Catastrophic 

Change used text written by George Coates, and sung to 

original music by Marc Ream. Like a rock opera, 

Architecture communicates through language and song, but 

unlike most rock operas, the words are a piece of a puzzle, 

incomplete without the images around them. The strength of 

the collaboration between Coates and Ream is that the tape 

of the songs, sold in the lobby of the performance, holds up 

quite well as a musical art form. However, the lyrics alone 
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are not as definitive without the images they illustrate. 

The lyrics to the song "Blood and Oil," found within the 

program notes, may project specific ideas: 

Score some points and lose and I lose for the last 

time 

Score some points and win all we have lost 

Play by the rules and stay on the game board 

Change all rules or forfeit the game board 

Wars are games that kill 

Kill the games of war. 

But when the song is sung by actors on top of an immense, 

projected film of a pinball machine in play, the meaning 

becomes ironic in equating war to a game, and not as 

general. The text in Architecture and other Coates 

performances is a nonlinear method of communication to the 

audience, but it is only understood in relationship to the 

many other elements involved. 

In the most recent piece, The Desert Music, the text 

was pre-written, three poems by William Carlos Williams that 

intentionally accompanied Steve Reich's "The Four Seasons" 

and "The Desert Music" compositions. In this production, 

some of the text was printed on the program, and parts of it 

appeared as projections on the screen portion of the set. 

Williams's poems vaguely accompanied the premise of D. B. 

Cooper's infamous skyjacking incident in 1971, but appeared 

more as commentary, to the visual world Coates had created: 
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"Man has survived hitherto because he was too ignorant to 

know how to realize his wishes. Now that he can realize 

them, he must either change them or perish." The text in 

this production has a more general application, as this 

quotation can be related to either the general idea of 

Cooper's greed as he parachutes into the wilderness, never 

to be heard from again, or images of humankind destroying 

the environment. In this piece, through projections of 

fragments of the poems, and instructions to the audience at 

the end of the evening, the text became a visual image as 

well as an auditory one. In both of these pieces, 

Architecture and Desert Music, Coates applies text as a 

painter would apply brushstrokes, to add texture to the 

overall image. 

If Coates intends for the spectator to read his 

performances as live paintings, then the visual elements 

must take precedence in discussion. The scenic elements, 

which encompass lighting, costume and properties, all 

contribute equally to form a moving image. The look of the 

individual performances are affected by the type of space in 

which an artist chooses to work. Coates and company have 

performed all over the world, as well as in several small 

spaces around the Bay area. Finally, they have a permanent 

home, the Performance Works. The performances discussed 

here have all taken place in the new space. 

Throughout the experimental theatre movement, artists 
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have been trying to change the structure of the theatre 

itself. Environmental, in the round, on the street, all 

present challenges to the traditional approach to literary 

drama. The type of space chosen, if a choice is involved, 

gives insight to the type of theatre created. George Coates 

Performance Works space is set up in a proscenium style, 

with the spectators looking straight on at the performers. 

A note in the program of Architecture says that: 

Using the entire neo-Gothic structure as a visual 

surround, GCPW creates three dimensional 

performance environments without altering the 

building's major architectural features. 

Traditional theatrical devices, the fly loft and 

overhead lighting grid, are rejected to preserve 

the character and grandeur of this rare space. 

The visual surround may refer to occasional projections 

across and into the church's vaulting ceiling to create 

atmosphere before, after, and in Architecture, throughout 

the show. Forsaking traditional theatrical devices is not a 

problem for Coates and company; they have created plenty of 

replacements. Using a proscenium space has proven to be an 

asset for Coates. The frontal, traditional approach to the 

spectator-performer relationship has let him explore the 

cinematic value of the stage. Cleverly relating to 

America's obsession with the television, Coates has begun 

using screens across the stage to make the audience feel at 
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home. 

An earlier form of the actual screen was used in 

Architecture. when a large ramp filled the space, able to be 

raised, lowered or set anywhere in between. On the lowered 

ramp, projected images appear: 

A baby, playing on a rug ... a man in a space 

suit suspended from a rope, who "swims" amid a 

sequence showing barrels of toxic waste dumped at 

sea ... a city street down which an earthquake 

fissure runs. (Ahlgren 34) 

At different times, live actors appeared on the ramp, 

relating and reacting to the projected images. Coates took 

this further in his next few productions; in Invisible Site, 

on the screen was projected film that appeared three-

dimensional through the glasses provided to the audience. 

When performers were lit on a ramp behind the screen, a 

picture of performer relating to a variety of surroundings 

was breathtaking. 

In The Desert Music, Coates has perfected the moments 

of Invisible Site using both the large, circular, tilting, 

platform, and the moveable ramp from previous shows. Both 

are placed behind the screen and set up so that they can be 

used in conjunction with each other. Before D. B. Cooper 

lands, somewhere in the Cascade wilderness of Washington 

state, this wilderness is projected before the audience. A 

running stream, leading to a water pool in the midst of a 
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dense forest is suddenly before us. Next to the pool appear 

several figures, nymphs of some sort. As they begin a 

ritualistic movement over the water, their reflections 

appear, imitating exactly the nymphs' every move. Suddenly, 

the screen rises slowly and the "reflections" are revealed: 

dancers, hanging off the underside of the ramp, upside down, 

mirroring their three counterparts who are crouched on the 

top of the ramp. A special type of lighting is used that 

enables the actors to appear inside the projected image. 

Another interaction between performer and projection 

takes the form of costume. Projections upon their unitards 

transform the dancers in The Desert Music into human 

screens. At one point, dots are projected on them as they 

move, creating an unearthly vision. At another time, flames 

leap upon the dancers and a new depth is discovered in the 

imagery of fire across the stage. In Architecture, costumes 

represent archetypes: the character called security wore a 

khaki uniform complete with jodhpur pants and a helmet; 

that of Faith Dealer wore a dark priestly outfit with a 

white scarf draped over his shoulders; the Replacement 

Supervisor wore a uniform akin to a flight attendent; and 

the Disaster Services Industries Board of Directors wore 

suits, ties, and carried briefcases. 

The archetypal images come across in the props as well. 

In an interview during the production of Rare Area, Coates 

discussed the process of making an image: 
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We use archetypal images—the flag for example—and 

then ... we work our ways on it. The flag may be 

white in the beginning but then it becomes 

manipulated all colors, animated, until finally it 

doesn't stand for one set of symbols or image 

anymore. Through this kind of playing around with 

the archtypes, we hope to trigger a one-world kind 

of consciousness, (qtd. in Weiner, 

"Experimentalist" 22) 

Most recently, in the production of The Desert Music, he 

acheived this goal, at least with raising a one-nation kind 

of consciousness. As the audience watched the story of D. 

B. Cooper unfold, and the hijacking take place, two-hundred 

real dollar bills dropped from the ceiling above the 

audience. The entire audience registered a reaction that it 

was real and scrambled furiously in the aisles for those 

bills not plucked from the air. After posing the question 

of Cooper's greed to the audience, the audience experiences 

it live. Coates reverses the archetypal image, giving us 

instead the archetype itself. However, the image reigns in 

Coates's theatre. A projected plea for the return of 

these "props" accompanied by a percentage figure of how many 

bills were returned the previous evening appeared on the 

screen at the end of the performance, reminding us of the 

power of the image. 

The difference between a painting, film or television 
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and the works of George Coates still comes down to the live 

action onstage. The images derived from the scenic 

elements, and film or slide projections are spectacular and 

moving because of the performers around them. From The 

Architecture of Catastrophic Change to The Desert Music, 

actors have played a variety of roles, some more successful 

at reaching an audience than others. Of these two works, 

perhaps Architecture offered the most versatile acting 

opportunities for the actors/singers. 

An African a cappella ensemble, Zulu Spear; members of 

Savina Eastern European woman's chorus; the San Francisco 

Chamber Singers; an operatic tenor; and a boy soprano all 

performed as both actors and singers in Architecture. Each 

played a role in the development of the piece through 

physical and vocal means. This production being the least 

high tech of the two, the actors were leaned upon more 

heavily to create images. At one point, the ramp is pulled 

up to its highest point and a car rushes over the edge, 

stopping just in time, dangling. The visual image was a 

replication of the car almost going off the bridge during 

the earthquake. However, for the audience, the image is 

completed in the song, "Off Ramp," in which the boy soprano, 

up on the ramp, looking in the car, sings "stop the bleeding 

mess, no hearing her cries, no feeling the baby's 

breathing." The human interaction adds depth to the visual 

image, transferring a photographic image into an emotional 
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one. When the ramp becomes an airplane, the film of seats 

changes the atmosphere on the stage. But it is not until 

the operatic tenor wanders from seat to seat singing, "I 

booked my seat in first class, where the hell is my boarding 

pass, over, overbooked," that we are able to go beyond the 

symbol of an airplane to a human interest story. In 

Architecture. the actors function to place the visual images 

in context with the ideas presented. 

The Desert Music tried to maintain a balance between 

the human connection of Architecture and the high technology 

Coates had used in the previous piece, Invisible Site, but 

did not quite succeed. The visual element was breathtaking 

but the dancers and the actor playing D. B. Cooper remained 

silent throughout. Cooper communicated via projected text, 

handing the flight attendant notes that were then projected 

on the screen, "Keep the aircraft at 10,000 feet." Spoken 

text was sung by members of the San Francisco Chamber 

Singers. Coates seems to be experimenting with the 

different levels of acting in these recent pieces. In 

Invisible Site, actors competed for attention with an actual 

computer generated human form. In both these past two 

shows, the actors had to learn how to relate only to their 

imagination, as only the audience sees the projections. 

Standing in a light behind a screen with no other humans to 

relate to must be difficult for an actor. Like dancers, 

they are often just another visual element to complete the 
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picture. When Coates does allow their emotions to show, as 

the trained singers did in Architecture, the images 

presented seem somehow more complete. 

It is this expectation, that the humans, especially 

when paired with a computer figure, be more "real" than the 

technology, that leaves audiences less than moved from time 

to time. The overall impression after seeing a Coates 

production is generally one of awe and disbelief. Disbelief 

that the production was live theatre. Awe that the 

technology has been so perfected. But this awe can also be 

seen in the latest Broadway spectacle. What sets the two 

apart is the lack of traditional story elements in Coates's 

work. The spectator leaves with a series of image 

impressions to ponder. Eventually, a story, or premise may 

fall into place. Much of the absorption is left up to the 

audience; Coates assumes you think. He discussed what he 

attemped to do for the spectators: 

What I'm trying to do ... is celebrate 

the power of imagination in an evocative way so 

that the work is a trigger for each audience person 

to participate in the experience by completing, by 

entering in, by being moved to one degree or 

another, to make the connections and have the 

responses that come with each person's history, 

(qtd. in Lassell F3) 

He does provide a bombardment of images, enough to supply 
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connections for the audience members. When the balance 

between the performers and technology is achieved, he also 

moves the audience. 

Coates's work demands to be seen more than once. The 

images retained are only a small percentage of the whole. 

Unlike traditional literary drama, once you have seen it you 

do not know the outcome. His works are often so complex 

that the during the first viewing the visual may be all you 

are capable of comprehending. The images remain with you 

and slowly, new interpretations can be layered on them. The 

images are concrete, a projected family barbeque on the 

screen of The Desert Music that suddenly erupts in flames 

and spreads to the lawn and then engulfs the pool. How it 

relates to the D. B. Cooper hijacking imagery, or a 

projected electric stove coil on the circular platform 

around which Cooper hops, or the dancers covered with dots, 

or projected fragments of song as it is sung, can only be 

understood as a whole. When the pieces of Coates's puzzle 

unite as a whole in performance, an impressionistic work of 

art has been created, satisfying a sense of aesthetic beauty 

not often felt in theatre. 

Through technology, Coates's work is able to narrow the 

gap between the advances in film and television and the live 

theatre. Projecting film, slides or computer graphics on a 

screen for live actors to interact with allows a camera's 

eye to assist the spectator for unique effects in live 
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theatre. The audience can travel from place to place in a 

continuous stream of images, as Invisible Site took us from 

a rainy street to a rocky desert to a dense forest. The 

camera can dissolve the image and crossfade into another in 

seconds, expanding the possibilities for not only scenic 

experimentation but content and acting as well. With a new 

language on the stage, all elements of theatre can continue 

to grow. "Theatre must find out what it can do on-stage that 

is better than what can be done on film or in a book or on 

the tube. When you see something live that's impossible, 

then some magic has happened" (qtd. in Lassell F3). This 

kind of imagistic theatre will not be satisfactory for those 

hoping to see actors going through a deep, psychological 

change, or traditional forms of tragedy and comedy. There 

will always be room for both however, and Coates may succeed 

in bringing the mass media audiences back in to see live 

theatre. "I think of it as mutual media rather than 

multimedia—it speaks to interdependence rather than just 

quantity" (qtd. in Ahlgren 33). 

Drawing media images into live theatre is a unique 

quality in the imagistic works of George Coates. His 

interest in the latest computer technology has expanded the 

realm of live theatre in the '90s. The attention paid to 

bringing different forms of music into his performances also 

sets him apart from others in the field. Combining music, 

technology and live action, the theatre of Coates has the 



72 

potential to draw in a new audience. Besides being an 

exciting form to watch, the integration of the live actor 

and the technological image opens new doors to theatres 

everywhere. 
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CHAPTER 4 

MARTHA CLARKE 

Martha Clarke's imagistic theatre pieces are an 

extension of a varied life experience that emphasizes dance. 

Originally from Baltimore, Clarke began dancing at age six 

at the Peabody Institute. Her promise as a dancer led her 

to attend Julliard during her senior year of high school. 

Afterwards, she briefly joined Anna Sokolow's modern dance 

company. Sokolow remains an important influence on her 

life. "What is missing from dance education, I got from 

Anna Sokolow—movement generated from a very strong 

emotional content that is extremely specific" (qtd. in Smith 

72). Shortly thereafter, Clarke married sculpter Philip 

Grausman, moved to Rome and had a son. Her five year hiatus 

from dance ended when Grausman was asked to be artist-in-

residence at Dartmouth. There Clarke helped form the avant-

garde dance troupe Pilobolus, known for its acrobatic 

experimentation in dance. She remained with Pilobolus from 

1972 to 1978, leaving to found her own company, Crowsnest, 

with an original member of Pilobolus, Robby Barnett, and 

French dancer Felix Blaska. In 1974, while choreographing a 

piece at the Long Wharf Theatre in New Haven, Connecticut, 

she met actress Linda Hunt, who she considers her "bridge 

into theatre" (qtd. in Smith 72). The bridge 
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extended into theatrical work with Music Theatre Group/Lenox 

Arts Center, the company through which much of Clarke's 

work, including The Garden of Earthly Delights (1984), 

Vienna: Lusthaus (1986) and The Hunger Artist (1987), was 

produced. 

Clarke's early work raised many questions on form. 

Both dance and theatre critics reviewed her works. Garden 

of Earthly Delights was called "charged, wordless physical 

theatre" (Zimmer 87), and Vienna: Lusthaus was described as 

"neither dance nor drama but an ephemeral synthesis of the 

two" (Erstein E9). Clarke discusses her conscious 

understanding of the breakdown of traditional forms: 

But there's a whole thing in theatre with 

characters and ideas and linear forms ... I love 

dance, but it's quite abstract, and the potential 

of the theatrical experience is vast . . .We're 

beginning to have a period now where pieces don't 

need categories to describe what they are. The 

borders of what is theatre and what is dance are 

blurred. The walls are tumbling down and it's a 

good thing. It's what's in the air now. (qtd. in 

Basco A8) 

The labeling confusion stems from Clark's virtuosity in 

many fields. Unique to her work is the sensitivity to art 

and music, and a strong multimedia collaboration of the 

elements that blends dance with visual imagery. 
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The attraction to the world of painting and art appears 

in most of Martha Clarke's works. The Garden of Earthly 

Delights was inspired by the triptych of the same name by 

Hieronymus Bosch, Egon Schiele and Gustav Klimt propelled 

the visual imagery of Vienna: Lusthaus, and Miracolo dxAmore 

owed a debt to the Punchinello drawings of 18th-century 

artist Tiepolo and the etchings of 19th-century 

illustrator Grandville. The interest in each of these 

artists goes beyond inspiration, as one reviewer of Garden 

points out: 

This is not a work manifestly inspired by a 

painting—as Stephen Sondheim was inspired by 

Seurat in Sunday in the Park with George—but is, 

in effect, a dramatization of Bosch's own 

fantastic, painterly dream. (Barnes, "Bosch's 

% Garden"1 B14) 

Even while creating dance solos, Clarke often turned to 

visual arts for inspiration. Max Ernst's drawing of a woman 

with a bird's head inspired her Fallen Angel, and Nocturne 

was inspired by a photograph by Baron de Meyer. Her work 

has been described as "a painting-come-to-1ife" (Zimmer 87), 

and she describes her interest in art: 

I am drawn to the romance of other periods. 

Everybody has his or her own source or sources to 

go to, and I find painting turns my imagination on. 

When I look at a painting, I have a comprehension 
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of the world. When art becomes a source, it's 

simply a point of departure. (Smith 74) 

For a dancer, a visual orientation towards form and an acute 

awareness of rhythm and tempo are crucial. It is logical 

that Clarke's affinity for fine art would affect her 

theatrical/dance work. 

Music and dance often go hand in hand and Martha Clarke 

has a dancer's sensitivity to music. Her constant 

collaboration with composer and musician Richard 

Peaslee has been an integral part of each of her works. 

Clarke's choreography and direction is imbued with a sense 

of musicality: 

There's a natural life span in motion, and I think 

it corresponds to music. The opening of an arm or 

the turn of a head—even something that isn't 

musical in metered musicality has a built-in 

crescendo and accelerando and diminuendo. Even in 

working with actors and text, the speed and 

variation of phrases and silence and punctuation is 

arrived at with some grounding of musical sense. 

In this kind of theatrical movement, the inner 

music, the inner life, has a musical flow to it. 

(qtd. in Smith 74) 

Like George Coates, Clarke, through musical collaboration, 

has begun to define the imagistic theatre through the 

varied yet steady use of sound and music. Both artists 
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attempt to use their musicians as actors on stage, and in 

Clarke's Garden of Earthly Delights, although there is no 

actual text to speak or sing, the integration of 

musician/actor to the action is essential. One reviewer of 

Garden describes this crucial interaction: 

By the final section, laid in hell, mankind has 

become totally corrupt. The only joy here is to 

spread torment. The music squeaks and squawks. A 

soul is crushed under a bass drum . . . Then, 

magically, one of the damned picks up a cello and 

begins to play a strain as pure as those heard in 

the Garden. This leads to the cruelest section of 

all, ending with the impalement of a female ghoul 

on the cello's supporting peg. (Sullivan F9) 

In each of Clarke's works, music is a supporting element of 

the overall image, one of the collaborative elements she 

will not work without. 

In a recent interview, Clarke explained her approach to 

the collaborative process: 

There's not one thing that's more important than 

the next . . . The movement and dance element 

equals the theatre element, equals the music, the 

lighting, the design. It's really equal pieces of 

the pie; if, for example, you take the lights away 

from the production, you lose a sixth of it. (qtd. 

in Ostlere 46-48) 
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She takes credit as director of a piece, but relies heavily 

upon her collaborators, composer Richard Peaslee, scenic 

designer Robert Israel and lighting designer Paul Gallo. 

The work this team produces is called a multimedia 

collaboration but, aside from incorporating flying into the 

work, thus far they impact without the use of "high" or 

computer technology. Describing Garden of Earthly Delights. 

one critic attempts to historicize multimedia's use in 

theatre: 

It is very much a mixed media piece, involving not 

just dance but also song and instrumental music 

. . . and spectacular visual effects including 

airborne performers zooming aloft in flying 

harnesses. The artistic genre we call "multimedia" 

is as old as the hills. In the East it's been the 

central theatrical mold—Kabuki is a typical 

example, in which the arts of drama, dance, music 

and spectacle are wedded indissolubly . . . and 

most recently in the media-bridging work of such 

people as Robert Wilson, Mededith Monk, [and] Peter 

Brook. (Kriegsman G3) 

Coming from a dance background, it is natural that Clarke 

should not limit her work to one medium. Her work could be 

described as dance that integrates theatrical elements into 

it, providing the strength of movement in her imagery. 

Within the imagistic theatre it is this strength of 
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movement, coupled with her collaborative efforts and 

artistic and musical sensibilities that makes her work stand 

out as unique. 

Clarke's first venture into imagistic theatre is 

perhaps her most laudable. The Garden of Earthly Delights 

best exemplifies her reliance on image as a motivation for 

theatricalization, for she uses no text at all. As her work 

progressed, text was integrated in several ways. Some of 

these attempts were more successful than others but text or 

no text, the strength always remained in the creation of the 

image. The pieces that followed Garden, Vienna: Lusthaus. 

The Hunger Artist, Miracolo d'Amore, and Endangered Species 

will be used as examples of the evolution Clarke's work has 

undergone. Primarily, though, The Garden of Earthly 

Delights will serve as example for the creation of imagistic 

theatre. 

The Garden of Earthly Delights was originally 

produced in 1984 at St. Clements by the Music Theatre Group. 

It won a Drama Desk Award and the Los Angeles Drama Critics* 

Award. It has been performed in Los Angeles, Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, and even Spain. The piece was so successful 

that it was re-mounted in 1987 at the Minetta Lane Theatre 

in New York. Clarke viewed the Bosch triptych while on tour 

in Spain with Pilobolus in 1978 and took from it these 

thoughts: 

The world of Bosch is a world of the extremes of 
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human emotion—there's tenderness and anger and 

violence and silliness and romance and irony. Yet 

all the people in it have a kind of innocence and 

sweetness, even the victims in hell, as well as the 

aggressors, (qtd. in Smith 74) 

Bringing Bosch to life is a huge chore; the painting is 

filled with intricate details that would be impossible to 

portray adequately. Clarke managed to extract the essence 

of this masterpiece and condense it to just over an hour. 

It stands as a strong example of imagistic work, and by 

examining its structure, lack of text, visual imagery, use 

of actors and audience response, a pattern emerges that 

links Clarke to the imagistic work of George Coates. 

The Garden of Earthly Delights was structured in four 

sections: Eden, The Garden, The Seven Sins, and Hell. 

Clarke structured the pieces from Bosch's triptych, creating 

live images for the Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden 

story. Each section worked under a premise that progressed 

to the next. Bosch's triptych begins with the creation of 

Eve, but skips the biblical tale of Adam and Eve eating the 

forbidden fruit, which leads to the fall of mankind. The 

first panel is calm, filled with animals and natural 

surroundings; however, the animals themselves are quite 

strange, some fantastical as in the unicorn and some 

misshapen as in the three-headed heron. Adam, Eve and their 

creator seem out of place amongst these strange beasts. 
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Bosch's central panel depicts the world after the creation 

of woman. A change has come over the world and it swarms 

with nude human forms, coupling in a variety of fashions. 

Animals and fruits abound, all representative of the 

downfall of humankind. The final panel, titled "Hell," is 

punishment and torture for the actions of the previous 

panels. The seven sins—lust, pride, avarice, sloth, wrath, 

envy and gluttony—are represented as well as the punishment 

for these actions. In Clarke's version there are four 

sections and she insists upon inserting the forbidden fruit 

tale, perhaps filling in the one blank to Bosch's story. 

Clarke succeeds in selectively bringing Bosch's images to 

life in each of her sections. As the painting provides a 

feast for the eyes, so does the performance, all without the 

help of a word. 

There is no text for Garden of Earthly Delights, 

although the music and sounds speak for themselves. 

Brustein said that the Peaslee's music "is virtually a 

dramatic character in itself" (Who Needs Theatre 130). 

Typical of imagistic theatre, the text, or in this case the 

musical text, becomes part of communicating the image. In 

Garden, the music represents the voice of a character as it 

changes from melodic to dissonant as the characters move 

from one scenario to another. During the hell section, 

music even becomes a catalyst for murder: 

The original theme of Eden emerges played on a 
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lonely cello. A woman pulls the cellist's arm and 

makes him miss a note. The music becomes foul and 

ugly. She breaks the strings, grabs his bow. He 

stabs her with the sharp end of the cello and 

plucks at it grimly as she writhes on the ground. 

(Brustein, Who Needs Theatre 131) 

It is not necessary to include text to communicate when the 

images are so full of meaning. In Garden of Earthly 

Delights, the simplicity of absorbing the image was 

tantamount to the experience of viewing a painting, 

listening to a symphony and watching a dance piece all at 

once. 

The visual imagery of Garden of Earthly Delights began, 

as a painting would, from a frontal perspective. Being 

primarily a movement piece, there is no set designer 

credited nor is one necessary. The visual element of Garden 

is constructed by the bodies on stage. The performers, all 

strong in the field of dance and music create any scenario 

with their bodies. They fill the space with lifts and 

throws, they roll and intertwine together, brushing the 

stage as a paintbrush does to canvas. A true collaboration, 

it is hard to separate one element from another. This 

description of the first two sections begins to define the 

visual element: 

To the accompaniment of wind sounds and a brass 

choir, delicate creatures in white leotards wander 
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through the garden on their fingers and toes, their 

behinds raised like ethereal fawns. A musician 

places his marimba under one of the dancer's legs 

and plays her; another turns a dancer into his 

cello. An unearthly half-light suffuses the scene 

as Adam and Eve enact their agony in the garden. 

An angel flies above their heads. Banished from 

Eden, they turn into boats and sail away; two 

nymphs begin whipping themselves with branches; a 

woman becomes a tree; a man (Jesus?) is led onto 

the stage lashed to a huge stick. (Brustein, Who 

Needs Theatre 130) 

For technical support, Clarke employed Peter Foy, 

responsible for flying Jean Arthur, Mary Martin and Sandy 

Duncan in Peter Pan, to create the flying seguences. A 

sense of height and depth was added to the picture because 

of this element. The flyers did not only fly out over the 

audience, thereby breaking the illusion of a flat image, but 

also did spins and turns while floating. Depth was also 

created by means of dramatic lighting, by Paul Gallo, that 

aided the performers in their transitions through Eden into 

hell: "Paul Gallo's moody lights helping the actors turn 

themselves into giraffes, beasties and things that go bump 

in the night" (Sullivan F9). The lighting is responsible 

for bringing this painting to life, as well as setting a 

mood, done well in the opening sequence through a haze. 
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With only the bodies, flight, and light, the images 

would be interesting to view perhaps, but without the detail 

necessary to bring out Clarke's sense of humor and make the 

images indelible to the eyes of the spectator. The costumes 

and props are needed to achieve this end. The costumes, by 

Jane Greenwood, were simple, mostly nude-colored bodysuits, 

to symbolize the many nude bodies of Bosch's world. 

Occasionally the bodysuits were white or green when the 

performers had to represent animals or life in the garden. 

The change came in the Seven Deadly Sins section, when the 

performers lost their innocence, and dressed in Bruegelesque 

clothes. In this section, Clarke veers from Bosch, allowing 

the influence of another Flemish painter to permeate her 

work. Another reason for the attire, might be the need to 

work in the clever, often ribald, use of props. The 

ingesting of a sack of potatoes as an act of gluttony, only 

to eliminate them on the stage, for example. Clarke's 

particular sense of humor can be seen in the way she 

delivers the apple to Adam and Eve—held in the crotch of 

the sly serpent. In presenting an image that the audience 

will retain, Clarke is specific in her choices. From the 

position of the body, to the prop held by it, the overall 

visual image is prepared to the last detail, for it is this 

that communicates the ideas of the imagistic theatre. 

The actors in Garden of Earthly Delights, as discussed 

previously, are the main source for creating the visual 
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element. However, the roles played are typical of the 

imagistic theatre, devoid of traditional psychological 

conditioning, not concerned with sense and emotional memory. 

Yet, they evoke emotion in the viewer. In Martha Clarke's 

work, the emotion flows more from the physical movement than 

from the intellectual process. The movements created by the 

performers in Garden not only symbolized humans in various 

form of degradation, but animals and trees as well. Clarke 

stylized this movement by adopting a slow motion technique 

for the actors. "Six wind camels breeze by . . . and when 

one of them falls like a slow-motion brontosaurus two others 

tear at the collapsed behemoth with their teeth" ("Martha 

Clarke's Troup" G7). This image validates Clarke's decision 

to implement this slowed-down style with the performers, 

especially when they represent non-human forms. 

Martha Clarke's theatre work utilized strong movement 

elements stemming from dance. With Garden of Earthly 

Delights, Clarke's entry into the world of theatre was 

viewed as a dance-theatre creation. In Garden, the lack of 

text made the movement elements stand out even more as 

dance. For theatre goers, Clarke's movement imagery was an 

unusual contrast to the typical realistic motion seen on a 

great many stages. It also transcended the world of story-

based dance by not presenting the movement as the main focus 

of the piece, but presenting an image that is not complete 

without the musicians, flight, characters, lighting, etc. If 
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reviewers represent a certain percentage of the audience, 

then Brustein's comments confirm the success of the actual 

piece as well as the imagistic theatre in general: 

The Garden of.Earthly Delights, like so many recent 

works of inspired theatrical imagination, shows us 

theatre in the act of regenerating itself, 

exploring realms that have thus far been uncharted, 

beyond realism, beyond representation, entering the 

very source of creation itself. (Who Needs Theatre 

131) 

With The Garden of Earthly Delights, Martha Clarke hurdled 

into the world of imagistic theatre sucessfully. This 

beginning has led to further experimentation, notably with 

the use of text. 

After Garden, Clarke set about to introduce text into 

her work. Her next piece, Vienna; Lusthaus, also premiered 

at St. Clement's Church in New York before moving to 

Washington, D.C., Houston, Texas, Los Angeles and Europe. 

It won an Obie for best off-Broadway play. It deals with 

Vienna at the turn of the century: 

Artistically, Vienna was the hotbed of 20th-century 

writing, philosophy, psychology ... I was 

thrilled by the architecture, furniture, drawings, 

clothing, graphics, Gustav Klimt's work. I 

strongly related to the physical presence of Egon 

Schiele's drawings, (qtd. in Brown B2) 
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Her beginning imagery was still visually oriented and she 

hired Charles Mee as a writer on the project. Still not 

completely comfortable with text, the integration process 

became a difficult one. "He [Mee] wrote 50 or so pages of 

monologues and we tried everything—upside-down, backwards-

and-forwards, sideways—to use them" (qtd. in Erstein E9). 

However, much of what Mee wrote was discarded. What was 

left was formed into a series of dream-like vignettes. "The 

difficult part was putting together all these vignettes and 

trying to make some kind of logical order out of it. 

Eventually I kind of abandoned logic for a dream state" 

(Bennetts C15). The writing that did not fit into the 

dream-like structure was abandoned for story-like sequences 

based on Freud's love letters, Wittgenstein's notebooks, 

plus diaries, letters and other documentation from members 

of the Hapsburg family. The text was applied as overlapping 

monologues and snippets of stories. Sticking to a 

collaborative technique, Clarke also began integrating the 

cast's own dream imagery into the textual material. 

Vienna: Lusthaus received a great deal of praise, for 

Clarke's collage elements of text, dance, song and sexual 

imagery. The text remained an equal element of the whole, 

characteristic to imagistic theatre. 

Other works were less successful in the incorporation 

of text. The Hunger Artist was based on the writings of 

Kafka, focussing mainly on his A Country Doctor and 
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Metamorphosis. Two main characters become narrators, one 

for Kafka and his characters, the other for the women in 

their lives. Called a work in progress, this piece was 

never reviewed officially, although this description 

appeared in Dance Magazine: "it is bound to the word, making 

it more specific and realistic than dance ever needs to be" 

(Sommer 183). Miracolo dxAmore followed The Hunger Artist 

and attempted to use the fairy tales told by Italo Calvino 

as text but, as in Vienna, Clarke threw most of it away. 

The piece ended up with no dialogue. Instead, a score, much 

of which is intentionally unintelligable, is applied, 

bringing the work closer to an operatic feel. Finally, 

Endangered Species, the most recent piece began with texts 

of Charles Mee again, but this time none of it could be made 

to work. Clarke pulled out a copy of Whitman's Leaves of 

Grass at the last minute and structured it into a piece 

about animals and the environment, with images of war 

attached. Clarke describes it as being, "probably closer to 

narrative than much of my work, because the characters have 

relationships, and they're less metaphoric than much of my 

previous work. I mean, it's Walt Whitman poetry" (Rizzo 

Bl). Despite her intent, reviewers unanimously criticized 

Clarke's textual choices, finding the text unrelated to the 

action. However, whether the use of text is successful in a 

literary fashion or not, her use of it as a verbal addition 

to the images she presents, continues to explore the 
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boundaries of imagistic theatre. 

Exploring boundaries led Clarke to an unusual use of 

performers in her most recent piece, Endangered Species. 

During the run of Miracolo dxAmore at the Spoleto Festival 

in South Carolina, Clarke became friendly with members of 

the Circus Flora was performing nearby. She befriended Tony 

the monkey, Flora the elephant and the artistic director of 

the circus, David Balding, while she was there. A PBS 

documentary on the troubles of elephants in Africa set off 

her idea of developing a piece around the animals. She 

spoke with Balding and they began the process of creating 

Endangered Species. By the time it began at Brooklyn 

Academy of Music's Next Wave Festival, the piece has 

acquired draft horses, goats, a cat, and the original monkey 

and elephant. Accompanying the animals are "men and women 

of several colors and shapes, including a dynamic and 

appealing midget" (Brustein, "The Avant-Garde" 27). Panned 

by critics, Endangered Species dared to risk stepping out of 

the world of dance, theatre and opera and entering into the 

world of the circus. Having animals interact with human 

performers does not necessarily create a circus environment. 

Clarke emphasized that "this is not a children's piece . . . 

it's got sensuality and some violence ... my usual stuff: 

sex, love and death" (qtd. in Rizzo Bl). 

Since the presentation of her last imagistic theatre 

piece, Clarke has been expanding her knowledge in other 
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fields, directing the opera The Magic Flute at Glimmerglass 

Opera's 1992 season. During this season she will return to 

direct Cosi fan tutte. She has expressed a desire to work 

in the medium of film as well. Her outside explorations 

will no doubt be fodder for the already interdisciplinary 

direction her theatrical work takes. 

Clarke's collective imagery has been the basis for an 

interesting branch of the imagistic theatre. Significant 

are her use of choreography to ignite the image and her 

constant struggle with text to further theatricalize the 

movement. Despite the individual differences between the 

artists of the imagistic theatre, both Clarke and Coates 

retain similarities that define the movement. Eschewing 

traditional plot structures, both artists prefer a pastiche 

technique to present ideas. They retain continuity through 

a bank of ideas that begin with themselves but are further 

explored through a collaborative process with the 

performers. Their work is composed of an amalgam of 

movement, music, scenic technology, and other elements, but 

is primarily interpreted visually. All the elements that 

make up each piece co-exist equally to form the specific 

images presented to the audience. Text is not essential, 

and when used is used sparingly, never to be taken as a 

means by which to find a plot or interpret the piece. Text 

exists only as a piece of the puzzle, contributing to the 

images that touch the audience. 
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As technology advances and continues to permeate our 

lives, the imagistic theatre will become more accessible to 

the general public. Its potential for convincing those 

interested in dance, music, and art to participate more 

fully in theatre is only surpassed by drawing in those 

interested in film, computers and even the circus. 

The interaction of both art and non-art forms leads the 

theatre towards a greater interaction between people. It is 

in this area that imagistic theatre's potential is most 

beneficial. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

In the 1991 book, Theatre, Theory, Postmodernism, 

Johannes Birringer questions the lack of attention paid to 

the non-textually based theatre in the contemporary avant-

garde : 

Among actors, directors, and writers there is very 

little discussion about what a "postmodern theatre" 

might be, and we notice the same reluctance among 

drama critics and scholars who continue to write 

about a world of texts and performances that seem 

largely untouched by . . . the technological 

transformation of the late modern culture, (xi) 

In this late modern culture, the theatre has been dominated 

by a sense of realism in drama and spectacle in the Broadway 

musical. The avant-garde has flourished in playwriting 

through an attention to political issues, predominantly 

AIDS. The past three years of The Drama Review have been 

dominated by anthropological theatre and ritual, although an 

article has occasionally popped up about Anne Bogart, 

performance or "shock" artists, the Wooster Group, or non-

traditional casting. There has been little attention paid 

to the imagistic works of either George Coates or Martha 

Clarke, yet their work certainly fulfills Birringer's 



93 

criterion for being postmodern, as it is not based on a 

specific text and has been quite aware of the technological 

advances, especially in the case of Coates. 

This study has been an attempt to bring the imagistic 

theatre into the written canon of the avant-garde, while 

promoting its great possibilities for propelling theatre 

into the 21st century. Coates and Clarke both have 

attempted to stretch the limits of what is considered 

theatre in America. By blending forms and radically 

altering the structure of the literary-based, well-made 

play, they have broken through tradition, even the 

traditions of the avant-garde, into new areas that explore 

the interdisciplinary and multicultural aspects so often 

lacking in American drama. 

If the Aristotelian elements of plot, character, 

thought, diction, melody and spectacle are fundamental to 

the creation of theatre, a realistic production would begin 

with the plot and work downward from there. In the 

imagistic theatre, the approach is non-hierarchical. None 

of these elements rank above the other; instead, all serve 

to illustrate the overall image. Without the focus on the 

literary aspects of the drama, other pertinent fields of 

study have cropped up within the framework of the imagistic 

theatre. 

The interdisciplinary aspect of imagistic theatre 

begins with the premise of inclusion. The artists are not 
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afraid to take risks—risks that spectators will not have a 

familiar form to which to relate, risks of being the first 

to try a new technological advance, all risks of failure. 

In a field as competitive and underfunded as theatre, few 

are willing to take such chances as these. Clarke's 

Endangered Species was one such risk, and it was closed two 

weeks into an expected five week run. To her credit, Eva 

Resnikova of the National Review wrote that the Next Wave 

Festival had a responsibility to assure that risks could be 

taken and the cancellation of this run was a "shameful 

betrayal more damaging to the cause than any inflicted from 

without" (57) . George Coates, on the other hand, has 

not let himself be subjected to the New York 

competitiveness, choosing instead to remain in San 

Francisco. Through grants and other funding, and with the 

security of a home base, he continues to take the risks that 

have already expanded what the computer industry in 

partnership with the theatre can achieve. 

Coates's SMARTS program, which brings science and the 

arts together, is a prime example of the benefits of 

interdisciplinary thinking. Reaching beyond the realm of 

the traditional arts community, Coates has cultivated the 

world of computer science and brought new inventions in 

technology to his stage. The goal of SMARTS is described in 

the program of Invisible Site: 

The SMARTS mission is to provide a link between 
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emerging technology professionals and multimedia 

artists, and to develop a new model for 

artist/industry collaboration. GCPW accepts 

proposals from information industry companies and 

individuals to participate in SMARTS. 

The interfacing of live action and computer images in 

Invisible Site is a direct result of the SMARTS program. 

Coates is able to test out new technologies and perfect them 

for the stage through being open to the advantages of 

interdisciplinary collaboration. Another advantage to this 

partnership is that the computer industry generates a lot of 

income, helpful to the experimental theatre. 

There is a great need for theatre to take an initiative 

in the area of non-traditional casting and overall 

multiculturalism. In a 1989 issue of The Drama Review. 

Harry Newman, the executive director of the Non-Traditional 

Casting Project, presented the reality of multiethnicity in 

the theatre world: 

Unfortunately, although ethnic, female, and 

disabled persons have been accommodated to an 

extent in the greater society, their complete 

acceptance is long in coming. Nowhere is this more 

apparent than in the performing arts, particularly 

the theatre ... A four year study by Actors' 

Equity Association in January 1986 revealed that 

over 90 percent of the all professional theatre 
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produced in this country . . . was staged with all-

Caucasian casts. (22-23) 

The non-traditional casting philosophy is based upon casting 

non-gender, race, or ability-specific roles equally. Even 

in traditional literary based drama, many plays do not 

revolve around the idea of race, for example. The imagistic 

theatre is an ideal place for non-traditional practices to 

flourish, primarily because of the flexible structure of 

plot and idea. The theatre of Coates and Clarke have been 

prime examples of multi-culturalism, especially that of 

Coates, who tries to explore the many cultures around him in 

San Francisco and in the world. 

The Architecture of Catastrophic Change typifies 

multiculturalism as both an idea and in casting. Coates and 

composer Marc Ream were interested in the blending of 

sounds, creating images from different areas of the world, 

and utilizing quality talent from the area. An operatic 

score was created for the performers that used the sounds of 

the African a cappella group Zulu Spear, the Eastern 

European woman's group Savina and members of the San 

Francisco Chamber Opera. These groups were not just 

musicians but performers acting the images Coates created. 

Coates's work has long been diverse. From the early pieces, 

he represented the world around him on his stage. His 

Actual Sho (1986) and Rare Area (1987) showcased the work of 

Japanese mime, Hitomi Ikuma and White Eagle, a Native 
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American tenor, and Double Vision (1991) used Japanese 

dancers Eiko and Koma. His works include many cultures and 

races, intentionally or not. Multiculturalism is not an 

issue directly addressed by Coates, it is the reviewers who 

identify the performers by nationality. Coates's work 

speaks for itself through the images of diversity it 

presents. 

Martha Clarke's imagistic pieces have less cultural 

variety because she employs many of the same company 

members from piece to piece. Her work deals more heavily 

with gender, in that a favorite topic is sex and love. 

Clarke approaches these topics inclusively though and is not 

afraid to exemplify homosexual and heterosexual couples side 

by side. Clarke's images are often seen from a woman's 

point of view, leading the occasional male critic to defend 

his gender, as in this review of Miracolo d'Amore: 

It's impossible for me, as a male, not to detect an 

ugly anti-male streak in the work ... I keep 

trying to fight off a cliche vision of the author 

as the misfit wallflower who writes suicide poems 

at the back of the woman's studies classroom. 

(Hulbert E14) 

Clarke's piece portrayed frontal nudity of the women and one 

man, although he had a fish head on. Clive Barnes 

condescendingly refers to the naked women as "the naked 

girls—why be feminist about it?—wandering through the 
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piazzas . . . look like models who have lost their dream of 

a Maidenform bra" ("Artful" E12). Howard Kissel followed 

suit, refering to these same women as, "naked, not very 

fetching women" (E13). However, Janice Berman chose to 

describe the scene in context, without sexual bias: 

We're introduced to the nudity in "Miracolo's" 

first moments, as the women, their rounded contours 

bathed in golden light, step through a doorway 

. . . There's nothing baldly shocking to the nudity 

itself; it's a matter of context—the men have 

clothes on head to toe, and the contrast makes the 

audience feel hollow and vulnerable. When the men 

attack the women, however—and they do; it is 

horrifying to see the women slammed up against a 

wall . . . the women always have on some clothes 

. . . Clarke wants to make sure we will not turn 

aside in horror. She wants us to see this 

inhumanity. (E10) 

The images Clarke depicts are that much more relevant in 

light of the ironic contrast between these reviews. A non-

sexist point of view is equally as important within the 

framework of multiculturalism in the ground-breaking work of 

the imagistic theatre. 

The image is a powerful visual tool used in American 

society to communicate a message. We have come to depend 

upon media images to connect us with other countries on the 
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news, iconic images to command our computers, and 

advertising images to identify our cereal boxes at the 

supermarket. Using this familiar technique in the live 

theatre gives access to understanding the message or set of 

ideas the imagistic artist chooses to present. This theatre 

does not replace the classics of literature and drama, but 

provides new ventures for those interested in technology, 

other disciplines, and avant-garde theatre. Unlike the 

images presented on MTV, for example, the imagistic theatre 

draws from a number of historical and classical sources, 

thereby continuing an intellectual development as it 

explores new forms. George Coates's Invisible Site exposed 

spectators to such real and fictional characters as Arthur 

Rimbaud, Dalai Lama, Medea, and Prospero. Clarke's Vienna; 

Lusthaus pays homage to the art work of Schiele, the music 

of Strauss, the philosophies of Freud, and the plays of 

Schnitzler. The artists of the imagistic theatre are not 

only concerned with manipulating the image, but what it can 

represent to each of them. 

As our theatre develops in the '90s, and then enters 

the world of the 21st century, it should be encouraged to 

change with the times and remain a viable source for both 

learning and education. As technology develops, the theatre 

must develop. As the United States further evolves into a 

"melting pot," so must the practices in theatre and the 

other arts. Johannes Birringer suggests: 
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In facing the future of theatre we are already 

facing conditions in which the very notion of a 

dominant or unified culture . . . will become 

obsolete by the changing realities of our 

fundamentally multicultural, multilingual, and 

socially polarized societies. In view of these 

realities, we must reinvent our cultural 

topographies and engage in collaborative 

intercultural art, media, and research projects 

. . . we [also] need to accommodate the significant 

impact of women's performances. (Birringer xi) 

The imagistic theatre is capable of steering the world of 

theatre into an interdisciplinary, multicultural, and 

technological future. Twelve years ago, Richard Schechner 

worried that the avant-garde theatre movement was sterile 

and incapable of passing on techniques and information. 

He need not worry, for through the imagistic works of George 

Coates and Martha Clarke new generations of artists are 

inspired. These imagistic works encourage others to take 

the risks to propel an ever-developing theatre into the 

future. 
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