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To those crack-ups, who, through rigorous engagement with their designated medium, touched 
the surface of some transcendental thing, beyond themselves, and added to some path another 

cobblestone, upon which further travelers might someday approach the incandescent boundary of 
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EPIGRAPH 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I see before me a young man in a light-colored wig. 
I study this man avidly… 
The man stutters and breathes improperly when he speaks. I can also see that he is 
quick-tempered and subject to abrupt changes of mood. He easily passes from moments of 
gaiety to moments of dark reflection. He finds ridiculous traits in men and likes to make 
them the butt of his jests. 
On occasion he carelessly slips into frankness. At other times he tries to be secretive and 
cunning. He can be recklessly brave, but he can also shift within the moment to irresolution 
and cowardice. You must agree with me that with these characteristics he will not have an 
easy life, and will make many enemies! 
But let him live his life!  

Bulgakov; The Life of Monsieur de Molière 
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     ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 
 
 
 

The Misanthrope: Ideals and Applications   
 
 

by 
 
 

Nicholas Rapp 
 

Master of Fine Arts in Theatre and Dance (Directing) 
 

University of California San Diego, 2019 
 

Professor Gabor Tompa, Chair 
 
 

 

In the winter quarter of 2019, I directed my thesis production of Molière’s The 

Misanthrope. This production offered a unique set of challenges for a wide variety of reasons. The 

play itself was written in France in 1666, targeting for its audience the French royal court, while 

our audience here would be a university population in the year 2019. Beyond simply the time in 

which it was written and the subject matter of the play, we had to contend with style – that being 

the Alexandrine verse translated into rhyming couplets, and many large chunks of language at 

once, the like of which most among our audience would not find palatable, or even digestible 

without the proper context to house that language.  

My task as director would be to find a suitable context, as part of my concept, within which 

to reposition the classic play for our contemporary audience. I was also tasked to invite the 
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enthusiastic collaboration of all involved with the project to bring the full thrust of their talents 

toward making the concept clear and effective, and to facilitate a healthy, creative environment 

where changes, even up until the last minute, could be received by all collaborating parties, and 

integrated successfully into the work – a piece which, by project’s end, ought best to belong to all 

of us. A final challenge unique to my process was an initial compulsion to integrate my own artistic 

practice of Grotowskian working methods into the fabric of our performance aesthetic. In this 

written document, I hope to speak to these challenges among others, in the hopes of illuminating 

the successes and failures of The Misanthrope, lighting a path toward ever better practices for 

future work.  
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     PART 1: HOW I CAME TO DIRECT THE MISANTHROPE 

 

 During fall quarter of my first year on campus, the directors were tasked with scavenging 

for play titles. Whatever play we would direct in the year following would first need to be approved 

by the faculty and staff associated with both the theatre department and with the production 

facilities of the La Jolla Playhouse. Such approval came only after successful rounds of pitching, 

a ritual more taxing here than conceivably anywhere else, due to various factors.  

One factor was the overwhelming amount of people observing the pitches and opining, in 

spite of the fact that less than half of those people arrived well-researched on the titles in 

preparation for the pitches. In fact, during one round, a professor openly admitted to reading the 

Wikipedia page for the play title during my pitch. Another factor was a general feeling of 

discontent souring the room before us directors had arrived; a discontent consequenced by 

administrative politics and inter-area quarreling to which we directors had no agency in speaking.  

Virtually every area of the school, ranging from acting to stage management, had an issue 

with the creative research of the directing students determining the working production curriculum 

of the other students within the program. Such feelings of disagreement are not unreasonable when 

three students are making choices that effect every other student and faculty member at the school; 

however, we directing students did not manifest the production model at this university ourselves, 

we fell into the model offered us. By following the protocol laid down prior to our arrival on 

campus, my pitches especially were met with what I perceived as cold stares, passive-aggressive 

questions, and an apparent disinterest in the style of theatre I was accepted into this university to 

research and to create. One faculty member later told me “this program is here to prepare students 
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for careers in the American theatre, which means new plays.” She continued: “so why is it that 

only one professor in the directing area works on new plays?”  

Why should I be taken to task for the career occupations of my faculty? Am I to blame that 

my chosen mentor, who specializes in reimagining the classics, was hired by the university?  

Being a first-year directing student, I was assigned by Robert Castro, the head of directing 

at the time, to pitch a heightened language verse play. In not one, but multiple pitching rounds, 

Robert had to clarify to the rest of the faculty that the reason the titles I was pitching were all so 

old was due to the predetermined director’s pedagogy of directing a heightened language play in 

our second year. Various faculty observed my pitches having little to no understanding about my 

curriculum, yet maintaining still the final say regarding what I’d direct among my pitches. In my 

first round, I pitched Cymbeline, and Macbeth, both by Shakespeare. And, thanks in part to my 

primary mentor Gabor Tompa’s suggestion, I also pitched The School for Wives by Molière. I 

would not have read the title unsolicited, but after reading it I found the play to be shocking, cruel, 

and thematically radical even today. It’s essentially a hostage comedy, which is baffling to begin 

with, that asks us to both empathize with and revile the captor. In a contemporary context, it would 

have been a great pathway to explore our relationship with surveillance in the United States.  

During my second round, with strong feelings for the boisterous vibrancy of the Sturm und 

Drang movement, I dropped Cymbeline, replacing it with Schiller’s The Robbers, and returned 

also with a buffed up pitch for both Macbeth and The School for Wives. While no formal decision 

was made, the faculty and staff, for various reasons, did not seem keen to move forward with any 

of these titles.  

There was a period after this where Robert, as directing head, became pressured by other 

professors to assign me a more filtered play search. My new objective was to find a heightened 
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language play, but with a female character’s name in the title. If this were a question of choosing 

titles that empowered the female performers, I’d have thought my intentions were clear by my 

pitches for Cymbeline, Macbeth and The Robbers. Cymbeline features as its protagonist Imogen, 

one of the most extraordinary pathbreakers in all drama; my proposal for Macbeth was one that 

emphasized the importance of the weird sisters and of Lady Macbeth even above the titular 

character; and my proposal for The Robbers included gender-bending primary roles. What I came 

to understand was that while Cymbeline’s protagonist is female, her father’s name being the play 

title wouldn’t be as advantageous for the program’s self-promotion and marketing, and that this 

logic applied also to the other titles. Medea, for instance, was suggested to me as a nice 

compromise on the part of the department, for catering to my taste for darker, complex material, 

while servicing their need to build a marketable season.    

 Rather than making a fuss about the faculty’s apparent desire to prioritize the surface-level 

impression of a season’s production listings over the real substance of what I was proposing for 

the plays, I dug my heels in and researched deeper. I found within this process two plays I love 

perhaps more than any other plays: Penthesilea and Das Käthchen von Heilbronn. Both are by 

Heinrich von Kleist, and both feature titular female protagonists. These plays I pitched with a real 

fire, a burning need to direct them. In private, multiple faculty stopped me to congratulate me on 

the high caliber of these pitches, including Allan Havis, who would become chair of the overall 

program. In public, however, the response was worse than any before.  

After I finished pitching, one professor, willfully oblivious, and present in the room for 

seemingly no better reason than that her attendance should be noted, commented to ask “Wait, 

what’s going on here? Why is he pitching?” When Robert Castro patiently explained that I was 

back to add more options regarding season planning, I added also that I was happy to accept the 



 4 

recent challenge laid on me of proposing great heightened language plays that feature a female 

character’s name in the title. To this comment, the very professors who had spearheaded this latest 

pitching initiative renounced any involvement, claiming that there was no such initiative, and that 

I was at liberty to pitch plays indiscriminate of their titles. It became clear that whatever faculty 

had agreed to push me in this direction had not shared as much with the rest of the faculty in the 

room. Why was this something they were intent on hiding? A pivot occurred and I was told that it 

was only ever a suggestion but not a mandate made upon me. I felt foolish, and discredited for the 

many hours of research that I conducted in their interest. A feeling began to surface in me that my 

creative research was only important in so far as it could service the needs of the faculty. 

Complicating this further was the fact that the faculty were unable amongst themselves to find 

consensus on best practices for theatre making, and the sort of theatre that ought to be made at the 

school. By observation of the choices made by my directing colleague in the year above, and of 

the communication between faculty members at these pitching rounds, I learned firsthand that by 

servicing the needs of one faculty set, we directing students would burn bridges with another.  

 After each round, there was never a decision made regarding the pitches. If I was asked to 

pitch more plays, it didn’t mean the plays I had pitched prior were no longer under consideration 

by the faculty. While my feeling was that none of my pitches were received warmly, I also 

understood that the department would have to choose at least one among my pitches in order to 

create the season. By winter quarter’s end, there was still no determination as to the play title I 

would direct in the year following, past the point of when the season was expected to have been 

finalized. I assured Robert Castro that while I had a ranking order of my preferences, I would have 

been happy to direct any of the plays I had pitched; any among Cymbeline, The Robbers, Macbeth, 

The School for Wives, Penthesilea, and Das Käthchen von Heilbronn.   
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To my surprise, I was asked to meet Robert Castro and Judith Dolan in private regarding 

my pitches, and told that none would be accepted into the season, as each were problematic to 

different areas and for different reasons. Due to the pressures of time, however, a decision needed 

to be made, and I could no longer cultivate my own options for play titles. Prior to the meeting, 

Robert Castro pre-approved three titles with the other areas as suitable options for me to direct.  

Thanks to a faculty-led desire of including Molière into the season and into the other 

students’ education, I could choose between The Miser, Tartuffe, and The Misanthrope. I was not 

happy to direct any of these titles, and found them each to be contrary to my interests as a director 

and as an artist: I saw them as stuffy, boring, homework plays for undergraduate courses, 

illustrating the history of theatre. The thought of dedicating the next year of my research to any of 

these plays, and thereby living with them, made my stomach curl. The School for Wives is a cruel 

comedy with an extreme premise. At the time, the only other play by Molière I had any interest in 

directing was Don Juan, for its cryptic symbolism, and a premise equally extreme. Don Juan was 

cleanly and immediately rejected, for fear that the ending would look cheap given the allotted 

budget, and my professors there maintained that I had spring break to decide between these three 

titles. After spring break, I came back to school having chosen The Misanthrope. But this was 

never my choice, really.  

As Alceste is tasked with betraying his convictions of honesty above all else in the interest 

of remaining in Paris, I was tasked with betraying my taste as an artist in the interest of directing 

at UC San Diego. Ironically enough, this experience was foundational for me in my journey of 

understanding The Misanthrope. How I dealt with my choice, however, would bear a closer 

resemblance to Molière than to his protagonist. In Molière Our Contemporary, Jan Kott speaks to 

the difference between Alceste and Molière.  
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Alceste chooses- just like Racine's heroes- to refuse to accept the world. A comic figure 

becomes a tragic hero. This seemingly objective play is at the same time Moliere's most 

personal. Alceste chooses for Molière. Molière knew that a theatre manager could not 

escape into a wilderness. He knew all Philinte's arguments, but he certainly wrote the part 

of Alceste in the first person. Molière gave him the awareness of his own defeat. With the 

difference that he was not only Alceste. 

 

I was not alone in directing a play title that I did not pick. Among the directing students, only one 

ended up directing a play title he himself had chosen for the following year. Yet, when it came 

time to direct, we were expected to stand behind our play titles, to defend our motives for choosing 

them, and to rally the creative investment of our fellow students as collaborators on the 

productions.  
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PART 2: FIRST IMPRESSIONS OF THE PLAY  

  

I can recall a first impression of disappointment, kind of a “that’s it?” It’s this very simple 

on the surface three-act comedy of manners about a guy who 1) sees polite society behavior for 

what it is; a collectively agreed upon mechanism within which heartless polemics against real 

living breathing people are accepted as mere cogs in the wheel, and 2) loves Celimene, his counter 

opposite and the figurehead of this virus of social behavior. Guy loves girl. Guy doesn’t fit into 

her world. Girl finds that interesting and possibly loves guy, but not enough to leave the world she 

loves more, in order to find a new and better place where they might fit, both of them, together.  

On the surface, nothing happens; it’s like Molière beat Chekhov to Chekhov. No table 

scene, no misers running around looking for their money, or misogynist patriarchs laying traps to 

bamboozle the young buck. Here’s a 17th century French comedy with about as much action as an 

Ingmar Bergman film. My first impression was “this isn’t funny.” However, I did laugh during the 

Celimene/Arsinoe scene. I have to admit there were various instances where I laughed on account 

of Molière’s language, which is infinitely persuasive regardless of what side of the argument he is 

playing, but rarely in this play on account of a pressure cooker ‘situation.’ There are a few dynamic 

situations: Oronte asking for an honest (good) opinion of a bad poem; Alceste demanding in public 

that Celimene make a decision regarding if she’ll be with him; Acaste and Clitandre exposing 

Celimene’s letters to other men, exposing her betrayals, etc. However, these situations are less 

comically visceral than in Moliere’s other, non-court plays. As I was reading Moliere’s plays I was 

also combing through a book of plays by August Strindberg. Halfway through There are Crimes 

and Crimes the thought dawned on me that The Misanthrope might have some symbolic weight to 
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it to which I hadn’t born credence. What if Alceste and Celimene are like opposing elements within 

an ideological dialectic?  

Perhaps Alceste’s naive hope to live a life amicably with his counter-opposite, and her 

naive hope that he would stay in society to be with her, are representative of a peacemaker’s naive 

hope of carving out a synthesis toward utopia, where people can disagree without infecting plague 

upon each other; a world where opposites can occupy a singular space time simultaneously without 

either party sacrificing the parts of themselves that make them themselves to the convenience of 

the other...  

As with Beckett, where the waiting, the trying, the hope in the face of absurdity is the 

primary action, I found that the attempt on the part of these two stubborn lovers is so much of the 

meat of the narrative. And, because we live in this world, and Molière was not compelled to make 

up some deus ex machina, as in Tartuffe, I preferred that the synthesis is not achieved in the play 

itself. While such opposites can attract, they shouldn’t after all function amicably together; not in 

the theatre.  

If everything worked out in the end, there would be less room left for the audience to make 

a change. I remember wanting audiences to feel unsettled by Alceste’s exit. In the traditional sense, 

comedy carries the expectation of a happy ending. In certain cases, as with Dante for example, we 

have a comedy which is a comedy only because the ending is positive, even though none of the 

content is comedic (well, maybe not none of it). So, Moliere’s is an interesting kind of comedy in 

this respect.  

While initially disinterested in the writer, eventually I came to regard him as like many 

impactful artists throughout history. While it took considerable effort, going so far as to dedicate 

my director’s research with Dah Teatar in Belgrade toward Molière during the summer of 2018, 
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and directing independently a production of Tartuffe the quarter following, I eventually came to 

appreciate him deeply, actually. I came to understand that Moliere didn’t make an impression on 

the world around him with theatre by feeding his audience cookies; in fact, he had been 

institutionalized over the centuries, and polished clean of all his danger. The truth was more 

radical. For Molière, comedy was a flaming hot hammer, by which he reshaped his community 

like the shaman healing a snake bite with anti-venom. In her book, History of European Drama 

and Theatre, Erika Fischer-Lichte speaks to his impact in his own time.  

 

Molière’s contemporaneity was aggressive, unlike in Renaissance comedy, which also 

understood itself to be a speculum consuetudinis, but which actually based itself upon a 

fundamental sympathy with the audience. Molière’s comic mirrors of social relationships 

are caricatures containing a strongly polemic element. Any empathy the audience may feel 

is continually dissolved. Certain social groups, which were certainly represented among 

the spectators, were exposed to merciless mocking: the conceited, foppish ‘petit marquis’ 

and the provincials, the prude and coquettish woman, the sanctimonious hypocrites and the 

blue stockings, the doctors, the ambitious merchant and the unscrupulous grandseigneur. 

Scandal was unavoidable. Whilst those who were not affected were greatly amused, those 

who felt attacked defended themselves with all available means. The more powerful and 

influential they were, the more Molière had cause to fear them, despite his favour with the 

king. Scandals could have a vitalising effect and be good for business, but they could also 

be ruinous and even end in death. 
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PART 3: DESIRED IMPACT, PRIOR TO REHEARSALS 

 

 Every one of the characters in the play interface with each other and with their life 

experiences through the filter of their ideas, their opinions and their learned morality. One could 

argue these characters are physical embodiments of an argument, although the application of such 

a theory would make for a shallow performance.  

In the end, the ideas people have – be they about justice, survival, or proper conduct – get 

in the way of the real humans there in front of them. After all, what is justice, utopia, or etiquette, 

without anyone with whom to enjoy those qualities? Celimene is left with what she said she 

wanted: to have her youth in the city. Alceste acts on the desires of which he has spoken of, namely, 

to leave. And while these actions correspond to the ideas and opinions the characters defend 

throughout the play, they do not correspond with what the characters really truly want; being seen, 

understood and embraced by the person they love, who loves them; a tangible possibility if not for 

their stubborn attachment to their predetermined morals and ideals.  

Susan Sontag writes: 

 

… only when morality has been deliberately flouted is the individual capable of a radical 

transformation: entering into a state of grace that leaves all moral categories behind… 

 

My hope was that the audience would leave with an openness to love the persons they love harder, 

expanding their potentiality of lived experience; and that the things they believe might become a 

consequence of their lived experience, instead of their lived experience becoming always a 

consequence of the things they believe. Simultaneously I hoped the audience would leave 
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wondering if this is possible today, and acknowledging to themselves, if only momentarily, the 

cruel hopelessness of our human-after-all situation. In that moment of fissure, paradoxically, I 

thought there might be some radical space for compassion.  
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PART 4: HOW HISTORY INFORMED MY READING 

 

 After much historical review of the period in which the play was written, I began to find 

evidence of a thread between Moliere’s time and our own. The below quotes do well to describe 

the social and political climate of Molière’s time. 

 Erika Fischer-Lichte writes: 

  

The old nobility, the noblesse d’épée, had already been politically disempowered to such 

an extent that it was dysfunctional by the reign of Louis XIII. The aristocratic rebellion, 

the Fronde, represented the last attempt to win back political rights and leadership for the 

nobility but was ultimately defeated. Now all rights of leadership belonged irrefutably to 

the king alone. The status earned by the individual was now no longer handed out according 

to heroic deeds in battle but rather according to the king’s whim. To win the king’s favour, 

members of the noblesse d’épée had to compete with members of the new nobility, the 

noblesse de robe, bureaucrats who had risen out of the bourgeoisie. 

 

 Norbert Elias writes: 

 

A new court society was formed and developed at the court of Louis XIV. Here, a process 

came to an end which had been long in preparation: here, knights and courtly imitators of 

the knighthood finally turned into court people in the real sense of the word, people whose 

social existence and, more often than not, whose income, was dependent on their prestige, 

their status at court and the court society... The competitive pressure for prestige and the 
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king’s favour is great. The ‘affairs’, the battles for position and favour never cease. When 

the sword no longer plays such a great role as a means of earning honour, it is replaced by 

intrigue, and battles in which success in one’s career and in society are fought with words. 

This demands and breeds other qualities than those needed by battles which are fought with 

weapons: consideration, long-term strategy, self-control, careful control of one’s own 

emotions, knowing the enemy and the whole territory become the imperative preconditions 

of any social promotion. 

 

 Dialog from the play reads: 

 (Harrison) pg. 36: 

Alceste: ... Politics! I’m afraid I’m just not suited. My lungs can’t breathe an air that’s so 

polluted. I just don’t have the qualities of guile to cut a figure there or ‘make my pile.’ The 

thing I’m best at’s saying what I mean not double-talk and-think, and saccharine. The man 

who can’t tell lies won’t last two ticks in the suave chicanery of politics. I’m well aware 

that people who aren’t ‘in’ don’t get their ribbons and their bits of tin. 

 

 

Erika Fischer-Lichte writes: 

 

People in court society lived in a tight web of mutual interdependencies. On one hand, their 

position in the court hierarchy was constantly in danger and therefore extremely unstable, 

on the other hand, however, their social existence and personal identity depended on this 
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position. This meant that awareness of the permanent danger to the self and the need to 

create the most stable representation possible for the labile self, was greatly heightened. 

 

Dialog from the play reads: 

 (Harrison) pg. 17: 

Celimene: You mustn’t go on like this. It isn’t fair. Just why I lead him on you’re well 

aware. You know he’s said he’d put in a good word to get my lawsuit favorably heard. 

 

(Harrison) pg. 19: 

Celimene: Alceste, we’ve got to cultivate such men. They’re influential people with a say 

in big decisions at the Elysee. Their tongues do nothing much by way of good but their 

sharp edges can and do draw blood. Whoever else you may have on your side falling foul 

of that set’s suicide. 

 

Molière’s own social life should serve as an example for any aspiring artist or public figure 

at the time; audiences could be merciless, and those with social or political leverage would use 

their sway to attack Molière personally. If he didn’t have favor with the king, he himself may not 

have survived, let alone his plays. Here quoted is a petition written to King Louis XIV by Molière 

concerning a remount of Tartuffe and the attacks he had been dealt during the King’s war campaign 

in the Netherlands (1667): 

 

I await respectfully such decision as Your Majesty may deign to give on the matter, but 

one thing is beyond question, Sire, that it is useless for me to think of writing any more for 
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the theatre if the Tartuffes are to gain the day, for if they do, they will assume the right to 

persecute me more than ever and contrive to find something to condemn in the most 

innocent works of my pen. May your bounty deign to accord me protection, Sire, against 

their venomous rage and so enable me, when you return from your triumphant campaign, 

to afford Your Majesty diversion after the fatigues of your conquests, provide you with 

innocent pleasures after your noble exertions, and bring a smile to the countenance of the 

Monarch before whom Europe trembles. 
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        PART 5: HOW NEW YORK INFORMED A CONCEPT   

  

Upon deeper reflection, I could recall my time spent working at different theatre companies 

in New York, from Mabou Mines to 3 Legged Dog, and the many theatre artists outside of those 

companies whose work I came to know. Remembering the stresses of completing grant 

applications called to mind the many theatre artists I met or knew of, who struggled with the 

balancing act of craft versus funding. The play began to make sense for me in a new and revitalized 

way, tying 2019 to 1666 with an electric thread. In New York, the work of theatre companies was 

often dependent on the successful procurement of grant funding coming both from private and 

public foundations. After speaking to members of other companies in New York, it became plain 

to me that much of these foundations were the primary funding bodies behind all working, not-

for-profit theatre companies in New York. Much like the social, economic and political 

environment of Moliere’s day, there was essentially one apple pie (in this case, a funding source) 

of which everyone wanted a slice, but with a scarcity of slices so as to require that some competing 

companies would leave hungry, and not typically for lack of merit.  

 In this high demand/low supply market, with so many not-for-profit theatre companies 

desiring simply to survive, the mechanism of arbitration for what sort of theatre the artists should 

make had become transferred from the artists themselves to the funding bodies. With Moliere’s 

story in mind, I began to conceive of the comic irony of the situation. Funding bodies which 

perhaps once existed to support the ingenuity of innovative-minded artists whose work and thought 

would otherwise cease to be, were now existing to drive the work of those artists to the will of 

their funding platform, which did not bode well for experimental theatre, or, more generally, for 
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contemporary performance, which, as in pure mathematics, would appeal to a more insular 

community before the fruits of its discoveries could be applied to work of the popular strain.  

It seemed that many artists were being offered the choice between re-envisioning their 

mission or going unfunded and consequently losing their ability to make theatre and art. What I 

witnessed in New York was a wide-spread initiative to survive and to remain artists by proxy of 

surviving, not dissimilar from the paradox of my education as a director with a play I didn’t pick, 

or the paradox of Alceste’s being a Parisian as conditional upon him not behaving as himself.  

To name a few performance makers whose work merited greater attention during my time 

in the city, Jim Findlay, Faye Driscoll, Radiohole, Mallory Catlett, The Builders Association, 

Victor Morales, and Okwui Okpokwasili were singular luminaries all. Additionally, my mentor at 

the time, Lee Breuer, was severely underserved; an issue made more frustrating by his being older 

now. Shirley Fishman, who had been a dramaturg for La Jolla Playhouse, told me “if Lee were a 

director in Japan, like Tadashi Suzuki, he wouldn’t have to ask for money. They would honor him 

with a theatre, his work would be supported by the country.” Lee’s wife and creative partner, 

Maude Mitchell, told me over dinner that after seeing Ariane Mnouchkine at her theatre at La 

Cartoucherie, he felt that so much support would have only made him lazy. I maintain that so long 

as his work is studied in universities across the country, he should not have to work so hard to 

secure funding. He is not alone. 

To raise the necessary funds to produce Electric Lucifer, Jim Findlay, a creative capital 

award-winning theatre director, used Kickstarter to crowdfund. The Builders Association, who, in 

2015 had a book about them published by MIT Press, also used Kickstarter to crowdfund for 

SONTAG: REBORN and for STRANGE WINDOW as well. For Elements of OZ, The Builders 

Association used Indiegogo. One of the most shocking and inspiring works I saw in all of 2016 
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was a workshop presentation of Mallory Catlett’s Decoder 2017: The Soft Machine at La Mama. 

This was only in performance for one evening, however. Months later, her sequel, The Ticket That 

Exploded, would perform, again only for one night, and this time in Phonecia. It was not 

uncommon for people in New York who desired to see great theatre to travel, either to Bard, Mount 

Tremper Arts, or EMPAC to name a few, in the interest of seeing work upstate that was created in 

the city. I remember hearing that the reason Susan Feldman of St. Anne’s Warehouse was able to 

include Penny Arcade’s Longing Lasts Longer in her 2016-2017 season was because this 

production had received a grant from Scotland.  

Important performance makers were not receiving the support of the foundations local to 

them, and were being forced to find their funding elsewhere. Directors like Lee Sunday Evans and 

Will Davis manage to remain directorially adventurous while bringing their talents to the more 

popular and better funded world of new plays within the theatre. Jill Rafson, the director of new 

play development at Roundabout Theatre told me that if she ever needs a director for a play that 

calls for something more unusual, these are the two directors she thinks of first. There has been a 

recent trend, however, that playwrights commonly do not desire direction that leaves a signature, 

often relegating staging to pedestrian movements, as in the realism of film and TV. This trend 

could be reinforced by a simultaneous trend of playwrights, who, for lack of funding or otherwise, 

dedicate much of their careers to writing realism for film and TV.   

I suppose the questions that informed my concept were as follows. If both Will Davis and 

Lee Sunday Evans were to turn down an offer from Jill Rafson at Roundabout Theatre for a play 

requiring a formally adventurous director, and Jill Rafson were to call then on Radiohole’s Eric 

Dyer, whose rehearsal practice lacks creative hierarchy, and would require change on his part to 

fulfill the demands of their production model, would Eric Dyer accept the job? What if he needed 
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the money? A second question, similar to this one, is as follows. If Jill Rafson had a play that did 

not require an adventurous director, but for some reason, her usual suspects for this type of play 

were unavailable, and she called on Lee Sunday Evans, knowing the subject matter was contrary 

to her interests as a performance maker, would Lee Sunday Evans take the job? What if Evans was 

told by an outside source that by refusing to take the job, she would permanently damage her 

relationship with Roundabout Theatre, and would no longer be invited to direct even the wildest 

plays they produce? Following this, what if Lee Sunday Evans accepted the job, made a fantastic 

piece of theatre based in realism, and a producer from another theatre came expecting to see a 

more adventurous and stylistic touch, who prior to the show had been ready to offer Evans her 

greatest gig yet after the performance? If upon seeing her directorial touch so absent from the 

production, this producer decided not to go with Evans after all, would her having accepted the 

job to maintain rapport with Roundabout Theatre been worth the cost of missing out on developing 

a rapport with this new producer, whose offer may have been a greater opportunity, and in line 

with her taste? 
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    PART 6: THE CONCEPT ITSELF  

 

 With these artists, and this artistic environment in mind, I saw clearly our own immediate 

culture at UCSD Theatre and Dance. Here, too, we have a cultural climate composed of many 

students and teachers that would describe themselves as artists, and that may admit within 

comfortable conditions that they have felt fear and uncertainty about the most optimal way to 

conduct themselves toward universal amicability. As with any artistic or creative environment, not 

everybody has the same opinions on how to do any one thing – right and wrong with a creative 

process is not as black and white as 2 and 2 making 4. And so, if being considered as warmly as 

possible by as many people as possible is sought within our student culture, as I have found it to 

be, then students and teachers alike would need to be agreeable to one person by advocating for 

one opinion, and then, subsequently, take on a different opinion with a different person, and hope 

that these two persons, despite their opposition to one another, would not connect with each other 

on their own, and consequently discover the frothy quality of the attempted diplomat’s advocacy. 

That same frothy quality of Celimene’s affections in The Misanthrope are discovered, and, 

given the context of being caught always between the seemingly irrefutable demands of 

oppositional forces, such a climax I took to be as unfair as it was inevitable. And so, in honor of 

speaking most directly to the audience within our immediate university program’s culture, my 

shrewd, infinitely charming and staggeringly brilliant dramaturg, Will Jones, and I did work to 

reposition the context of the play from the French royal court to a privileged young artist’s studio.  

Why not liken our student populace to the royal court? After all, we are each so privileged 

as to pursue careers in the arts, and, within the boundary of our program, to do so in a manner 

which is in fact funded. There is a world of people separate from us, many of whom work jobs 
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without benefits, that pay less than enough to cover basic living needs. These people sometimes 

work 18-hour days between multiple jobs, some that are technically independent contractor gigs- 

driving for a ride share app for instance-, so the only time spent away from work must be put 

toward sleep in order to refuel for the next day’s work. On those unfortunate evenings where I 

don’t leave Geisel until 2 am, those who drive me home via Uber inform me as much. The time 

spent working is in many of these cases spent toward doing a job which offers no upward mobility. 

These workers have families who depend on their modest income. Even a few weeks spent 

pursuing something upwardly mobile could be ruinous. And with every penny spent on basic 

survival, retirement for these workers remains a question shrouded in fog.  

I understood The Misanthrope to be a play very much separate from this issue, and for this 

play to be something of an outlier among Moliere’s canon for this reason. In every other play he 

wrote there is evidence of a class disparity between certain characters often intrinsic to the 

narrative. In The Misanthrope, everyone has money. These characters instead maintain a primary 

concern for garnering more money, or doing all they can to keep the money they possess. I 

wondered if this wasn’t unlike those creatives in New York, who were doing all they could simply 

to keep their work alive and funded. Wanting both to keep true to my personal inspiration as a 

director, and yet to blast out the conceptual frame to something more widely relatable, I determined 

that the characters of the play would be visual artists, struggling to keep their funding.  

There were yet factors worthy of consideration in the way of keeping The Misanthrope in 

its proper period, and these were reconciled as satisfactorily as was possible. While three and a 

half centuries made the transposition all the more dynamic and exciting, such a magnitude of 

historical distance was not without its toll. We were forced to transplant our own culture where 

that of the court of Louis XIV’s used to be, in ways as little as characters receiving text alerts 
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instead of formal letters, and in ways as large as language being altered altogether, to fit within 

our concept. Our Oronte, for instance, did not share his poem but instead shared a large, gilded 

painting, blank and empty as his shallow poem would have been had he read it, as in the original.  

 

Image 1. David Price, Lee Vignes, and Cody Sloan, The Misanthrope, photo by Jim Carmody, 2019 

 

Formal language was a force to be reckoned with, both in execution and in transposition. Performer 

elocution was kept intentionally colloquial, which rubbed dynamically against the heightened, 

sometimes mannered quality of the text itself. This specific quality with regard to my directorial 

approach with Molière, in bringing the text down from its usual heightened style to the tone of a 
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more relatable human conversation, was what I displayed in my work in Gabor Tompa’s Directing 

Process course in Fall ’18, where Tartuffe had been our primary focus. It was this characteristic of 

my approach that inspired Gabor to suggest I direct The School for Wives the following year. 

Inviting the actors to play the dialog in this more conversational style did cost us something. The 

essence of the intended musicality of the language was compromised. However, if fidelity to a 

baroque musicality were our primary ambition, we might as well have performed the play in its 

proper period with those ridiculous wigs – or better yet, to have staged a series of Bach’s cantatas. 

As for the transposition of the formal language, we did our best to imbue Jim Carmody’s 

proposed dichotomy of Moliere’s private speech and public speech. Such a dichotomy bore a 

different weight in 1666, where the wrong tone with the wrong person could mean irreparable 

career damage. However, the paranoia of social standing’s impact upon career standing did seem 

to resonate with cast members; such an anxiety would seem then to live and breathe within our 

culture today, be it unfounded or not. The stakes behind Celimene’s balancing act are those of an 

emerging artist striving to keep at peace both the arbiters of taste and the arbiters of opportunity, 

in an environment where such arbiters stand opposed diametrically. Such a balancing act was 

found relatable, and is not exclusive to the students of directing at UC San Diego.  
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Image 2. David Price and Emily Stout, The Misanthrope, photo by Jim Carmody, 2019 
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Image 3. Lee Vignes, Amir Aftabi, Jiaxiang Xie and Emily Stout, The Misanthrope, photo by Jim Carmody, 

2019 

 

To speak further on distinctions and disparities regarding class, while the transposition of 

any other play by our writer would have faced greater resistance against this factor, class for The 

Misanthrope is much simpler. Here, there are no peasants, as we never once travel out into the 

provinces. This was a play written to be enjoyed by the powers that be, shortly after two 

consecutive productions were banned, nearly costing Molière his life. While some characters have 

more wealth and more power than others, they each exist comfortably within the framework of the 

same monetary ecosystem, as is the case with most any MFA student with so strident a will as to 

pursue the making of a career in the arts.  
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And to any who declare that zeitgeists can not jump generations and continents, I must 

concede to the possibility that this is true. At the same time, however, I offer also the proposal of 

a spiritual dialectic of time, like some metaphysical pendulum swinging. Perhaps the rhythms of 

history are repeated like those of Philip Glass; developed iteratively, yes, but with only a deceptive 

sense of the familiar.   

Alceste is famous for speaking to his convictions at all costs. His paradox is the question 

of remaining in Paris and rewording his convictions (being Parisian at the cost of being himself), 

or leaving Paris for a new clime, with a different kind of social structure, where the convictions 

that defined his identity might be made irrelevant. In our production, Alceste was an artist faced 

with the paradox of rewording his convictions about art, or leaving the art studio funding behind 

and becoming free to maintain such convictions, yet without the funded means to make art. His 

decision would be between being an artist (one who simply wears the title) or making the art (one 

who actually wields the title). The concept was found to be both palatable and relatable to our 

immediate university student population, and the play itself was found to strike hot at the pulse of 

the present moment. Getting there was not without considerable challenges. 
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    PART 7: METHOD 

 

While the concept may have been clear at the outset, one challenge that I believe corrupted 

our process from the beginning was an attempt to integrate my prior movement experience into 

the fabric of our performance aesthetic. What inspired this desire? 

It was during my junior year at UCLA that our new movement instructor began his class 

in total darkness. He struck a match and whispered to us behind the flame, as if our very gathering 

were something secret. In this moment, he brought us back thousands of years, to the times of cave 

paintings, and ceremonies spent singing and dancing around a fire. And then he started to sing.  

None of us had encountered anything like this before. Without using any actual words, he 

sang a tune meant to be repeated. This would be a call and response style of chanting. We were 

the chorus, and he was the chorus leader. Then he was moving, dancing from his hips all around 

the studio in near darkness. A baffling experience! We followed after his lead, and soon the entire 

class was like one thoughtlessly pulsing organism, interweaving throughout one another, creating 

a moving image both complex and simple, singing as if with one voice, always in response to the 

leader.  

Never had I experienced such a free flowing of my impulses as I did in this class. Our 

teacher was a student of Grotowski’s during the time of the Polish Theatre Laboratory. And so, 

from this point forward, I had a goal of learning more about Grotowski, and how to integrate his 

techniques into a rehearsal process. I spent the years following my undergraduate degree seeking 

out practitioners of physical theatre. Creating theatre that followed upon this tradition became an 

important part of how I understood my identity as a director; how I related, and continue to relate, 

to myself. 
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With The Misanthrope’s rehearsal process, I had a strong desire, incongruous as it may 

have been, to share with the ensemble what it was that caused me to fall in love with theatre. 

Having workshopped technique with Song of the Goat, Dah Teatar, Teatro Cenit, SITI 

Company, and more, I learned how to integrate highly stylized movement into a cohesive, 

personal production. What I did not know was how to push the square peg of an experimental 

rehearsal process into the round hole of a regional theatre production model, such as the one 

active at our university today.  

In spite of my lack of experience with the production model, and worse yet, my lack of 

experience applying such techniques – the likes of which lent themselves more to ambiguity and 

poetic abstraction- to a concrete play in the traditional sense, I was compelled to experiment, and 

to figure out how to reconcile myself as a directing student of this community with the rehearsal 

landscape as provided. If I could pull it off, our production would have been vibrant with 

physical force, and every physical gesture might have been coded with personal meaning, thus 

maximizing semiotic possibility, perhaps to the point of comic incongruity between text and 

gesture, and semantic multiplicities akin to Moliere’s own slippery opacity. 

Jerzy Grotowski writes: 

  

In our opinion, the conditions essential to the art of acting are the following, and should be 

made the object of a methodical investigation: 

(a) To stimulate a process of self-revelation, going back as far as the subconscious, yet 

carnalizing this stimulus in order to obtain the required reaction. 
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(b) To be able to articulate this process, discipline it, and convert it into signs. In concrete 

terms, this means to construct a score whose notes are tiny elements of contact, 

reactions to the stimuli of the outside world: what we call “give and take.” 

(c) To eliminate from the creative process the resistance and obstacles caused by one’s 

own organism, both physical and psychical (the two forming a whole). 

 

Successful adherence to these three points would have resulted in an assemblage of performers’ 

scores, or actors’ dramaturgies, constituting the production score, which then would have been my 

job as director, ultimately, to edit.  

 While having implemented physical exercises into most all of the productions I directed 

prior to The Misanthrope, I felt a special pressure from the department surrounding me to 

implement these exercises clearly and successfully; perhaps, perfectly. Desiring to rely on more 

than my own lived experience, I studied the books about the directors’ whose methodologies had 

influenced my past teachers, and found written accounts of exercises nearly identical to those with 

which I was already familiar. These written accounts were incredibly useful to me, however, 

considering that they had probably gone through multiple rounds of editing before publication, in 

order that they would communicate the exercises with a maximum clarity of language. I found the 

steps that the exercises were broken down into to be of great utility as well. In the case of chunks 

of the exercise being unclear in the provided texts, thanks to my past experience with this work, I 

knew how to elucidate further upon what was written. One exercise, documented by James 

Slowiak and Jairo Cuesta was called Listening and speaks to Grotowski’s above point (a). 

 Slowiak writes: 
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The exercise consists of several stages, each with certain rules. The participants must 

always listen to the others, must work their voice, and must be attentive to use of the space. 

A leader who is familiar with the structure can help to signal the passage from one stage to 

the next. The participants begin by placing themselves in the designated space. They can 

sit, stand, or lie down. The stages are as follows: 

 

1. Attention to respiration 

a. Begin by listening to the sounds outside the space. 

b. Listen to the sounds around you, in the space. 

c. Listen to your own body’s sounds- your breathing, your heart beat, your digestion 

and then 

2. Wake up the body with vibration (using the sound Ah) 

a. Begin to send vibration to the different parts of your body using the sound ahhh. 

Make your body vibrate. Take a bath in vibration. This should be a dynamic waking 

up of the body. Not sluggish. But always listening to the others. 

b. When the body is vibrating, the participant can begin to put her attention to the 

space and begins to  

3. Look for vibration in the space (using the sound Who) 

a. The participant transforms the sound from ahh to whoo and begins to explore the 

space to make different vibrations and echoes. 

b. The participant sends the voice to the floor, to the wall, to the various objects in the 

space, the light fixtures, etc. Trying to make each spatial element vibrate and/or 

echo. 
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c. After he has explored the space, the participant listens for someone else’s echo and 

begins to 

4. Connect with a partner (using the sound Why) 

a. The partners begin a dialogue. It is a dialogue of vibration. It is not a daily-life 

conversation. It is a simple connection. Try to get your partner to move away, to 

come toward you, to turn, to go down, or to come up. Keep it simple at first. Work 

with your whole body. Don’t tense the head and neck. Send vibration from all of 

your body. Don’t tense the head and neck. Send vibration from all of your body. 

You don’t always need to have eye contact. Keep moving and listening. Give and 

take.  

b. The dialogue is only between two. However, when one group connects with another 

or the dialogue transforms into a trio or quartet, we pass onto 

5. Harmony (using the sound whee) 

a. The group slowly forms a circle and begins to look for harmony by creating chords. 

b. The chords transform to 

6. Rhythm/Musical Instruments 

a. Each participant begins to explore rhythmic possibilities within the harmonies by 

taking on the qualities of a musical instrument. 

b. As the group works, they slowly move toward 

7. Melody 

a. The group begins to look for how to create a song from the harmony and rhythm. 

(It is best if the song has already been determined before the exercise begins.) 

b. Slowly fragments of melody and words appear as 
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8. The Song is Born 

a. The song should be born slowly. Not already formed. Once the melody is 

established, the group must sing the song well. 

b. When the song is sung well, in unison, one person can enter the circle and we pass 

to 

9. Solo improvisation with the song 

a. Like a jazz singer, the person in the circle can begin to improvise with the song 

while the rest of the group keeps the rhythm, tempo, and melody. Different jazz 

singers can enter, one at a time. If one or more members of the group join the jazz 

singer in the center, the circle must disappear and we pass to 

10. Group Improvisation with the song 

a. In this stage, the group looks for ways to play in the space together with the song. 

Different situations can be discovered, games, dances, calls, and responses, as the 

group plays in the space with the song. 

b. The group must allow the song to lead them into the play. Don’t impose. Always 

listen and respond. Until it evolves into 

11. Duets with the song 

a. As the game evolves, the participants connect with a partner and begin to work 

duets, dialogues with the song. 

b. When the duets come to a finish 

12. You and the song in the space 

a. The individual continues a kind of deconstruction of the song in the space. 

b. Until we are left with 
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13. You and the song in your body 

a. The participant looks for how the song lives in his body. Where does the vibration 

center itself? Where does the song emerge? The song is reduced to just one phrase 

or one word, to its essence for the singer. 

b. Until the song becomes once more vibrations and the vibration becomes 

14. Respiration 

a. The participant listens to the sounds in his own body. 

b. Listens to the sounds in the space. 

c. Listens to the sounds outside. 

End of the exercise.  

  

 

Another exercise, which relates directly to the score Grotowski speaks of in point (b) has to do 

with creating ideograms. This I learned from Dah Teatar’s Dijana Milosevic, who is a part of the 

Odin family, having learned directly from Eugenio Barba, Grotowski’s assistant during his Theatre 

of Productions period. The documentation done by Jane Turner in her book for Routledge is very 

clear on this exercise and mirrored closely what I had learned in Belgrade.  

 Jane Turner writes: 

 

You will need to select a theme that will suit your needs… Sometimes it is best to begin 

with a straightforward theme that has links with an action. Once the theme has been given, 

each individual should explore the actions they associate with the theme. 
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What to do  

Ø Select one action to begin working with. 

Ø Begin by physically exploring as many different ways of doing the action. The 

action should not be embellished or decorated in any way but carefully observed 

and performed simply but precisely.  

Ø Each person selects one way of doing the action that they want to work on more 

precisely. 

Ø Reduce the action to no more, or less, than five movements. 

Ø Ensure that each component of the action is clear and precise. At this point the 

actions should still be clearly recognizable.  

 

At this point you are going to transform your action into, what Barba would call, an 

ideogram. The Chinese and Japanese language, in its written form, is made up of 

characters and ideograms. For example, the ideogram for China is made up of two signs, 

or two components, one meaning ‘central’ and the other ‘land’. 

Your five movements are like five components that, when put together, create a 

physical ideogram of the theme you are exploring. 

You are now going to play with performing your ideogram in many different ways. 

Each time you try a different rhythm or dynamic, work on it slowly and carefully. Always 

seek to be as precise as possible before you move on to the next stage. 

 

Ø Make each component of the ideogram as large as possible. Barba would say 

‘elaborate’. 
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Ø Reduce each component to as small a movement as possible, without losing any of 

the intensity of energy and precision. 

Ø Apply different rhythms and pace to the actions: fast, slow, flowing, staccato. 

Ø Recreate the ideogram with different parts of the body; for example, the nose, a 

knee, a finger, the eyes, a toe.  

Ø Use different parts of the body as a platform for the movements. For example, you 

might use your thigh as a platform and your elbow will perform the movements on 

your thigh. 

Ø Imagine that your arm is a paintbrush and paint the ideogram, in clean strokes, onto 

an imaginary canvas in front of you. 

Ø Imagine that the canvas is several metres away from you, and then only a few 

centimetres away. 

Ø Make the canvas huge, and then very small. 

Ø Play with combining any of the ways that you have worked with so far.  

 

As a sequence of actions the ideogram forms a very simple score. Each time you colour, or 

elaborate, the actions, the actions become less literal and more abstract. However, your 

internal score replays the original literal actions. To you there is a logic to your movements 

that is not oblivious in the external, physical actions, or to a spectator. This is what Barba 

refers to in The Paper Canoe as the blood and skin of an exercise (1995: 155): the blood 

remains the same while the skin changes. 
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Ø Having worked on your ideogram on a vertical plane, work on it on the horizontal 

plane. Translate the actions into movements across space, using large steps, in slow 

motion, delicate steps, small tiptoeing steps. 

Ø Return to some of the different ways of using your feet… try them with your 

ideogram. 

Ø You might now try the sequence using, what Roberta Carreri calls, ‘extrovert’ and 

‘introvert’ actions… As she explains, ‘extrovert’ can be understood as open actions, 

and ‘introvert’ as closed actions. 

Ø Try the sequence with the hands extrovert but the chest introvert, or the pelvis 

extrovert but the feet introvert. 

Ø Again, play with the many different possibilities of size, speed and different 

qualities of energy. 

 

Having worked on numerous possibilities, compose your ideogram using what you 

consider to be the most interesting colours or ‘elaborations’. Remember to use the 

principles that you have been developing in both Section 1 and Section 2… Your sequence 

should last for about two minutes. 

 

Ø Lean and fix the sequence. 

Ø Without words, find a partner. 

Ø Teach each other the sequence you have developed.  

Ø With the two sequences you now have, work together to interweave the moments 

and create a dialogue between the two of you.  
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What to note 

None of the work here should be undertaken lightly, each section should be worked on 

thoroughly. The aim is to develop your creative capacity, your discipline, both mentally 

and physically, and your ability to transform your body away from its everyday 

mannerisms.  

 

Our ensemble chose the theme of “being inside of a canoe floating quickly down a rushing river, 

and heading in the direction of a dark and mysterious cave mouth.” This theme was one the group 

picked amongst themselves, with the hope of evoking their inner feelings of uncertainty about their 

futures as actors, artists and human beings. The work took several hours before their generated 

ideograms could be presented before each other, and then discussed, each in turn, thoroughly and 

fruitfully. Their presentations were beautiful, very sharp, and induced a general feeling of 

excitement within the ensemble, a confidence that the results of our work during this week could 

produce concrete, highly watchable results. One actress in particular offered up her prior 

cheerleading experience with respect to choreography, in the hope that this type of work might 

continue and find its way into our final production.   

 

Listening and Ideograms were two among various exercises used for creating a 

performance methodology during our workshop period. However, to push the methodology past 

the boundary of the workshop period and integrate that work into our production was an ambitious 

task ill-suited to this project and perhaps for any project within this university program’s current 

production model.  
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    Prior to the solidification of this concept, however, an agreement had already been made 

that I would be afforded an extra week to imbue these techniques into our work. There was 

confusion leading up to the production’s rehearsal period about whether or not the faculty would 

honor the prior agreement. The acting area head had changed after the agreement was made and 

when the production was to begin rehearsals, and so further proof of the workshop’s viability 

became necessary in the form of a pre-made schedule. I complied, and crafted one. This merited 

for us that their promise be sustained from the acting area. Ironically, this very promise, for which 

I myself had been advocating, disadvantaged our production from the beginning and through to 

the end.  

As with any collaboration, the enthusiastic participation of our peers is a necessary 

ingredient in the recipe of a healthy and productive rehearsal room. Although there had been an 

agreement made at a faculty-level many months before the process began, these actors were told 

only weeks beforehand that they would be required to attend the movement and voice workshop, 

set to take place one week prior to the formal rehearsal schedule. This was devastating to many 

actors who had to reschedule flights and spend a week less of time with their significant others or 

family members during their winter breaks. Actors were upset and expecting clear communication 

about what this work was and why it was necessary to our production.  

I came prepared with video documentation of companies who work with heightened 

theatricality, with verbal documentation from the minds of Grotowski and Brecht, and with space 

set aside for rigorous discourse to the effect of solidifying unanimous understanding of both the 

working methods themselves and their integration into our work. Together, we were able to craft 

a plan with which all parties agreed, and by the end of zero week I felt that, though hesitant to a 

degree, and uncertain about how we would reconcile this style of performance with the actual 



 39 

production, the actors seemed willing to go along for the ride, and to try. After the presentations 

of their ideograms, I might go so far as to say that some were even excited to try.  

After the workshop period was over, our focus would turn to creating the production. By 

rehearsal #6 within the formal rehearsal period, we began work on our feet. Our plan was to build 

first the staging through a late-Stanislavskian inspired technique using improvisation, pulled from 

his active analysis period. The initiative was to involve the actors as much as possible into the 

problem-solving of staging the play, and I had found that the cultivation of impulses through 

improv might be a direct way to concretize staging that comes first and foremost from them. I had 

found clear language about Stanislavsky during this period, and how he used improvisation 

working on his own production of Tartuffe from a book written by Bella Merlin, where she in turn 

is reiterating information found from a book written by Vasili Toporkov. 

Bella Merlin says: 

 

At first, the rehearsal space is set out as if it is the house of Orgon, Tartuffe’s host. The 

actors spend time marking out where particular rooms are, and understanding how 

members of the household function in that space. Improvisations are established of events 

that aren’t in the script, so that the actors are free to play, like children, and stimulate their 

creative imaginations. These improvisations have titles such as ‘Tartuffe Loses His Self-

control’ and ‘The Master of the House goes Mad’…. Gradually the games suggested by 

Stanislavsky come closer and closer to the events in the play, though all the time the actors’ 

physical behavior is more important than their memory of Molière’s text… Even when text 

is added, a quality of inner improvisation must continue to exist. 
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Following this, I devised an essentialized plan inspired by Stanislavsky’s work here, but 

more fitting to the conditions of our time constraints. Our process was to take one scene at a time 

with three tasks to be done in order. First, whomever was in the scene would read the scene, then, 

after recapitulating the essence of the scene, isolating their need from the other, those actors would 

perform the scene without words and only with improvised movement, and I, the stage manager 

and the assistant director would record their physical impulses in our notebooks, for the purposes 

of staging with them. After the wordless round of improvisation, we would perform the same 

scene, only this time with words, and the possibility of keeping prior staging impulses or 

embracing new movement impulses if those should surface. Again, the creative team would record 

these. From these recorded impulses, we worked toward staging our first draft of the production.  

My promise to the company was that, if time permitted, after our first staging in this 

method, we would integrate the movement work from zero week in the way that Picasso would 

paint over a work an outside eye might consider already a finished masterpiece. I even proposed 

the viewing of Clouzot’s documentary revealing this aspect of Picasso’s approach. However, after 

our first round of staging, my primary mentor had a different idea of how to move forward, and 

his feelings were strong, deliberate, and to be taken seriously.  
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PART EIGHT: THE CHANGES 

 

For various reasons, some administrative, others to do with his health, others yet to do 

with my own still evolving communication skills, Gabor was never appropriately informed as to 

my ambitions of creating an ensemble with a unique performance aesthetic. He knew that this 

was something that I was up to, but not to the detail required for him to support this actively. So 

far as Gabor understood, the boundaries of his mentorship were to impress upon me the necessity 

of communicating clearly my concept, as written about above. This concept, however, was not 

something seeming to require a Grotowskian performance style, which is why, again, I have to 

concede that beginning with the movement workshop was the original mistake. And so, when he 

arrived for our initial staging, his intention was not to help me to bridge our progress thus far 

with additional layers of movement scores, but to address the kinks of the storytelling. He spoke 

strongly about the problem of all of the actors playing their roles in the same way. “If everyone 

is the misanthrope, no one is the misanthrope!... There is no situation!”  

In Ben Brantley’s review of Ivo van Hove’s The Misanthrope at New York Theatre 

Workshop in 2007, he says: 

 

If everybody is acting out, as well as on, his or her basest instincts, where’s the friction 

between substance and surface? Subtract the superficial veneer of manners that counts for 

so much to Molière’s characters, and you’re left with only half of a dramatic equation.  

 

I realized that what Gabor was catching onto was a strong likelihood of my making a similar 

mistake. Still, I was torn. My interests as a theatre maker were less in story and more in form. 
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But Gabor Tompa was the reason I came to the school; I knew him to be an exceptional director, 

and a real force in European theatre. All the while, I was only beginning my career. How could I 

have turned my nose at his notes? If I didn’t take the full thrust of his mentorship then, when 

next would I have the opportunity to learn from the man? I recalled Meyerhold’s words 

regarding his own beginnings as a director. 

Vsevolod Meyerhold writes: 

 

I began as a director by slavishly imitating Stanislavsky. In theory, I no longer accepted 

many of his points of his early production methods, but when I set about directing myself, 

I followed meekly in his footsteps. I don’t regret it…   

 

To clarify, unlike Meyerhold, I do accept many of Gabor’s points, knowing him to be a shrewd 

formalist, whose style adapts deftly to the needs of his director’s dramaturgy. Were I directing a 

production of Marat/Sade, for instance, he may have felt differently about my desire for a specific, 

more elemental performance style. Still, I had occupied the first week of the actors’ time with 

building up a technique, and they, rightfully, had a desire to see that work utilized. Although the 

production turned out to be a success, maintaining rapport with the actors through the tech and 

dress rehearsals would have made a great difference, even beyond efficacy’s sake. I had lost their 

rapport by embracing my mentor’s notes – many of which were difficult, if not confining, for the 

actors – and by neglecting to spend the time validating their first week of movement exercises. 

These factors strained relations.      

While I had two mentors on record, only my primary mentor, Gabor Tompa, took an active 

role in critiquing my progress. It may have been my own mistake not to solicit more vigorously 
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the mentorship from my secondary mentor, who may have had clues toward reconciling my prior 

vision with the production-pivoting critique I was receiving from Gabor. Perhaps if I explained to 

Robert both the necessity of accomplishing a clearly communicated concept, and of threading the 

Grotowski work into the production, he may have had wisdom to share, in spite of these variable 

seeming to be in contradiction with one another. As for the notes I was actively trying to integrate, 

which were difficult for some actors more than others, none of my directing teachers at all, even 

beyond my mentors on record, were able to help smooth the transition from the approach to the 

characters that actors had grown comfortable with, to the approach necessary to reveal the 

relationships, story, and production concept. Some growing pains were only overcome by the 

second performance. This was a lesson to me that while some productions leave room for 

exploration at the beginning, others, especially comedies (which call for a sharp geometry, or 

otherwise fall apart) demand firm approaches preset to every character, reinforced by clear ideas 

about the appropriate style of performance to carry out the director’s dramaturgy or concept.   

How I worked through the changes offered by my mentor was perhaps the greatest lesson 

of the experience overall. Had I known then what I know now, regarding specifically Kim 

Rubinstein’s approach to porousness, and deep listening, I’d have been able to communicate more 

clearly with the actors what I personally was going through, and to see and hear more clearly what 

they needed in order to do their best work, amicably. Something tells me they would have been 

able to empathize, and perhaps even forgive me the time spent during zero week; that they would 

then have opened up earlier about their distress with our process, and that we could have worked 

through it together, as fellow students. After all, they’re students too, they defer to the teachers 

they themselves came to apprentice under.  
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I could have opened up more about my process as a directing student with them, and shed 

some light on why and how the rehearsal process took the turn it did, and even solicited further 

their contributions to solving these problems. While I stand by the changes that were made, even 

those made just before the opening, I feel now that there is a way to maintain a creative atmosphere 

where those sorts of anxiety-inducing changes are just as much of the actors’ invention as they 

might be of mine; that the actors are just as invested in their production’s dramaturgy, and just as 

hungry to see it realized, even if it means sacrificing having more time to repeat and master those 

changes before the performance.  

While the director/actor divide may prove efficient in the American regional theatre 

production model, I think it hurt our rehearsal atmosphere. In spite of a desire I had to connect 

with the actors as equals, perhaps even as friends, I felt a gulf between us before the process began; 

that what they wanted from me was a professional director, and a clean process. And yet, 

complicating that, I felt also that they resented that a fellow student, younger than many of them, 

should have a directorial position of authority above them; that their education as performers 

should not be compromised by my education as a director. Looking back, I think with the right 

porousness, I could have spoken to my feelings of trying to wade through all of this. Although the 

power dynamic preset by the university’s production model disadvantaged me before I’d met these 

people, had I done more work to blast that dynamic open, I might have been better able to work 

with my colleagues as collaborators in the true sense, after which the onslaught of changes and 

adjustments might have even excited them. A friend of mine who is an inspiring choreographer 

from South America told me recently, while looking beyond a scenic overlook: 
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…it’s about the experience, what you create in the room. If it’s not a place that’s better to 

be inside of than out here, then why are you there? Why should they be there? Why be 

inside, if you could be outside? Why be there if you could be here?      

And while these words resonated with me, reminding me of the moments I enjoyed most in the 

rehearsal room, reminding me of the experiences that inform why I continue to make theatre, these 

words inspire further reflection.  

The Misanthrope was thought to be a success. With respect to my education as a director, 

I learned how to bring the concept through the production; the opportunity to learn from Gabor his 

technique, and to apply it under his mentorship, is something for which I am deeply grateful; 

something I’ll keep with me. Besides this, official performance reports document multiple standing 

ovations, I heard of an undergraduate student even being penalized for calling in sick to their 

practicums, and being found thereafter at a performance of The Misanthrope. And, while the show 

was in performance and after its run was over, word of mouth was circulating among the student 

body that this production, be it for its thematic relevance to our times, or for its scenographic grace, 

was something special for this program. It was a production that invited appreciation even from 

those students who saw the performance for class credit, to fulfill a GE, who would otherwise not 

see theatre. It was a production I feel proud to have directed. And so, I must complete my MFA 

by holding with love what choices I could have made better, and learning from those, continuing 

on with greater openness, porousness, and ever-expanding curiosity for all that I am in relationship 

with, and even all that I am not; and, difficult as it may sometimes be, I should strive too to keep 

close to my heart the fleeting moments of victory. Perhaps one will lead to the other, forever. 
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