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PREFACE 

Autoperformance, the work of Spalding Gray, is a 

"self-editing" process of storytelling. Based on his 

work with Richard Schechner, Elizabeth LeCompte and the 

Wooster Group, Gray developed a style of performance that 

is unicjuely his own. He has developed his performances 

into a therapeutic encounter with an audience as he 

recounts memories of his life. Some stories are fact, 

others are fiction; but they are all universal. 

Audiences are enthralled, engrossed and involved as Gray 

tells of growing up in a private school, his sexual 

experiences, and his travels across the United States. 

He establishes an intimate relationship with the audience 

and his tape recorder, which never leaves his table. 

Gray has found a way to go directly to the 

performance of "self." He is the performer Spalding Gray 

telling stories about the life of the person Spalding 

Gray as the character Spalding Gray. He is himself and 

the character at the same time. There is no pretense to 

attempt to become someone else. All three—performer, 

person, and character—are one and the same. The process 

sounds simple enough as Gray explains it, but the reality 

iv 



is in the style of the performance. There is an 

important part of wit, intelligence, charm, timing, and a 

confessional innocence to each performance. Those 

qualities have moved Gray from the cultish avant-garde 

theatre to Broadway. 

The ramification of this process cannot be 

overlooked by the theatre world. The theatre will have 

to endeavor to understand and apply the autobiographical 

principles in its attempt to move forward. Spalding Gray 

will be credited with the innovation of the 

autoperformance. 

The autoperformance, as created by Spalding Gray, 

will be the primary focus of this study. To understand 

fully the subject and process involved, it is important 

that Gray's personal and theatrical histories be 

examined. Each stage of his work has contributed to the 

development of his autoperformance process. It is from 

these areas—educational, regional, and professional— 

that Gray has sorted and selected theories that would 

apply to his own personal work. 

An understanding of Gray's childhood and his 

parental relationships provides insight into his 

development as a performer. His reaction to his mother's 

suicide changed his career and life forever. The time 

spent at Emerson College helped Gray to understand the 

Stanislavsky System. It was, however, his work with 



Richard Schechner that encouraged Gray to expand into the 

process that he now employs as autoperformance. 

Elizabeth LeCompte and the Wooster Group provided Gray 

with an outlet and direction for his new theories. Gray 

has performed, published, and filmed his stories for many 

audiences to enjoy since he became an autoperformer in 

1974. 

Each chapter of this study will cover different 

aspects of Gray's life and career which contributed to 

the development of the autoperformance. Chapter One will 

discuss the parental influences on Spalding Gray's 

childhood and his early years of theatrical training. 

His work with Richard Schechner and the Performance Group 

is discussed in Chapter Two. It was during this period 

in his theatrical development that Gray made many "Self" 

discoveries. With Richard Schechner's theories and 

Elizabeth LeCompte's encouragement. Gray started work 

with the newly-formed Wooster Group. His work on the 

Rhode Island Trilogy and his later performances with the 

Wooster Group are covered in Chapter Three. It is in 

Chapter Four that the autoperformance process is 

described by Gray, and a brief description of each of his 

monologues is included. The final chapter discusses both 

the process of Gray's storytelling in greater detail and 

his performance theories. 

VI 



since Spalding Gray is currently a working writer 

and performer, the process discussed here is considered 

only to be in the preliminary stage of development. It 

is a constantly changing and growing methodology of 

performance. There is no doubt, however, that Gray and 

his autoperformances have had, and will continue to have, 

a major impact on the theatrical world. 

Vll 



CHAPTER I 

THE EARLY YEARS 

Spalding Gray has ventured into a theatrical realm 

that few have dared to attempt. He sits behind a desk, tape 

recorder on one side and a glass of water on the other, with 

the spotlight on him and the audience dimly lit. He sits— 

and he tells stories. 

The stories that he tells are about life, death, 

sex, love, religion, clothes, cars, and Spalding Gray. The 

monologues are hilarious, saddening, full of fears and 

fantasies, but are always personal and touching. Audience 

members are moved because they relate. 

His "method" of performance has caused him to be 

labelled "a reporter," "a storyteller," "a chronicler," "an 

actor," "autobiographer," "sit-down comic" and "Post-modern 

raconteur." He prefers the label of "humorist," if one has 

to be applied. His work has been placed in the theatrical 

subdivision of "an autoperformance," a term which Gray has 

dismissed as well. This term does not define or describe, 

but Gray "hates terms because of the academic requirements 

that are then placed on the work."^ 

^Spalding Gray, interview by author, 15 May 1987, 
Houston, phone interview. Alley Theatre, Houston. 



He reflects, he observes, he remembers, and he 

reports. Audiences listen as he tells tales of his 

childhood and adolescence in monologues called "Sex and 

Death to the Age 14" and "Booze, Cars, & College Girls." 

Listeners are entranced with his experiences while filming 

The Killing Fields in his Obie Award-winning performance 

story, "Swimming to Cambodia." They actively participate in 

his "Interviewing the Audience." 

Critics have referred to Gray as "a New Wave Mark 

Twain," a "spaced-out Norman Rockwell" and a "combination of 

Russell Baker and Mr. Rogers."^ A key cjuestion is: Who is 

Spalding Gray, and why has the theatre community taken note 

of this "kind of movement in solo theatre?" 

Spalding (Spud) Gray, born to Rockwell and Margaret 

Elizabeth (Bette) Norton Gray, in Barrington, Rhode Island, 

in 1941, was the "son of a credit manager and a mother who 

was probably a very frustrated artist."^ It was from these 

early years in a Christian Science household and his life 

with brothers Rockwell, Jr., and Channing that Gray has 

pulled material for many of his current monologues. While 

attending Freyburg Academy in Maine, Gray began to hear and 

^Jamie Harrison, "Coming Up: Spalding Gray," US 
Magazine, 1 December 1986, 62. 

^Robert Coe, "Telling Tales," Vanity Fair 48, no. 8 
(August 1985): 96. 

^Harrison, 62. 



imitate the speech and humor of the region while "hanging 

out" at the local drugstore in his teens. "He is convinced 

that the tenor of his monologues has been 'subliminally 

influenced by that matter-of-fact, New England way of 

unraveling.'"^ 

"My first moment of theatre, the moment most 

powerful for me and my first step away from life in the 

direction of art, occurred in 1961 the first time I was in 

front of an audience."^ The occasion was the senior play at 

the boarding school in Maine, and the production was The 

Curious Savage described by Gray as a "romantic play about 

an insane asylum and its inmates of which I was one."^ 

Typical of most high school productions, the set was 

incomplete for the first dress rehearsal, and new scenery 

was added for the opening night of the two-performance run. 

Included in these set additions was a carpet which provided 

Gray with the start of a new life in theatre. Upon making a 

pre-blocked downstage cross to center stage. Gray became 

aware of the new carpet. Taking an unrehearsed hopscotch on 

the scjuare pattern of the carpet. Gray was greeted with the 

audience's approval and a big laugh—his first theatrical 

^Susan Webster, "Portland Performing Arts Center 
Program," Portland Maine, 26-28 September 1985. 

^Spalding Gray, "About Three Places in Rhode Island," 
The Drama Review 23 (March 1979): 31. 

^Ibid., 32. 



success. "This one personal action and its response were 

more powerful for me than the entire enacting of my role in 

the play. It was an outstanding moment, and one I would 

always come back to. It was the first seed of 

performance."® 

Unaware of any type of system or method, acting 

became to Gray "a way of therapy that just happened to turn 

into a career." It was the best of therapy because it was 

easy for Gray to shift into the "escapist mode" that he 

found necessary at this time in his life. He was no longer 

able to escape into "becoming" another person. It was time 

to find the real Spalding Gray. He was twenty-one years old 

and finally graduating from boarding school; and he "needed 

something." That "something" was acting—his way to 

"prepare to be public."' 

After leaving Freyburg Academy, Gray added to his 

theatrical training with classes in acting and directing at 

Emerson College in Boston. There Gray read and was 

influenced by Michael Chekhov's To The Actor. It was the 

start of a "way" or an "approach" to acting about which Gray 

felt very strongly, primarily because it was his 

introduction to an acting philosophy. The book established 

for Gray a set of guidelines and a direction. He still uses 

®Ibid., 32. 

'spalding Gray, phone interview, 15 May 1987. 



this book as a basis from which his present work stems. 

"Theatre is about presence=LIFE=DEATH."^° 

Upon graduation from Emerson, Gray found it 

necessary to begin his work as an "actor." His resume on 

file at the New York Public Library for Performing Arts, and 

reproduced in Figure 1, gives a synopsis of his acting 

career at the regional and stock theatres. It lists a wide 

variety of roles and an interesting configuration of 

experiences: 

Stock 

Champlain Shakespeare Festival 

Arragon 
Duke of Norfolk 
Sextus Pompius 

Tufts Arena Theatre 

Mirabele 
Pritchard, Cat, Owens 
John 

Orleans Arena (Cape Cod) 

George 
David 
Christopher Isherwood 

Dave 

Regional 

The Alley Theatre 

Dodi 

Treplev 
Grigori 
Sgt. Javorsky 
McArthur 

Merchant of Venice 
Henry VIII 
Anthony and Cleopatra 

Way of the World 
Under Milkwood 
Thomas With Two Souls 

Period of Adjustment 
Write Me a Murder 
I am a Camera 
Under the Yum Yum Tree 

The World of Sholem 
Aleichem 

The Seagull 
The Diary of a Scoundrel 
The Great Sebastians 
The Physicists 

^°Spalding Gray, "Perpetual Saturdays," Performing Arts 
Journal VI, no. 1-2 (1981): 47. 



Theatre Company of Boston 

Crimmin The Quare Fellow 

Theatre by the Sea (Portsmouth, NH) 

Edmund Long Day's Journey Into Night 

Tolen The Knack 

The Gallery Theatre (Saratoga, NY) 

Marshbanks Candida 
Dogberry Much Ado About Nothing 
Howard The Man 

The Image Theatre (Boston) 
Ragna The Masterbuilder 
Howie The Rape of Bunny Stunty 
Conductor The Reservation 

Williamstown Theatre 

Azdak Caucasian Chalk Circle 
Major We Bombed in New Haven" 

FIGURE 1.—Resume of Spalding Gray 

He had "an awful stint" at the Alley Theatre in 

Houston, Texas.^^ Finding the Alley Theatre "too 

complacent" an environment in which to work. Gray left for 

Mexico for a short vacation.^^ While in Mexico, word of his 

mother's suicide on 29 July 1967 reached Gray. This event 

was to play a major role in his theatrical development in 

the years to come. 

^Resume of Spalding Gray, Lincoln Center Library for 
Performing Arts. 

^^Spalding Gray, interview by author, 19 October 1985, 
Dallas, personal interview, Undermain Theatre, Dallas. 

^̂ Ibid. 



That same year Gray returned to New York City and 

lived on "chicken hearts and cheap red wine" while trying to 

find his place in the theatrical world.^^ His professional 

acting career took him to off-Broadway, where he appeared 

uneventfully in Robert Lowell's Endicott and the Red Cross 

and Thomas O'Horgan's Tom Paine.^^ This was the end of 

Gray's traditional training and experience. In 1970 he 

joined The Performance Group under Richard Schechner's 

guidance and made the move from "actor" to "performer." 

This change moved Gray into the process of "being" rather 

than "becoming." He was to discover that Spalding Gray was 

the performer who could best portray the character of 

Spalding Gray. 

It was under Schechner's supervision that Gray 

realized that his work as the "performer" was only 

beginning. He developed new approaches to performance and 

moved out into new areas of theatre art. His work with the 

other company members was soon to lead to another realm of 

theatre yet untried and untested—the autoperformance. The 

process was pure, simple and very therapeutic for Gray. It 

became a personal confession before a small group of theatre 

comrades, later followed by a career of public 

confessionals. Gray's followers soon opened their cultish 

^̂ Ibid. 

^̂ Ibid. 
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doors, and his life, whether fact or fiction in the telling, 

was becoming public. His career of telling of the life of 

Spalding Gray soon moved him into the movies and 

international travel. Across the United States and recently 

into Russia, Gray returns to his table and tape recorder to 

tell of his adventures in a way only Gray has refined. It 

is humorous, sentimental, factual, fictional and always 

enjoyable. Most important, it is totally and unicjuely Gray. 



CHAPTER II 

WORKING WITH THE PERFORMANCE GROUP 

Until I joined the Performance Group, 
I had been working at becoming an 'actor.' 
I had understood acting to be an approach 
to a particular role in a particular text. 
I had seen it as some sort of mysterious 
meeting between myself and the role I was 
enacting, but I was never really 
interested in finding a technique or 
method or approach. ̂* 

Spalding Gray's work with The Performance Group 

began in 1970. It was during this time that he began to 

leave "acting" and focus on "self." 

He appeared in The Group's productions of Macbeth, 

Government Anarchy, Commune, Concert, Healing Piece and 

Tooth of Crime. Through the work in these pieces under 

Schechner's guidance. Gray began his work as a "performer," 

which made the importance of the text diminish and the role 

of the performer grow. "Schechner would often say that 

there was not an objective to the character of Hamlet, only 

that Hamlet was a series of actions that the performer, 

remaining true to self, would enact. What the audience saw 

was a particular person enacting the actions of Hamlet."^^ 

16 Gray, The Drama Review, 32 

^̂ Ibid., 32. 
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This approach created problems for Gray that had to be 

solved. What was the performer to do when the text called 

for a certain emotion that the performer did not have 

readily available? 

Schechner gave him direction and reversed his 

approach to a role. The emphasis of the work moved from the 

text to the performer. 

The way that I interpreted Schechner's 
theories was that I was free to do what 
I wanted, to be who I was, and trust that 
the text would give this freedom a 
structure. The text was like a wave I 
was riding and the way in which I rode 
that wave was up to me. This was 
liberating for me because it allowed 
me to be more creative. This process 
seemed to work.̂ ® 

Gray's work with Schechner led him into an entirely new 

approach, that of a performer rather than as the actor. 

"The actor is a human being who has dis/covered and 

un/covered himself so much that he re/veals (=unveils) 

something of a man. He is a miracle. I call actors in this 

sense actors who are working toward dis/covery -

performers."^' The work with Schechner was opening new 

doors for Gray in his theatre training. It centered around 

the process rather than the product. A rehearsal period 

^̂ Ibid., 33. 

'̂Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre (New York, 
Hawthorn Books, Inc., 1973): 128) 
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consisted of exercises that would ultimately bring the 

actors to the level of performance. 

Gray realized the importance of what Schechner was 

doing, and he began exploring himself further in his work. 

Gray became a performer, for "in performing, the role 

remains itself, the performer remains himself."^° Applying 

these theories to his work with The Group, Gray worked with 

the role of the simpleton saint-boy scout Swiss Cheese in a 

production of Bertolt Brecht's Mother Courage. He avoided 

what he thought Brecht would have wanted and simply created 

the role out of himself. As Schechner continually 

emphasized: "The score is made by the performer, out of the 

performer. He is his own material; he does not have the 

buffer of a medium. "̂^ 

Gray made another discovery through his work with 

Schechner. The escapist mode that had influenced his early 

years was no longer relevant. He was finding and 

discovering himself as a character, and the opportunities 

"to become" someone else on stage were few. Schechner 

believed: 

A role is a theatrical entity, not 
a psychological being. Great errors 
are made because performers and 
directors think of characters as 
people rather than as dramatis oersonae: 
masks of dramatic action. A role 
conforms to the logic of theatre. 

20 Ibid., 128. 

^̂ Ibid., 165. 
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not the logic of any other life 
system. To think of a role as a 
person is like picnicking on a 
landscape painting.^^ 

Building on this idea, Gray began to investigate the 

relationship between "performer" and "role." He centered 

around the immediacy of the moment and the continuity of the 

process. It was a flood of one experience after another, 

approaching "the unexpected" as he would "the expected." 

During one of the performances of Commune all of Schechner's 

teachings fell into place for Gray. The show depended on 

audience participation, and that recjuirement lead to 

controversy. One evening, three members of the audience 

refused to participate, and the entire performance came to a 

standstill. The discussion of how to solve this problem led 

to a vote by the audience to ask the three people to leave. 

They left, and the performance resumed. Schechner relates: 

The next day Spalding Gray 
told me that the light seemed brighter 
to him when the play resumed. At 
first he attributed it to his 
exhaustion. But then he thought it 
was because so many barriers had come 
down. There were fewer things 
between him and the audience. They 
saw him as he was - not as a 
magician - performer, but as a 
person out of whom the performance 
arose, . . . Seeing him thus—as 
the performer and not as the role 
the performer was playing—when 
he resumed the actions of his 
role, there was no need to pretend 
that those actions took place 

"ibid., 165. 
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anywhere else than in this theatre 
at this time." 

However, in opening all of the mental and emotional 

doors for The Performance Group, Schechner was also closing 

the door on The Group. The members began to work on their 

own, exploring other projects. Gray and Elizabeth LeCompte 

started working on what was to become "The Trilogy," and 

Gray began his monologue work. With the influx of non-Group 

members and a desperate money situation, Richard Schechner 

left The Group in 1980. The Performance Group no longer 

revolved around a central figure, and the members moved on 

to develop their own projects which were already being 

worked on by the remaining Group members. It was at this 

point that Elizabeth LeCompte assumed the role of artistic 

director, and the group changed to its corporate name: the 

Wooster Group. Under this new leadership, each member could 

pursue their own projects with the help and support of the 

newly-formed organization. 

Now Gray was free to make his own discoveries about 

acting and performing. He was fascinated with Schechner's 

theories and was constantly searching for answers in 

applying the theories to himself. Should his past 

experience in traditional theatre be discounted? Gray 

determined to use it as a foundation on which to build and 

create. After years of acting. Gray wondered: 

23 Ibid., 53-54. 
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I wanted to know if I did it 
or if it did me. Could I stop acting, 
and what was it I actually did when 
I acted? Was I, in fact, acting all 
the time, and was my acting in the 
theatre the surface showing of that? 
Was my theatre acting a confession 
of the constant state of feeling my 
life as an act? What was the reality 
of myself on the other side of that 
ACT?^* 

These questions became the foundation from which Spalding 

Gray was to begin his work with Elizabeth LeCompte and The 

Wooster Group. 

At this time, Elizabeth LeCompte was gradually 

working into the position of leadership for the remaining 

performers from The Group. She had done a great deal of 

work with Richard Schechner, and she too was ready to grow 

and experiment theatrically. Gray's work and ideas of 

performance style intrigued her, and she became Gray's most 

appreciative audience and his guide into autoperformance. 

She was to become the driving force behind Gray and the 

newly-named Wooster Group. Together they would establish a 

theatrical organization that would stir controversy, pave 

new theatrical paths, and challenge the critics' 

perspectives of the new theatre of the eighties. The 

Wooster Group, founded in 1975 and named after the street 

address of the Performing Garage, is still in existence 

today under Elizabeth LeCompte's direction. 

24 Gray, The Drama Review. 33. 



CHAPTER III 

WORKING WITH THE WOOSTER GROUP 

The door was now open for Gray to begin work on his 

own projects. Elizabeth LeCompte, also of the Performance 

Group, became his audience, director and guide. The 

Performance Group gradually dissolved, and in 1975, Gray, 

LeCompte and several other members formed The Wooster Group, 

David Savran observes: 

The group's major pieces are unicjue 
in the American experimental theatre for 
their contribution of intellectual rigor, 
theatrical flair, and aesthetic and 
political radicalism. From the beginning 
the group has consistently addressed urgent 
social issues including racism, suicide, 
and the victimization of women. It has 
juxtaposed literary texts with material 
usually considered inappropriate, tasteless, 
or illicit (such as pornography, blackface 
comedy, and pirated texts) and challenged 
audiences to reexamine their cultures— 
especially those disturbing elements that 
the culture has suppressed. In its 
investigations The Wooster Group has 
pioneered a documentary performance style, 
a kind of THEATRE VERITE that mixes direct 
low-key presentation with a flamboyant 
theatricality.^ 

Gray assumed the role of "performer/composer because this 

interplay from which these steps of action grew did not 

^̂ David Savran, "Terrorists of the Text," American Theatre 
Magazine 3 (December 1986): 20. 

15 
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necessarily take the form of text but more often took for 

form a conglomerate of images, sounds, colors, and 

movement. "̂ ^ 

Once again, drawing from his experiences with The 

Performance Group, Gray employed the conceptual performer 

attitude encouraged by Schechner. All of the group members 

were involved in the creation of the mise-en-scene, the 

ultimate result being group autobiography. Gray's big 

problem was in avoiding any attitude of self-indulgence. 

Being "extremely narcissistic" by nature. Gray had to 

develop a way of utilizing this self-reflection in his 

theatre work. Gray says, "Considering the act of seeing 

myself in front of others. It became—Look at me, I am one 

who sees himself seeing himself. That was my 'primal' 

character."^^ The challenge became one of using Gray's self 

as the object to observe and find the reality of character. 

Using the Stanislavsky method of observing others as objects 

of imitation for characterization. Gray found that he could 

never really grasp the "other's" true feelings and thoughts. 

Therefore, the most logical approach would be to observe 

self for character development. The pretending was no 

longer needed to become someone else. It was no longer from 

^̂ Gray, The Drama Review, 34. 

27 Ibid., 34. 
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the text that the actor found his sources, but "it was a 

play of moods, energies, aspects of life."̂ ® 

Gray and LeCompte began work on Three Places in 

Rhode Island, the first major work that brought the 

character of Spalding Gray onto the stage. The work began 

in the spring of 1974 in The Performing Garage, with 

LeCompte as director. The piece is divided into three 

sections. The first, Sakonnet Point, was built on free 

association with Gray and all the members of the Wooster 

Group. There was no attempt to tell any type of meaningful 

story. The performers would join with Gray in a process of 

association, while LeCompte would make choices from their 

actions. The score of the piece arose from such sessions. 

Sakonnet Point was a meditative work 
developed from acting and reacting to 
objects and actions without psychological 
analysis. Gray, three women, and a 
dog did improvisations with objects that 
Gray and LeCompte brought in. LeCompte 
took notes of what she saw and liked, 
composing the performance 'like a 
painting or a piece of music', taking 
space, light, color, and rhythm into 
consideration. 

The objects used were simply props picked up by Gray on the 

street or at the local Woolworth's store. Gray would begin 

the associative process and would ask the others to join in. 

They, in turn, would react to his actions while LeCompte 

^^Ibid., 35. 

^Lenora Champagne, "Always Starting New: Elizabeth 
LeCompte," The Drama Review 25, T91 (Fall, 1981): 21. 
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took notes and helped to develop each performer's personal 

score. Sakonnet Point became a series of images into which 

the audience would be able to interject their own ideas. It 

was a form of therapy for audience as well as performer. 

The action of Sakonnet Point is broken into six 

different areas which are based on the prominent prop used. 

1. The Plane 
2. The Child 
3. The House 
4. The Fan 
5. The Blanket 

6. The Sheets'^ 

The technical aspects of the first performance of 

the play were not designed for Sakonnet Point but rather The 

Performance Group's production of Mother Courage. The 

setting was quite simple, with platforms on three sides of 

the square performing area. On the fourth side of the 

square was a red dome tent lit from the inside. Tarpaulin 

and clotheslines hung across the stage, and tape on the 

floor further defined specific areas. Music played a major 

role in the production, and two turntables were used for 

sound cues. One was visible, and the other was inside the 

tent.'̂  

The action of the entire play is simplistic, 

youthful and without dialogue. The play opens with Gray 

'°James Bierman, "Three Places in Rhode Island," The Drama 
Review 23 (March 1979): 14. 

'̂ Ibid., 14. 
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flying a model airplane, accompanied by music and voices 

coming from the tent. The boy whittles and giggles, and 

Gray spins him in the air very much like the plane. The 

sequences then move from a muffled conversation on the 

record by the women to a thermos of milk as the focal image. 

After a paper shower by Gray, a storm of chaos develops. 

With the end of the storm, the calm brings on a game of 

catch and then moves into a sequence of one gesture after 

another with Elizabeth LeCompte. This secjuence ends with 

the woman (LeCompte) lying on the floor as if she has 

fallen. After a very brief scene of total calm on the 

beach, the lights in the tent are turned out, and the play 

is over. The whole performance lasts one hour and is a 

choreographed sequence of prop and people movement. It is a 

series of images from Gray's childhood—growing up—and 

there is not a meaningful story to be found. "It is an 

image from Gray's childhood which makes connections with the 

childhood memories of the spectator."^^ 

As mentioned earlier, there is no dialogue in 

Sakonnet Point. The result is a very casual and life-like 

presentation with the major composition of the pieces being 

Spalding Gray's memories. It presents the spectator with an 

ever-changing perception of what is and what happened. The 

Group's explorations into "self" led them to a new found 

^^Theodore Shank, American Alternative Theatre (New York: 
Grove Press, Inc., 1980), 171. 
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freedom and a new perception of the use of dialogue, space, 

and "the other." 

The second portion of the piece, Rumstick Road, was 

started in September of 1976. It was to be a "memory piece" 

which would deal with Gray's mother's suicide. Once again 

improvisations were used, but this time they were based on 

factual material. The materials were tape recordings and 

letters from Gray's relatives; but, in keeping with the 

"conceptual performer" idea, all of the group members were 

allowed to take off freely from the material and develop 

their own text and actions. For Gray, the attempt was "a 

confessional act. It was also an act of distancing."^^ 

This time Gray, LeCompte, Libby Howes and Ron Vawter 

listened to the tapes. The group then improvised from the 

original material, and each had freedom to develop personal 

scores. "The tapes indicated that approach. The approach is 

always indicated by the material."^ 

As a form of therapy for himself. Gray had made the 

tapes with his two Grandmothers, his father, and the 

psychiatrist who treated his mother. He was searching for 

some way to put meaning to the chaos that led his mother to 

suicide. This structuring in his own life was to form the 

structure of Rumstick Road. "I was not looking to 

'̂ Ibid., 171. 

'^Champagne, 23. 
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understand it, only to get it out of myself and give it some 

perspective."'^ The text was predetermined for the group. 

The rehearsals began in September of 1976, and Rumstick Road 

was first performed in April of 1977, almost ten years after 

the suicide of Bette Gray in 1967. 

The action of the play takes the spectators through 

an introduction by Gray to a game of tag with a woman (Libby 

Howes) and a tango/fight over a gun with a man (Ron Vawter). 

There is then a medical examination on the woman which turns 

into a tickle session, ending Part I. Gray gives an 

introduction for Part II, and finally a slide is shown of 66 

Rumstick Road. 

He offers a vocal tour of the house. The tapes of 

conversations are incorporated into the choreographed 

movement of the Woman. The next part begins again with an 

introduction from Gray and more tapes from his Grandmother. 

A slide show of eight pictures of the Gray family is shown, 

and the final slide of Bette Gray is superimposed on the 

face of Howes. She and Gray read a letter from his mother, 

and Gray fires the gun into the air. Gray then goes to a 

phone and mimes a conversation with his grandmother; this 

time Vawter is dressed as a woman confined to a wheelchair. 

While this is happening, the woman goes into the red tent 

and lies down for bed. Rumstick Road concludes with Gray's 

reading the letter he received from his father in 1967. 

35 Gray, The Drama Review, 39. 
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The schema of Rumstick Road was far more complicated 

first piece as seen in Figure 2. It can be diagrammed as 

follows: 

Part I 

Part II 

Part III 

Room A 

Tag 
Dance With Gun 
The Pick Up 

House Slide 
House Dance 

Scene Change 
(The Move) 

Slide Show 
Letter From Mom 

Telephone Call 

Room B 

Direct Address 
Letter From 
Alice Mason 

Tag 

The First 
Examination 

Direct Address 

Direct Address 
The Scientific 
Statement of 
Being 

The Second 
Examination 

Room C 

Tag 

The Ghost 

House Dance 
Interview with 
Dad in Tent 

Flying the Tent 

Scene Change 
(The Move) 

Interview with 
Dad in Chairs 

Woman in Tent 

Part IV 

Family 
Snapshot 

Direct Address 
Letter from 
Dad 

Family 
Snapshot 

Family 
Snapshot 36 

FIGURE 2.—Schema for Rumstick Road 

36 Bierman, 18. 
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The setting for Rumstick Road was focused around a 

central control booth so that the spectators could watch the 

technicians running the lights and sound. The spectators 

were seated on a set of triangularly arranged benches whose 

point aligned with the booth. On either side of the booth 

were the two playing areas, and upstage was a miniature 

house that was also used in Sakonnet Point. In the two 

areas on either side of the booth were doors and recessed 

areas and a six-pane window. 

Rumstick Road was in no way an attempt to 
exact my mother's madness or to enact or 
recreate the experience I had with that 
madness. Rumstick Road is something else. 
It is a piece of art, and entirely new 
thing that stands on its own. Finally, 
if it is therapeutic, it is not so much 
so in the fact that it is confessional 
but in the fact that it is ART. The 
historic event of my mother's suicide 
is only part of the fabric of that ART. 
Finally, the piece is not about suicide, 
it is about making ART.'̂  

In the fall of 1977, work began on Nvatt School. the 

third and final act of the piece. This piece was approached 

with a thematic effort from the start before the 

improvisations began. Based on The Cocktail Party by T. S. 

Eliot, the work began with improvisations with children and 

employed a sound proof room and photographic devices. "It 

was a personal statement for all of us. It was about the 

making of choices. It was about our choosing art instead of 

'̂ Gray, The Drama Review. 39. 
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family. It was also about my mother and the victimization 

of women in a male-dominated social structure."'* 

Nvatt School also dealt with destruction 
and chaos. Both LeCompte and Gray were 
interested in the "borders of chaos" 
although in different ways. LeCompte 
perceives her interests as being with 
physical/emotional borders, whereas 
she feels that Gray's are with verbal/ 
intellectual ones. 

In incorporating these ideas, LeCompte and Gray started to 

sort through the chaos. The frame of the piece was to be 

The Cocktail Party and the examination of medicine and 

religion as healing forces.^° The whole topic was to be 

kept as light as possible, even to the extremes of slapstick 

comedy. The use of children playing the adults in plastic 

asks was to add to the madness of the entire piece and 

subject matter. 

The audience is seated on risers so that they are 

suspended about ten feet above the performing space. A long 

gray table is downstage to represent a panel discussion 

look, and behind it is the performance space which contains 

a similar gray table with the red dome tent to the left of 

it. The Rumstick Road set is still taped on the floor but 

in reverse image. The entire floor, except for a small 

'^Gray, The Drama Review, 42. 

''champagne, 23. 

*°Don Shewey, "The Wooster Group Stirs Controversy With 
an Avant Garde Series," The New York Times. 16 May 1982, 
col. 4, 13D. 
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space down front, is severely raked. This provides the 

performer and spectator with interesting perspectives on 

sizes and shapes. Again, tape recorders and record players 

are used frequently to enhance the images. 

This piece is also separated into six parts. They 

are listed as: 

Schema of Nvatt School 

Part I The First Examination of the Text: In Which 
Spalding Tells About Himself and Introduces 
a Record (The Cocktail Party) 

Part II The Second Examination of the Text: In Which 
Spalding Plays the Part of the Doctor and 
Introduces a Woman Who Plays the Part of 
Celia, and They Enact a Reading of the Text 
(The Cocktail Party. Act II) 

Part III The Third Examination of the Text: In Which 
Spalding, The Woman, and the Man Play Doctor 
In Three Scenes ("A Day at the Dentist," "The 
Breast Examination," and "The Chicken Heart") 

Part IV The Fourth Examination of the Text: In Which 
Spalding Introduces a Record and the Stage is 
Set for The Cocktail Party 

Part V The Fifth Examination of the Text: In Which 
Spalding Introduces the Children in Their 
Parts and The Man, The Woman and Spalding 
Play a Scene With Them (The Cocktail Party. 
Act III) 

Part VI The Sixth Examination of the Text: In Which 
Spalding, The Woman and The Man Destroy the 
Records and The Man and The Woman Depart*̂  

Nyatt School provided an extension of the monologue 

for Gray. Seated at the front table Gray talks to the 

^̂ David Savran, The Wooster Group, 1975-1985: Breaking 
the Rules (Ann Arbor, Michigan: U.M.I. Research Press, 
1986), 104. 
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audience of his career, his mother's death and of The 

Cocktail Party. He plays a recorded performance, and the 

words are overpowering and instructive. The scene fades 

into the dentist's office where Gray, as the dentist, 

attacks his wife's former lover with the drill. This is a 

flashback of the gun fight that happened with Vawter in 

Rumstick Road. 

The medical scenes continue with Gray now as the 

doctor who performs the breast examination on Howes. The 

whole purpose of this scene is to show the cold and 

impersonal actions of the doctor. This sequence is followed 

by the scientists' discussion of the end of the world. As 

the red tent engulfs Howes, a film of the same event is 

being shown on the back wall. Gray returns to the table and 

plays a record about cancer; then he introduces the final 

scene of The Cocktail Party. It is this scene where the 

child/adults are used to comment on the sophisticated roles 

they are playing. The dialogue focuses on the walls and 

ceilings, and the movements are mechanical to help to 

contrast and point out the absurdity of society. "For 

Spalding Gray, the story of Celia Coplestone was the primary 

factor which drew him to The Cocktail Party. As he has 

explained, Celia 'was a fantasy of what my mother might have 

been had she the intellectual distance to articulate her 

nervous breakdown.'"^^ It was Gray's attempt to relate the 

^^Savran, 129. 
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woman's death as an affirmation of life, a liberation and a 

way to freedom. "Nvatt School is about Spalding's love for 

the image of his mother, and his attempt to repossess her 

through his art."*' 

While Three Pieces in Rhode Island was created 

collectively and should, therefore, be considered a group 

work, its focus is Spalding Gray's life and his 

sensibilities. It expresses, through abstract images and 

various forms of documentation, how Gray feels about events 

in his life and how members of the group feel about similar 

events in their lives. It is about the experience of 

growing up and living in a middle-class American family. 

"The three plays," says Gray, "are not just about the loss 

of my mother but about the feeling of loss itself. I have 

had this feeling for as long as I can remember."^* 

Point Judith moved the Wooster Group out of the more 

personal realm. At that time, Gray was using more of his 

biographical material in his solo performances. LeCompte 

felt, however, that Point Judith could provide a stopping 

point that would bring the group full circle. As in 

Sakonnet Point, the Group used a boy and adult performers 

and returned to the theme of innocence. Also, there needed 

^'Elizabeth LeCompte, "The Making of a Trilogy," 
Performing Arts Journal III, no. 2 (1978): 86. 

^^Shank, 176. 



28 

to be a farewell for the character of Spalding Gray, both 

within the Wooster Group and in the performances. 

Point Judithr according to Miss LeCompte, 
is about forming new structures for the 
family. It juxtaposes three examples 
of community: the all male crew of 
an oil rig characterized in a short 
play called Rig written for the company 
by Jim Strahs; a group of nuns (played 
by the same male actors), seen on film 
frolicking by the sea; and the family 
in Long Day's Journey Into Niaht. a 
portion of which is surreally acted 
out. 

Again the setting of the production revolves around 

a table and a record player. It is moved across the stage 

gradually until it is in the stage right area. The curtain 

behind the table opens to reveal a house (like Nyatt School) 

which contains a bed, a radiator and a prop box. The house 

is divided into two areas by a white curtain to allow for 

more performance space. The audience sits on benches across 

the front of the playing area in a very conventional manner. 

The schema of Point Judith (an epilogue) is: 

Part I RIG: Stew the foreman and his crew on an oil 
rig in the Gulf of Mexico 

Part II STEW'S PARTY PIECE: Long Day's Journey Into 
Night with Stew as the father and the crew 
as the rest of the family 

Part III THE CONVENT: The men leave the rig. 
Film: "By the Sea" Stew plays 
the Mother Superior and his crew plays the 
nuns.^ 

^^Shewey, col. 4, 13D. 

^^Savran, 134. 
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This performance was a major turning point for the 

Wooster Group as well as Spalding Gray. This was the first 

time that a production was actually called "a play." Gray 

was actually cast as a personae other than Spalding Gray. 

In Part I he played the part of Stew and in Part II the role 

of James Tyrone. In Part III, Gray portrayed Mother 

Elizabeth. The process of work for the Group had changed as 

well. Since Jim Strahs had been asked to write the text for 

Point Judith, improvisational work was done, and Strahs just 

wrote it down. Much of the improvisational work was done 

with the men sitting around playing poker. 

The section of Long Day's Journey Into Night was 

comprised of only the most famous lines from O'Neill's play. 

It lasted thirteen minutes, and it was as fast paced as 

possible. Although not considered autobiographical. Point 

Judith was a political piece for the Wooster Group and Gray. 

The theme of isolation, loneliness and victimization that 

are so prominent in O'Neill's script became the central 

themes in Point Judith, thus easily relating to Gray's 

mother's life, even to the point of suicide. As O'Neill 

tries to reconcile his past, so does Gray, and both used the 

theatre as their vehicle. 

In all three sections, the good-bye is the focal 

point. Part I had the men picking up tools and all 

departing into the Wooster Street waving goodbye, as the 

stage empties. The goodbye for Gray "was an actualization 
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and a preparation for saying goodbye to Liz and to the 

company for a while. So every night, when I'd go through 

that spotlight, it was an actual exit."*^ The goodbye for 

Spalding marked an end in his career—not the end. He was 

ready to take the autobiographical pieces on which he worked 

and to venture through yet another open door. 

Gray's work with the Wooster Group would have to be 

combined into his personal work. He did, however, take 

small roles in a production of Double Lunar Dogs in 1982, 

which was created by performance artist Joan Jonas. 

Although he performed a small role, the critics still took 

note of his work within the piece. "Cast member Spalding 

Gray is marvelous as a gentle spaceman" in this futuristic 

fable.̂ ® There was a small part in Route 1 & 9 (The Last 

Act), directed by LeCompte in 1982. This production caused 

great controversy, and the Wooster Group lost funding 

because some of the cast appeared in blackface, and the 

racial stereotypes being portrayed were seen as racist 

ploys. 

Another production that Gray worked with was North 

Atlantic in February, 1984. This is another piece by Jim 

Strah who deconstructs the military and war games. In North 

*̂ Ibid., 149. 

*®David Sterrit, "Space Fable Fires Jets But Can't 
Quite Deliver," Christian Science Monitor, 15 March 1982, 
15. 
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Atlantic, Gray plays Gen. Lance (Rob) Bendus. This piece 

was later performed at the New Playwright's Theatre in 

Washington, D.C.*' 

Gray's work with the Wooster Group slowed somewhat, 

but he was not completely finished with the Group. He 

speaks very highly of the work that he did with LeCompte and 

the Wooster Group. "I used it as a measuring stick by which 

I'm looking for other experiences that can give me some of 

that, and it's very difficult. "̂ ° 

The Wooster Group and Elizabeth LeCompte created a 

world of theatre that Gray would further develop into the 

art of autoperformance. Using the idea of the table from 

Nvatt School. Gray found it very comfortable to sit and talk 

to his audience about himself. From his experience with the 

Wooster Group, the personae of Spalding Gray continued to 

develop and became a "character" in and by itself. Gray 

found that people were interested in not only how he told 

the stories of his life but what he had to say. The stories 

were universal, and his audiences empathized with the humor 

and sentiments. Gray developed more than a character; 

rather he became a performer that worked in performance art. 

What exactly was the process of working with the 

Wooster Group to his individual work? Gray explains that 

*'Megan Rosenfeld, "The Stage as Shock Market," The 
Washington Post. 10 October 1985, col. 1, IIB. 

^°Savran, 149. 
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"it just happened." Gray attributes the success of his work 

today to the guidance and encouragement given to him by the 

Wooster Group members. The freedom to express his feelings 

and the testing place to experiment further in the 

improvisational and editing processes helped Gray's career 

move quickly into the theatrical mainstream. Although it 

would have been easier for Gray to stay with the Wooster 

Group, he felt it was time to progress to a different form. 

He wanted to investigate a new form of theatre, and the 

Wooster Group had a different direction to travel.^^ 

Although the paths have split, they have not separated. 

^^Spalding Gray, phone interview, 15 May 1987. 



CHAPTER IV 

AUTOPERFORMANCE 

His work with the Wooster Group and especially that 

in Nyatt School, gave Gray a new vista of theatre in which 

to experiment. The memory exercises and direct encounters 

with the audience were having a therapeutic effect on Gray. 

The desire to continue and expand on these ideas drove Gray 

to begin his work as a solo performer. The actor in Gray 

was to be set aside, while the concepts that Schechner had 

ingrained in Gray began to surface in Gray's performance 

style. It was time for Gray's "self" to emerge. Soon after 

Point Judith. Gray began work on his autobiographical 

monologues. 

Gray presents these monologues as he sits behind a 

table with tape recorder, water and notes in front of him. 

He talks directly to the audience in the first person. They 

last about one hour and fifteen minutes and center on a 

particular theme or period in his life.̂ ^ They are not 

totally written or memorized, but Gray employs a clear 

"process of self-editing."" Within the monologues. Gray 

"shank, 177. 

53 Spalding Gray, personal interview, 19 October 1985 

33 
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works as editor and director, attempting to keep the work as 

spontaneous as possible. He says that he "edits out what 

bores him."̂ * 

Some of his monologues include SEX AND DEATH TO THE 

AGE 14 (1979), BOOZE, CARS, AND COLLEGE GIRLS (1979), INDIA 

AND AFTER (AMERICA) , A PERSONAL HISTORY OF THE AMERICAN 

THEATRE (1980), POINTS OF INTEREST (AMERICA) (1980), 47 BEDS 

(1980), and SWIMMING TO CAMBODIA PART I AND II, for which he 

won an Obie Award in the 1984-85 theatre season. In all, he 

tries to maintain and end each monologue in the present 

tense. It is not unusual for him to close a monologue as he 

did in POINTS OF INTEREST with a statement like "That was 

today. And here I am."̂ ^ 

It is important that the spectator does not have the 

sense that Gray is "acting," but rather that he is speaking 

to them about real events. His style of delivery is flat, 

uncolored, and candid. He really looks at spectators, 

especially when they react to something he said. He 

actually reflects rather than speaking memorized lines and 

pretending to reflect. 

Gray works even more in the immediate present by 

asking questions of an audience. He then edits and includes 

*̂Ibid., 19 October 1985. 

^^Shank, 178. 

^^Shank, 178. 
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the material in his future monologues. He worked on a piece 

which he premiered in Dallas, Texas, at the Undermain 

Theatre on 19 October 1985. The selection was entitled 

TERRORS OF PLEASURE—PART ONE—THE HOUSE. The one hour 

monologue dealt with the house he ended up buying simply for 

the security and status of owning a house. Gray presented 

it, wearing jeans and flannel shirt, while a tape recorder 

ran on the table's edge. In the discussion after the show, 

Gray remarked that he would continue to edit over and over 

again for probably another twenty or thirty times, and then 

he would settle on the right choices. He said that his 

attempt was "to combine just the appropriate amount of humor 

and irony. "̂ ^ He emphasized that "all of his monologue work 

is true" but that there has to be a juxtaposition of time 

changes in order to condense the experiences into a specific 

time. Through his writing experience, he found that 

audiences find "truth far more interesting than fiction."̂ ® 

Gray allows the audience to find what is "really going 

on."^' 

Gray describes this process of preparation in the 

following steps: 1) be open and allow the story to come 

^^Spalding Gray, personal interview, 19 October 1985 

5®Ibid. 

5'lbid. 
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freely; 2) begin the process of mental editing; 3) speak the 

story first out loud to find its own voice; 4) tape record 

the story and reedit; and 5) take a transcript off the 

tape. Through this process, he has found that "the breath 

and rhythm are already included in the piece. "*̂  

While discussing his monologue work, the enthusiasm 

is evident. He describes it as the "absolute speaking from 

self."^^ The desire is to combine politics, actor and 

personality into a neatly-woven piece of art. For Gray, the 

audience is his lover. He is careful to play the sublime 

and subtle qualities of each monologue.^ He plays from 

self, which, as Gray put it, "differs from the actor who 

plays the mask."^ Perhaps it is Richard Schechner who best 

describes an evening with Spalding Gray as "pure person-to-

person narratives of self-presentation."^^ 

But basically, it's Gray and his audience, 
face to face. Gray's style in the 
monologues is very cool—cooler even than 
Johnny Carson. In fact. Gray is more like 
a TV talk show host, a Dick Cavett, than 
any stand-up comic. Except that Gray's 

60 Ibid. 

^̂ Ibid. 

^Ibid. 

*'lbid. 

^Ibid. 

^^Richard Schechner, The End of Humanism (New York: 
Performing Arts Journal Publications, 1982), 47. 
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guests are in his own personae, his 
multiple selves. He doesn't move from 
the table; he doesn't impersonate." 

Richard Schechner inspired and lead Gray to his 

work, and Gray is the first to admit that influence. The 

self-editing that Gray does before approaching a performance 

situation— and that continues throughout the performance— 

is a direct descendent of Schechner's philosophy of 

performing. 

Process-a term used often in environmental 
theatre—means getting there rather than 
getting there. emphasis on the doing, not 
the doneT^ 

This approval helps put Gray's work in that never-

ending, never-finished category of theatrical performances. 

Even if the monologue is in print, it is not finished in 

Gray's mind. There is always room for additional thoughts 

and comments while it is being performed. Gray believes 

that the recently released film version of Swimming To 

Cambodia is as close to a finished product as he has done.^ 

His justification for this feeling is that the film will 

never change. Once it had been edited and sent to movie 

theatres to be shown over and over again to the public, the 

work ended. The process was over for him—the doing 

66 Ibid., 47. 

^^Richard Schechner, Environmental Theatre (New York: 
Hawthorne Books, Inc., 1973), 131. 

68 Spalding Gray, phone interview, 15 May 1987. 
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completed and the performance done. No matter how often it 

is watched, the inflections, the tone, and the facial 

expressions all remain the same. There is no room for 

change. *' 

The second aspect of performing that was inspired by 

his work with Schechner is that of his narcissistic approach 

to performance as mentioned in Chapter Two. Schechner 

emphasized the importance of the "performer remaining 

himself" in the performance.^° This narcissistic attitude 

was prevalent throughout the 1970s in theatre and played a 

direct part in Gray's plans to move from the Wooster Group 

into the autobiographical aspect of his career. 

The first of the monologues, entitled Sex and Death 

to the Age 14. was created in 1979. Gray remembers the 

first presentation of this monologue in the Performing 

Garage: 

I sat behind a desk with a little 
notebook containing an outline of all 
I could remember about sex and death 
until I was 14 years old. The first 
night maybe fifteen people came to 
the garage and the monologue ran 
about 40 minutes. The next night 
the audience was a little larger 
and so was the monologue. I tape 
recorded each performance, played it 
back the following morning and made 
adjustments in my outline. It wasn't 
as though I was having new memories 
as much as remembering things I had 

*'lbid. , 15 May 1987. 

^^Schechner, Environmental Theatre. 128. 
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long forgotten. The monologue grew 
to an hour and twenty minutes.^^ 

The hour and twenty minutes fly by as Gray speaks of 

the many aspects of growing up in Barrington, Rhode Island, 

with a Christian Science mother. He talks of the various 

teen pranks as casually as he speaks of his friend's death 

from lung cancer. In all, he finds and shares the humor. 

When we were 14, a group of us used to 
try to knock ourselves out. Organically. 
By taking 20 deep breaths, head held 
between our legs, and then coming up real 
fast and blowing our thumbs without letting 
out any air. Then all the blood would 
rush up or down, I don't know which, but 
it would rush somewhere, fast. And we 
would hope to pass out, but it never 
worked. Then we'd spin in circles until 
we all go so dizzy that we fell down. 
Then went home.^ 

He continues to explain that one day it did work, 

and he fell on a steam radiator in the bathroom, receiving a 

third-degree burn which his mother cured with "soap and 

gauze."^ He talks of the death of his dog and the killing 

of chickens, but the death of his best friend Tim seems to 

have had the greatest impact. 

Not long after that, Tim dies of lung 
cancer. He was very young and no one 
seems able to diagnose it. They thought 

^^Spalding Gray, Sex and Death to the Age 14 (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1986), xiii. 

^Ibid., 4. 

^Ibid., 4. 
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it was what they called a lung fungus that 
had been brought back by American soldiers 
from the Korean War. Tim's death was a 
strange kind of relief because we'd 
always heard that one in four would 
have to die of something—cancer, 
tuberculosis, polio, whatever—so I 
always wondered who would be the ONE 
of the four of us who hung out together. 
That was often on my mind.̂ * 

Gray talks lovingly about the continual flow of dogs 

and kittens, each coming to an untimely death, and of his 

first encounters with girls at the school dances and his 

search for "sexy pictures" in the underwear ads in the 

Sears-Roebuck catalog.^ The second half of the monologue 

deals with his first love and his inexperience as a young 

boy searching for the sexual arousal that he felt was needed 

to maintain his status among his friends. Peer pressure 

played a major role in his growing years. 

The Sex and Death monologue concludes with a section 

on his trip with his parents up to Fitchton Academy to try 

to enroll, since he was about to be thrown out of the school 

he was attending. This was largely due to the fact that 

Gray had turned into a cherry bomber, following in his 

brother Rooky's footsteps. He was rejected at Fitchton 

because of his "attitude." A second interview was set up, 

and Gray promised to "buckle down." 

^^Ibid., 7. 

^Ibid., 20. 

^^Ibid., 31. 
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Reading excerpts from the monologues really loses 

all that Gray is doing with the voice, gestures and 

attitude. 

What makes his story unusual is his 
attitude, a disarming mixture of the 
innocent and the libertine. He speaks 
about sometimes hair-raising adventures 
in an apologetic manner, even to 
stammering when he deals with sexual 
matters. 

Many critics have praised the universality of this 

monologue's content. All can relate to the loss of pets and 

those awkward sexual encounters. "But his partly scripted, 

partly extemporaneous reminiscences also generated as much 

universal recognition and empathy as the experiences of Mark 

Twain's Huckleberry Finn, Booth Tarkington's Penrod and L. 

Frank Baum' s Dorothy. "̂® 

Booze, Cars, and College Girls is really part II of 

Sex and Death. This monologue, in print, is more organized 

than the earlier one. Section I is entitled BOOZE and 

describes how he stole sparkling burgundy from his Gram 

Gray. This led to elaborate plans with his pal Pete to have 

sailors over twenty-one years old buy liquor in exchange for 

rides to Newport. These runs became more and more frequent, 

^Mel Gussow, "The Theatre: 'Sex and Death'," The New 
vnrk Times, 30 October 1982, col. 1, 15. 

^^^illiam Albright, "Spalding Gray describes the joy of 
I sex'," The Houston Post, 14 May 1987, col. 1, 11. 
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and the burgundy soon became vodka because "you can't smell 

vodka."^ 

Upon his arrival at Fitchton, Gray found that 

drinking was not allowed; he and his pals became experts on 

brewing their own cider. Many luncheon trips were planned 

away from the campus, and finally he had the ultimate 

Christmas vacation in New York City with Felix, another pal. 

This was the trip that ended in disaster since one person in 

the group became so ill that he ended up in the hospital. 

This trip also almost led to Gray's dismissal at Fitchton. 

It did not slow him and his pals down, and the vodka turned 

to gin and tobacco.^ 

The Car section starts with learning how to drive 

with Gram Gray and paying $75 for his first 1940 Ford coupe. 

Of course, it needed to be totally rebuilt, and the constant 

grease was more than Gray bargained for. He sold it quickly 

but still kept searching for the perfect race car; his next 

one was a 1937 Plymouth for $35. After a great deal of work 

on the exhaust system, orange flames would shoot out.®̂  

At sixteen. Gray took the driving test. He then 

took his father's 1954 Ford onto the beach and sank it. 

After that, he seemed to have one accident after another. 

^Gray, Sex and Death to the Ace 14, 39 

^Ibid., 50. 

81 Ibid., 60. 
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After burning the brake drums on his father's new Austin 

Healy, the racing career was over, and Girls began. 

This segment of the monologue starts with the 

confession of Gray's still being a virgin upon entering 

college. He had an immediate encounter with Sandy, "and she 

goes down"—thirty seconds later.®̂  This was the end of 

Gray's freshman year relationships. 

His sophomore year was more involved with the rats 

in his apartment and the "essays by Freud on narcissism." 

During his junior year, he had another apartment, "began to 

read all the existentialist writers' works, drink Chivas 

Regal and eat sunflower seeds. "^ There were a number of 

girls of all sorts, each with their own little 

idiosyncrasies. Since he had started studying acting at 

this point, he began to question the honesty of some of his 

sexual relationships and wondered how many of them were just 

bad acting. 

In his senior year he had another sexual encounter— 

this time with a black girl. It did not get very far, but 

the relationship with Kit was definite love, but love at a 

distance since she was attending Amherst. The weekends were 

the only times for possible visits. The breakup was 

traumatic and lead to a rededication to the theatre and an 

82 Ibid., 67. 

"ibid., 70. 
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appearance in The Misanthrope. There was another sensual 

relationship that took place in front of a fireplace. Gray 

was "too cheap to buy firewood. So after we struck The 

Misanthrope set, I had the crew bring it over and put it in 

the corner of my apartment."*^ They remained together until 

the set was burned down to the last two wooden chairs. This 

story is also related in Gray's A Personal History of the 

Theatre monologue. 

After graduation, he left for the Champlain 

Shakespeare Festival to become an asexual theatre artist. 

Being drafted into the military service brings the monologue 

to an end. 

"In India & After (America). presented in the same 

year (1979), Gray recalled his experiences while on tour 

with the Performance Group and his return to the United 

States. It was during this period that he thought he was 

going mad, but like the other monologues this one is mainly 

comic in tone."*^ It was also within this monologue that 

Gray worked in a more complicated style. Using an assistant 

who would randomly select words from a dictionary placed 

beside him Gray would speak, within a time limit of fifteen 

seconds to four minutes, on an episode suggested by a word. 

"For example, 'somnolent' reminded him of his inability to 

^Ibid., 76. 

'̂̂ Shank, 178. 
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get an erection while making a pornographic film. This 

process continues throughout the entire performance."^ 

In 1980, Gray produced four monologues. The first 

was 47 Beds, which is a reflection of all the beds that Gray 

recalls sleeping in since the first of March of that year. 

The monologue starts with Gray's experience with the gurus 

of India and the inducement to look to the future. He 

traveled from Amsterdam, to Paris, and finally to Greece. 

At almost forty years of age. Gray confessed to his first 

homosexual encounter at an Athens hotel. It did not work. 

Gray continued his adventure and finally returned to 

Amsterdam, to Rhode Island, and then to Pennsylvania. "All 

these trips were strange and contradictory, in the way that 

life tends to be when you get down on all fours and really 

look at it. Gray's stories are funny without being 'funny 

stories,' particularly his nonadventures on a swinging 

holiday island in Greece."®^ The real revelation for Gray 

came when he visited an old high school chum who had just 

become a 39-year old grandfather. His stay with the family 

was an eye-opening experience, and the monologue ended with 

Gray's questioning, "I wonder if I'll ever get in touch with 

any normal people."^ 

®^Shank, 178. 

*̂ Dan Sullivan, "Pieces of Spalding Gray's Life," Los 
Angeles Times, sec. VI, 11 March 1983, col. 4, 14. 

"Gray, Sex and Death to the Ace 14. 116. 
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Another 1980 monologue was Points of Interest 

(America), first presented in San Francisco. It told of 

his experiences driving across the United 
States from New York to perform at the 
San Francisco International Theatre 
Festival. He describes love-making 
episodes with his travelling companions, 
people along the way, visits to a 
sensory deprivation tank, a U.F.O. 
meeting when the speaker failed to 
show up, and his living circumstances 
while performing in San Francisco. 
Finally, he relates what happened 
to him today, and concludes. 'That 
was today. And here I am.' 

Gray's monologue A Personal History of the American 

Theatre has been videotaped for the PBS program, "Alive from 

Off-Center." The whole monologue is a spontaneous 

presentation which evolves around a box of forty-seven cards 

that have the title of a play or theatre piece in which 

Spalding Gray worked during the years 1960-1970. The cards 

are shuffled before each presentation and, although what he 

has to say about each card is outlined beforehand, the 

spontaneity arises from the order of presentation on Gray's 

part. He does not know the order until he draws the card. 

"This random order helps assure that he reflects on the 

events rather than falling into a repetition of previous 

90 

performances." 

The fourth monologue of 1980, Nobody Wanted to Sit 

Rehind A Desk, is another travelogue across America. Gray 

^'Shank, 178. 

'̂ Ibid., 178. 
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was picked up in New York by his girlfriend Renee and they 

had three weeks to drive across the country to San 

Francisco. The monologue began with an airport story and 

then a description of the $1000 Volkswagen bought by Renee 

for the trip. They visited with Rocky, Gray's brother, who 

teaches history in Pennsylvania. Gray and his girlfriend 

continued across Ohio and Michigan and finally through 

Minnesota. A stop was brief in South Dakota because they 

decided to pass up seeing the world's largest collection of 

ballpoint pens.'^ They traveled to the Black Hills of South 

Dakota and to Wyoming and straight through Yellowstone 

except for breakfast at the "the Old Faithful Motel, where 

the place mat advertised twenty-four deluxe units as well as 

an adjacent 'shopping maul'. Something about the 

misspelling made me queasy."'^ 

After an argument, Renee flew back to New York City, 

and Gray stayed on to experience San Francisco and to 

perform for a week. Gray told this story at each 

performance. 

Also, because I had no time to drive our 
car back to New York, I decided to 
announce after each performance that it 
was for sale, as of now. I sold the 
car after the first performance. Someone 

'̂ Gray, Sex and Death to the Ace 14, 125. 

92 Ibid., 129. 
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couldn't wait to get his hands on all 
that history." 

He returned to New York; the city was overwhelming to him, 

and Gray returned to his father's home in Rhode Island. 

During the visit, his father confessed that he did 

not understand what Gray was doing and questioned him about 

when he was going to get a real job. He had finally 

resigned himself to the fact that this was not going to 

happen. His father finally admitted, "At first I was a 

little confused. But then I thought, well, if you're happy 

in your work, that's fine. And besides, I figure nobody 

wanted to sit behind a desk."'* 

In 1982, Gray approached the monologue form from a 

different viewpoint. 

Interviewing the Audience is a 
chancier game of mirrors. Tell 
me your story and we'll see how much 
it reflects my own. It starts with 
Gray telling what happened to him 
on the way to the Forum (Los Angeles) 
Lab and it segues into his asking 
pre-selected members of the 
audience, talk show styl̂ e, the 
same question and more. 

"ibid., 142. 

'*Ibid., 149. 

'^Sylvie Drake, "Self-Examination Becomes Theatre," Los 
Angî les Times, Sec. II, 19 March 1983, col. 3, 10. 
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The key to the success of this type of shared 

monologue is time. He does not ask too much and leaves the 

audience wanting more.'* 

Another travel monologue. Travels Through New 

gnqland, developed in October, 1984. It grew out of a two-

month tour of New England that provided Gray with the 

opportunity to interview audiences in non-performance 

places. He had plans to visit old-age centers, factories 

and mills and Grange halls. 

The first stop was Hartford, Connecticut: 
home of insurance and inspiration. 
Inspiration because my favorite American 
poet Wallace Stevens lived there. The 
first thing I wanted to do was to touch 
down and see where he lived. But no 
one seemed to know where his house 
was. Everyone knew where the Mark 
Twain house was, but no one knew 
about the Wallace Stevens house.'^ 

After a long search, the house was found, and it was 

occupied. It was "not that special," except for an attack by 

some dogs at the windows. The interviews went well. He 

left for Providence, Rhode Island, where Gray felt more at 

home, having grown up in neighboring Barrington. The most 

remembered experience by Gray about this visit was the 

graffiti on the men's room wall at the Rhode Island School 

of Design.'® 

'^Spalding Gray, phone i n t e r v i e w , 15 May 1987. 

'^Gray, Sex and Death t o t h e Age 14, 154. 

98. ' I b i d . , 157. 
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He went to Boston and visited the 1627 Colony, which 

IS a recreation of the original colony and a tourist area. 

Next he traveled to Cape Cod and Provincetown, which he had 

earlier visited. He offers accounts of his previous visits, 

as well as his sexual emd drug experiences of those earlier 

times. On this visit, he was to interview the people at the 

Provincetown Art Center." "The interviews went fine, 

except some of the people were a little testy and 

confrontational. "̂ °° 

The next stop was Action, Massachusetts, where Gray 

stayed on a dairy farm. The interviews were uneventful, but 

the next day was Patriot's Day, and Gray decided to stay. A 

trip to Walden Pond brought back more memories of years gone 

by and the drug and sexual experiences with Nora and Mother 

Faith. ̂ °̂  

His Travels Through New England next took him to 

Groton, Massachusetts, to interview people at the Shirley 

Golden Age Drop-In Center. This was perhaps the most 

exciting interview because, before the evening was over, the 

topics of praying, voting, and saluting the flag came up. 

Gray confessed to not participating in any of these 

activities for a long time. 

"ibid., 163. 

°̂°Ibid., 163. 

°̂̂ Ibid., 167. 
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No longer able to contain himself, a 
man jumped up and said, "Mr. Spalding, 
you talked about questions. I have 
some questions. Now you say you don't 
salute the flag, you don't pray, and 
you don't vote. Well, would you mind 
telling us all here what exactly it is 
that you do, do?" I headed for the 
door as fast as I could, with the taste 
of chemicals in my mouth.^°^ 

He traveled through Pepperell, Lawrence, Polo Mills, 

Andover, then to Irving and the first non-captive audience. 

Ten people showed up. He went to Portsmouth, New Hampshire, 

where he had performed at Theatre-by-the-Sea, playing Edmund 

in Long Day's Journey Into Night.^°' After interviews in 

Portsmouth, Gray set out for Hardwich and then to 

Montgomery, Vermont. 

In Montgomery, Gray ran into a very small community 

of about 63 0, the town prom, and, most important, the Irish 

contingent. From the back of the room a representative of 

that group came to be interviewed. 

Up comes one Tim Kelly, drunk and 
boisterous. He says, "All right, 
Mr. Spalding. All right Philosopher -
maybe. Storyteller - maybe. Artist -
maybe. Family Fun - maybe. What we 
all want to know, and I'm speaking 
for the Irish contingent, is what 
are you doing here acting like 
total-in-control Mr. Know-It-All 
Mr. Dick Cavett in a necktie and 
jacket? You've got everyone in the 
palm of your hand. The Undertaker 
doesn't even wear a necktie here 
in Montgomery. We also want to 

°̂̂ Ibid., 170-171. 

°̂'lbid., 179. 
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know how much money you're making 
104 tonight. 

Gray's admission to making five hundred dollars turned the 

whole interview session into a brawl, and the session had to 

be adjourned. 

His last stop was in Portland, Maine. The public 

address system did not work, and the audience slowly left. 

The next day he flew to Manhattan on People Express. 

His next monologue was the Obie Award winner. 

Swimming to Cambodia, which has since been put into book 

form and made into a film. "Swimming to Cambodia evolved 

over two years and almost two hundred performances. The 

finished product is a result of a series of organic, 

creative mistakes—perception itself becoming the editor of 

the final report. "^°^ 

The first performances were in the Performing 

Garage, and the monologue was based on the actor's views of 

his experiences while filming the movie. The Killing Fields, 

with Roland Joffe. In the movie. Gray played the role of 

the assistant to the American Ambassador. The monologue is 

a series of observations not only on the movie-making 

^°*Ibid., 195. 

^°^Spalding Gray, Swimming to Cambodia (New York: 
Theatre Communications Group, 1985), xv. 
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industry but on the "military and political complexity of 

our Cambodia involvement. "̂ °* 

The monologue itself starts in Thailand at the movie 

site, but quickly Gray reflects on his attempts to meet with 

the director and to go through the audition process. He 

provides a brief background history, suggesting that the 

leadership of the country 

was deposed, maybe by a CIA plot. No 
one knows that. And Lon Nol was put in 
his place. General Lon Nol. No one knew 
anything about Lon Nol in the United 
States. As one political cartoonist 
noted at the time, the only thing we 
knew was that 'Lon Nol' spelled backwards 
was • Lon Nol'. ̂ °̂  

Obviously, Gray conducted enormous research on the 

Vietnam conflict, and he shares the history with flair. 

One of Mr. Gray's several provocative 
theories is his concept of 'war theory.' 
He suggests that every country should 
work out its militaristic aggressions 
by making 'a major war film once a year.' 
He also believes in 'displacement of 
anxiety'—a small worry substituting 
for a great pain."^°* 

Swimming to Cambodia is divided into two sections. 

The first one is about the adventures of the filming of The 

Killing Fields, and the second is about Gray's stay in 

Thailand and his readjustment upon returning to the United 

^°^el Gussow, "Stage: Spalding Gray as a Storyteller, 
The New York Times. 16 November 1984, col. 6, 3C. 

°̂̂ Gray, Swimming to Cambodia. 17. 

10fi 

Gussow, 16 November 1984, C3. 
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States. He remained in Thailand following the filming to 

await the "perfect moment." i^ is truly the lighter of the 

two sections and the more personal. 

The whole experience did not start out to be a 

monologue: 

But when I came back from the filming 
in Thailand. I was so shocked by 
the fact that I had left Paradise 
that I just wasn't functioning. I 
had to work with the experience 
in a therapeutic way. Things get 
so blown up in the movie that it's 
hard to get back into life and this 
was my way of returning to reality. 
By telling the same stories over and 
over again, by throwing those scenes 
out, I could handle the experience, 
deal with the material. Even now, 
the first time in this monologue, 
dealing with a larger psychosis than 
my own neuroses. I had a story bigger 
than my own personal history. It was 
a very humbling experience, being a 
satellite to a larger media event and 
it brought me out of myself. In the 
end, I felt lucky to be alive and 
, . . . _ . 1 0 9 

living m America. 

His last monologue of this period is entitled 

Terrors of Pleasure-The House, which first premiered in 

Dallas, Texas, in October of 1985, and which the writer saw 

him perform in a first draft form. Gray later performed the 

piece in a more complete text in Houston, Texas, in 1987, at 

the Alley Theatre. In those two years, radical changes 

occurred with each performance. This monologue lead to an 

^̂ 'pichard Christiansen, "Spalding Gray has compelling 
story to tell about 'Swimming to Cambodia,'" Chicago 
Tribune, 11 June 1985, sec. 13, 11. 
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article in House and Garden magazine and an HBO special 

program. 

The whole monologue deals with the purchase of, the 

attempted renovation of, and finally the selling of a rustic 

cabin in the Catskills. There are numerous side stories 

throughout the monologue about Gray's career and love life. 

He wanted to purchase the house to overcome the renting 

phase of his life. 

I wanted to have the sense of ownership. 
I thought it'd be kind of like growing 
up, like having a child, if you owned 
your own house. And I wanted a house 
with rooms because I'd grown up in a 
house with rooms and I'd been living in 
a loft in New York City with no rooms 
for too long."° 

Several changes occurred from the first presentation 

of the monologue to the second. The section with the real 

estate agent was shortened and lightened up. However, the 

section telling of the first contact with the house was 

expanded. "Sure enough, it was the very house I had seen, 

the one next door to the man whose daughter needed to have 

the operation. It was the house that couldn't make up its 

mind.""^ 

With his girlfriend Renee, Gray actually broke into 

the house and took Polaroid shots of the rustic interior and 

"°Gray, Sex and Death to the Ace 14. 202. 

^̂ Îbid., 205. 
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the cinder block foundation. He took the photos and 

returned to Manhattan. 

I would pull them out, and it would 
make me feel secure because I began 
to think that the photos were the 
house and I said, now this is a nice 
little house, look at the size of it. 
I can fit it into the palm of my hand. 
There shouldn't be any problems with 
this. ̂ 2̂ 

Gray talks of the trip up to the cabin with the 

owner and taking bids on fixing the foundation. He uses a 

tape recorder in the performance to play a taped answering 

machine message concerning the foundation repairs. The 

closing was uneventful, and the house was Gray's. He 

finally owned property. 

He discussed, at great length, the colorful 

characters of the community of Krummville, as well as all of 

the visits of the numerous repairmen. These trials and 

tribulations led to a self-evaluation on Gray's part, and 

there is additional elaboration on the reading of self-help 

books and even the direct reading of specific quotes from 

them. "I was really considering running away to become a 

Tibetan monk."^^' 

One of the most delightful portions of the monologue 

tells of the trip to Hollywood to audition for a television 

series about the first woman President and for the sitcom 

^̂ Îbid., 205. 

^̂ 'ibid., 221. 
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"Mr. Sunshine," which was to be produced by Henry Winkler. 

He had another audition for the Johnny Carson Show where 

Gray was politely told to watch the show "and get a feel of 

how you might fit in.""* 

The auditioning continued, and Gray was up for a 

film role, which ended up with a promise "to be called 

soon." He returned to his cabin. The phone call came, and 

Gray was passed over because he was "thinking" too much on 

camera. 

That very quality, of course, enriches 
his stage monologues. Through a look 
or a comment, he offers intelligent 
analysis. Though the narrative is 
entirely centered around Mr. Gray 
himself, it never suffers from 
self-pity or self-indulgence. He 
remains the antihero in his own 
fascinating life story, the never 
ending tale of Every Spalding."^ 

Gray ends Terrors of Pleasures with the question, "Now 

where do I go from here?""* Offering the house for sale to 

the audience during the monologue. Gray sold it one week 

before HBO signed the deal to film on location. The new 

owner got the location rental fee—not Gray."^ 

"*Ibid., 227. 

"^Mel Gussow, "Theatre: Spalding Gray," The New York 
Times, 15 May 1986, col. 1, 5C. 

"*Gray, Sex and Death to the Age 14. 237. 

"^Spalding Gray, phone interview, 15 May 1987. 
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Gray's two later monologues were filmed recently. 

Terrors of Pleasure was presented on the Cable Network HBO 

in November and December of 1987. <swTTinnina to Cambodia was 

produced by Gray's girlfriend, Renee Shafransky, for the 

"big screen." Directed by Jonathon Demme, the production 

opened in April, 1987. It was filmed in two days at the 

Performing Garage before a live audience. The film contains 

music, lights and special sound effects. There are film 

clips from The Killing Fields to emphasize what Gray was 

saying. 

But, the transitions are mostly seamless. 
Or they would be were it not for the 
variations in Mr. Gray's hoarseness 
by the end of the performance, or 
the froth of his lips. These things 
are vivid reminders of the gargantuan 
energy that had gone into Mr. Gray's 
epic outpouring, an energy that will 
touch and transform anyone who hears 
it."' 

Overall the reviews were positive and encouraging, 

and Gray himself was pleased with the product. Openly 

admitting that they went out on a limb and there was a lot 

of doubt as to whether it would be publicly accepted, Gray 

now realizes that Swimming to Cambodia is complete and has 

119 

moved him further into mainstream America. 

"^Janet Maslin, "Film: Spalding Gray's 'Swimming to 
Cambodia,'" The New York Times. 13 March 1987, col. 1, 8C. 

"'spalding Gray, phone interview, 15 May 1987. 
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Involvement in mainstream theatre has led to more 

fame for Gray, which is not totally to his liking. Tours 

are sold out, and fans wait in line for hours for tickets to 

hear Gray's monologues. In 1988, he completed a residency 

at the Mark Taper Forum in Los Angeles, California. From 6-

31 January 1988, Gray worked with area residents to develop 

their own autobiographical performances. "I'm also staging 

a show to be produced in Los Angeles putting natural 

storytellers onstage, no actors, and letting them tell their 

stories. "̂ °̂ The culmination of the project that celebrated 

the 20th anniversary of the Mark Taper Forum was a festival 

of the new autoperformers' works. 

Film work has occupied much of Gray's time as well. 

He has worked on "a movie in Atlanta, called Stars and 

Bars. "̂ ^̂  He appeared in two major motion pictures: Clara's 

Heart with Whoppi Goldberg and Beaches with Bette Midler. 

Although film work is an enhancement to Gray's career, he 

considers it to be secondary to his autoperformances and 

writing. In great demand now as a screen actor. Gray says: 

"I am turning down movie work. There are very few offers 

^̂ °Everett Evans, "True-Life Monologues filled with Gray 
Matter," The Houston Chronicle. 19 May 1987, sec. D, 4. 

^̂ Ŵilliam Albright, "Back to his stage roots," The 
Houston Post. 10 May 1987, 9F. 
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that interest me. A professional actor has to act all the 

time, but I'm not a professional anything, thank God."^" 

A trip to Russia, planned for September of 1986, was 

finally taken 16 February through 2 March 1988.*'̂  The trip 

was to research another monologue which has not been 

performed yet. He predicted about the monologue: "It will 

be about paranoia and the American death machine, defense 

spending. "̂ *̂ 

Returning to his roots. Gray did a short stint with 

the Wooster Group at the Performing Garage in a revival of 

North Atlantic from 5 to 15 June 1988. He recently appeared 

as the Stage Manager in the revival of Our Town at the 

Lyceum Theatre in New York City. The production went into 

previews on 9 November 1988 for a three month limited 

engagement, but the run was extended. Celebrating the 

play's fiftieth anniversary this year, it is being produced 

by Lincoln Center with "seemingly inexhaustible 

freshness. "̂ ^̂  

Directed by Gregory Mosher, the revival allowed Gray 

to take his autoperformance style into another realm of 

^"Albright, 9F. 

^^Ruth Mieszkue, interview by author, 15 August 1988, 
phone interview, Washington, D.C.. 

^̂ *Everett Evans, "True-Life Monologues filled with Gray 
Matter," The Houston Chronicle. 19 May 1987, 4D. 

^"William A. Henry III, "Speaking the Plain Truth," 
Time (19 December 1988), 94. 
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theatre. A close look at the works of Thornton Wilder's 

works lead Mosher to a re-evaluation of Our Town. "He was a 

more cynical and less whimsical dramatist than is generally 

acknowledged. "̂ 2* Thus, Wilder's pessimism concerning life 

and death was the undercurrent of the revival. The once 

familiar "folksy" Stage Manager was portrayed by Gray with 

stark reality and less idealism. 

Mr. Mosher has taken away the Stage 
Manager's pipe, and with it goes 
the character's twinkle. The Stage 
Manager in this Our Town looks, 
dresses and acts like Spalding Gray. 
The actor carefully avoids anything 
that might be misinterpreted as charm. 
At the same time, he is not dispassionate. 
He is, instead, realistic as he explores 
the small pleasures and defeats in 
Our Town. 

Introducing Doc Gibbs, he immediately 
tells us of the doctor's death; as 
Mr. Gray delivers the line and others, 
it is not with regret but as a simple 
statement of fact, almost as a 
statistic. Though Wilder was almost 
Brechtian in his insistence on 
removing all suspense from his play, 
Mr. Gray makes it even clearer that 
not for a moment should we think the 
characters are going to lead long 
and happy lives.̂ ^̂  

It was as if Wilder had taken a page out of Gray's 

life and had written the role with Gray in mind as the 

perfect performer. According to critics, the words were 

^̂ *Mel Gussow, "The Darker Shores of Thornton Wilder," 
The New York Times. 11 December 1988, sec. 2, 37. 

^̂ Îbid., 37. 
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Thornton Wilder's, but the character was that of Spalding 

Gray. 

Although appearing on Broadway in a production 

written by another playwright may seem to be a major career 

change for Gray, it was a means for Gray to apply his 

autoperformance theories to a role. In this instance, as in 

his autoperformances, the actor was the character and the 

character was the actor. There was no distinction between 

the two. They remained one in the same, since both actor 

and character were recognizably Spalding Gray. 

Recently the majority of Gray's time has been spent 

on his first full-length autobiographical book. "Called 

Impossible Vacation, it's in the first person. It's about 

my tour to Australia to perform Swimming to Cambodia and is 

a funny look at personal guilt. "̂ °̂ With a publisher already 

committed to the book. Gray spends all his spare time 

writing. Gray, however, is not ready to give up the 

monologue work, but he is looking for new ways of 

presentation through the media of film and audio. The 

levels and heights to which Gray can take autoperformance 

are unlimited, and he realizes that he is not finished. As 

long as there is life and Spalding Gray, there are stories 

to tell. 

The future for Gray is a road with many paths. 

Which path Gray will select is still to be determined. All 

128 Albright, 9F. 
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aspects of the personal and theatrical lifestyles that he 

has been experiencing will probably be involved in his 

future. He is not one to make a definitive choice that will 

remove him from any part of life's adventure. After all, it 

is from these adventures that Gray's material develops. 

Always remaining non-committal, Gray says, "I would love to 
129 

be a writer but that leads to alcohol and cigarettes." 

2̂'lbid., 9F. 



CHAPTER V 

THE PROCESS 

In 1978 Bonnie Marranca wrote: 

The use of autobiography, in the sense 
of 'self text' is one of the 
characteristic features of current 
experimental theatre and performance 
art which in the seventies has been 
evolving new strategies for dealing 
with content. If theatre in the 
sixties was defined by the collaborative 
creation of the text, in recent years 
individual authorship has gained 
ascendancy; likewise, theatre in the 
sixties was outer-directed whereas 
now it is inner-directed: perhaps 
the shift can be said to be from 
the exploration of environmental 
space to the exploration of mental 
space, and from narration to 
documentation."" 

This was, perhaps, one of the first attempts at 

explaining what was happening in theatre during the time of 

Spalding Gray's work with Schechner's Performance Group, the 

Wooster Group and, finally, in his autoperformance work. 

Marranca explains: 

[They] reflect the authors' decided 
attempts to develop continuing self-
histories—a fact which is not 
surprising because Americans have 
always defined themselves as 

'̂°Bonnie Marranca, "The Self as Text," Performing Arts 
Journal IV, no. 1-2 (1978): 86. 

64 
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individuals, not as a society or group. 
By telling their stories, they 
situate themselves in the world -
'I speak therefore I am'.̂ '̂  

It is important to understand that the decade itself 

brought about these changes in the American theatre—changes 

that were not only being attempted by Gray but by many 

others of the time period, including Lee Breuer, who 

proclaimed Gray's work on Rumstick Road to be the "third new 

acting idea of this century," following Stanislavsky and 

Brecht. ""̂  

Gray's style of performance did not develop 

overnight; rather, it was a slowly evolving effort that 

started when Gray began acting as a "way of therapy and it 

turned into a career."^" Not conscious of any system or 

method of acting. Gray was only concerned with the "escapist 

mode" of acting that allowed him the "peeling away to find 

self," as with, as he described it, "an onion. "̂'* 

At Emerson College Gray studied the Stanislavsky 

system in which he was attempting to be someone else through 

observation. This process served his purpose for the 

traditional acting roles that he played; then he auditioned 

'̂̂ Ibid., 86-87. 

'̂̂ Roger Copeland, "Theatre in the 'Me Decade,'" The New 
vork Times, 3 June 1979, sec. 2, 2B. 

^"spalding Gray, phone interview, 15 May 1987. 

'̂*Ibid., 15 May 1987. 
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for Richard Schechner. Under Schechner's influence. Gray 

started realizing that there was more to theatre than 

pretending. 

The score is made by the performer 
out of the performer. He is his 
own material; he does not have the 
buffer of a medium. Theatre is not 
an art that detaches itself from its 
creators at the point of completion; 
there is no way of exhibiting a 
performance without at the same time 
exhibiting the performers.^'^ 

From this idea. Gray worked more towards the 

immediate, the "here and now," the actual and the self. The 

aim was not to "get inside" and "lose himself in" a role, 

but rather to establish a relationship between performer and 

role that is immediate and perceivable to the audience.^^* 

The system was changing in Gray's mind, and the approach 

made more sense as he moved from actor to performer under 

Schechner's guidance. He started working from his own self 

to develop roles, using the text only as a framework for his 

own actions. 

Being admittedly narcissistic. Gray wanted more 

"feedback from the audience." Thus, with the help of the 

Wooster Group and Elizabeth LeCompte, Gray started his 

"therapeutic" autobiographical performances. He dealt 

^'^Schechner, Environmental Theatre, 165. 

'̂*Ibid., 166. 

'̂̂ Spalding Gray, phone interview, 15 May 1987. 
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with his childhood, his family and his mother's suicide 

while he performed with the Wooster Group. 

The crossover between acting and 
therapy is interesting. I've always 
been interested in therapy, but I 
have trusted art more. My obsession 
with telling the facts as I remember 
them is because I am personally over
whelmed at this moment in time 
by what we call reality that to think 
of writing science fiction, say, or to 
fictionalize a story, seems crazy. 
Because everything that's coming at 
me feels like fiction. So, feeling 
that, I race out to someone I feel is 
more stable, or who can give me a mirror 
image to confirm my reality and that 
became the audience. It could have 
been a therapist, but I chose to 
lay it on the audience at some point.^® 

It evolves in front of the audience 
from a basic outline. I know, going 
in, a lot of things I want to talk 
about, but I don't know exactly how 
I want to put them together. All 
the choices and editing happen 
right there. It's not work with props. 
It's not dance. It's sit and talk 
directly to the audience. 

The process of arriving at what is to be said to the 

audience seems simple enough. It was even taught to a 

storytelling class at Columbia University in New York. 

Working with his constant companion—the tape recorder—the 

observations begin outside. 

"®Tym Manley, "Tym Manley Talks to Spalding Gray," Club 
Tnternational (November 1987), 64. 

^"janice Arkatov, "Swimming from the Personal to the 
Political," Los Angeles Times, 15 January 1985, sec. VI, 
col. 1, 1' 



68 

I do ask them to prepare stories 
outside of class, to make a little 
outline. I'm trying to have the class 
watch themselves. Be self-aware and 
begin to choose how they really want 
to perform their material, but not to 
get too lost in the story, rather to 
have distance.^*° 

It is this distance that helps define the other aspect of 

self that Gray portrays in his monologues and helps the 

storyteller work through the images of what is to be said, 

rather than structuring the content so carefully. It is 

within the speaking of the story aloud first that the breath 

and rhythm of the character is to be found. After editing, 

the students are instructed to put their stories in 

transcript form from the tape recordings. 

This is very similar to the process that Gray uses, 

except that he had never gone to transcript form until the 

Random House publication of Swimming to Cambodia. After 

transcription, the piece then transforms itself from the 

performance aspect to the pleasure-reading aspect in most 

cases. Also, Gray edits continually each time that he 

performs the piece. Two hundred performances will perhaps 

bring about two hundred edits. Every night the performance 

will vary, and it is largely dependent on audience feedback. 

*̂°Julie Grossman and Irene Marcuse, "An Interview with 
Spalding Gray," Sporadic, Columbia University, 2. 
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The "audience becomes my lover," and they can lead Gray into 

new areas of self at each performance.''*̂  

Gray refers to each performance as a "memory film," 

a series of rather mundane events that occurred during the 

previous week. "I had no trouble editing or selecting which 

material to use as I spoke. The images came into my mind in 

vivid frames and I was able to describe it all in detail. "̂ *̂  

Gray then starts a diary to try to reinforce the splitting 

"of fact and fiction rather than emotions."^*' 

The actual performance phase of the process is the 

controversial area of Gray's work. Gray sits behind a 

table, usually with a tape recorder and a glass of water 

close by, clad in jeans and a plaid shirt. Does he account 

for costume and props? "Yes," says Gray, "if you insist on 

labeling or theatrically categorizing the external aspects 

of the performance. It seems to make people happy to think 

that sets and costumes are needed. This is just what I'm 

comfortable with since it was from behind the table that I 

did Rumstick Road."̂ ** Sometimes a microphone is used, "but 

that just adds to the tension of the piece. Instead of 

being able to walk around, the confining behind the table 

141 Spalding Gray, personal interview, 19 October 1985. 

*̂̂ Gray, Sex and Death to the Age 14, x. 

*̂'lbid., xii. 

*̂*Spalding Gray, phone interview, 15 May 1987. 
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and the microphone adds to the character and the 

situation. "̂ *̂  

It is important to realize that, although Gray uses 

a notebook as one of those props, it contains only an 

outline. The piece is never memorized. Gray feels that 

spontaneity 

gives the story a flexibility—a 
breath. What makes the monologue 
seem as though it's being done 
for the first time is the fact that 
it's not memorized. So within that 
is the tension and surprise of the 
memory. An actor has the lines 
memorized in a rote way and therefore 
has to work with method acting to 
make it fresh.̂ ** 

Of course, having done the monologues hundreds of 

times, certain gestures, ideas and stories are set. Gray 

always tries to keep flexibility within the outline so that 

there are openings for new lines or expressions, keeping the 

events and memories fresh. 

While Gray juxtaposes the chronology of events for 

dramatic effect, he says that nothing in his monologues is 

invented. "The events I describe are all real; I don't make 

anything up. I'm more interested in fact than in fiction. 

It's my feeling that reality is so incredible, that we live 

*̂̂ Ibid. , 15 May 1987. 

*̂*Grossman, 2. 
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in such a strange time, why would anyone bother to write 

fiction?"^*^ 

But is this acting? If so, what character is Gray 

portraying? According to Gray, the answer is "yes" to the 

first question and "Spalding Gray" to the second. It is a 

"process of acting sublimely," with "no boundaries placed on 

the character of Spalding," as would happen under the form 

of method acting he studied.̂ *® For example, he cites the 

performances of Sex and Death when he finds himself "feeling 

like a 14 year old again and even pitching the voice 

higher," as opposed to Terrors of Pleasure when he remains 

"strictly the adult. "̂ *' Even as recently as May, 1987, Gray 

was still unsettled as to what terminology to use to compare 

what he does with the process of the method actor. He makes 

choices, but "the choices are erotic, gut responses, 

intuition, and embellishment. "̂ °̂ He tries desperately to 

stay away from terminology that would be scrutinized by the 

world of academia. He "doesn't want the process known or 

the notoriety," nor can he give himself a label or what he 

does a label. He firmly believes that solo performance 

"cannot be taught and institutionalized," mainly because it 

*̂̂ Everett Evans, 4D. 

*̂®Spalding Gray, phone interview, 15 May 1987. 

*̂'lbid., 15 May 1987. 

^̂ °Ibid., 15 May 1987. 
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"gets too emotional and would gradually evolve into therapy 

which no teacher is equipped to handle. "̂ ^̂  Gray referred to 

Richard Schechner's End of HumanisTn for a definitive 

answer.^" In the book, Schechner discusses this same issue: 

But how can someone like Spalding Gray 
transmit what he does in his monologues? 
The tendencies in theatre toward the 
personal, the private, the monological, 
the narcissistic grew so strong by the 
end of the '70's that teaching became 
ever more difficult. Granted that 
painting, especially modern painting, 
is also very personal. But a painting 
exists forever and those who wish to 
learn from it can do so. But theatre 
exists only in the bodies of those 
performing it. The difficulty is 
compounded by the fact that many of 
the best practitioners really don't 
like to teach it. The issue is 
complicated because the works being 
done during the period generated no 
great texts needing interpretation. 
We had not reliable techniques to pass 
on to young people so that they, too, 
could make personal performative 
statements, or even solo pieces. ̂ '̂ 

Gray admits now, once his writings are in book form, 

they are ended. The performance texts thus become reading 

material for the ages to come. He, also, feels that the 

creative edge that he has in knowing what makes a good story 

and what does not is "not describable"—"a creative mode 

^̂ Îbid. , 15 May 1987. 

^"ibid., 15 May 1987. 

^"schechner, The End of Humanism. 34. 
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that is without definition. "̂ *̂ Spalding Gray can do 

"what Spalding Gray does because he's one in a million—no 

one can duplicate.""^ 

Can a Spalding Gray monologue be performed by 

another actor? Through trial and error in current acting 

classes, the monologues that have been published by Gray in 

the current book entitled Sex and Death to the Age 14 could 

be most easily performed if the student attempted to assume 

the personae of Spalding Gray. These were his stories and 

his life, and the character of Spalding Gray was predominant 

in every attempt. The actors in the author's acting classes 

found the need to memorize the monologue, and the 

flexibility was gone—the spontaneity overwhelmed by recited 

dialogue. It was found that the actors needed to recall 

memories from their own lives to relate to Gray. The 

"emotion memory" of the Stanislavsky system was employed as 

a means of sorting through similar, but not exact, 

situations, as Gray had experienced. However, when 

performing their own self-written monologues, the 

spontaneity returned. 

On the professional level. Gray wrote a monologue 

that was performed by another actor with great success. It 

should be noted here that Gray never performed this piece 

^̂ *Spalding Gray, phone interview, 15 May 1987 

^"ibid., 15 May 1987. 
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and does not intend to do it at this time. "Rivkala's 

Ring," which he created for ORCHARDS, an anthology of 

playlets based on Anton Chekhov short stories, was presented 

in June, 1986, at the Goodman Theatre in Chicago by The 

Acting Company. 

'Rivkala's Ring' is about missing 
children, rats, Japanese food, and 
AIDS. It is also about self-control, 
anarchy, emotional defenses, and 
love, - and the fragile threads that 
make people feel connected to the 
world. In what was the outstanding 
performance of the evening, actor 
Aled Davies proved that there is 
at least one other performer who 
can be equally effective. Not 
only did Davies conquer the 
problems of making sense of this 
labyrinthine monologue, he brought 
a warmth and sensuality to it 
that might have escaped the author 
himself .̂ *̂ 

This story is based on Chekhov's story The Witch. 

which is about lust and loneliness, and the critics raved 

about Gray's ability as a dramatist and, further, that 

another actor can perform a Gray monologue with success. 

There is, thus, this conclusion: 

Any day, acting schools may be spawning 
Spalding Grays who will re-enact his role 
as himself. Actually, his success might 
also encourage other actors to tell 
their own stories - but only if they 

^̂ *Hedy Weiss, "Fruitful 'Orchards,'" Chicago Sun 
Times, 23 September 1985, sec. 2, 41. 
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have his sagacitv and self-mocking 
sense of humor. 

However, the impact of Spalding Gray's work in the 

area of autoperformance is just beginning to be felt in the 

theatre world. Although considered avant-garde at the 

start, it is now becoming mainstream. Appearing in movie 

theatres and on cable channels in millions of households, 

the name and work of Spalding Gray is becoming well-)cnown. 

Gray's autoperformances will survive in various 

forms—books, film and audio. The process that Gray employs 

to prepare his monologues is yet to be clearly defined, even 

by Gray himself. The process is continual and immediate. 

Most important, it is ever-changing and may not be clearly 

defined nor its impact completely understood until years 

from now. 

It is, however, the autoperformance process that 

remains to be studied and examined. Its influence on acting 

styles is starting to surface as we see actors playing 

themselves. They are cast in roles that are fit for their 

own personalities—their own "selves." Many times the 

"self" of the work is the actual subtext of the piece. The 

style is moving towards Schechner's and Gray's "performing" 

and away from traditional "acting" or "pretending." The 

^^Wl Gussow, "Alas, Poor Hamlet! Or Something 
Rotten," The New York Times. 29 May 1986, sec. C, 21. 
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terminology is changing, and the approach is intensely 

personal. 

Years may pass before it is certain how great an 

impact Gray's work will have on the theatre world. The 

survival of Gray's art form will depend on the believability 

of the process and the availability of the material. The 

process will continue to evolve and develop. The levels 

will vary as each performer approaches the process. The 

strength of each individual's belief in what he or she is 

doing will perpetuate the process. 

The availability of the material is endless since 

each performer is an individual with worlds of experiences. 

Everyone has a story to tell. Application of the "self-

editing" process to this material could result in many forms 

of autoperformance. Of course, as Gray has already 

discovered, the medium of film has already moved 

autobiographical performances to a new level. 

Openmindedness and the creativity of experimentation 

in this field of theatre will open vast spectrums of 

possibilities for the performers of the future. As the 

field opens up to new ideas, the theatre will have Spalding 

Gray to thank for establishing the roots of autoperformance. 
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