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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The early 1960s saw the rise of what can best be described as the (widen Age of 

experimental art in America. During this turbulent era, the disciples of artists such as 

Jackson Pollock and David Smith struggled to retain the artistic dominance of Abstract 

Expressionism, while this dominance was threatened, and eventually subverted by the 

work of several groups of artists. American pop artists, including Claes Oldenburg and 

Andy Warhol, defied existing conventions by elevating mass-produced consumer items 

to the level of artistic subject matter. Composers Philip Glass and John Cage made 

musical history with the elongation of time and the suggestion that silence was a 

legitimate element of musical composition. At the same time, performance artists 

including Chris Burden and Joseph Beu\ s worked toward eliminating the divisions, not 

only between various art forms, but between the observer and the work of art. 

At this time, a similar rearrangement was occurring in the theater. The 

happenings of Allen Kaprow, as well as the European exile of the Li\ing Theater 

followed by its controversial return to America, and the Public Theater of Joseph Papp 

were signs of increasing dissatisfaction with established theatrical goals and methods. 

This sense of dissatisfaction was part of a much larger historical anomaly. A sustained 

period of unprecedented prosperitv had given many individuals the luxury of being able 

to examine and question the nature and purpose of their own lives. The resulting period 

of introspection lead many to conclude that the established social, political, and 

economic systems had brought about the alienation of large segments of the population. 

Many people concluded that some of the most basic cultural standards were, at best, 

misguided. The notion that a society based on consumer capitalism was inevitably 

shallow, short-sighted, and overly materialistic became increasingly popular. 

This period of evaluation and introspection proved to be very finitfiiL if 

controversial, in terms of artistic development. Drawn by political and artistic agendas, 

intellectuals and artists formed communities in man\ cities including New York. It was 



in New York City, m 1968 that Robert Wilson began his expenmental work wifh the 

Byrd Hoffman School of Byrds in preparation for his first major work The Lije and Times 

ofSigmund Freud, which would be performed in 1969. Dunng this era, a relatively 

obscure individual named Richard Foreman returned to New York City. Foreman, who 

was bom in New York City, had spent his formative years in Scarsdale. Having received 

a Bachelor of Arts from Brown University and a Master of Fine Arts from Yale, where he 

had studied and emulated the writings of playwrights as diverse as Tennessee Williams 

and Bertolt Brecht, Foreman returned to New York with the intention of pursuing a 

career as a Broadwa\ playwright. 

Upon returning to New York, Foreman was exposed to the multi-disciplinary 

avant-garde art scene which was emerging in response to a variety of political and social 

agend£is. It was in New York Citv̂  that Foreman was exposed to the work of underground 

filmmakers who introduced him to the theoretical writing of Gertrude Stein. The 

following chapters will, in part, discuss the influence that Stein has had on Foreman's 

creative methodology. Foreman's sense of dissatisfaction with established theatrical 

methods led him to challenge some of the most basic precepts of making and observing 

theatre. Linear narrative, with its emphasis on a cause and effect plot structure, as well 

as empathy with psychologically believable characters, and the attempt to convince 

spectators that the stage before them has been transformed into "the world of the play," 

are some of the theatrical elements that Foreman has challenged and effectively 

subverted through his creative processes. Unlike many of his contemporaries. Foreman 

has been able to adapt to a continuously changing social and political climate. Without 

compromising his basic belief that art functions to subvert, or at the verv least to 

challenge, widely accepted beliefs. Foreman has been able to attract and retain a diverse 

popular audience. 

Richard Foreman's plays can best be examined in contrast to other methods in 

which plays are written and staged. Many plays attempt to represent the interpretation of 

an external event which is reconstructed from past occurrences. Even though such 

occurrences may or may not be reconstructions of events which actually took place, they 



represent the playwright's interaction with events, of some type, which occurred 

externally, outside of the playwright's consciousness. Foreman's plays, on the other 

hand, literally re-present the mental processes which generated them and in doing so 

attempt to produce a "spiritual quality." In other words. Foreman's plays ar^intended to 

give the spectator a perceptive experience which will ultimately challenge the way in 

which the world, outside of the theater, is perceived. 

Even though his career encompasses a diverse range of theatrical endeavors, this 

document will deal exclusively with Richard Foreman's work with the Ontological-

Hysteric Theatre. Because Foreman's creative methodology was bom out of a sense of 

dissatisfaction with existing theatrical practices which is similar to the dissatisfaction 

expressed by Gertmde Stein, this thesis will examine the similarities between the work of 

the two playwrights. This thesis will include the following chapters. 

II. Richard Foreman, Theorist (Believing and Doing): 

III. Richard Foreman, Scenic Artist (Visual Composition); 

IV Richard Foreman, Auteur (Writing Rehearsal Staging); 

V. Richard Foreman Spectator/Performer (Beginning/Ending); 

Chapter II, Richard Foreman, Theorist (Believing and Doing), will examine the 

relationship between Gertmde Stein's compositional devices and Richard Foreman's 

texts. This examination will be accomplished using specific examples from several 

plays, including Gertmde Stein's Dr. Faustus Lights The Lights and Richard Foreman's 

Sophia = (Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs, and more recent works such as Paradise Hotel. 

Chapter III, Richard Foreman, Scenic artist (Visual Composition), will examine 

the evolutionary relationship between the architecture of the performance space and the 

"world of the play." This examination, which will include specific references to several 

of Foreman's plays, will also examine the visual and nonmusical aural devices that 

Foreman uses to present the text while simultaneously challenging it. This examination 

will be conducted in light of the fact that Foreman considers the remaining elements of 

the staging process to be extensions of the writing process. 



Chapter IV, Richard Foreman, Auteur (Rehearsal and Staging), will examine the 

methodology which Foreman has used to re-constitute his original hand written 

manuscripts in the form of finished plays. It will address the following areas: 

1. The generation of a printed text; 

2. The development of a musical score; 

3. Casting; 

4. The physical placement of actors and props within the set. 

Chapter IV will examine Foreman's directing in the context of its relationship to 

his writing methodology. It will deal with the ways in which he responds to the unique 

qualities of his own writing. 

Chapter V, Richard Foreman, Spectator/Performer, (Beginning/Ending), will deal 

with Foreman's overall relationship with his work. This chapter will examine Foreman's 

involvement (as a spectator/performer) with the plays which he has produced and 

continues to produce in conjunction with the Ontological-Hysteric Theater. Since 

Foreman considers himself to be the primary spectator of his own plays, his presence in 

the theater, as a spectator, is a primary motivating factor in the remainder of the creative 

process. 

In order to fulfill his expectations as a spectator. Foreman has found it necessary 

to take an active role in many aspects of his plays. Chapter V will examine the way in 

which Foreman's personal involvement in the various phases of his creative 

methodology; which include the collection of the handwritten material from which his 

plays evolve, as well as his work as a designer and director, has caused him to take on the 

role of a performer. The performance phase of Foreman's plays completes the cycle 

which began the dissatisfaction that Foreman experienced as spectator. This 

dissatisfaction with established theatrical methods, which has been the central motivating 

factor in Foreman's search for a personal creative methodology, will be examined using 

examples from Sophia = (Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs, which was one of his early 

minimalist plays. In addition, CHAPTER V will also include references to Rhoda in 

Potatoland (Her Fall-Starts), as well as a more recent play. Film Is Evil: Radio Is Good. 



This thesis has brought together the major elements of Foreman's work as 

discussed in the four chapters. During the process of preparing this thesis, several major 

challenges were encountered and overcome. The greatest single challenge involved the 

distance, physical and otherwise, between Lubbock, Texas, where this document was 

prepared and New York City, where Foreman lives and works. The encouragement of 

friends and faculty members lead the author of this thesis to eventually travel to New 

York for the purpose of observing Foreman's play Paradise Hotel. Ideally, more than 

one trip would have been made and more than one play would have been seen. However, 

this was not to be the case, yet this joumey ultimately made the completion of this thesis 

possible. 

The second greatest challenge, in terms of difficulty and sheer confusion, 

involved distinguishing the individual components of Foreman's work. In other words, 

it was not always apparent where Foreman's work as a playwright, scenic designer, or 

director began or ended. Equally challenging was the process of disceming which of 

Foreman's decisions were motivated by his initial dissatisfaction as a spectator and 

which were the product of his involvement as a defacto performer. A great deal of 

perseverance, along with the suggestions (subtle and otherwise) on the part of various 

committee members lead to extensive revisions of the initial thesis proposal which, in 

turn, brought about the development of a successful research procedure. 

Finally, with the abundance of information which has recently become available, 

selecting the material that would actually comprise these four chapters has been very 

challenging. Any of these chapters could have easily been expanded and become the 

focus of the entire document. The selection process, which has been meticulous and 

difficult, has assembled information from a variety of sources. This information has 

been selected with the goal of examining Richard Foreman's work with the Ontological-

Hysteric Theater in a manner which is accurate, and hopefully not too boring. It is the 

author's sincere hope that all who read this thesis will gain an understanding and an 

appreciation for Foreman's work. 



CHAPTER II 

RICHARD FOREMAN, THEORIST 

(BELIEVING AND DOING) 

Over the years, Richard Foreman has come to consider himself a "theatre artist" 

rather than a playvmght. His work encompasses many areas of the theatrical process, 

including the visual and aural composition of the play, as well as the process of 

rehearsals and staging, and his personal involvement as a spectator/performer. AH of 

these elements will be examined in detail in later chapters. This chapter will deal with 

the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings on which Foreman's method of 

generating a written text is based. This examination will take place in light of the 

similarities between Foreman's work and that of Gertmde Stein. 

Foreman's career, which began as a high school set designer, has entailed a 

diverse variety of theatrical enterprises. These include productions which were staged in 

several traditional venues including Joseph Papp's Public Theater and The Lincoln 

Center for The Performing Arts. This document, however, will deal exclusively with 

Foreman's experimental work with the Ontological-Hysteric Theater. Throughout the 

past thirty years, this organization has operated in several found and converted 

performance spaces. The evolutionary relationship between the physical nature of these 

spaces and plays that were staged in them will be examined in greater detail in Chapter 

III. 

The type of theatre that will be discussed in this and subsequent Chapters is 

diametrically opposed to what Bertolt Brecht referred to as 'culinary theatre." Such a 

term refers to a theatrical experience in which spectators literally consume ideas and 

circumstances which are arrived at by means of suggesting "proper" predetermined 

emotional responses to various situations. Rather than being representations of an 

artificial set of circumstances, which portray a synthetic time frame (of which the 

playwright may or may not have been a participant) Foreman's plays are reflections of 

his own mental processes in the actual present moment at which the plays were written. 



As Bonnie Marranca notes, "The Ontological-Hysteric Theater dramatizes 

thinking processes in a highly complex series of images . . . Foreman creates a reality that 

reflects his own being-in-the-world, demonstrating in the process a rigorous, altemative 

manner of focusing on familiar, everyday events" (3). She goes on to say that "The 

world of the play, while not duplicating reality, suggests a way to view life in the real 

world" (8). The resulting theatrical experience is one in which spectators are encouraged 

to "perceive things as they [the things] are in themselves . . . Observation supersedes 

memory" (8). 

Unlike some types of experimental theatre which evolved during the mid-to-late 

twentieth century, Richard Foreman's plays are firmly grounded in a written text. 

Because of this operational principle Foreman's writing methodology is an important 

component of his creative process. This Chapter will deal with Foreman's writing 

methodology and the goals on which it is based. Consideration will be given to 

similarities between Foreman's work and that of author Gertmde Stein, whose work 

Foreman has cited as having had a significant influence on his own. Like Foreman, Stein 

sought to utilize the writing process as an embodiment of the thought process. Because 

of this similarity. Stein's writing is an important artistic precedent as well as an artistic 

influence on Foreman's writing. 

It is worth noting that Stein's career is itself monumental. Her best-known works 

include Three Lives, as well as The Making of Americans, a novel which dealt with the 

social and cultural history of her own family, and her most widely acclaimed work The 

Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas which is actually her autobiography. In addition to 

several novels. Stein wrote numerous essays, operas, and plays. As an author, she 

watched the emergence of twentieth century industrialization. Her observations include 

the transition, of Paris, from natural gas illumination to electric lighting. Her reaction to 

this experience is documented by her play Dr. Faustus Lights The Lights, which will be 

discussed later in this Chapter. Stein also observed the emergence of twentieth century 

militarism and her writings document her experiences during two world wars. 



While Foreman does not imitate Stein, both share a common objective. This 

objective involves challenging habitual modes of perception. One of the goals of 

Foreman's approach to theater is to offer spectators a rigorous perceptive experience 

which will enable them to focus on daily circumstances and events with a new and 

heightened awareness of the intricate, contradictory nature of their own environment. It 

IS this type of active artistic experience which Foreman contends is undermined by 

passive, highly conditioned, habits of perception. 

Such perceptive habits include the seduction of spectators by empathy with a 

play's characters, as well as the entrapment of an emotional flow, in which the 

spectator's perceptive experience is literally guided through a predetermined series of 

emotions arriving at a precisely calculated conclusion. Stein felt that traditional 

theatrical performances were, by their very nature, attempting to evoke a predetermined 

emotional response. She also felt that this attempt at audience manipulation was 

unnatural, and the source of a great deal of emotional discomfort. 

Stein made the following comment during a lecture simply titled Plays. She 

noted that as a spectator, she was emotionally out of step with the action on stage: "Your 

sensation as one in the audience in relation to the play played before you . . . your 

emotion concerning that play is always either behind or ahead of the play at which you 

are looking and to which you are listening" (93). In other words, the perceptive 

experience of a spectator who is watching a play is always torn between remembering 

past situations and anticipating future conclusions. The resulting conflict prevents 

spectators from being fully present for, and totally aware of, the play as it progresses. 

The sense of present moment awareness, which is lost because of this conflict, is a 

central component of Stein's writing as well as Foreman's. As Marranca notes in The 

Theatre of Images, "To both Stein and Foreman it is the conscious act of experiencing 

events at a certain time and place that is important" (7). 

Like Stein, Foreman rejects the idea that theater should be an artificial 

representation of an external world. He seeks a theatrical experience which embodies his 

own consciousness. Out of a sense of discomfort which was similar to that expressed by 
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Stein, Foreman was drawn to theatrical methods "which seemed to match the 

contradictory and complex nature of reality" (Davy 8). Because Stein's writing provides 

an important vantage point from which to examine Foreman's method of generating 

texts, the similarities between the writing methodology of the two playwrights are 

significant enough to warrant fiirther investigation. Therefore, in order to effectively 

examine Foreman's writing methodology, it is necessary to examine the writing of 

Gertmde Stein. 

The writing of Gertmde Stein can be divided into two dichotomous compositional 

categories: entity writing and identity writing. This division is based on the relationship 

between the two theoretical categories, being and existence. Being is timeless while 

existence is time-bound. Being deals with actualities, things as they are. Existence, on 

the other hand, deals with reconstmctions, things as they were. These fundamental 

differences influence the way in which each type of writing is perceived by an audience. 

Because being operates in the realm of the timeless, self-contained, "thing-in-itself," it 

exists simply because it is there. For that reason, being does not need to make its 

presence known to an audience. 

On the other hand, existence functions in terms of the external, non contained 

"thing-in-relation." Since existence is externally motivated, it is dependent upon the idea 

that its presence must be known to an audience. In Stein's words, "I am because my 

little dog knows me" {Geographical History 88). From this duality (being and 

existence), it is possible to extract two separate types of writing. The internal, self-

contained, concept of being is connected to the Steinian notion of entity writing. In 

contrast, the external, non contained, concept of existence is tied to Stein's notion of 

identity writing. 

Foreman maintains that Gertmde Stein's writings were instrumental in the 

development of his own writing methodology. After retuming to New York in 1962, 

following a long absence. Foreman was introduced to the writing of Gertmde Stein 

through his contact with film-makers, who had been influenced by her work. In a 1997 

interview with Steve Durkman, Foreman spoke of his experience as an emerging 



playwright. As Foreman noted, "I was friendly . . . with Jonas Mekas, who was starting 

the underground film movement in New York. I was friendly with all the film-makers, 

but I feh terribly alienated from the theatre" (20). This sense of alienation is not 

surprising considering the fact that Foreman's artistic goals were in sharp contrast to 

those of many of the playwrights whose works he had studied at Yale In Foreman's 

words, ' I wanted a theatre that did the opposite of flow, a theatre that was tme to my 

own mental experiences; that is, the world as being pieces of things, awkwardly 

presented for a moment and then either re-presented by the consciousness or dropped in 

favor of some other momentary presentation" (Introduction ix). 

This "moment-to-momenf stmcture differs from many methods of writing plays. 

Many plays are stmctured in a way that requires spectators to maintain an artificial 

(predetermined) relationship with the play's characters and circumstances. This 

relationship often involves an artificial history and an unnatural (disconnected) sense of 

time. It was this type of methodology that Stein found unsettling because she was forced 

to concentrate on events and circumstances that were, in her words "either behind or 

ahead of the play" {Lectures in America 93). Foreman's writing can also be divided into 

two distinguishable categories. Foreman's plays come under the heading of entity 

writing. They are "entities," self-contained actualities. Like Stein, Foreman does not 

write "about" an external event, rather Foreman's plays embody his internal thought 

processes. Foreman's plays literally document the thought mechanisms which generate 

them. In Foreman's words they "notate at every moment, with great exactness, what was 

going on as the 'writing was written'" (Savran 19). On the other hand. Foreman's many 

essays and manifestos are examples of identity writing. They explore the reasons behind 

Foreman's plays. As manifestos, they represent the theoretical and artistic goals which 

are the motivation behind Foreman's specific play writing methodology. These writings 

explain the process of writing. Unlike Foreman's plays, which capture a thought process. 

Foreman's essays and manifestos describe that thought process. More accurately, these 

essays and manifestos, these identities, are "writing about writing." 
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A good example of Foreman's identity writing is found in the 1977 (December) 

edition of The Drama Review. In, How I Write My (Self: Plays) Foreman makes a very 

significant statement. "I said, at the beginning of this article, that my plays were about' 

HOW I WRITE, I meant that the writing is generated in a certain way which ends up 

producing stmctures with a form and texture which are the very embodiment of the 

theories and goals which are the reasons for doing the writing'" (14). This statement 

describes the way that Foreman utilizes the two types of writing, adapted from Stein. 

As an essay. How I Write My (Self: Plays) explores the processes that Foreman 

uses to write plays. This article describes the way that handwritten material is 

accumulated and eventually organized for the staging process. This operation will be 

fiirther examined in Chapter IV. Foreman also describes his goals; explaining what he is 

trying to achieve, as well as what he is trying to avoid. He then gives a brief account of 

the theoretical background (the reason behind the reason) for his method of writing 

plays. What is especially significant is that Foreman brings together the dual concepts of 

writing. In this article (an identity). Foreman states that his mental processes, the 

"theories and goals" are the very things which will be "embodied" in his plays (entities). 

Foreman has written extensively regarding his artistic goals and methods. In his 

recently published book. Unbalancing Acts, Foreman describes the motivating forces 

behind his unique style of writing. He notes that "Human beings are to a great extent 

unknowable to themselves" (3). In the same sense that air is a mystery unto the bird, and 

water is a mystery unto the fish, man is a mystery unto himself Each person wanders 

through their individual existence unaware of the multitude of alternatives for that 

existence. Foreman continues, stating that each person is a channel for, and the target of, 

an infinite variety of emotions and impulses. At the same time, we are taught that each 

of these emotions and impulses must conform to a socially accepted definition, or label. 

Whether these labels stem from language (spoken or written) or the result of the system 

of visual classification that society attaches to such things as emotions or ideologies, they 

categorize an infinite number of emotions and impulses within a finite number of 
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available classifications. For this reason, any impulse which does not conform to a 

specific category is either completely lost or, at the very least, misplaced. 

This process causes a loss of contact with original impulses. Foreman notes that 

"as each impulse is shaped in accordance with the limited number of labels available in 

society, the sense of contact with their original ambiguous flavor is lost" {Unbalancing 

Acts 3). In other words, any impulse, any sensation, any perceptive experience must 

conform to a specific identifying label. These labels are the resuh of, and the source of, 

habitual patterns of perception. Any perceptive experience which does not conform to a 

socially recognized label is modified in order to do so. For this reason, an infinitely 

diverse spectrum of perceptive experiences is confined to a finite scope of labels. 

One of the goals of Foreman's theater is to interfere with these habitual patterns 

of perception. In Foreman's words, "I want a theater that fmstrates our habitual way of 

seeing, and by so doing, frees the impulse from the objects in our culture to which it is 

invariably linked." These impulses are the essential building blocks of Foreman's plays. 

He continues, "The impulse is the vibrating, living thing that you really are ' 

{Unbalancing Acts 4). Foreman further notes that, society conditions individuals to react 

to these impulses in a predetermined manner. Empathy, character, and linear narrative 

are some of the socially fabricated objects which many plays use to disguise the initial 

impulse, so that it will be, in Foreman's words, "comforting and reassuring to the 

spectator" {Unbalancing Acts 4). 

It is this "safe'" method of stmcturing plays which can be compared, in the style 

of Brechtian culinary theater, to artistic junk-food. Instead of allowing the mental and 

the emotional faculties to process these impulses, this "safe" art is predigested. Foreman 

maintains that this sort of art is not inherently bad, however, an exclusive diet of this type 

of art can have detrimental effects. Foreman speaks of works of art which, "occasionally 

have their moments but which basically bore me and (I would maintain) are subtly 

enslaving to those who 'make the effort' not to be bored by what they already know to be 

Xmt {How I Write 10). 
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As an altemative. Foreman suggests a theatrical experience which attempts to 

show "a specific aspect of a chosen moment that suggests how the mind and the 

emotions can jungle, like an acrobat, all we perceive" (Unbalancing Acts 4). Such an 

experience suggests a variety of possible interpretations while actually accommodating 

none of them. This perceptive experience obscures the labels which society has attached 

to the initial impulses. An example of this process is apparent in a recent production of 

the Ontological-Hysteric Theater which I saw during the process of gathering material for 

this thesis. The play Hotel Paradise demonstrates how numerous interpretations of a 

given stimulus or situation allow individual spectators to respond to a barrage of 

emotions and impulses without the need of classifying them according to a series of 

labels. It should be noted that Hotel Paradise, while not being literally subtitled 

contains, within itself two other plays. As the play {Hotel Paradise) begins. Foreman's 

recorded voice can be heard announcing that this play is being preempted. 

Foreman's use of recordings of his own voice and verbal cues within the context 

of his plays has become a trademark of his creative process. This and subsequent 

Chapters will examine this process in greater detail. In the case of the previously 

mentioned play. Foreman announces that Hotel Paradise is being challenged by a new 

and possibly illegal play Hotel Fuck. Operating through the medium of his own recorded 

voice, he continues by adding that this new play {Hotel Fuck) is, itself in danger of being 

subverted by an equally insidious, if less interesting, play. Hotel Beautiful Roses. 

Throughout the course of this play, characters wrestle with a variety of situations 

and impulses. As the play progresses, the characters argue over who gets to commit 

suicide (there are lots of pistols but very few bullets). Throughout most of the play, 

however, the characters vainly attempt to keep the second play {Hotel Fuck) from being 

replaced by the third play {Hotel Beautiful Roses). This series of plays, within a single 

play {Hotel Paradise), exposes spectators to an endless series of highly charged 

situations and emotional impulses. These situations include a discussion of the purpose 

of life and a raging debate over the nature of human sexuality. What is interesting to 

observe is that this play, or more accurately these plays, while suggesting a number of 
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options, do not attempt to endorse a particular point of view or course of action. While 

the spectators are urged to reevaluate their individual ideologies, no specific opinion is 

professed by the play itself This open ended resolution leaves the task of interpretation 

to the individual spectator. 

Foreman's process of generating the rigorous perceptive experience in which 

spectators will ultimately participate includes a highly disciplined ongoing program of 

reading which produces a heightened state of awareness as well as a receptive state of 

mind. Foreman's reading strategy may take one of two directions. Foreman may lightly 

skim through the pages of one of his many notebooks looking for material which will 

become the basis for a new play. These notebooks, which will be examined in greater 

detail in Chapter III, are a record of Foreman's interaction with his environment. They 

are, in part, the result of the second phase of his reading methodology. 

This phase of Foreman's reading takes an entirely different direction. Foreman 

habitually reads artistic and scientific theory, philosophy, and criticism. This makes it 

possible for him to be receptive to a diverse range of ideas. Marranca makes an 

important comment regarding Foreman's creative process. She notes that Foreman is, 

"an avant-gardist who is also a classicist"(3). Marranca reconciles this apparent 

contradiction by stating that, "Foreman both challenges and respects the foundations of 

contemporary thought"(3). As Marranca fiirther states, "Foreman carries on a dialogue 

with the history of Western thought"(5). This interaction, this process of literally 

discussing with himself, the writings of other authors, past and present, allows Foreman 

to be open to a broad spectmm of perceptive impulses, which are then accumulated in 

the pages of his many notebooks. By means of a rigorous program of mental 

conditioning, not unlike the physical conditioning of a trained athlete. Foreman is 

receptive to insights, in the form of intuitive thoughts and reflections which go beyond 

the casual observations of daily occurrences. As Foreman has commented; "look, look! 

The hand moved over the paper and left something" {How I Write 6). 

What is left behind is the residual evidence of this thought process. The written 

commentary, along with a diverse assortment of nonverbal material data, which Foreman 
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accumulates, makes up a perceptive accretion (literally a residual accumulation) out of 

which Foreman's plays evolve. Foreman's reading in part defines his perceptive 

experience. As a reader. Foreman is continually exposed to a diverse, and inevitably 

disparate spectmm of thoughts, ideas, and experiences. Such exposure forms the basis 

for Foreman's ongoing dialectic with an extensive range of authors, including ultimately, 

himself Foreman's plays contain a written record of his reaction to the perceptive 

experiences to which he is exposed. Foreman comments on the way in which this 

process effects his creative procedure, noting that; "My function is to enjoy and help my 

audience enjoy an exhilarating kind of play with all of the elements that are present in 

this very heterogeneous culture where we have hundreds of years of history-and 

everything that's been thought and felt in all those hundreds of years-readily available on 

bookshelves" (Bartow 17). 

Such a reading process also challenges Foreman's perceptive experience by 

means of an ongoing confrontation which involves the continuous unsettling of the 

previously mentioned perceptive accretion. Foreman's intensive reading, a sort of 

intellectual catalyst, is aimed at maintaining a heightened awareness and avoiding the 

trap of emotional comfort. Rather than falling into an emotional "flow" (which would be 

diametrically opposed to his fundamental goals) Foreman's habitual reading opens his 

consciousness to a broad spectmm of possibility. By constantly evaluating and 

reevaluating his own thought processes. Foreman is able to avoid the trap of writing 

habitually. This process, in turn, helps Foreman avoid the type of inaccurate labeling of 

impulses, which is also contradictory to his artistic goals. In Foreman's words, 

"condensing our wide field of impulses into a few nameable categories suppresses our 

awareness of the infinity of tones and feeling gradations that are part of the original 

impulse" {Unbalancing Acts 3). 

In order to effectively examine Foreman's plays, it is also necessary to investigate 

two of Stein's concepts regarding time, the first of which is a prolonged or continuous 

present moment. In the same way that Stein found the linear "cause and effect" stmcture 

of many plays disconcerting, since it was out of step with her own experience as a 
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spectator. Foreman found such a method of stmcturing plays contrived, since it served to 

entrap spectators, attempting to convince them of the tmthfulness of synthetic characters 

and situations. Since Foreman's plays are self-contained entities, which do not adhere to 

the linear concept of time so prevalent in traditional theatre, it is necessary to investigate 

Stein's altemative notions of time. 

Stein observed the difference between "time of composition," and "time in 

composition." Time of composition refers to a historical era, the time in which the 

author lived and wrote. Time in composition refers to the progression of a sometimes 

artificial time sequence that the composition creates. Stein further observed that, rather 

than creating a dual sense of time, the "time o f and "time in" composition can unite to 

form a single compositional device which involves a detachment from the linear 

perception of time, resulting in a prolonged or "continuous" present moment. 

As a compositional device, this continuous present moment allows a writer the 

freedom of interacting with a specific thought, event, or a series of events which make up 

the perceptive experience. This experience can be as simple as the encompassing silence, 

amplified by the drone of an omnipresent air conditioner, which is my frequent 

companion as 1 prepare this document. Like Stein's experience with changing 

technology, which will be examined momentarily, such a perceptive experience can 

involve the symbols (such as the desk-top computer which has made the preparation of 

this document possible) of the technological evolution which is no less present at the 

time of this composition than it was during the historical era in which Stein lived and 

wrote. 

The "time o f this thesis reflects a specific historical era, as documented by the 

air conditioner and the computer. At the same time, the "time in" this thesis does not 

attempt to document the passage of an artificial historical era. The "time o f and "time 

in" composition have combined to form what can be described as a prolonged present 

moment. Even though the clock, which exists as a function of this computer, has 

documented the linear passage of time, the perceptive experience remains virtually 
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unchanged by its passage. No introduction or resolution of this moment is needed. The 

moment exists simply because it exists. 

A specific example of Stein's use of the continuous present as a compositional 

device occurs in the play. Dr. Faustus Lights the Lights. This play, wxitten in 1938, 

embodies Stein's reaction to an evolving post WWI European phenomenon, specificalh 

the transition, of Paris, from gas to electric illumination. In one sense, it is an expression 

of Stein's reservations about this newly developed technolog> She observed that in 

industrialized societies, particularly the United States, that electric light had made 

daylight obsolete. By doing so, electric light had profoundly altered the nature of time 

and existence. Instead of being confined by the limitations of available natural light, 

human activity could readily take place at any time of the day or night. This 

phenomenon meant that the linear progression of time, as dictated by cycles of night and 

day, had been replaced by a new configurative progression and perception of time. In 

Dr. Faustus Lights the Lights Stein explores her apprehension regarding this 

technological innovation. Faustus is a metaphor for urban society, while Mephisto is an 

ob\ ious metaphor for the newly discovered technolog\\ 

Stein"s play opens with Faustus confronting Mephisto who has appeared to take 

possession of I>r. Faustus's soul. A debate ensues regarding whether or not Faustus 

actually has a soul. Faustus rebukes Mephisto, by telling him "just you go to hell,'" {A 

Stein Reader 598) and gives him a swift kick on his way out. After an intensely 

illuminated ballet sequence Faustus sits alone and sings. 

If ldoit 
If you do it 
What was it 

Once again the dog says 
Thank you. 

A duet between Doctor Faustus and the dog about electric light about 
the electric lights. 

Bathe me 
says Doctor Faustus. 

Bathe me 
in electric light 

During this time the electric lights come and go 
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What is it 
says Doctor Faustus 

Thank you 

said the dog. {A Stein Reader 599) 

From a compositional standpoint, this brief segment, which is typical of the 

"songs" that are found throughout the play, embodies this Steinian notion of time. This 

play, reflective of the "time of composition," is a reaction to a specific technological 

shift which occurred during a specific historical period. At the same time, the "time in 

composition" is nonspecific. No attempt is made to convince the reader that this play 

takes place in a specific historical era. It is the embodiment of Stein's thought processes, 

specifically as those processes deal with the apparently paradoxical nature of her 

changing environment. Even though this play was the product of a specific social and 

historical period, the time that it embodies does not directly reflect that period. 

Stein's compositions originated in a specific historical period in the same manner 

that Foreman's composition originate in the historical period in which he works. At the 

same time, the "time in composition" of each author's work is not inseparably tied to a 

synthetic historical period. Consequently, such compositions are not bound by a linear 

progression of events. The compositions themselves have a beginning, middle, and an 

ending, but the events which they embody present a series of images which are discreet, 

temporally separate units which are united by theme rather than narrative. 

A specific example of Foreman's use of this compositional device is found in the 

recently published play Benita Canova which premiered in January of 1998. Like the 

more recently produced Paradise Hotel, this play is a metaphysical examination of the 

violence of human sexuality. As the play opens, a dialog among its characters ensues. 

Madame: Immeasurable, my dear. 
Christina: Oh yeah, a variety of shapes and sizes. 
Benita: She doesn't think her facial expression comes in different sizes, because 

her brain is telling her the size and shape of her facial expression is always 
indeterminate-and she goes back and forth inside her facial expressions 
like a 
hungry animal in deep trouble. 

Betty: Help! 
Christina: Oh pleasie-weezie, just for me-start whispering help. 
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Benita: Not yet. Try reading her facial expression. 
Christina: Wow, that really turns me on. 
Benita: OK, stick around for desert. 
Christina: Hands off bitch. {Lacanian Ink 89) 

This excerpt demonstrates Foreman's use of the Steinian compositional device, a 

continuous present moment. The choice of words, as well as the sentence stmcture 

suggests that this dialogue is the product of the thoughts of an individual member of an 

industrialized society during the late twentieth/early twenty-first century. At the same 

time, there is no attempt made to convince the reader that this play takes place in a 

synthetic time frame or an imaginary environment. 

Because Foreman's creative process involves challenging habitual modes of 

perception, including the dependence upon a linear, cause and effect narrative, this 

representation of time is very important. Foreman's plays are not written for the purpose 

of telling stories. There is no initial stability to upset or restore, nor is there any 

resolution of conflict. In fact the conflict, which exists between the many possible 

interpretations offered by the play itself, is never fully resolved, at least not on the stage 

during the performance. The only possible resolution occurs in the mind of the 

individual spectator long after the performance has concluded. For that reason. 

Foreman's plays do not depend on a linear time frame in which the action of a play 

progresses from a beginning, through a middle, to an ending. 

In order to effectively investigate Foreman's plays, it is necessary to explore 

another Steinian device, "beginning again and again." Since Foreman's plays are 

thematic rather than literal, they do not lend themselves to a cause and effect stmcture. 

Such a method of stmcturing plays requires that spectators maintain a specific 

synchronicity with the characters, events, and circumstances within a play. In order to 

effectively participate in the theatrical experience, it is necessary to "keep up" with what 

is going on. The pressure to stay abreast of such events can be disconcerting since it can 

take precedence over the perceptive experience of the play itself As an altemative, the 

events within Foreman's play's are loosely bound together by a central theme. Rather 

than portraying a linear narrative, these plays employ a series of shifting images to 
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present the thought processes from which thev are written resulting in a series of 

beginnings. 

A beginning, by its very nature, is an entity. It exists simply because it exists. A 

series of beginnings can create an image or a complete situation. Since a beginning is an 

actuality, rather than a reconstmction, the resulting image does not have to "go 

anvvvhere." The result is a stream of discrete present moments. These present moments 

are reflections, or more precisely embodiments, of the writer's consciousness, the mental 

processes involved in writing. Rather than reflecting reconstmctions of external past 

events, the resulting texts embody the writer's conscious perception of a given moment, 

or a series of such moments. Foreman's perceptive experiences are recorded in the 

notebooks which he compiles. These notebooks, which will be examined in greater 

detail in Chapter IV, are the source of plays which provide a series of visual and aural 

images that, in turn, will be the basis for perceptive experiences that will ultimately 

become a part of the consciousness of the spectator. 

The process of beginning again and again can take any one of several forms. 

Beginning is sometimes the result of a mental process related to a living process. In 

other words. Foreman's heightened state of awareness, which is related to his highh 

disciplined reading practice, causes him to be acutely aware of the contradictory nature 

of his environment. This practice also brings him into contact with numerous perceptive 

experiences (impulses). These impulses are then subjected to a rigorous examination 

after which they are either "re-presented by the consciousness or dropped in paper of 

some other momentary presentation ' (Introduction ix). 

The process can be compared to the workings of a particle accelerator in which, 

using a magnetic field, subatomic particles are accelerated to high speeds. These 

subatomic particles are then brought into collision with a stationary object. A 

photographic device records this collision and the resulting images are used to identify 

new elements and to explain phenomena which effect the atomic nucleus. In much the 

same manner. Foreman's meditative reading practice, as well as his process of habitual 

note taking, provides a record of the numerous collisions between a diverse variety of 
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perceptive impulses and his own consciousness. This account of his mental processes 

leaves Foreman with a record of their most elemental functioning which, in turn, results 

in a series of beginnings, literally a series of subject changes, which will become the 

subject of Foreman's plays. Instead of disregarding these subject changes, their residual 

evidence becomes the basis for future writing. 

A specific example of "beginning again and again " could be seen in Sophia -

(Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs. This play contained three beginnings. The play began with 

the sound of a very loud buzzer. A man entered the stage and sat in a chair which was 

positioned in the center of that stage. His chin was propped in his left hand as he stared, 

without moving, at the audience while a door opened. This door, which was positioned 

directly to the left of the seated man, opened toward the audience. For this reason, the 

door concealed the identity of the person who opened, and subsequently closed it. The 

man who had been seated, stood, turned, and looked at the door. He then approached the 

door, and passed his hands over its surface without touching it. After that he pressed his 

body against the door with his head turned to face the audience. At the same time. 

Foreman's recorded voice could be heard carefiilly and deliberately saying "NOT YET" 

{Sophia = (Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs 113). The lights went out, concluding the first 

beginning. 

As the lights again came on, the same man could once again be seen sitting in the 

same chair. This time he was sitting in an upright position. As the sound of a ragtime 

jazz recording was heard, three people entered through the previously mentioned door 

dragging a large canvas. They used this canvas to cover the seated man, who remained 

motionless. Then they extended a part of the canvas to the door frame where they 

attached the canvas to either side of that door frame. Several people then crawled, 

through the door and under the canvas, where they apparentK took up positions in a line 

next to the seated man. For several seconds, everything remained motionless. The music 

faded and once again Foreman's recorded voice could be heard saying, "NOT YET" 

{Sophia = (Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs 114). Once again the stage was darkened 
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As the lights once again came on a metronome could be heard. The canvas was 

still on stage, the people under it forming irregular mounds. Two people entered carrying 

small pieces of furniture, which they placed near the down stage edge of the canvas. 

These two people then left the stage. Without moving any of the furniture, the people 

who have been under the canvas emerged. After they have bundled up the canvas, they 

exited, leaving the man seated much as they had found him. While this happened, a 

series of textual images projected on a pair of screens (one portable and one stationary) 

commented on the previous action. At the same time, the seated man had, once again, 

propped his head in his left hand. As he gazed steadily toward the audience, another 

series of images commented on the comments made by the previous projections. 

After the projected images had stopped, the portable projection screen was 

removed. Again the loud buzzer and the recorded words, "NOT YET" {Sophia = 

(Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs 114) marked the conclusion of yet another beginning. These 

three openings did not serve to advance the progression of a narrative. However, they did 

facilitate the presentation of a dramatic theme. As a series of images, these beginnings 

re-presented Foreman's thought processes as they occurred during the writing process. 

Still another type of beginning is the result of a premature closure. In such a 

situation. Foreman begins with an impulse or received idea which appears to have the 

potential for much further development. Rather than mnning out of energy, these ideas 

are fulfilled and discarded in order to make room for a new beginning. "I start with an 

impulse which I feel opens up a potential 'world' for exploration-and then, somehow, 

after a few sentences or exchanges, I am already at the other side of the territory, having 

the feeling of'covering it in a single step': O.K.-begin again" {How I Write 7). 

This process of false starts is documented in Rhoda in Potatoland (Her Fall-

Starts), which also marked a turning point in Foreman's method of selecting material to 

be staged. Foreman's original intention was to stage Rhoda in Potatoland (Her Fall-

Starts) in the same manner that he had staged the plays he had previously written. This 

style of staging involved selecting material from one of his many notebooks and staging 

it in the same order that it had been compiled, without adding, deleting, or restmcturing 
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any of it. However, he discovered that this play was too short to be successfully staged. 

Upon examining the notebook which contained the material from which the play had 

been written, Foreman discovered numerous fragments (false starts). Foreman decided to 

stage these fragments as part of the play. This led to another, more profound decision. 

Foreman explains. 

The short play Rhoda in Potatoland was at the end of that section. Then I 
realized it would make a more interesting play if I moved the Rhoda part 
to the front. That flip-flop of the material was a radical decision for me. 
I'd originally intended to produce the play in the same sequence in which 
it was written. I had always believed that keeping the material in its 
original sequence was more honest that it reflected a particular trajectory 
of my thought. But then I realized I could do whatever I wanted with my 
own material, and since then, I've never hesitated to rearrange the text in 
any way I see fit. {Unbalancing Acts 92) 

This statement illustrates Foreman's changed outlook regarding the editing of the 

material from which his plays originated. While at Yale, Foreman spent a great deal of 

time editing the plays that he wrote. As Foreman noted, "I. . . . prided myself on my 

"vicious" intelligence which I felt could take apart whatever needed to be taken apart. . . 

and in my ability, not so-much to write as to REWRITE plays so that they would "work" 

on stage (How I Write 9). Foreman's standard methodology had involved the in-depth 

analysis of his scripts, with the intention that the staging procedures would compliment 

the written text. However, as he began to restmcture his texts, he began to utilize staging 

methods which actually thwarted the text. Foreman explains, "If somebody was 

supposed to cross the room, I'd make it difficult for him by tying a chair to his ankle, and 

somehow that would make you notice what was really happening on stage. It also 

provided an opportunity for the text to go off in different directions" (Durkman 21). 

Out of Stein's dissatisfaction with existing modes of writing came another 

compositional device which has had a significant impact on Richard Foreman's work. 

This concept deals with the play as landscape. From a spectator's point of view, many 

plays begin with the introduction of characters and situations within "the world of the 

play." This process includes a written introduction which is part of the program that the 
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spectator is assumed to have read prior to the play's beginning. Once the play has begun, 

the spectator is inundated with a body of expository dialog intended to instantly 

familiarize him, or her, with a complex set of circumstances which may have evolved 

over the course of several lifetimes. The spectator is then expected to remember these 

past events and circumstances while anticipating future conflicts and resolutions. 

Since Stein considered this emotional manipulation to be unnatural, it was the 

source of a great deal of discomfort. As a young woman living in San Francisco, Stein 

experienced a life changing performance which was presented in French, rather than 

English. Since she was not sufficiently familiar with the language to follow the 

narrative. Stein noted that, "I could rest in it untroubled. And I did" {Lectures in 

America 115). Many years later, when Stein began to write plays, one of her goals was to 

recapture this sense of ease and comfort. 

In order to avoid the kind of emotional discontinuity that she had experienced. 

Stein abandoned the linear narrative as a compositional device. She had little interest in 

trying to convince an audience that her plays involved imaginary worlds inhabited by 

imaginary people. By using a continuous present along with a continuous re-beginning. 

Stein was able to create a nonlinear, yet non-static composition. This resulted in plays 

which, like landscapes, were continuously present and continuously beginning. Like a 

landscape, these plays require very little from the spectator, in terms of following a 

narrative. Many plays utilize lengthy program notes and expository dialog, on the part of 

the characters, as a means of introducing themselves to spectators. On the other hand a 

play which is stmctured like a landscape does not need to introduce itself to the 

spectator. In fact, the spectator is obliged to make the acquaintance of the play. 

However, the spectator is allowed to make this acquaintance on his or her own terms. 

This style of composition differs from a linear "cause and effecf narrative in 

much the same manner that entity writing differs from identity writing. Many plays are 

written as reconstmctions of past events which occurred outside of the writer. For this 

reason, they are time-bound receiving their identity externally. They are (they exist) 

because an audience knows them. Plays which are stmctured as landscapes, on the other 
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hand, are entities rather than being reconstmctions. Such plays are present-moment 

actualities. Landscapes operate in the realm of self-contained entities. They are (the\ 

exist) because they are. An example of this type of composition can be found in 

Foreman's play Sophia = (Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs, which will be discussed in this 

chapter. 

Plays which are stmctured as landscapes need no introduction. There is no need 

to present expository material. Because these plays are timeless, they have no linear 

progression. Landscapes do not need to "go anywhere," they can just be. The linear 

movement of narrative composition is abandoned in favor of an "in and out" method of 

interaction. Visual focus moves between elements as it would when viewing a 

landscape. The "time in" composition is synchronous with the spectator's time. In other 

words, the spectator is not required to "keep up" with the progression of events. Since 

the play is not constantly "going forward," the spectator is free to move within the 

composition, stop at any moment, or leave the play completely without the need to try to 

catch up with the play's action. Anyone who has lost track of the action of a complex 

multifaceted play while squinting at a set of program notes trying to discover a 

character's name knows that this experience can be disconcerting. 

An example of an altemative perspective is the play of landscape which occurs 

each time I open the blind on the window of my sixth floor apartment. Looking to the 

North, I am greeted by a vast expanse of contemporary West Texas. On a particular 

occasion, the horizon is very low and its intersection with the sky defines a horizontal 

line neatly dissecting my frame of reference. It is easy to discern a multitude of 

reference points. From my perspective, I can see a pair of large concrete silos 

complexes, a football stadium, and a large propane tank. Directly beneath my window is 

a Baptist church and a music store with a parking lot. Currently, a police car is parked in 

this lot while an officer transacts some sort of official business; presumably this involves 

a traffic citation. Automobile and pedestrian traffic proceeds in a dominantly 

North/South direction, although from my perspective, I am barely aware of EastAVest 

traffic movement on a distant freeway. At this time, the strong diagonal and vertical 
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elements of "Jones Stadium" direct my visual perception toward a series of large oil 

tanks about five miles away. This, in turn, leads to a large column of white smoke rising 

from a distant bmsh fire. 

Simply put, there is a lot to observe. In fact, there is so much to observe that 

observing everything simultaneously is difficult, at best. This is, however, unnecessary, 

because all of the visual elements are continuously accessible, continuously present. 

Like the elements within Foreman's plays, the components of this landscape need no 

introduction. There is no need for the performers to present expository material or for 

the spectator to become instantly familiar with the complexities of a reconstmcted 

situation. Rather than being experienced as a linear narrative, the landscape is 

experienced as a nonlinear configuration of discrete units which are united by the 

perception of the viewer. Because it is an actuality, rather than a reconstmction, this 

landscape does not required a linear progression. It does not "go anywhere." It is 

continuously present. Since the landscape is a self-contained entity, it does not require 

external justification. For this reason, any attempt to artificially manipulate the emotions 

of the spectator is unnecessary. 

Even though this landscape is continuously present, it is far from static. It is 

constantly changing, constantly beginning. With each encounter, I experience variations 

in atmospheric conditions which produce a broad spectmm of tones, shades, and moods. 

With the ever-continuous cycles of day and night, as well as seasonal variations, there is 

a continuous series of beginnings. These beginnings are always present, yet never 

repeating. Examples include the simple, yet profound, differences in light, shadow, 

color, and depth which are produced by seasonal and atmospheric changes. During the 

late winter and early spring, the sky is often overcast. A uniformly gray layer of low 

clouds, which resembles an artificial dome, extends, in all directions, along the horizon. 

The dominant color palette includes, not only the gray sky, but the muted earth tones and 

the cold steel gray of the leafless trees. Because there is no direct source of light, there 

are no shadows. For this reason, there is very little depth. The entire landscape extends 

horizontally and vertically like a painting. 
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Throughout most of the year, however, the sky is completely clear. The gray 

dome is replaced by a vaulted blue archway which appears to be much higher above the 

ever expanding, very flat, terrain. The dominant color palette is similar to the one which 

was previously described. However, it includes a variety of vibrant vegetative colors and 

is often dominated by the blue sky itself Because there is no cloud cover, the sunlight is 

direct and very intense. This intense light causes all of the visible colors to be much 

more saturated. The direct light also causes numerous shadows which, in turn, cause 

objects to appear to be much further from the point of vision. In addition to extending 

horizontally and vertically, this landscape has a three dimensional, sculptural, quality. 

Between these extremes, there is an infinite assortment of images. These images, which 

are continuously present, exist in and of themselves. They are constantly present, and 

always available. At the same time, in spite of their diversity, and in spite of the fact that 

a great deal of activity can be observed within these images, they are basically 

unchanging. As landscape, these images are continuously present and continuously 

beginning. 

In the same manner, Sophia = (Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs uses this principle as a 

means of composition. A specific example of the landscape composition occurs during 

the second act. A bench appears which stretches across most of the width of the stage. 

This bench, which looks as if it would be at home in a bus depot, is the focal point for 

much of the remainder of the play. Hannah sits at the stage right end of the bench 

wearing a short dress and a fur piece. Rhoda who sits at the stage left end of the bench is 

nude. Leo, Karl, and Ben stand behind the bench. 

As the scene progresses, a pair of suitcase is brought on stage by two performers 

who crouched behind the bench. Later, Sophia joins them, taking a position in the center 

of the bench. As the three women turn away from the audience, facing directly upstage, 

a white sheet is brought on stage which is used to partially obscure the three men who are 

still behind the bench. The sheet is suspended by the three pairs of men and women who 

hold it between their chins. At the same time, a series of miniature hills, trees, and 

houses are placed on the bench at various locations among the three women. In the 
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distance, the wall which represents "the cliffs" can be seen. Atop the cliffs, lights can be 

seen shining from small boxes which have been previously referred to as houses. Finally 

a crew member enters the scene carrying a small doll. Lying on the floor, in order to be 

out of the way, this person makes the doll appear to walk through the scene as heavy 

thuds are heard. 

This composition has several elements, besides the miniature geographical 

references, which relate it to a landscape. The absence of a linear narrative is 

conspicuous. As with a landscape, there is a sense of timelessness. Like a landscape, it 

does not need to be externally justified. It simply "exists". Because it does not proceed 

in a linear fashion, it does not "go anywhere."' For that reason it needs no introduction. 

There is no need to present expository material or to familiarize an audience with the 

events and circumstances within "the world of the play " 

There are a number of simultaneously existing points of reference. This scene, 

like the rest of the play, does not represent the progression of a recognizable series of 

events. It is impossible to discern an emotional flow. There is a sequence of events 

which proceed, on stage, through time and space. At the same time, this sequence of 

events does not constmct a recognizable world. The linear mode of perception is 

abandoned in favor of a circuitous manner of perception which moves in an "in and out" 

st>1e much like that involved in viewing a landscape. 

Because this composition is a self-contained entity, it does not need external 

justification. Therefore, the type of emotional manipulation which is a part of many 

plays is unnecessary. This results in a type of perceptive experience which allows each 

spectator to view the composition independently while, at the same time, being a part of 

a collective unit. It is possible for a spectator to experience any combination of the many 

visual and aural elements during the moment at which they are perceived. Rather than 

concentrating on expository material, or anticipating resolutions to fiiture conflicts, the 

spectator is left with an awareness of his or her own mental processes, at the very least a 

sense of their own confusion. 
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Ultimately, this compositional style leaves the spectator precariously poised 

between observation and participation. Without the ability to emphasize with the play's 

characters on an emotional level, spectators are left to search for an altemative 

framework of interpretation. This process causes the spectator to "discover that his own 

mental process repeats Foreman's process of creating the work. He will find himself as 

enveloped in his own reflections as in the piece itself (Savran 19). It is literally a matter 

of watching oneself watching the play. 

The act of observing one's own observation is fully realized in Foreman's most 

recent (to date) play. Hotel Paradise. At the foot of the stage, sheets of plexiglass form a 

wall, approximately five feet tall which separates the stage from the seating area. Since 

this material is transparent, it does not impede the view of the stage. At the same time, 

because it is reflective, this wall also acts as a mirror. Persons seated in the first five 

rows of seats can see their own reflection as they watch the play. Persons who are seated 

in the remaining rows are able to observe the reflections of those seated closer to the 

stage. Ultimately, this leaves the spectator with a heightened sense of the fact that he or 

she is in a theater watching a play. 

The characters (Ben, Leo, and Karl, as well as Rhoda, Hannah, and Sophia) are 

easily recognizable to anyone familiar with Foreman's plays. These characters are only 

one or to steps removed from the characters which are found in daytime television drama 

(soap operas). Over the course of several plays, their relationships have evolved. In 

Foreman's words, "Originally, Ben was me. Max was the father figure, Rhoda 

represented real woman Mid Sophia was the demon/muse. Now it's all changed. I've 

ended up identifying with Max. . . . I guess I feel older" (Rockwell 5). 

At the same time the characters are not personally familiar. Since they are not 

autonomous psychologically complete individuals motivated by humanist concerns, it is 

difficult to emphasize with them. While, on one level, they may possess characteristics 

which give them a degree of familiarity, it is unlikely that any of these characters will be 

personally 'well-known." Foreman's characters are extensions of his own personality 

which are used to present a dialog, or more accurately a lecture/demonstration to the 
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members of the audience. While the actors may exhibit physical characteristics and 

personality traits which are recognizable, the characters themselves are not. Foreman's 

specific attitudes toward these characters will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 

IV. 

Foreman's method of introducing characters within his plays is also related to the 

perception of a landscape. A landscape, by its very nature must be perceived from a 

distance. Empathy with characters, sympathetic or antagonistic, as well as the 

enticement of emotional entrapment are difficult at best. This emotional separation is 

not unlike the techniques used by Bertolt Brecht earlier in the twentieth century. In fact 

Foreman has cited Brecht as an influential figure, "especially his saying that you could 

have a theatre not based on empathy . . . getting a unified reaction from everybody in the 

audience" (Bartow 16). The connection between Foreman and Brecht is itself significant 

and will be dealt with, in greater detail in Chapter V. 

Richard Foremen deals with the play as landscape, or rather image, as opposed to 

a linear narrative. There is a multitude of simultaneously occurring reference points. At 

the same time. Foreman draws focus to specific points within the composition. This is 

done by means of architectural elements, within the set as well as the theater building 

itself These elements include walls, pillars, doors, and windows, as well as his 

trademark cords, strings, beams, and tubes. These elements, which will be examined in 

greater detail in later chapters, divide the performance space and draw focus to specific 

elements within the play. 

This chapter has examined Foreman's writing methodology, as well as the goals 

on which that methodology is based. As was noted, rather than constmcting an 

interpretation of a past occurrence. Foreman attempts to document the present-moment 

thought processes from which his plays are generated. The goal of Foreman's writing is 

to challenge habitual methods of perception which Foreman believes to be artificial and 

ineffective. A comparison has been made between Foreman's writing and that of 

Gertmde Stein. Both Stein and Foreman were motivated by a dissatisfaction with 

existing theatrical methods which they believed to be manipulative and unnatural. Out of 
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the dissatisfaction with these theatrical methods (which included empathetic 

relationships with psychologically believable characters and the entrapment of an 

emotional flow) came Foreman's desire to generate a theatrical experience which, rather 

than causing a state of emotional complacency, would give the spectator a heightened 

awareness of their perceptive experience within a theater. Since Stein and Foreman 

shared a mutual dissatisfaction, and since Foreman has adapted many of Stein's 

compositional devices. Stein's work is an important precedent to Foreman's. 

Foreman's method of writing and staging plays has consistently involved an 

attempt to subvert established methods of experiencing theatre. The complex 

relationship between the elements of his plays (which will be examined in detail in 

Chapter IV) has necessitated Foreman's personal involvement in all aspects of their 

production. For that reason, any discussion of a single element of Foreman's work, such 

as play writing, which ignores the remaining elements, is incomplete. Therefore, these 

elements, beginning with scenic design, will be the subject of the following chapters. 

It is worth noting that this chapter does not deal with the development of a 

printed text. That process will be examined in Chapter IV. What has been examined is 

the way in which the creative impulses and ideas are induced and captured. The process 

of gathering this material is followed by a period of intense activity during which 

Foreman transforms these impulses and ideas into a fully realized play. For that reason 

"germination" might be an accurate description of the process. At any rate, this phase of 

the process is an important step, however it is of little value without the remaining 

elements. Chapter III will examine the way in which Richard Foreman deals with the 

physical environment and its impact on the way in which his plays are brought to 

fmition. 
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CHAPTER HI 

KICHAKU FURbMAN, JSCENIC AK1 IS 1 

(VISUAL COMPOSITION) 

Richard Foreman has written extensively with regard to his process of writing 

plays. This body of writing includes a significant discussion of the theoretical and 

philosophical precedents, which are a part of this process, as well as the writing 

methodology, which he uses in the generation of a written text. Even so, his personal 

analysis of his own design vocabulary has been a fairly recent development. It is worth 

noting that Foreman began his career in the theatre as a high school set designer. It is 

also important to remember that Foreman is personally involved in every phase of the 

creative process. Consequently, Foreman's design methodology is directly connected to 

the unique qualities of the plays he writes. In addition, his design choices are often 

directly related to the architectural features of the space in which his plays are 

performed. As Foreman explains "My first job . . . is to figure out what the space is in 

which these words are going to reverberate" (Durkman 21). 

This reverberation has a significant impact on Foreman's work as a scenic artist. 

It is the source of energy which fuels his plays. This energy source, as well as the 

relationship between the architecture of a given performance space and Foreman's design 

methodology will be discussed in this chapter. Consideration will be given to the 

evolutionary nature of this process. The design process has been directly influenced by 

Foreman's response, as a designer, to the unique qualities of the plays that he has written. 

The relationship between Foreman's writing methodology and his design process will 

also be discussed in this chapter. 

Because of the unique relationship between these aspects of Foreman's work 

(which will be examined in greater detail in Chapter FV), this chapter will also examine 

the way that Foreman uses visual elements, including props and set pieces, to reconstmct 

his handwritten manuscripts. This examination will take place in light of the fact that 

Foreman considers the remaining theatrical elements (set design, directing, and 
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performance/observation) to be directly linked to his work as a playwright. In other 

words, these elements serve to fiilfill Foreman's expectations as a playwright. Rather 

than elevating any element at the expense ot another. Foreman s staging process seeks to 

equalize these elements by asserting that they are all extensions of his personal 

expression as a playwright. Instead of attempting to present a written text. Foreman's 

creative process seeks to embody that text within the space of the theater. 

The initial source of Foreman's plays is found in the pages of the numerous 

notebooks which he habitually compiles. These notebooks are the point from which his 

plays begin. As manuscnpts, they contam a great many doodles and other graphic 

s\Tnbols. These elements, which are not readily converted to written or spoken language, 

illustrate the ideas which Foreman transcribes. They are literall> a dialog between 

Foreman and his wntmg. 1 hese notebooks document the mental processes which are the 

basis of Foreman's writing. Much of this primal directness is lost as the manuscript is 

converted to a printed text. For this reason. Foreman has developed a specific design 

vocabulary, which this chapter will address. Ihis vocabulary is mtended to facilitate the 

staging of the nonverbal elements of Foreman's initial manuscripts. 

Foreman considers the handwritten manuscript to be the essential form of written 

expression. As the production process unfolds, this manuscript is replaced by a printed 

text, which is used primarily as a rehearsal tool. One of Foreman's primary staging 

concerns is the embodiment of the primacy of the handwritten manuscript. This is not 

unlike an attempt to stage "concrete poetry." Foreman's staging practices attempt to 

physically recreate the elements (doodles, symbols, and drawings) of the manuscript 

which are lost during the process of its conversion into a printed text. The process of 

producing a written text will be examined in greater detail in Chapter IV. 

In order to understand the relationship between the written text and the play s 

environment, it is first necessary to examine the underlying forces wiiich empower 

Foreman's creative process. In the 'ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC: MANIFESTO I," 

Foreman proposes that conflict is, or more accurately has been, a motivating force by 

which the artistic process is driven. As Foreman points out "old art aroused, empathized 



vWth that, [conflict] made our inner nature vibrate to that, [conflict] in such a way that it 

was 'profound'" (70). This observation is especially tme with regard to drama. Many 

plays are centered around the representation of conflict. The idea that a central character 

must triumph over an adversary, whether that adversary is his fellow man, his 

environment, or himself, is fundamental to Western drama. Such an observation is not 

peculiar to Foreman's creative philosophy; however, his observations on the nature of 

this conflict reflect a unique point of view. 

Foreman describes a shift in this artistic process. Rather than involving a 

confrontation between characters responding to opposing intentions. Foreman notes that 

"The grounds of that conflict are now seen as not between entities, but within the unitary 

occasion which could exist-could not exist. That oscillation [is] replacing conflict" 

(ON 1OLOGICAL-HYSTERIC: MANIFESlO 1 70). Accordmg to such a model, the 

dominant character is replaced by the notion of a center. At the same time, his adversary 

is replaced by the concept of a field. The oscillation that Foreman refers to is the duality 

of thought which incorporates a shift between the idea of a center, and the idea of a field. 

In Foreman's words, "The idea of a center = old-fashioned 'being'; the idea of a field = 

old-fashioned 'not-being.'"(ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC: MANIFESTO 171). 

Foreman takes this process a step further by suggesting that even this type of 

conflict is an illusion. As the result of social conditioning, which is itself the riesult of the 

competition for resources that are perceived to be scarce, a tendency exists to view 

human interactions in terms of stmggle, conflict. Foreman notes that, "In our attempt to 

hold together a center, we mistakenly view the field perhaps as one in which particles 

etc., form a kind of conflict situation" (ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC: MANIFESTO I 

71). Foreman contends that this type of tension is opposed to the dynamics of his plays. 

As an altemative. Foreman proposes a dynamic which involves the simultaneous 

operation of the various elements within his plays. These elements, which include a text, 

a performance environment, performers, and spectators resonate against each other, 

retaining a degree of autonomy while combining to form a unified work of art. While 

this situation may itself appear to constitute a conflict, it should be remembered that each 

34 



of these elements maintains equal sigmticance while working together to form a umtied 

work of art. The method in which this unity is achieved will be discussed in greater 

detail in Chapter 111. It is this vibration which Foreman uses as a source of energy for his 

plays. 

Foreman refers to art as a machine. He notes that most art machines run on 

"audience fuel" (ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC: MANIFES'l 0 1 75). 1 hat is to say that 

most art relies heavily upon audience approval for its justification. For many years. 

Foreman has deliberately worked to challenge the way in which plays are perceived. 

Instead of inviting spectators to enter an artificial world (the world of the play) Foreman 

confronts spectators with the reality of their own perceptive experience. This experience 

is based on the notion that the body, the physical presence of the spectator, literally 

observes its own observation. Part of the perceptive expenence of Foreman's work is 

awareness that the spectator is watching a play. This type of experience is in sharp 

contrast to many situations in which the spectator is expected to become part of the event 

observed while forgetting their place as an observer. Rather than inviting spectators to 

be hypnotized by the events on stage. Foreman challenges the spectators to be aware of 

their own perceptive experience, literally to see themselves seeing. It is this rigorous 

perceptive experience which Foreman beheves is lacking in theatre. 

Foreman contends that most spectators are trained to respond to "gross 

exaggeration and the worship of idols" (ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC: MANIFESTO I 

73). In other words, many plays are constmcted with the intention of inviting the 

spectator to be caught up in empathy with familiar characters, beautiful objects, and 

seductive emotions. Foreman sums up this idea of audience fuel as "man's piggish 

desire to be at the center, to be made to feel that there is, 'caringness' built into the 

worid" (ONTOLOGICAL-HYSl ERIC: MANIFESTO 1 75). There is a tendency to 

expect art to uphold what is already believed to be tme, that virtue is always rewarded 

and "the hero always gets the girl." Rather than being fueled by the desire of audiences 

or artists. Foreman's ideal art machine would be powered by the nervous energy which is 

at the core of his art. This energy takes the form of a resonance among the elements of 
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his plays as they work against each other, while combining to form a unified work of art. 

Part of this process involves the relationship between the written text and the 

environment in which the play is performed. 

Like many of Foreman's stylistic conventions, such as his use of props which are 

miniature representations of the set, his woiic as a scenic artist reflects an attempt to 

challenge the very process of participating in theatre. Many plays rely on direct 

emotional spectator involvement, and their existence is justified by the approval of an 

audience. This approval is the source of their energy. By concentrating on personal 

relationships (sympathetic or antagonistic) with "lifelike" characters, and by involvement 

in a linear series of events, spectators are guided through a series of predetermined 

emotional manipulations which are intended to produce a specific, predetermined 

reaction. This emotional reaction is usually designed to support the spectator's belief in 

ideas, such as righteous indignation in the face of injustice, which the spectators already 

believe to be valid. This emotional manipulation is the core of the theatrical experience 

that Foreman seeks to subvert. 

Even though Foreman's plays have met with critical acceptance and widespread 

audience approval. Foreman conceives and executes these plays with the intention of 

ultimately pleasing himself This preference is the basis for Foreman's position as chief 

spectator within the Ontological-Hysteric Theatre which v^ll be examined in detail in 

Chapter V The fact that Foreman's plays have been well received by a diverse popular 

audience is the result of his perseverance and dedication to his own artistic standards. It 

is this commitment, rather than an attempt to placate a hypothetical group of people 

which is the underlying cause of the popularity of Foreman's plays. It is Foreman's 

belief that the presence and approval of an audience, while desirable, is not ultimately 

necessary. As Foreman notes, "I can imagine an entire audience walking out of a 

performance while the play continues to the end, and yet it remains a powerful piece of 

theater" {Unbalancing Acts 9-10). 

Foreman's desire to dismpt, or at least to challenge, this process was readily 

apparent in Paradise Hotel. It was obvious that the audience was engaged by the action 
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of the play. Furthermore, the fact that the theater in which Paradise Hotel was 

performed was consistently filled to capacity, indicated that this play met with wide 

spread audience approval. At the same time, the manner m which the play was staged 

caused a degree of detachment, which prevented the spectators from becoming immersed 

in the plays spectacle to the point that they forgot that they were, in fact, watching a 

play. As previously mentioned. Foreman gave spectators an opportumty to watch 

themselves watching the play. What is at least as important is the fact that while each 

spectator witnessed the same play from a common vantage point, there was not a 

common, unanimous conclusion. Foreman provided a theatncal expenence in which 

individual interpretation was encouraged, if not required. 

One of the elements which is often a part of the manipulative process often 

associated with traditional theatncal performances is the play's physical environment. 

This environment is often designed in such a way as to facilitate the presentation of a text 

written by someone who may or may not take an active role in the staging process. In 

many cases, the stage setting is designed to represent a specific geographical location 

during a specific historical period. By operating in a complementary relationship with 

the written text, these representational elements attempt to convince the spectator that 

the stage has been transformed into "the world of the play." 

Many of Foreman's decisions, as a designer, are reactions to the decisions that he 

makes as a playwright. That is to say, that Foreman's design methodology does not 

necessarily operate in a manner which complements the written text. Rather than 

facilitating the presentation of a written text. Foreman's sets are designed to actually 

retard the play's action. By doing so. Foreman places spectators in a position in which 

empathy and emotional involvement are virtually impossible. Once this process of 

challenging the text is accomplished, spectators are left with an acute awareness of their 

position within a theater, as it relates to the play before them. Part of this process 

involves superimposing the play as it is performed, over the physical environment of the 

performance space. 
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Foreman began directing and designing the plays that he had written because no 

one else was willing to direct them. Foreman's work with the Ontological-Hysteric 

Theatre began in 1968 when he began directing plays at the Cinemateque at 80 Wooster 

Street. His thirty-year involvement with this organization has seen its location change on 

several occasions. Even though his design process has evolved throughout this period, 

there are certain charactenstics which immediately distinguish his work. The most basic 

of these characteristics is the relationship between is staging decisions and the 

architecture of the performance space. As this space has changed. Foreman's design 

vocabulary, the way in which he uses that space, has evolved. Given the turbulent nature 

of the world in which Foreman operates, there is little doubt that these physical 

relocations have resulted from his changing economic status. Even so, they represent a 

senes of beginnings. Even though this evolutionary process may not have been the result 

of deliberate conscious decisions, it is reflective of Foreman's adaptation of the Steinian 

process of beginning again (as discussed in Chapter II). 

Unlike many theatre artists operating in the late 1960s, Foreman made no attempt 

to alter the physical relationship between performers and spectators. All spectators 

viewed the play's action from the same basic vantage point. In other words, all 

spectators were seated in front of the acting area. This configuration is strikingly similar 

to a traditional proscenium theater. Even so, many features of the traditional theater, 

such as a raised stage or a proscenium opening were merely suggested by the 

architectural features within the building. For example, one of the most striking features 

of Total Recall (Sophia = (Wisdom): Part 2) was the relationship between the play and 

the space it occupied. 

In late 1970 and early 1971, Total Recall (Sophia = (Wisdom): Part 2) was 

presented at the Cinemateque by the Ontological-Hysteric Theatre. The size and shape 

of the loft space itself had a significant impact on the decisions Foreman made regarding 

the acting environment. In turn, these decisions had a significant impact on the way that 

this play was staged and viewed. The Cinemateque had been used as a facility for 

viewing low-budget "underground" films. Rather than staging the play's action at one 
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end of a narrow deep room. Foreman decided to stage this play along the side of the 

room. From this vantage point, the audience was presented with two distinguishable 

environments. Ihese were defined, to a limited degree, by the set pieces which were 

used. At the same fime, this division was redefined and enforced by the two architectural 

columns which were part of the building itself 

I he first of these environments, which was located stage-nght, could best be 

described as a "room." This room contained two chairs and, occasionally, a table. There 

was also a portable doorway through which actors could enter or exit. This doorway 

helped to define the upstage penmeter of this environment. 1 his penmeter was also 

defined by a wooden arch which could be perceived as an open window. Within this 

window, the silhouette of a person observing the play's events from outside could be 

seen. 

The second, stage-left, environment was readily distinguishable from the first 

environment. Because it was less cluttered, and because it had no added doors or 

windows, this environment was more remimscent of an external space. Besides a chair, 

which is positioned over a small mg, there was very little in the way of props or set 

pieces. The perimeters of this acting environment were entirely defined by the 

architectural elements of the loft itself Perhaps the most striking element of this second 

environment was the uncovered, plainly visible, incandescent light source which was 

positioned at the top of a very simple support. This light source, which was located 

directly in the center of the downstage perimeter of this second environment, was 

positioned directly in the sight-Iine of the spectators. In other words, in order to see the 

action which took place in this specific environment, spectators found it necessary to 

look through the glare of this unshielded lamp. 

While it was easy to distinguish two separate environments, it should be noted 

that these environments were not designed to represent a readily recognizable location or 

historical period. No attempt was made to conceal the architectural features of the loft, 

such as the walls or pillars. There was also no attempt to conceal any of the loft s 

numerous incandescent lighting fixtures. All spectators were seated on the floor. From 
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this vantage point, they could see not only the action of the play but the tape recorder and 

the loudspeakers which were a part of the apparatus which Foreman used to regulate the 

action ot the play. Since the actors used cues which were included in the prerecorded 

musical score or were Foreman's verbal cues. Foreman assumed a role which combined 

the functions of a stage manager and a musical conductor. 

After staging Total Recall (Sophia = (Wisdom): Part 2), and pnor to the 

acquisition of his first theater space. Foreman staged five other productions with the 

Ontological-Hysteric Theater. Not all of these were staged at the Cinemateque. 

Evidence (1972) as well as Particle Theory (April-May 1973) were staged at the Theatre 

for the New City. In September through October 1973, Foreman presented Classical 

Therapy or The Week Under the Influence at the Festival d' Automne, in Paris. An 

examination of archival photographic documentation reveals that the scenic elements of 

these productions became more sophisticated as fiinding became increasingly available. 

At the same time. Foreman sought out new methods of achieving his artistic goals. 

The most noticeable changes in Foreman's approach to staging throughout this 

period involved a narrowing of the spectator's field of vision and a reciprocal deepening 

of the stage space itself An examination of the staging of Hotel China, presented in 

December 1971 through January 1972, demonstrates this change of perspective. Hotel 

China, which was presented at the Cinemateque, utilized the loft space in a manner 

which was similar to the way in which it had been previously used for the screening of 

films. The brick wall, which had formed the up stage perimeter during Total Recall, now 

formed and defined the stage-left perimeter. At the same time, the columns, which had 

previously suggested a proscenium arch, now defined the stage right perimeter. 

In comparing Total Recall (Sophia = (Wisdom): Part 2) and Hotel China, there 

are noticeable differences which continued to be a significant part of Foreman's scenic 

vocabulary. The most obvious difference is the physical relationship between spectators 

and performers. During Total Recall (Sophia = (Wisdom): Part 2) the spectator seating 

area occupied a broad shallow space along the side of a long narrow room. Dunng Hotel 

China, the spectators were seated at one end of the same comparatively narrow deep 
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space. In spite of the fact that many of the features of a traditional proscenium theater, 

such as a raised stage or a proscenium arch were merely suggested by the architectural 

features of the building, the configuration was remarkably similar to a traditional 

proscenium theater. The action of the play still took place direcfly in front of the 

audience which was presented with a single unified acting environment. 

In 1974, Foreman purchased a fourth floor loft on lower Broadway. Since this 

facility was approximately 30 feet wide and 150 feet deep, it affected Foreman's specific 

methodology regarding the use of space. The acquisition of this space solidified what 

had been an experimental methodology. This creative approach, which was originally 

implemented during the period of Hotel China, emphasized the depth of the stage. As 

Foreman's design strategy continued to evolve, the increasing emphasis on stage depth, 

along with the narrowing of the stage, reflected this change in location. The impact on 

Foreman's design methodology is apparent in many plays which followed such as 

PAINfT) and Vertical Mobility. 

This narrow deep theater configuration would become a significant characteristic 

of Foreman's approach to staging his plays. In addition to the implied proscenium arch 

which separated spectators from performers. Foreman has also employed a series of 

curtains and other scenic elements to form a variety of picture planes which form 

prosceniums within the set itself The process of dividing a narrow deep stage by means 

of a series of parallel planes became a significant part of Foreman's scenic vocabulary. 

These divisions became increasingly common with plays such as Classical Therapy or 

The Week Under the Influence and continued for several years reaching a level of 

maturity with Rhoda in Potatoland (Her Fall-Starts). 

These divisions served several purposes. Because they resemble prosceniums, 

they remind the spectator of his or her vantage point within the theater. They also divide 

a deep, relatively nanow, stage into multiple areas. By doing so, they increased the 

visual tension by providing a multitude of points of visual reference. These divisions 

also create a sense of depth. Viewing such a set is not unlike viewing a landscape. The 

visual focus is directed to multiple events which occur simultaneously. Such a 
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constmction allows focus to be directed to a specific event or to the overall situation. 

This occurrence provides the spectator with an opportunity to visually enter the 

performance space. At the same time, the presence of closed doors, drawn curtains, and 

glaring unshielded light fixtures thwart this entrance. In this way. Foreman creates a 

world which invites the spectator to enter while barring that entrance, leaving the 

spectator vsath an acute awareness ot his place m relation to the play. 

Beyond the changed relationships between architecture and performance, there 

were other significant revisions in Foreman's approach to design. During Hotel China, 

Foreman began to use nonrepresentational elements, including white beams and cords, as 

a means of dividing space, drawing focus to specific points of reference, as well as 

connecting performers and objects throughout the set. At this time. Foreman also 

introduced elements ofWntten language into his plays. I his was accomplished in two 

ways. Written elements were included as a part of the props and set pieces which were 

becoming increasingly plentiful. At the same time. Foreman began projecting written 

dialogue as an addition to the prerecorded vocal commentary that had already become a 

part of his staging vocabulary. These elements were visual equivalent of the nonverbal 

elements of his handwritten manuscripts. (The use of these elements and his "conductor 

like" style of directing, will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter V.) 

The results of this evolutionary process were especially evident in Classical 

Therapy or The Week Under the Influence. This play, which was produced in a 

preexisting theater space, demonstrated a change in the physical relationship between the 

audience and the performance area. For the first time, spectators (who had been seated 

on the floor) were given chairs. These stationary seating positions not only established a 

definite physical proximity between spectators and performers, but also established a 

stmctured relationship between individual spectators. 

Another readily apparent design feature which was used in Classical Therapy or 

A Week Under the Influence was the previously mentioned series of horizontal divisions 

resembling proscenium openings. The most visible of these openings was located in the 

physical center of the stage itself This opening, which was approximately twelve feet 
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tall, took the shape of a large archway, was repeated by other set pieces which were 

upstage and downstage in relation to this central arch. Directly upstage of the central 

arch were two smaller arches. Unlike the central arch, which was stationary, these 

smaller arches could be removed as dictated by the needs of the play. 

The first of these arches resembled the silhouette of a human head. It was 

slightly taller than the human figure, standing approximately seven feet in height. The 

second of these arches roughly resembled the silhouette of one of the actors. It was 

slightly shorter, measuring approximately six feet tall. This last arch could be used in 

conjunction with the second arch or it could be isolated by means of a pair of black 

borders which could be flown in or out, as required. These borders served to isolate this 

arch within the context of the central arch. 

Directly downstage of the central arch, a pair of handrails was positioned these 

objects carried the inverted form of the central arch closer to the audience. Like the 

central arch, these handrails were stationary. These divisions served to draw focus while 

framing the actors as they formed stage pictures. At one point, during the play, a pair of 

white cords extending from high and low positions on the downstage perimeter 

intersected at the physical center of the stage. 

After retuming from the Festival d' Automne in Paris, and prior to the acquisition 

of his Broadway loft. Foreman also rented a fourth floor loft, also on Wooster Street. He 

hired two carpenters to help build sets, as well as fixed bleachers for audience seating. 

He explained his decision noting that, "Now that I have a little more money, so that I'm 

not too exhausted when the actual rehearsal rolls around, I've been getting some help in 

the physical building" (Kirby interview). At this time, he presented PAINfT) and 

Vertical Mobility (Sophia = Wisdom): Part 4 in repertory. 

The bleachers were typically placed at one end of this new facility. They were 

positioned behind a pair of pillars, which were architectural features of the building 

itself An examination of the two sets reveals some significant differences. The set for 

PAIN(T) was contained within a very specific space, which was clearly delineated by the 
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wall of the building and the two pillars, which were also architectural features. At the 

same time, the set for Vertical Mobility was less clearly defined. 

Unlike previous Foreman sets, the set for Vertical Mobility had no precise stage-

right boundary. The only physical boundary was the actual bnck wall. As an 

architectural element, this wall defined the parameter of the building in which the play 

took place. Even so, no attempt was made to mcorporate this wall as a scemc element. 

It existed simply as an architectural element. As an accessory to the pla\ it seems to 

have been neutral. No attempt was made to conceal this wall or to incorporate it as a 

scenic element. 

This duality can be explained by examining the order in which the two sets were 

constmcted. As the rehearsal for both plays began, the set for Vertical Mobility had been 

completely constmcted, while the set for PAINfT) was still in the design process. Kate 

Davy notes that. 

Foreman originally thought that PAINfT) would be staged in a very 
unorganized "gym-like" atmosphere, where the spectator could see the 
sets for Vertical Mobility shoved up against the walls. He soon decided, 
however, that PAINfT) needed a setting of its own, and it took shape 
during the rehearsal period Because he had not designed PAINfT) ahead 
of time but, instead, allowed it to evolve gradually, it would seem that 
Foreman intuitively returned to previous tendencies. (48) 

In time. Foreman was confronted by a situation which is not uncommon in 

experimental theater. After a play titled Madness and Tranquility, which was presented 

in a series of open rehearsals, was canceled during production. Foreman found it 

necessary to reevaluate his goals and options. Under the circumstances, it would have 

been quite feasible to continue operating at 491 Broadway. By this time. Foreman's 

work had attracted critical acceptance as well as a very loyal audience. However, as 

Foreman explained, "1 felt it was getting too safe' {Unbalancing Acts 93). With that in 

mind. Foreman decided to sell the property in 1979. 

Since then he has directed plays in a variety of venues including traditional 

theater spaces such as Joseph Papp's Public Theatre and Lincoln Center. Foreman's 

current performance space is located in St. Mark's church, at 131 East 10* Street in New 
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York City. During the 1960s, this building had housed one of the first Off-Off Broadway 

theaters. Theatre Genesis was home to the earliest works written by Sam Shepard. In the 

same manner that Foreman's work had been influenced by the physical parameters of his 

Broadway loft, the shift to this performance venue marks another phase in Foreman's 

process of adapting to preexisting architecture. 

Instead of utilizing a narrow deep "bowling alley" configuration, as was the case 

in plays such as Rhoda in Potatoland (Her Fall-Starts), this space has more in common 

with a traditional proscenium theater. The stage is twenty-one feet wide and twenty-one 

feet deep. The seating area is made up of five rows containing sixteen chairs forming the 

eighty seat facility. As previously mentioned, the stage is separated from the seating area 

by a handrail. Spectators access this area through a passage which is located on the 

stage-right side of the facility. This narrow black hallway, which is reminiscent of the 

entrance to a carnival "fun house," connects the seating area to the small lobby which is, 

itself, located at the top of a tall steep stairway. 

Once they are inside the seating area, spectators are free to select any of the 

available seats. Since there is an approximately nine-inch rise between rows, each seat 

offers an unobstmcted view of the stage, the furthest row of seats being approximately 

fifteen feet from the foot of the stage. The only seat which is not available is located in 

the second row on the stage right side of the facility. This is the seat from which 

Foreman directs the action of each performance. The seating area is very austere. The 

walls are painted black, and the floor is covered with a simple grey carpet. Dlumination 

is provided by two rows of incandescent lighting fixtures. These steel fixtures are coated 

with an enamel finish, which is white on the inside and green on the outside. They give 

the impression of being in an Army field hospital similar to the ones seen in motion 

pictures, including M*A*S*H. Similarly, several rows of these lighting instruments are 

used to illuminate the stage. However, it is very likely that they use higher wattage 

lamps than the house lights, since these instmments appeared to be brighter. 

One of the most striking features of this facility is the manner in which it is 

illuminated. A diverse assortment of lighting instmments illuminates the stage as well as 
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the seating area. These include a series of extremely bright, and very hot, halogen lamps, 

some of which are used as foot lights. These lamps are found throughout the stage. 

Most lighting positions are located on a gnd of two inch steel pipes which are suspended 

above the stage. A certain number of these instruments are aimed at the audience. 

While these instmments are not intense enough to be intimidating, they do prevent 

spectators from forgetting that they are in a theater. As the play begins, the house lights 

are not dimmed, and the overall impression is that there is a lot of light present. 

At the same time, there is a feeling of encroaching darkness and isolation. The 

walls of the theater are black and the set uses a dark pallette. The ceiling is also painted 

black, and in order to see the ceiling it is necessary to look directly through the 

unrelenting glare of the lighting instruments. The result is that the tops of the walls 

surrounding the seating area, the ceilmg, and the top of the set itself are virtually 

invisible. Theseelementsdisappea^intoacloudof^^te light. At the same time, the 

dark nonreflective surfaces of the walls and the set itself absorb a great deal of light. 

This produces the ironic situation of a great many lights producing the appearance of a 

dark stage. 

Kate Davy has observed that, "Beginning with Angelface, Foreman has 

consciously and aggressively worked toward breaking down the conventional means for 

making theatre" (157). This process has involved a variety of techniques. Some of these 

involve the use of aural and visual devices for framing language and ideas, as well as 

images or stage pictures. An example of this process occurred during the opening 

moments of Sophia = (Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs, which was described in Chapter I. 

This play began with a series of suspended beginnings. They were punctuated by 

buzzers, blackouts, thwarted entrances, and the recorded words "Not yet." 

Some of Foreman's best known aural framing devices have included the use of 

recorded sound effects. These sound effects, which included thuds, buzzers, screams, 

muffled explosions, and the sound of breaking glass, serve two important purposes. 

These devices ti^me stage pictures by intermpting spoken language. By stopping the 

progression of spoken words, these effects fimction as elements of sound design by 
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focusing attention on the stage picture itself In this way, these devices challenge, and 

actually retard, the play's spoken, language. 

These aural devices also serve to underscore the character's individual thought 

processes. This process is readily apparent in Paradise Hotel. The sound of a single 

bell, used in conjunction with a verbal message indicates the point at which a character 

reaches a specific conclusion. Like Foreman's visual framing devices, these sound etiects 

are re-presentations of the doodles and other graphic symbols which are part of his 

original manuscripts. As such, they represent a significant part of his creative process. 

The process of challenging the play's text is an important part of Foreman's method of 

staging the plays that he has written. It represents the way in which Richard Foreman 

(set designer) interacts with the material which Richard Foreman (playwright) has 

wntten. 

In order to establish points of reference within the stage picture, while at the same 

time dividing it. Foreman uses a variety of lines. These lines serve several fimctions, 

which include dividing the stage picture into a geometric grid, drawing visual focus to 

specific points within that grid, and forming visual connections among individual actors 

as well as connections between actors and props. These lines can be literal expressions, 

produced by objects which are physically present such as Foreman's ever-present cords, 

or they can be implied by the physical arrangement of props as well as the gaze of 

specific performers within the composition. 

A good example of the process of using cords to express lines within a 

composition was briefly mentioned during the description of the set of Classical Therapy 

or The Week Under the Influence. Several horizontal cords divided the acting area into a 

series of horizontal layers. The most striking example of this division process occurred at 

one point during the play's action. Cords which have been fastened to points at the top 

and bottom of either side of the proscenium opening are extended to a point within the 

previously mentioned central arch. These cords, which crisscross the stage picture 

forming a large X, draws visual focus to the actor who is holding them at their point of 

convergence. Because this point of convergence is located at the physical center of the 
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stage, these cords divide the stage picture into roughly equal segments. For the same 

reason, these cords draw visual focus to the character who is holding them at their point 

of convergence. 

Many of the lines which Foreman uses are implied by physical the relationships 

between objects and performers. Foreman also uses implied lines, many of which are 

defined by the gaze of the performers. Such lines illustrate an important part of the 

relationship between Foreman's design methodology and his style of directing. Many of 

the implied lines serve to establish a visual foundation which is the basis of the play's 

environment. In this way. Foreman uses performers as design elements within the visual 

composition. The process of positioning actors and props within the set will be 

examined in greater detail in Chapter IV. These lines, whether expressed or implied, 

serve to establish points of focus within the stage picture. 

A good example of implied lines occurred in Rhoda in Potatoland (Her Fall-

Starts). At one point in the play Sophia and Rhoda were crouched along an upstage wall. 

They appeared to be gazing at Eleanor, who was seated in a central downstage location. 

At the same time, Eleanor was gazing directly at the audience. The wall of the set, 

located behind Sophia and Rhoda, formed one leg of a triangle which was terminated by 

implied lines which emanated from Sophia's or Rhoda's eyes and terminated at the back 

of Eleanor's head. At the same time, another triangle was formed by Eleanor's gaze at 

the audience. The apex of this triangle was Eleanor's face. From this point, divergent 

lines extended toward the first row of spectators. This scene or, more accurately this 

image, illustrates the manner in which Foreman framed the presence of the spoken words 

within visual devices. (The method in which the play moves between such episodes will 

also be discussed in Chapter FV.) 

A similar situation also occurred in Pandering to the Masses: A 

Misrepresentation. During the course of the play, Sophia and Hannah were standing in a 

line which ran parallel to be upstage wall of the set. This line also formed the first leg of 

a triangle. Karl was seated approximately in the center of the stage and eight feet 

downstage of the line defined by Sophia and Hannah. Sophia and Hannah were gazing at 
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Karl and their implied lines of sight completed the triangle. This triangle was repeated 

by Rhoda. She was seated approximately five feet to Karl's left. Her gaze was directed 

at the stage-nght section of spectators. Because she did not appear to be tbcusmg on a 

single spectator, her lines of sight diverged as they emanated from her face. This caused 

a second triangle which served to complement the one formed by Sophia, Hannah, and 

Kari. 

Several noteworthy examples of expressed and implied lines were also a part of 

Sophia = (Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs. At one point in the second act, Ben, Rhoda, and 

Sophia appeared on stage. Rhoda was lying on the floor m an upstage nght position, 

where she was concealed by a piece of fabric. Karl was standing, center stage, with his 

pants pulled down around his ankles revealing his long underwear. A white string 

extended from his mouth (approximately eight feet) to a piece of chalk which Sophia was 

holding in her left hand. 

Sophia was on her knees and was using the chalk attached to the string, to draw a 

circular arc, with Karl's mouth as the pivot point, on the mg which covered part of the 

stage itself In addition to being framed by architectural features such as the brick wall 

(stage-left), and the two pillars (stage-right), this picture was also delineated by another 

white string which is attached to the wall and one of the pillars. This string formed a 

horizontal line approximately ten feet above the stage. 

This line along with the previously mentioned architectural features defined the 

picture itself Within that picture, the curved line, which Sophia had drawn, drew focus 

to Its point of intersection with the straight line which was defined by the stnng 

extending from Karl's mouth. This line drew attention, along its diagonal path, to Karl's 

face. From this point, the thick vertical white line, which was defined by the actor's 

body, drew focus up and down its length. This scene gave way to one of the most 

animated scenes in the entire play. In that scene, Karl, who still had the string in his 

mouth, was vicariously involved in a pair of simultaneous boxing matches. 

As the play progressed, a pair of wooden benches, reminiscent of those found in 

bus terminals, was brought onto the stage. These benches were positioned in such a 
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manner as to form a horizontal line which ran parallel to the audience bleachers. A 

series of vertical lines was formed by the characters Sophia, Hannah, and Rhoda who 

were sitting facing the audience. Perpendicular to these vertical lines, were two 

horizontal lines. One was formed by the stage-floor itself The other line was defined by 

the previously mentioned white string. The manifestation of this image was not unlike 

looking down at a short section of railroad tracks. Focus was drawn horizontally along 

the vertical lines defined by the three characters. 

These spatial arrangements illustrate an important aspect of Foreman's creative 

methodology. As visual elements, they are part of a design methodology. At the same 

time, since they involve performers, they are a part of the directing process (which will 

be examined in Chapter FV). Because Foreman is personally involved in so many aspects 

of his creative process, the distinction between these diftenng expressions is not always 

apparent. It is difficult to say when Foreman stops operating as a designer and begins 

directing. 

The composition contained a multitude of visual reference points. Sophia, 

Hannah, and Rhoda, were seated along the length of the bench. The three women were 

separated by three, very plain looking suitcases. Behind the bench, Leo Karl, and Max 

observed the situation with an air of detachment. Since Rhoda was nude, she was the 

ultimate center of focus even though she was positioned at the extreme stage-left edge of 

the bench. Foreman has used partial and total male and female nudity as a part of his 

creative process during many of his plays. Because this is a very strong visual element, it 

is used in order to compete with the written text. At the same time, Sophia who was 

wearing a black dress, was able to draw focus, even though she was seated at the 

opposite end of the bench. 

The overall result of this composition was a definite circuitous shift in the 

horizontal focus. Interest was first directed to Rhoda. Then the eye was drawn 

horizontally to Sophia. Next the visual focus moved horizontally from Sophia, through 

Hannah, to Rhoda, and finally it was then redirected to Sophia, causing the process to be 

repeated. This compositional device, which Foreman has used as a means of positioning 
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actors within the set, is an embodiment of the nonverbal elements of the original 

manuscript. The continual oscillation between multiple points of reference is very 

similar to the Steinian concept of the play as landscape. 

Another example of expressed lines occurred in the first act of the same play. 

Max staggered on stage with a box attached to his face which is supported by two 

wooden legs. As Ben and Rhoda rolled up and down the length of the stage, in a style 

which appeared to attempt to imitate two children wrestling, a member of "the crew" 

attached the four strings, which were dangling from Max's box to a point on the floor. 

From a frontal vantage point, these strings frame not only the box, but also the actor's 

face. An examination of this box would reveal that it was a miniature representation of 

the set itself This illustrates yet another framing device which Foreman employs. That 

device involves the simultaneous representation of different views of a specific object or 

image. Another example of this can also be seen in the previously mentioned Classical 

Therapy or The Week Under the Influence. In one scene, an archway in the center of an 

upstage set wall was used to frame a greatly exaggerated cutout resembling the profile of 

a human head. This cutout, in turn, was used to frame a "slightly larger than life-size" 

cutout of a human figure. This cutout was, itself, a frame for one of the characters. 

These diverse renderings of a common image are often separated by differences in scale 

or the difference between two-and three-dimensional representation. 

The results of many of Foreman's compositional strategies and devices are 

apparent in the set of Foreman's current play Paradise Hotel. This set occupies the 

entire width of the twenty-seven-foot v^de stage. At the same time, the set is only 

thirteen feet deep. As previously mentioned, the stage is twenty-one feet deep. This is, 

in contrast to some of Foreman's earlier stages, a small acting area. The perimeters of 

this set are clearly defined by scenic elements, which were specifically designed for this 

purpose, as well as by the architectural elements of the building itself 

The stage-right perimeter of the set is defined by a large square pillar which is 

approximately two feet wide and two feet deep. This element also serves as the 

downstage edge of an archway which is approximately three feet wide. The exact height 
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of this opening and of the column itself is difficult to determine since, like the rest of the 

upper perimeter of the set, it is obscured by a veil of intense light. The upstage wall of 

the set IS placed in a position which is parallel to the foot of the stage approximately 

thirteen feet away. The stage-left perimeter of the set is clearly defined by a wall which 

is an architectural element of the building itself Unlike the previously mentioned set for 

Vertical Mobility, in which the use of the stage right wall as an element of the set was 

less than clear, the stage-left wall of the set for Paradise Hotel is undoubtedly an integral 

part of the set. This is not only evidenced by the wall covering and other scenic 

elements, but by the actions of the actors who bounce off of this and other walls 

throughout the play's action. 

The stage-left and stage-right walls of the set are perpendicular to the upstage 

wall and the foot of the stage. The upstage wall contains an opening which is 

approximately seven feet wide. This opening, which is roughly in the center of this wall, 

is about a foot deep, which gives the wall the appearance of being very massive. Behind 

this wall is yet another wall which is the final upstage perimeter of the set. This wall 

contains a curtain-covered opening which is on the stage-right side of the large center 

opening. Like its downstage counterpart, this opening serves as a portal through which 

the play's ten actors make their numerous entrances and exits. 

The intense overhead light is in sharp contrast to the base of the set which is 

partially obscured by the shadows cast by the set's columns, furnishings, and the actors 

themselves. The walls of the set are painted a deep red-violet. This dominate color is 

accentuated by a variety of gold, red, and green elements. Grotesque framed canvases, 

on which cartoon-like images are painted, can be seen on the stage left and upstage 

walls. Correspondingly colored fabric is draped across these walls in a manner 

reminiscent of an opera house or a classical European theater. These draped elements 

are gathered at several points along the walls at locations which are noted by small 

ceramic skulls. 

The resulting visual experience is not unlike the three-dimensional collage 

groupings which Joseph Cornell produced in the 1930's. Cornell's compositions, which 
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were assembled in open-faced boxes, contained elements of the scientific, the alchemic, 

and the occult. Like Cornell's compositions. Foreman's sets allude to many ideas and 

sources. At the same time, they do not express a specific meaning. A juxtaposition of 

unlikely objects forces each spectator to formulate individual connections and meanings. 

One of the most challenging, yet fascinating, elements of Richard Foreman's 

creative process is the relationship that the individual elements (playwriting, design, 

directing, and observation/performance) have, not only with each other, but with the 

work of art as a single unified entity. This concept of a unified entity will be discussed at 

various points throughout the remainder of this document. Foreman's work does not 

lend itself to being neatly compartmentalized. It is difficult to separate Foreman's work 

as a playwright from his work as a scenic artist and/or as a director. It goes without 

saying that discussing any of the individual elements without mentiomng the remaining 

elements is difficult at best. 

An examination of Foreman's work as a designer brings up some important 

connections between his design process and his method of writing plays. The most 

obvious connection is Foreman's personal involvement in the process of staging the plays 

which he has written. Foreman's artistic goals involve staging the mental processes (as 

recorded not only in Foreman's words but in the nonverbal symbols which are a part of 

his handwritten manuscripts) from which his plays are generated. The physical nature of 

a given space has a significant influence on the writing process. As Foreman explains, 

"My first job . . . is to figure out what the space is in which these words are going to 

reverberate" (Durkman 21). Foreman literally defines his plays to exist within a given 

architectural space. 

There are also some significant connections between Foreman's work as a set 

designer and his directing methodology. As a designer, Foreman positions set pieces and 

props on the stage in order to create an environment in which the actors can embody the 

text which he has generated. As a director. Foreman also positions actors within the 

parameters of a play's environment with the intention of creating a specific visual image 

rather than facilitating the presentation of a text. This is not an uncommon process. 
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except that Foreman's directing methodology (which will be examined in Chapter IV) 

obscures the division between embodying the text and creating an environment in which 

the words can reverberate. 

This chapter has dealt with the methodology that Foreman has used in order to 

superimpose the performance of his plays over an existing architectural environment. 

This process has been examined as a continuation of Foreman's work as a playwright. 

Consideration has been given to the evolutionary nature of this process. Consideration 

has also been given to Foreman's adaptation of various Steinian compositional devices as 

they relate to the play's physical environment. This chapter has also examined some of 

the visual and aural devices which Foreman has used as a means of framing the stage 

pictures which make up his plays. These devices embody the written text, while 

simultaneously challenging it. Chapter FV will continue to examine the methodology 

which Foreman uses in order to re-constitute his handwritten manuscripts in the form of 

finished plays. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RICHARD FOREMAN, AU1 EUR 

(WRITING REHEARSAL AND STAGflSlG) 

Richard Foreman's approach to the process of experiencing theatre centers on an 

attempt to create a unified work of art. The method in which this unity is achieved, 

however, is not as clearly defined as it first appears. The process of interpretation 

involves an exchange of energy between the various elements within a specific work of 

art. In the case of an art form such as theatre, which is always dependant upon the efforts 

of a community of individuals, this exchange of energy is particularly significant since 

no single element can be totally autonomous. Ideally, the separate units within a specific 

theatncal production will combine to yield a total which is greater than the sum ot its 

individual parts. However, in many instances, a play, which was written by one person, 

becomes the property of a diverse community of individuals, including a director, before 

it is performed m the presence of an audience. In order to accommodate the associated 

differences, the individual theatrical elements must often be compromised in order to 

uphold the compositional whole. 

In an interview conducted by Michael Fiengold, Foreman discussed his views on 

the notion of his own specialization within his Theatre. Foreman noted, "I don't 

specialize, really, because in my Ontological-Hysteric Theater I function as a composer, 

designer, writer, director, dance director, you know, everything" (12). Because of his 

personal involvement in a diverse assortment of theatrical elements. Foreman's plays 

have taken on a type of unity in which the individual theatrical elements support the 

compositional whole while retaining a degree of autonomy. This relationship affects the 

way in which Foreman operates within the context of the creative process. Rather than 

depending upon the efforts of a group of "specialists," who are separated by space and in 

some instances by time. Foreman himself is at the center of a community of individuals 

and coordinates their efforts within a specific production. 
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A brief examination of the program notes, which are a part of Foreman's recent 

play. Paradise Hotel, indicates that even though Foreman utilizes the services of a 

variety of specialists including: an executive producer, a lighting designer, a costume 

designer, a stage manager, an assistant stage manager, and at least two props persons, it 

is clear that Foreman (who is listed in the program as the playwright, designer and 

director) is the key figure within this organization This idea is made clear by the fact 

that Foreman personally operates sound equipment which has a significant effect on the 

productions which take place in his theater. Foreman's personal involvement in 

performances as a director/conductor will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter V. 

In order to understand the complex relationship between the elements of 

Foreman's plays it is helpful to examine briefly the work of graphic artist David 

Hockney. The similarities between the compositional styles of the two artists justify 

such an examination. Despite his loosely defined connection to the second generation of 

British "pop artists," Hockney's photographic collages have developed a personal style 

which defies easy classification. These collages, which are referred to as "joiners," deal 

with the relationship between representation and perception. 

In 1981, Hockney produced one such work titled "Noya and Bill Brandt with 

Self-Portrait." This image, which is made up of forty-nine individual photographs, 

shows Noya and Bill Brandt examining a series of photographs of David Hockney, which 

lay on the floor in front of them. The spaces between the individual photographs of Bill 

and Noya form a grid which simultaneously undergirds and overlays the composition. 

Individual photographs derive meaning from their relationship to the surrounding 

photographs and their place within the compositional whole. As the eye scans the 

composition, these composite meanings change. Because of individual exposures and 

camera positions, different photographs appear to emerge and recede. Because of the 

varying compositional standpoints, Noya appears to have four feet, while Bill has two 

heads and six hands. 

Viewed as a single composition, the individual photographs make up a visual 

language which, while readable, is made up of units which are not fixed or stable. The 
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center of the composition appears to shift and the edges of the individual photographs 

emphasize the fragile fleeting unity of the composition. Hockney has given the spectator 

an opportunity to assess the difficulty of assigning "meaning." It is possible to view the 

composition in such a way that an explanation is distilled from the relationships among 

the individual elements. At the same time, the autonomy of these elements calls into 

question the possibility of deciding on any stable interpretation. 

The separate photographs interact with each other, continually establishing and 

obliterating hierarchies of meaning. The individual elements appear to shift, changing 

position in relation to each other. The resulting friction caused by this indecision results 

in a release of energy which engages the attention of the viewer. At the same time, the 

tension caused by the apparent compositional inconsistencies prevents the viewer from 

becoming absorbed by the work of art to the point that critical perspective is lost. As a 

spectator, there is a heightened awareness of one's role as an observer. 

Like Hockney's photo-collages. Foreman's plays do not lend themselves to easy 

classification. While these plays are complete, well crafted compositional units which 

embody Wagner's concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk, the method in which this unity is 

achieved is atypical. Rather than utilizing a unity of exclusion in which the individual 

compositional elements, existing within a static relationship, are subordinate to the 

compositional whole, the various compositional elements within Foreman's plays (text 

music spectacle, etc.) interact with each other while retaining a degree of autonomy to 

form a unity of inclusion. Like the elements of Hockney's collages. Foreman's 

compositional elements interact with each other, within the context of the composition. 

The resulting works offer the spectator a wide assortment of possible explanations. At 

the same time, the compositions themselves do not compel the spectator to accept any of 

these possibilities as the "ultimate meaning." 

The exchange of energy on which his plays operate is apparent in Foreman's use 

of the play set as a machine with which performers reconstitute his manuscripts. By 

definition, a machine is an assemblage of parts that transmit force, motion, or energy in a 

predetermined manner. As was indicated in Chapter UI, the interplay of various 
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elements within the compositional whole is the source of energy which drives Foreman's 

plays. Rather than serving as a screen on which a written text is projected, the set, within 

which the text "reverberates," acts as an apparatus through which the energy, generated 

by the interaction of the various elements, is channeled. 

This chapter will examine the way in which Foreman brings his plays to the stage. 

It will deal vsath Foreman's response to the umque qualities of his ovm wnting by 

addressing the following areas: 

1. The generation of a printed text; 

2. The development of a musical score; 

3. Casting; 

4. Rehearsal procedures. 

As the cast assembles to begin the arduous eight to twelve weeks of rehearsal, many of 

the physical elements, including most of the props and set pieces, have already been 

constmcted. A rehearsal text and a sound score have also been prepared. Foreman, the 

director, is ready to interact with and responded to a vanety of theatncal elements which 

were generated by Foreman, the playvsright, and Foreman, the scenographer. This self-

imposed obstacle course is indicative of a specific type of creative genius. Instead of 

pursuing his artistic goals in the vacuum of undefined chaos. Foreman prefers to perform 

the task of staging his plays within the stmcture of concrete limitations. Whether 

operating as a playwright, visual composer, or a director. Foreman appears to find a 

great deal of freedom within the confines of these self-imposed parameters. 

Because Foreman considers staging to be an extension of the writing process, it is 

not surprising that writing should be the beginning of the staging process. Foreman's 

comments support the primacy of this phase of the creative procedure. Foreman explains 

that "The handwritten text is the making [beginning] of a concrete physical object" {How 

I Write 12). The collection of handwritten material (as discussed in Chapter 11) is the 

first step in bringing a play to the stage. This accretion (literally a residual 

accumulation) is then converted into a pnnted text. Foreman explains that this 

transcription process has a very significant effect on these printed texts. In Foreman's 
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words "To type the handwritten text, which had included illustrations and graphological 

variations of all sorts, is to eliminate a certain wideness of texture which, in the original 

manuscript represents for me a special 'wideness' of mental posture" {How I Write 12). 

In other words. Foreman's interaction with the infinite number of possible sensory and 

perceptive impulses (which were discussed in Chapter II) is recorded in the pages of the 

many notebooks, which Foreman habitually compiles. Not all of these impulses are 

readily translated into written language. The resulting loss of data will have a significant 

effect on the text, as well as the staging process itself 

Even though the process of structuring material has evolved to the point that it 

now allows the selection and rejection of material as it relates to a loosely defined theme. 

Foreman's work is still centered around the idea that art should involve a rigorous 

perceptive experience rather than being a matter of object worship. The process which 

Foreman uses as a means of generating this perceptive experience involves of an 

expression of his perception of the complex and apparently contradictory nature of the 

world around him. Writing about the process of selecting pages from his notebooks for 

inclusion in a new play. Foreman explains, "The relationship [between individual pages] 

is not narrative-but loosely thematic-in a very poetic sense-even simply in an 'intuited' 

way. Often-I cannot explain why-one page seems interesting, in a yet undefinable way, 

if juxtaposed to other selected pages" (http//ontological.com). 

Instead of being rigorously involved in the perceptive experience of art. Foreman 

contends that most spectators are trained to respond to "gross exaggeration and the 

worship of idols" (ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC MANIFESTO fl 73). In his Foreman 

states that; 

Man's task is to respect the imbalance in himself between his 
nature (his outside-the concrete) and spirit (his inside abstraction and 
dream). The concrete is that which RESISTS man so that he finds himself 
in resistance. The TRUTH of man is that moment by moment resistance 
of the concrete . . . FOR art to root itself in the concrete is to make the 
spectator believe for a while that he is either animal (who is that being 
who totally adjusts to nature-if it does not it simply ceases to exist) or 
God. (ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC MANIFESTO II 136) 
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Foreman continues by stating the need for a vantage point poised between these 

two opposites. "We have an obligation to return man to his own proper human place 

oscillating back and forth between the frontiers of animal and God" (ONTOLOGICAL-

HYSTERIC MANIFESTO II136-7). This series of observations provides a unique view 

of the philosophy behind Foreman's staging methodology. Rather than attempting to 

reproduce on stage an image or event. Foreman's aim is to stage a specific mental 

process. To that end. Foreman continually exercises specific approaches in an attempt to 

force the elements of his theatrical experience to manifest a specific state of 

consciousness. 

Since Foreman considers the handwritten manuscript to be the primary record of 

the initial creative impulse (as discussed in Chapter U) the remainder of the staging 

process is viewed, by Foreman, as an attempt to recapture what was lost in the process of 

preparing a printed text. In Foreman's words, "To type is to transform this 

'archeological record' into a digital bodyless form which only staging will return to 

concrete, physical reality" {How I Write 12). The process of staging is what returns to 

the play its contact with the mental processes which generated it in the first place. The 

process of restoring the concrete physical reality is not completely linear, since Foreman 

also believes that the parallax, between the handwritten manuscript and the printed text, 

has a significant impact on the staging itself Foreman explains that,"The idiosyncrasies 

of the handwriting and sketch will reemerge in the staging-in a different form, which 

may make the 'meaning' of the original text drift a bit" {How I Write 12). In other 

words, the pages of Foreman's notebooks contain many subtle suggestions, which are 

recorded in the form of his doodles, as well as the personal characteristics of his 

handwriting. As these symbols are suppressed by the process of producing a printed text 

and subsequently restored by the process of staging, the form that they assume is subtly 

altered. 

Foreman also believes that the printed text, as the cause of this "drift," is an 

important step in reconciling the differences between the handwritten manuscript and the 

staged play. In fact. Foreman contends that this phase of the creative procedure is 
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particularly significant since it actually motivates the process of staging. Foreman 

explains that "the mediating 'typed' text is an important step which takes away the 

original fullness, so that a void of sorts is created, which wall evoke the necessary 

'filling' action of staging" {How I Write 12). Foreman also explains that this "drift" has 

a significant impact on the way in which he interacts with his own writing. Foreman 

notes that, "The resultant 'drift' is also important to me, as it opens the text and the 

original impulses to a degree of contingency and improvisation which can only testify to 

the integral tmth . . . of the process I have set in motion" {How I Write 12). 

The printed scripts, which Foreman uses as rehearsal tools, begin as handwritten 

material which has accumulated in the pages of his many notebooks. An examination of 

the pages of one such notebook reveals the handwritten scribbles from which one of 

Foreman's play's, ultimately titled Book of Splendors: Part Two, evolved. The two 

pages show not only the basis for what would become the play's language (spoken and 

recorded), but the notations from which the distribution of that language, as well as stage 

directions and the placement of actors, would eventually develop. 

i^^-^ -* 1^ "̂ 'Z ^n/cj " " / ^ 

71 
(fUf^, 

. - ^ 

xJct • 

/A 9^ y 

clcss y yj;;l Js ? 

Figure 3. 1 Example of Foreman's handwritten text (How I Write 16) 
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The above selection, taken from this manuscript, is an example of Foreman's 

handwritten notations. The handwritten material is the point of germination of one of 

Foreman's emerging plays, while the published text is the fossilized evidence of the 

processes which brought that play into existence. Between these two extremes is a third 

form in which the text exists. This form is the printed text which Foreman uses as a 

rehearsal tool. The following example is taken from the rehearsal version of the play My 

Head Was a Sledgehammer, which was published in a collection of plays which bears the 

same title. It illustrates the type of type of textl which Foreman's actors are given as they 

approach the rehearsal process. 

Are you as weird as I think you are? 
Not likely. 
Disturbed? You here voices? 
I'm lucky that way. 
I'd say, weird. 
I feel connected. 
Connected to what? 
To the source of my voices. 
Okay. That's weird. 
Are you weird, or am I weird? 
WTiat's the criteria? {My Head Was a Sledgehammer 244) 

As the previously mentioned play Book of Splendors: Part Two evolved, a 

finalized text was developed, and eventually published. That published text contains, not 

only the distribution of spoken and recorded language, but stage directions and an 

indication of the placement of a taped vocal commentary. The previously examined 

selection of Foreman's manuscript reflects these changes in the form of the published 

text. 

BOB 
I want you to fill in the word. 

TAPE 
IS IT IMPORTANT TO KNOW WHAT SHE'S WHISPERING? 

[A classroom. Bob at blackboard, draws a man] 
BOB 

This represents . . . 
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What 

Shut up 

KATE 

BOB 

KATE 
Don't you like teach a class of gimrls? {Reverberation Machines 32) 

What is especially significant is the body of information which existed in 

Foreman's notebook but is not included in either of the printed texts. Included in 

Foreman's manuscripts is an abundance of handwritten material which documents his 

notation of the writing process. Unlike the body of writing which will eventually form 

the play's spoken language and is recorded in a form which resembles handwritten 

concrete poetry, these notes which occupy the margins of the pages, are hastily scrawled, 

cormected by lines and arrows, and look very much like the notes of a student listening 

to, and taking notes from, a disjointed lecture. 

iV - ^ 

^<i. 

/3^ 
^ ^ 

Figure 3. 2. Example of Foreman's written commentary 1 {How I Write 16) 

The above example provides a glimpse of Foreman's thought processes during the 

writing of the play, while the following example (Figure 3.3,) taken from the same page, 

appears to document Foreman's interaction vydth the text as it is being developed. 

•A~'^ 
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Figure 3. 3. Example of Foreman's written commentary 2 (//ow / fFr//̂  16) 

Even though the process of generating a written text has evolved over the last 

thirty years, some things have remained constant. As Foreman indicated. 

For many years I have created plays in the following manner. I 
write-usually at the beginning of the day, from one half to three pages of 
dialogue. There is no indication of who is speaking-just raw dialogue. 
From day to day, there is no connection between the pages, each day is a 
total 'start from scratch' with no necessary reference to the material from 
the previous day's work. (Though it sometimes-infrequently-happens 
that there is a thematic carryover). (http//ontological.com) 

The accumulation of handwritten material is the beginning of a process which will lead 

to a fiilly realized play. The method in which this material is handled has developed with 

the passage of time and Foreman's growing confidence in the validity of his creative 

methodology. At one time the order in which this material was assembled changed very 

little during the process of text preparation. When Foreman began writing the plays, 

which would be produced by the Ontological-Hysteric Theatre, his method of selecting 

material did not bring together disconnected units from various areas within a given 

notebook, but sought to stage a single unified section which. Foreman believed, would be 

a more tmthfiil presentation of a specific mental direction. As he explained, in 1977, "At 

a certain point I pick up one of my notebooks, look casually through it and decide... go 

from here to here and I have a play" {How I Write 11). 
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This technique has changed in a manner reflective of the maturation of Foreman's 

writing methodology. The change (which was discussed in Chapter H) in the way written 

material was configured began in 1975 when Foreman was accumulating material for 

what would become Rhoda in Potatoland (Her Fall-Starts). Foreman was confronted 

with a situation in which the section which he had chosen to stage did not contain enough 

material to facilitate the production of a complete play. Ultimately, Foreman decided to 

include the fragmentary material consisting of the play's numerous false starts. 

The evolution of his technique demonstrates a degree of maturity which is 

undoubtedly the product of years of effort and perseverance. The process of converting 

the handwritten material into a rehearsal text begins with a preliminary selection process. 

In Foreman's words, "Every few months, I look through the accumulated material with 

the thought of constructing a 'play.' I find a page that seems interesting and possible as a 

'key' page-and then I quickly scan through to find others that might relate in some way" 

(http//ontological.com). This "key" page is the beginning of a written text to which 

additional material (from Foreman's notebooks) is added to until a certain mass has been 

achieved. As Foreman explains, "When I have forty to fifty pages, I consider this the 

basis" (http//ontological.com). This material is then rearranged in order to establish a 

scenario which, "is more variations on a theme than [being] strictly narrative" 

(http//ontological.com). Rather than attempting to constmct a cause and effect narrative. 

Foreman seeks to "establish a situation of tension-then imagine how the other pages 

somehow augment and 'play v^th' that situation" (http//ontological.com). 

Part of the process of staging deals with Foreman's response, as a director, to the 

material which he, as a playwright, has generated. It is in this light that the Steinian 

concept of beginning again and again becomes increasingly apparent. Foreman notes 

that; 

that the text of any given work is a series of 'change of subjects'-which I 
believe becomes the subject of the work itself as that continual change-of-
subject, intermption, re-beginning, reflects the tme shape and texture of 
the conscious experience, which recognized and reflected in the work of 
art puts us in the very 'place' where being-human becomes a free and 
creative way-of-being. (14) 

65 



The decisions of many directors, regarding character identities and language 

distribution are based on the decisions of playwright, who may or may not be involved 

with the actual rehearsal process. Foreman, however, does not begin the staging process 

with a finalized script which dictates characters or roles. In fact, characters, as well as 

the stage directions, are often a product of the rehearsal process. Foreman notes that 

"The stage directions . . . reflect the staging of the original productions . . . Directors of 

subsequent productions, however, are strongly urged to freely imagine their own stagings 

and to set their productions in environments as different as possible from the original" 

(Unbalancing Acts 100). This method of operation differs radically from that of many 

playwrights who go to great lengths to indicate specific stage directions and set 

descriptions. Foreman extends this philosophy by suggesting that directors consider 

"redistributions of dialog among the actors including the possibility that the cast be made 

up of a different number of actors and that the sex of a particular role be other than as 

indicated in the script" {Unbalancing Acts 100). 

This approach to staging indicates that Foreman's work has more in common 

with poetry than do many plays which are written in a narrative style that makes them 

similar to novels. In a 1987 interview with David Savran, Foreman commented on this 

similarity, noting that, "when I give a text to actors, there's no indication of who is 

speaking. It looks like a poem on the page" (20). In the same interview. Foreman 

explains his philosophy with regard to creating characters. Foreman notes that "character 

is an error, that our characters are determined by accidents of our birth and social 

circumstances . . . you can say that they are an accident of our genes" (49). 

Since Foreman's plays are thematic rather than linear, it is not surprising that his 

primary staging concerns would center around something other than the play's narrative. 

In an interview with Arthur Bartow, Foreman notes that, "language rather than narrative, 

has always been my concern, along with the psychological implications of what the 

words do to the person who is speaking them, the way they hit associations or strike off 

other trains of thought" (20). Foreman's concern lies with the fabric of written and/or 
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spoken language rather than the content of that language. In a manner which is similar to 

Marshal McLuhan's famous statement, "The medium is the message," Foreman contends 

that the words themselves, with their propensity for association, have an impact which is 

far more significant than any data which they might communicate. 

In the same manner that Foreman places language above narrative, he also values 

universal thought over individual character. Foreman makes a very important statement 

regarding his desire to reach beyond that which he considers to be the obvious theatrical 

characters upon which many plays are based. In Foreman's words "I have always been 

interested in trying to write from and evoke that level of the self that underlies the 

character, that level of consciousness that we all share, upon which is superimposed the 

accident of character (Savran 49). 

It is ironic that in determining the distribution of dialog that Foreman's decisions 

are influenced by concerns involving the personality fraits of individual actors. As 

Foreman explained "When I assign lines, however, I think of the collision between the 

character of my performer and the more universal thrust of my language" (Savran 49). In 

other words. Foreman's decisions regarding the distribution of lines within a play are to a 

certain degree governed by what he believes to be the manner in which a specific 

statement will interface with the qualities of a given actor. In Foreman's words; 

I will say, 'How does this universal statement about fear collide with the 
particular characteristics of Kate Manheim, or of {the later Wooster 
Group actor} Ron Vawter, who has other characteristics?' Let's say that 
Kate and Ron were in a play together. I could totally reassign lines, I 
could restage the play and I profoundly believe that it would be just as 
tme. (Savran 49) 

This preference indicates that Foreman expects the makeup of individual productions to 

be controlled as much by the director's choices as those of the playwright. 

The next phase of Foreman's creative process involves the development of a 

recorded sound score. Foreman considers a play's setting to be a machine, a place in 

which his words literally reverberate. This description is very similar to that of a musical 

instmment which, by definition, is a machine that, utilizing some form of reverberation. 
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produces sound. For that reason, the use of a recorded sound score is of great 

importance. As a staging component. Foreman considers this process to be a separate 

creative phase. Rather than choosing and assembling musical elements, udth the 

intention of facilitating spectator empathy by complimenting a written text. Foreman's 

musical scores actually retard spectator empathy by virtue of their complex, and often 

contradictory, nature. Instead of being added to the play during the course of the 

rehearsal process, these musical elements are preselected as an integral part of the 

staging process. 

The music within these sound scores is not chosen to reflect the work of a 

specific artist and, while the genre of a given musical selection may be easily 

recognizable, the titie and composer will probably not be as obvious. Like many other 

elements, these musical selections are treated as found objects. The method in which 

Foreman assembles musical phrases is best examined in comparison to the work of the 

visual artist. Marcel Duchamp. Even though Duchamp is generally connected to the 

Dadaist art movement, his ideas regarding art have profoundly influenced several 

generations of artists. Duchamp believed that art, like life, was a matter of random 

choices which should not be constrained by the dictates of society or tradition. In 1913, 

Duchamp exhibited the first of his "readymade" sculptures. These sculptures, which 

were a product of Duchamp's fascination with the machines and the way that they were 

depicted, utilized a variety of mass-produced objects which were displayed outside of the 

context of their utilitarian purposes. 

The first, and probably the best known, of these "readymades" is simply titled 

Bicycle Wheel. This work consists of an ordinary bicycle wheel which has been fastened 

to a typical wooden stool. As a kinetic sculpture. Bicycle Wheel deals with the optical 

illusion caused by motion. By spinning the wheel, which was the artist's original 

intention, the viewer is acquainted with a number of possible illusions as the spokes 

rotate forward or backward (depending on the spectator's position in relation to the 

wheel) or disappear into a reflective blur. Like the other "readymades," Duchamp 

insisted that Bicycle Wheel was assembled with total indifference to what might have 
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been considered to be a valid artistic statement. In fact, Duchamp, like many of his 

contemporaries, believed that the standards by which art was evaluated were the product 

of a society which he considered to be artistically bankmpt. 

One of the central ideas surrounding these "readymades" is the notion that these 

objects are neither unique (being mass-produced items), nor are they, in the fraditional 

sense, "original." The same ideas which the first object suggested can be transmitted 

with equal accuracy by a copy. In fact, most of the existing Duchamp "readymades" 

have survived in the form of duplicates. This fact adds to the irony sunounding 

Duchamp's works, particularly Bicycle Wheel. Duchamp believed that art was not 

complete without the personal interaction of the spectator. The third version of Bicycle 

Wheel, constmcted in 1951 after the original and the first two duplicates disappeared, is 

currentiy housed at The Museum of Modern Art in New York City. Like the other relics 

in this "Art Cathedral," Bicycle Wheel is protected by an elaborate security system. As 

was recently observed, the enthusiastic attention of a young boy (who gave the wheel a 

good spin) set off an alarm. This alarm, in turn, initiated a flurry of uniformed security 

personnel who quickly reunited the bewildered child with his embarrassed family. 

Like Duchamp, Foreman contends that the standards by which art is evaluated 

reflect a degree of deprivation. The extent to which art has been treated as an object, or 

more accurately a commodity, is indicative of this state of deprivation. The elaborate 

security system which was intended to preserve this duplicate of Bicycle Wheel has 

served to isolate it in a state of static uselessness. Because this work of art has been set 

apart from its intended audience, the interaction with that audience has been eliminated 

reducing it to a collection of utilitarian devices. It is very ironic that the process of 

preserving this object has removed it from its original context to the point that any 

"meaning" is lost. Since Foreman's use of music, like the other elements of his plays, 

reflects an attempt to compensate for a state of artistic deprivation, it is not surprising 

that he would be actively opposed the destmction of his work in the name of its 

preservation. 
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In the same sense that Duchamp worked with commonly available objects in 

constmcting his "readymades," Foreman utilizes material which is readily available in 

constmcting his plays. Unlike playwrights who jealously guard every word and idea 

which they write or think. Foreman has made the raw material that his texts come from 

available to aspiring playwrights and directors. The Ontological-Hysteric web site 

(http//ontological.com) contains several hundred pages of material from Foreman 's 

notebooks which are available without royalties or charges of any kind. Foreman asks 

only that he be informed of any use of this material and that his contribution be 

acknowledged in the event that plays generated from this material are published or 

performed. He has stated that, "Because of the unique way I generate plays-this may 

mean I myself will be using this pool of material in the future" (http//ontological.com). 

Like Duchamp, Foreman rejects the idea that his texts are sacred objects, never to be 

altered in any way. Foreman is quick to point out that, "The texts cry out for the personal 

idiosyncratic vision to be contributed by each new director" {Unbalancing Acts 100). 

In a manner which reflects a degree of random indeterminacy. Foreman selects 

musical phrases which are then assembled, in the style of Duchamp, outside of their 

intended context. In other words. Foreman takes a preexisting musical phrase and 

relocates it in such a manner that its original meaning becomes irrelevant. Like the 

individual photographic elements in Hockney's collages. Foreman's musical scores 

interact with the remaining theatrical elements (text, set, lighting, etc.) forming a unity of 

inclusion in which all of these elements support a unified artistic concept while retaining 

a degree of autonomy. As was discussed in Chapter II, the interplay between these 

elements is the source of energy which powers Foreman's work. 

One of the cenfral characteristics of Foreman's process of preparing a musical 

score is that spectators never hear an entire musical composition. As an altemative, brief 

musical phrases are chosen in order to facilitate the presentation of the theme which is 

central to a specific play. Because of their brief duration and because they are often 

derived from numerous sources which are not necessarily complimentary, these phrases 

are not encumbered by the emotional baggage which often accompanies an entire 
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musical composition. While the musical score of a specific play may engage the 

attention of the viewer, it does not ask that viewer to believe that what they are watching 

is anything other than a staged play. The characters may "burst into song" but no attempt 

is made to create the illusion that these characters are behaving naturally. This treatment 

of recorded sound is one way in which Foreman avoids the sort of emotional 

manipulation which is often associated with a musical score. 

After the text has been prepared, and the musical score tentatively assembled. 

Foreman is ready to begin the task of assembling a cast. Like many directors. Foreman 

expresses a sense of ambivalence regarding the traditional audition process. In fact 

Foreman is quick to point out that, "I'm not very good about casting . . . I have to do 

what every director does: sit there week after week seeing all those people, and if you're 

lucky once a day you find somebody that you think might be right for the play" 

(Durkman 22). Foreman admits that he finds the process tedious and only resorts to such 

practices in certain cases. He admits that, "I try to work with people I know or have 

seen, or who have been in some of my other plays" (Durkman 22). Foreman's plays are 

produced in a way that concentrates on a process, rather than a product. For that reason. 

Foreman's practice of utilizing "found objects"is also a part of his casting procedure. 

Even though he has worked with professional actors with Broadway experience. Foreman 

has cast many people who have never acted before. In addition to contacting people that 

he has previously worked with, Foreman has also accepted volunteers. Part of his casting 

strategy is to make the process open to as many kinds of people as possible. 

Like many other phases of his creative methodology. Foreman's casting choices 

have undergone a type of evolution. The notion of including, within the casting process, 

as many kinds of "people" as possible is indicative of Foreman's early casting 

preferences. In other words, when Foreman began directing plays, his interest was in 

seeing "people" on stage. In Foreman's words, "I felt I'd never seen people appear 

onstage, I'd only seen actors onstage, and an actor acting is a special kind of person, one 

who bears little resemblance to my experience of people in real life" {Unbalancing Acts 

32). Foreman explains what he considers to be a significant difference by stating that 
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"Most people rarely manifest the charisma characteristic of that category of the human 

race known as: actor" {Unbalancing Acts 32). While many people, who are never seen 

onstage, manifest a great deal of charisma. Foreman's preference is the result of a 

specific attitude toward his eariy theatrical experience. Such an attitude is the product 

of, and a deliberate reaction to and against, long term exposure to a specific type of 

theatrical experience. This experience and its effects will be discussed in greater detail 

in Chapter V. 

Because Foreman's eariy plays dealt specifically with the exploration of the 

numerous phenomenological possibilities suggested by daily activities, the type of acting 

that Foreman sought embodied a style that was not a part of traditional theater. Foreman 

explains that "theater works very hard to keep out awkward, amateurish, wooden 

performances. I was working very hard to bring that area of naturalness into the theater" 

{Unbalancing Acts 33). For his first play, simply titled Angelface, Foreman recmited 

people with no prior acting experience. In order to expedite the rehearsal process. 

Foreman recorded the spoken dialog on a tape which would be played during the 

performance. Ultimately, the performers repeated, at a slower pace, what they heard on 

the tape. This process resulted in a point-counterpoint type of dialog which became an 

integral component of Foreman's early plays. Because Foreman personally operated the 

tape recorder which was a central performance component, he assumed a conductor like 

role which will also be examined in Chapter V. 

In the same manner that his early texts reflected a minimalist sensibility, so did 

his staging. As Foreman points out, "I tried to cleanse the staging of all excessive 

movement; the performances were very static. The gestures were wooden, determined, 

controlled" {Unbalancing Acts 35). As Foreman's texts became more sophisticated, it 

was necessary for him to reevaluate his casting procedure. In time Foreman realized that 

his texts required skills which were not to be found in untrained amateurs. As Foreman 

explained, "I need performers whose skill enables the audience to look through them and 

see the text itself {Unbalancing Acts 37). 
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Part of Foreman's prefened acting style involves the idea that an actor should 

convince each spectator that he or she is part of an elite group of people within an 

audience of the unenlightened. As a member of this elite group, each spectator should 

feel that what they are seeing and hearing is exceptionally intelligent and that only they, 

the chosen few, are perceptive enough to discern what is really being presented. This 

philosophy is reflected in Foreman's casting procedure. In Foreman's words, "When 

actors audition for me, I'll make them be very quiet. I'll tell them, "You know 

something I don't know and you're acting very nice . . . but secretly you're trying to hurt 

me . . . you are trying to manipulate me in some perverse fashion" (Durkman 22). 

As a play moves into the rehearsal process, common observation of rehearsals is 

that "a coherent systematic approach seems to be lacking. Observers often do not sense a 

central, guiding scheme underlying the process and, as a result, the decisions Foreman 

makes frequentiy appear to be capricious" (Davy 165). Given the number of elements 

that Foreman initiates during the pre-rehearsal processes, it would seem that Foreman's 

methodology would be rigid and unyielding. Yet, as Terry Curtis Fox pointed out in The 

Village Voice, "One of the things that surprised me when I visited Foreman's theatre was 

the amount a particular piece changed during the rehearsal process" (75). Foreman 

comments on the evolutionary nature of his own rehearsal process, "as any of my actors 

will tell you, I spend eight to twelve weeks rehearsing forty pages, changing everything 

under the sun. We go through so many permutations that people wouldn't believe i f 

(Durkman 21). 

During the rehearsal process, actors themselves do not improvise or initiate any 

activity. Foreman controls every aspect of the process. He does not offer explanations 

for his decisions, nor does he necessarily furnish actors with "character intentions," 

although he can do so if the need arises. As a mle, actors do not ask questions or offer 

suggestions. As Kate Davy notes, "Rehearsals are rather austere and can be somewhat 

tedious for the performers since the most distinctive feature of Foreman's staging 

procedures involves his rigorous attention to, and accumulation of the most minute 

details of staging" (166). 
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The specific decisions regarding movement of performers are often contingent on 

Foreman's desire to initiate patterns which deal with that movement in relationship to the 

physical characteristics of a given performance space (as discussed in Chapter III). 

Writing in Performing Arts Journal, Spring, 1976, Florence Falk notes that, "Performers 

are merely persons of masculine or feminine gender whose personal features are 

deliberately effaced" (55). This is not entirely tme, because, as was previously 

mentioned, one of Foreman's concerns regarding the distribution of spoken language 

involves the way in which that language collides with the characteristics of the individual 

performer. Even in the context of the limitations which Foreman places on the activity 

of these performers, a personal style emerges or, "emanates naturally, and often 

unconsciously, from each performer" (Davy 178). Foreman notes a recent conversation 

in which an actor told him, "You know Richard, you keep me in a narrow corridor... 

But within that corridor 1 feel freer than I ever have as a performer" (Durkman 23). 

Foreman's preferred style of performance owes a great deal to silent films. Such 

films employed a manner of acting which called for exaggerated, carefully controlled 

gestures and facial expressions. Foreman contends that this style of performance is 

"often more profound and penetrating than naturalistic acting." He notes that "A good 

silent actor might roll his eyes in anguish, for instance, in a way that expresses a cosmic 

dimension of feeling we do not easily admit to in our society, dominated as we are by 

scientific rationalism" {Unbalancing Acts 38). It is Foreman's belief that this style seems 

over-stated because of the social conditioning which insists that individuals suppress the 

many impulses which are a part of their being. This style of acting is perceived as 

humorous because, to a certain degree, it is simply not the way people normally behave. 

However, Foreman contends that it quite often presents the emotions that people actually 

feel. As Foreman explained, "Often this style of acting is able to evoke archetypal levels 

of experience" {Unbalancing Acts 38). 

Foreman notes that, "Performers normally want two things. One is to be loved, 

and the other is to find a way to be relaxed onstage" {Unbalancing Acts 41). He further 

notes that the American adaptation of the Stanislavsky method concentrates on enabling 
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an actor to be relaxed even in situations which, for his or her character, are very stressful. 

Foreman contends that contemporary art, like our contemporary society, is immersed in 

stress and that senous art should reflect that stress, even if it seeks to advocate an 

altemative state of being. The methods by which Foreman makes this stress a part of his 

plays have changed with the passage of time. Foreman points out that, "for many years I 

was interested m an acting style in which the performance uncoiled from a center of 

tension. Bu t . . . I found that such a performance style was not healthy for the psyches 

and bodies of my performers" {Unbalancing Acts 41). As an altemative. Foreman has 

learned to operate within the limitations of a more relaxed performance mode. At the 

same time he has discovered methods which are safer, yet equally effective, as a means 

of staging his texts. Some of the techniques which Foreman uses in rehearsals include: 

1. Be hostile toward the audience. Don't make them love you. 

2. Lower your center of gravity slightly, always be ready to defend 
yourself Remember that no matter what gesture you perform, it might 
open you to an irrational and sudden attack. You might be attacked for 
being a fool, or being vulnerable, or excessively smart. Anything you do, 
anticipate that you might be attacked or it. 

3. Always maintain the feeling that no matter what you are required to do 
or say, each choreographed move represents a brilliant strategic move on 
your part. Even when you deliver the stupidest line in the play, to be 
stupid at that moment is the most masterful chess move that anybody has 
ever made. Remember that everything you do is a brilliant decision, 
especially if it is something stupid. 

4. Assume that the stage is full of land mines, and at any moment as you 
cross the stage a mine is going to explode. 

5. Assume that the stage is covered with broken glass and you are acting 
in bare feet. 

6. Assume that between your chest and the chest of your fellow actor is a 
mbber band stretched taut. Imagine it pinned directly to your skin, or 
perhaps it penetrates and is tied into both of your hearts. Wherever you 
walk, you stretch that mbber band between yourself and your fellow actor 
and it pulls painfully taut between your heart and his. 
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7. Always believe that when you have a line, you are saying the most 
intelligent thing in the world but that only a few people in the audience 
are going to get it. You should play the show only for those few. 
( Unbalancing Acts 41 -42) 

The idea that each person in the audience feels as though the play were being 

performed specifically for him or her is central to Foreman's methodology. Rather than 

making plays which speak to the audience as a group. Foreman designs his plays with the 

intention of connecting with each spectator on a personal basis. This idea is based on 

Foreman's position as the principal spectator within the Ontological-Hysteric theatre, 

which will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter V As Foreman points out. 

Too often performers deliver every line with such "commitment" and 
"passion," there is never any doubt that absolutely everyone in the 
audience gets it the first time . . . 1 want to see a performer who makes me 
feel I see what is happening inside his soul, but at the same time gives me 
the feeling that I may be the only one in the audience perceptive enough to 
pick up on it. {Unbalancing Acts 43) 

An examination of Foreman's rehearsal procedure reveals that, while Foreman 

himself operates in a manner which can be described as improvisational, any description 

of his work which suggests that actors improvise physical activity which is modified for 

use in the context the play is less than accurate. The term "improvisation" is best used to 

describe Foreman's personal style of composition. Foreman's style of directing is 

comparable to the essentially private work of a studio artist such as a painter, sculptor, or 

photographer. What may appear to be Foreman's communication with an actor is in 

reality his search for the solution to a problem posed by the characteristics of his writing. 

As Foreman points out, "I spend very little time, relatively speaking, working with the 

actors. I spend a great deal of time on composition, arranging things" (Baker 12). While 

improvisation, as a rehearsal tool, is a part of Foreman's methodology. Foreman's use of 

improvisation is unique in that he is the only person involved in the process. 

Foreman's rehearsal strategy involves avoiding the tendency of imitating or 

repeating previous ideas and images. For this reason. Foreman uses a personal 

improvisational strategy, not only as a means of solving problems which arise during the 
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staging process, but as a means of avoiding the trap of acting habitually. As Chapter II 

mentioned. Foreman's plays are thematic rather than linear. For that reason, they do not 

incorporate a cause and effect stmcture. Instead, these plays, in Foreman's words, offer 

"the world as pieces of things, awkwardly presented for a moment and then either re

presented by the consciousness or dropped in favor of some other momentary 

presentation" (Introduction ix). By continually re-beginning and re-presenting, Foreman 

re-directs his own conscious effort. Rather than portraying a literal narrative, these plays 

employ a series of shifting images to re-present the thought processes from which they 

are written. 

Since the rehearsal process continually deals with avoiding the tendency to fall 

into the trap of an emotional flow. Foreman's clarity of moment deals with the Steinian 

concept of a continuous present moment. Through an ongoing process of spatial 

readjustment. Foreman seeks to remove the emotional interference which is associated 

with the seduction of the audience, which is the standard of many forms of theatre. 

Foreman's goal involves a process of momentary representation, or more accurately re

presentation of the awkwardness of life. For that reason, this moment-to-moment clarity 

is vital to this process 

One characteristic of Foreman's rehearsal process involves the initiation of 

various sequences of ideas and images which take a particular direction only to be 

suddenly obliterated. This deflection often occurs in the form of subtle manipulations 

and variations. As Davy point out "This subtle deflection or 'twisting'... is the most 

difficult procedure to discem during rehearsals" (170). In spite of its subtlety this 

process of deflection is very significant since, as Foreman noted "The important thing is 

not to succumb to the easy tendency to get carried away in some kind of emotional flow, 

but to pull oneself to a stop at every moment and reexamine what's there (in the mind as 

one writes, or in the physical presence of actors and decor as one is staging the piece)" 

(Davy 169). This practice, which is closely aligned to the Steinian concept of beginning 

again and again, is indicative of Foreman's desire to avoid automatically resorting to 

easy "predigested" solutions to the challenges posed by his writing. 
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Foreman's approach to staging is an extension of Steinian concept of entity 

writing. Rather than writing about an event. Stein sought to write the event itself In the 

same vein. Foreman's objective is to stage the writing process. Foreman notes that, "I'm 

basically interested in staging what's going on in my head while I'm writing the play" 

(Davy 169). It should be noted that Foreman's method of staging has evolved in much 

the same manner that his method of writing has. This evolutionary process is reflective 

of Foreman's changing attitude, as a director, toward his written work. In 1974, Foreman 

pointed out that, "the rehearsal process is a trying of every conceivable altemative to 

make the text say what I think it secretly wants to say" (Davy 169). In a 1998 interview. 

Foreman noted that at one time, his staging had been an attempt to analyze his own 

writing. "I felt that my task was to X-ray the text-to add absolutely nothing to the text, to 

just do it as a geometrically controlled series of conversations" (Durkman 20). 

In the same manner that Foreman's writing style evolved, allowing him to add, 

delete, or rearrange material in accordance with his artistic goals, his style of directing 

also developed allowing him the freedom, as a director, to challenge his own writing. 

Foreman explained that, "I started . . . elaborating on the text in rehearsals trying to 

interfere with the text I was trying to invent. If somebody was supposed to cross the 

room, I'd make it difficult for him by tying a chair to his ankle, and somehow that would 

make you notice to a heightened degree what was really happening on the stage" 

(Durkman 21). Foreman has also made a point of stating that, as a director, he does not 

hesitate to question his own judgment as a writer. "I have no inhibitions about treating 

'Richard the author' as a joke, with contempt... The great relaxation of dealing with 

one's own scripts is you can say. What is this garbage this guy wrote? How are we going 

to fix this mess'" (Bartow 20). 

Because of the "landscape" quality of his plays which was described in Chapter I, 

Foreman utilizes his own unique style of movement. Foreman's plays involve a series of 

images which are united by a theme or idea rather than a narrative. His method of 

positioning performers within such an image is similar to a scenic designer using 

inanimate visual elements to compose a stage picture. For this reason Davy notes that. 
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"The word 'placement' is more appropriate than the term blocking' to describe this 

aspect of Foreman's rehearsal process, because placement is related to the all-

encompassing concept of clarity" (175). The concept of clarity deals with a sense of 

intelligibility or lucidity. It is important that every aspect of movement be discernible on 

as many levels as possible. This includes, not only the perceptual, but intellectual and 

spiritual levels as well. 

Foreman's approach to placement is similar to that of a painter. For that reason, 

his style of forming images can be compared to the paintings of the Italian Proto-

Renaissance, especially painters such as Giotto. Unlike the later Renaissance artists, 

who sought to produce lifelike images which glorified the human form in a style 

reminiscent of the Classical Greco/Roman era, the painters of the Proto-Renaissance 

continued in the traditions of earlier periods. Even though their style was not as severe 

as that of earlier artists, as evidenced by the emergence of emotional expression, the 

primary concern was still spiritual rather than physical. 

Foreman notes that, "I identified with Giotto's stiff compositions, in which 

meticulous concern was devoted to capturing the physical "presentness" of his subjects" 

{Unbalancing Acts 47). Many of Foreman's visual compositions are intended to 

emphasize the two-dimensional, picture plane quality of the proscenium arch. This 

tendency is an extension of the set design procedures which were discussed in Chapter 

III. Part of Foreman's search for clarity involves the idea that all spatial relationships 

between characters, as well as spatial relationship between characters and other features, 

such as props and set pieces, are simultaneously apparent to spectators. 

What is tmly unique about the staging process is the way that Foreman, 

intentionally "paints himself into a comer" by means of the choices that he has made. 

The physical setting for each play is usually designed and constructed prior to the 

rehearsal process. Rather than being fabricated in accordance with the parameters of a 

specific text, these environments are often constmcted in relationship with the 

architecture of a specific performance space, as was discussed in Chapter III. Instead of 

attempting to integrate musical elements into a play during rehearsal. Foreman selects 
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and prerecords these elements, shaping the play to fit them. As Foreman explains, one of 

his chief goals in staging is, "finding ways to make the writing inhabit a constmcted 

environment just like a passively 'arrived' species mutation finds a way, after the fact, to 

exploit and live in the environment in which it finds itself (Foreman 6). 

Chapter IV has examined the process which Foreman uses to bring his plays to 

the stage. This process emphasizes a "unity of inclusion" in which the individual 

theatrical elements support the compositional whole, while retaining a degree of 

autonomy, to create a unified work of art. Because of Foreman's belief that staging is 

ultimately an extension of the writing process, this examination began with an 

exploration of Foreman's method of utilizing a written text as a record of the mental 

processes from which a play is written. This written text exists in three separate forms, 

each of which serves a separate fimction. The handwritten manuscript documents 

Foreman's actual thought processes. The printed rehearsal text (serving as a guide with 

which Foreman, the director, instmcts the actors) creates a void by removing the 

nonverbal handwritten material which had originally been a part of that manuscript. The 

process of staging is initiated as a means of filling this void. The finalized published 

script, which documents the distribution of language as well as the stage directions and 

the placement of Foreman's taped and projected commentary, is a record of each play's 

premier production. 

Chapter IV also examined the way in which Foreman develops a recorded sound 

score which, while stimulating and engaging, is intended to subvert the emotional 

seduction of the spectator. The development of this sound score utilizes a diverse 

selection of musical fragments taken from existing recordings, in a manner which is 

similar to Duchamp's use of found objects. Even though these diverse fragments are 

combined to form a unified recording, their disparate nature creates an aural tension 

which is designed to enhance the spectator's observational awareness. 

The changing nature of Foreman's casting procedure, and his method of 

positioning actors and props within a play's visual setting were also discussed. Since 

Foreman is committed to the idea that the staging process is an extension of the writing 
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process, it is not surprising that his casting decisions would be made with regard to the 

idea that the performers ought to be a channel through which spectators can see the 

play's text. As Foreman's texts have become more sophisticated, it has also been 

necessary to reevaluate his casting preferences and techniques in order to achieve this 

goal. Foreman's rehearsal procedure involves strategies of visual composition which are 

similar to the methods which would be utilized by a studio artist such as a painter or a 

photographer. These strategies serve not only to form a series of visual images but to 

prevent Foreman from operating in a habitual manner. 

It is worth noting that, even though Foreman's involvement in theater is primarily 

an extension of his work as a playwright, this phase of his methodology is motivated by a 

specific set of expectations which are the result of Foreman's experience as a spectator. 

Chapter V will examine Foreman's involvement in the theatrical experience in terms of 

his dual roles as a spectator and a performer. 
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CHAPTER V 

RICHARD FOREMAN, SPECTATOR/PERFORMER 

(BEGINNING/ENDING) 

The preceding chapters have dealt with specific phases (theorizing, scenic design, 

and producing) of Foreman's creative process by examining the preparation and 

presentation of an object (a play) for spectator observation and interaction. This 

examination has included a description of the physical characteristics of Foreman's style 

of theatre, an examination of his goals, and a discussion of the underlying philosophical 

and theoretical principles on which these goals are based. Chapter V will deal with 

Foreman's perceptive experience as a spectator, as well as his participatory role as a 

performer. 

By this time, it apparent that, even though Foreman's plays have received critical 

acclaim and been accepted by a surprisingly broad audience, they are not conceived for 

the purpose of "popular entertainment." Their broad appeal is, in part, the result of 

Foreman's faithful adherence to his personal artistic vision. While it may seem to be an 

expression of self-centered arrogance. Foreman's determination to operate in a manner 

which is pleasing to himself is the product of a genuine ethical predisposition. As 

Foreman explained in an interview with Ted Shank "People think that it's very self-

indulgent, but I just don't see how else anyone can honestly proceed. How [else] can I 

guess what would be good for you-what you want, what you would like-and then give it 

to you?" (Davy 185). In other words. Foreman is committed to the idea that in order to 

produce art which is beneficial to anyone else, he must first produce art which is 

ultimately beneficial to himself 

As an artist. Foreman does not attempt to stmcture his plays in a manner which 

will serve the hypothetical needs of an imaginary group of people. In addition to 

functioning within the Ontological-Hysteric Theater as playwright, scenic designer, and 

director. Foreman is also the principal spectator. For that reason. Foreman produces 

plays which ultimately fulfill his own expectations. His work is, at its core, self-
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referential since it deals with Foreman's own mental processes. In other words. 

Foreman's concern is with the thought mechanisms involved in the writing and staging of 

his plays. As Foreman explains "All I know is what is in my own head" (Davy 186). 

Even though he does not attempt to second-guess any spectator response other 

than his own, it is Foreman's contention that the passions and apprehensions which 

motivate that response are common to many, if not all, people. While Foreman's work 

is, in one sense, very personal, the fact that he is involved in the theatre, which is by 

nature a very public art form, dictates that his work will become the property of a 

community of people which will ultimately include an audience. It is also Foreman's 

belief that his plays address areas of the human condition which have a broad, if not 

universal, appeal. In Foreman's words, "I would hope that somebody else is on the same 

wavelength, that I'm not alone on this planet in my obsession and concerns" (Davy 186). 

It is this archetypal attraction, this appeal to a universal human condition, addressed at a 

very personal level, which has caused Foreman's work to attract a large audience while 

allowing it to retain its honest self-referential nature which is also the basis for its broad 

appeal. 

One of Foreman's primary concerns is the idea that "The aim of art, ultimately, is 

to speak to man's spiritual condition, his relationship with the universe" {Unbalancing 

Acts 5). In spite of the elements of Foreman's plays that may appear to be playful, erotic, 

or aggressive. Foreman's primary concern is the universal quest for spiritual fulfillment 

which underlies human existence. In Foreman's words, "I have always felt that I'm a 

closet religious writer" {Unbalancing Acts 5). For this reason. Foreman rejects the type 

of theatrical experience which emphasizes so-called "real people" who are motivated by 

humanistic psychological issues. As an altemative. Foreman seeks to induce an artistic 

experience which speaks to spectators on a deeper level than that at which character and 

personality are perceived. Foreman believes that "once you become tmly interested in 

man's so-called religious dimension you lose interest in making art that only recreates 

the superficial dynamics . . . of daily life. You lose interest in the level of'personality'" 

{Unbalancing Acts 6). 
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This statement provides a glimpse of what is the very essence of Foreman's 

creative methodology. Most contemporary "Western" theatre is grounded in a 

relationship with the European Renaissance. Historically, this period is noted for the 

artistic emergence of the autonomous individual. Prior to this era, with few exceptions, 

artists had operated in total anonymity. This state of anonymity, which was not limited 

to artists and intellectuals, extended to include the general population. It was the 

European Renaissance which saw the rise of the autonomous individual and brought 

about what Foreman refers to as "those forces of our culture that give rise to certain 

personality traits that are the warp and woof of daily life" {Unbalancing Acts 6). It is 

Foreman's belief that these traits of character and personality are the product of social 

conditioning. In other words they are an artificial constmct which is superimposed over 

what is essentially the tme (spiritual) self 

Foreman notes that "character and personality are accidents of circumstance" 

{Unbalancing Acts 6). In other words, a culturally imposed set of character traits is 

responsible for the nature of much of what is regarded, within the stmcture of a play, as 

personality. Foreman believes that this set of artificial characteristics is at the core of the 

theatrical experience to which his work is fundamentally opposed. He explains that 

"Social life may focus our attention on character. . . from which most theatrical form has 

come" {Unbalancing Acts 6). In other words, the emphasis which many types of theatre 

place on psychologically believable characters and circumstances serves to distract 

spectators from their awareness of the infinite variety of possible interpretations and 

shades of meaning which make up the tme perceptive experience of the play itself 

It is this attention to character that Foreman believes to be a component of the 

hypnotic process that is a part of most "popular" theatre. Because Foreman believes that 

serious art should involve an attempt to induce a deeper level of existence than that at 

which character and personality are perceived, his shamanistic desire is to reach beyond 

that "superficial" level of being. This belief, which is reflective of a pre-renaissance 

attitude, is reflected in the following statement. "I want to evoke the deeper ground of 
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being, the originating network of impulse, which precedes the circumstantial T " 

{Unbalancing Acts 6). 

The apparent contradiction between Foreman's attempt to address areas of 

universal human concern and the personal self-referential nature of his work was 

addressed in Chapter III where it was noted that the process of generating a printed 

rehearsal text involved an attempt to draw upon a deeper level of consciousness than that 

at which personality and character are perceived. However, it was also noted that 

Foreman's strategy for distributing a play's spoken language centered around the 

collisions between the universal implications of that language and the particular 

characteristics of a specific actor or group of actors. Even though Foreman's work 

attempts to address areas of universal human concern, it does not exclude the presence of 

the autonomous individual. Instead, Foreman's plays deal, on a very basic level, with 

that individual and his or her relationship with the universe. 

Foreman's concern with the interaction between personal characteristics and 

universal issues is reflected in the statements (discussed in Chapter IV) which Foreman 

makes about the texts from which his plays evolve. Unlike playwrights who expect their 

creative vision to be strictly maintained. Foreman contends that his texts "cry out for the 

personal and idiosyncratic vision to be contributed by each new director" {Unbalancing 

Acts 100). It is Foreman's belief that the text itself, as filtered by the personality traits of 

each subsequent director, is of equal or greater importance than the personal creative 

vision of the individual who wrote the text. 

Theatre is, by nature, a very public art form which involves spectators, in an 

active role, as observers. Unlike the perceptive experience of watching television, a 

spectator must, in order to participate in a play, leave the relative comfort of his or her 

dwelling and go to a theater. This active participation is at the center of one of the 

principal ideas behind Foreman's plays. It is Foreman's contention that an artist is, to a 

great extent, his own medium. That is to say that during the creative process the artist, as 

well as the work of art itself, is the subject of a type of metamorphosis. For that reason, 

art has long been thought to have had therapeutic properties and, as Foreman explained 
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"Frankly, my art is a kind of therapy, for myself (Davy 186). It should be noted that the 

term therapy is not necessarily connected to "psychotherapy," since it may or may not 

involve the treatment of specific mental or emotional disorders. What is involved is the 

manner in which art functions in terms of conditioning the mind along with its affiliate, 

the consciousness. 

This form of conditioning can be compared to the conditioning undertaken by an 

athlete. In the same manner that a rigorous program of varied physical conditioning 

promotes a healthy body by causing a decreased susceptibility to a variety of physical 

ailments, so Foreman believes that a rigorous type of artistic experience will result in a 

heightened state of consciousness which will give the individual spectator a more 

effective method of relating to his or her environment. For that reason. Foreman has 

stated that participating in theatre should involve a rigorous perceptive experience. In 

the "ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC MANIFESTO I," Foreman states that "The artistic 

experience must be an ordeal to be undergone" (74). 

The purpose of this "ordeal" is to induce—by retarding empathetic response 

patterns and by creating an emotional distancing between the stage and the spectators—a 

state of lucidity or mental clarity. This state of clarity is in direct opposition to the type 

of "dream-state" that Foreman believes is at the center of most art, and practically all 

"popular" entertainment. By focusing on predigested theatrical elements, which include 

sympathetic or antagonistic relationships with believable characters and the seductive 

effects of easily recognizable situations, many varieties of theatre induce a "couch 

potato" style of perceptive experience. In the "ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC 

MANIFESTO H" Foreman notes that, "Classical realism, classical romanticism (which 

includes, of course. Surrealism, Expressionism, etc.) puts man to sleep" (136). By 

contrast. Foreman seeks to bring about a theatrical experience in which the complete 

mental and spiritual attention of all spectators is fully engaged. 

In the same manifesto. Foreman states that the linear "cause and effecf stmcture, 

by which most theatre operates, perpetuates this process of hypnosis. Foreman believes 

that "If a work of art has a MESSAGE, it means it is putting the spectator to sleep. The 
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minute man 'knows' he sleeps . . . Because he loses touch with that IMBALANCE which 

he most deeply is. Art must keep man consciously rooted in that imbalance" (136). This 

imbalance, to which Foreman refers, can also be thought of as a state of disequilibrium 

between two planes of existence, animal and spiritual. Foreman calls on art to, "return 

man to his own proper human place oscillating back and forth between the frontiers of 

animal and God" (ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC MANIFESTO II 137). Foreman 

believes that, rather than creating a situation in which spectators are allowed to become 

emotionally complacent within the play itself, this oscillation is brought about by 

creating and maintaining a sense of alienated disequilibrium which, in turn, gives 

spectators a heightened awareness of their presence within a theater. Because of this 

sense of alienation. Foreman's work bears significant similarities to the work of Bertolt 

Brecht. These similarities, and their related differences, will be discussed later in this 

chapter. 

In order to achieve this unbalanced state. Foreman structures his plays in such a 

way that they are broken down into the smallest possible units. These units are separated 

by the various visual and aural framing devices which were discussed in the previous 

chapters. By creating brief periods of contemplative stasis which are abmptly intermpted 

by these framing devices. Foreman creates a situation in which it is virtually impossible 

for spectators to become complacent. The information with which the spectator is 

bombarded is so contradictory to conditioned thought mechanisms that the process of 

assimilating that information into the consciousness is dismpted causing a state of 

disequilibrium. The idea of an imbalance is echoed in a New York Times Review of 

Foreman's 1975 play Pandering to the Masses: A Misrepresentation. Mel Gussow notes 

that "Mr. Foreman challenges our equilibrium. Flis play is an unbalancing acf (15). 

Foreman's desire to challenge these spectator experiences is part of a reaction to, 

and against, the type of theatre with which he, growing up in New York City, became 

very familiar. Between 1952 and 1961, Foreman saw the majority of the Broadway 

productions. He went to the theater every Saturday and according to Davy "spent the rest 

of the week daydreaming about the worid of the play, immersed in its emotional milieu" 

87 



(187). Even though Foreman found parts of the experience enjoyable, he had mixed 

feelings about the process as a whole. Foreman's comments indicate that his theatrical 

preferences were outside of the Broadway tradition to which he was being exposed. As 

Foreman explained, "from the time I was very young, I had an attraction for the strangest 

material. I read The Skin of Our Teeth for the first time when I was about twelve and 

thought, 'it's like a dream, it's so weird, it's wonderful'" (Bartow 16). 

Foreman eventually concluded that the cumulative effect of long-term exposure 

to the dream-state induced by popular theatre was ultimately detrimental. As Foreman 

explains, "I think that kind of daydreaming seduces the perceptual mechanism and puts 

the will to sleep" (Davy 187). Foreman's comments in the "ONTOLOGICAL-

HYSTERIC: MANIFESTO IH" indicate that much of the theatre to which he was 

exposed was designed to induce an instantaneous, yet brief, audience reaction. He also 

noted that this reaction was not always the part of the artistic experience which was the 

most memorable. In Foreman's words, 

I remember that beginning at age fifteen, going to the theatre every 
weekend, I would notice that most of the plays most of them 'well 
received' but experienced by me as "bad" manifested their "badness" 
most strongly during the moment-to-moment act of watching them. But 
a week later the moment-to-moment badness tended to fade . . . and 
certain simple images of the play-as-a-whole which remained in the 
memory seemed much more evocative and meaningful than the moment-
to-moment existence of the play in performance had seemed to me. 
(185) 

This observation is indicative of an artistic preference, regarding the way in 

which his plays are perceived, which has become a part of Foreman's creative 

methodology. Because Foreman's plays are intended to raise, rather than subvert, the 

consciousness of the spectator, a changed attitude or outlook is one of Foreman's primary 

concerns. While instantaneous perception is an important factor Foreman believes that 

ideas and images which become a working part of the consciousness with the passing of 

time are at least as important as the moment-to-moment experience of the play as it is 

performed. 
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The process of instantaneous perception is only part of the total artistic 

experience of Foreman's plays. If, as Foreman contends, the purpose of art is to address 

a spiritual condition, then the point of contact with the human consciousness should be 

on a different level than that at which daily activities are perceived. In other words. 

Foreman's theatre attempts to utilize instantaneous perception as a means of gaining 

access to something more permanent. This process is similar to infrared photography. 

While certain images are immediately visible to the perceptive mechanisms of the eye, 

the most significant images are recorded on specialized light-sensitive materials. These 

images are not available to the perceptive visual mechanisms until the light-sensitive 

materials have been processed. 

In a similar fashion, while a great deal of Foreman's art is immediately available 

for sense perception, some components of his work are not instantaneously accessible. 

Foreman contends that this condition is the result of a deliberate but often misunderstood 

method or, more accurately, a series of artistic strategies. In Foreman's words, "A critic 

once told me that his problem with my plays was that when he was watching them he 

thought they were fantastic, but once he'd left the theater they seemed to vanish from his 

memcttW' (Unbalancing Acts 23). It is Foreman's belief that the effectiveness of his 

work islrot necessarily measured by immediate perceptive reactions. In other words. 

Foreman's art attempts to reach past the level of that which is obvious and, in doing so, 

make contact with spectators on the basic honest level of the tme, spiritual self 

For this reason, it is not surprising that Foreman would be opposed to a type of 

perceptive experience which is based on superficial visual imagery. In Foreman's words, 

"it's always irked me when people say I don't know what your play meant, but wow, 

that image . . . that really stayed with me!' Personally, I don't think that's much of a 

complimenf {Unbalancing Acts 23). It is Foreman's contention that such a reaction 

indicates only that the artificial and inaccurate response methods, to which his work is 

fiindamentally opposed, have been once again appealed to. Foreman has repeatedly 

affirmed his belief that most spectators have been trained to respond to "gross 

exaggeration and the worship of idols" (ONTOLOGICAL-HYSTERIC MANIFESTO I 
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73). In other words, many people expect plays to be constmcted with the intention of 

inviting them to be caught up in empathy with familiar characters, beautiful objects, and 

seductive emotions. 

Foreman contends that these habitual perceptive mechanisms serve merely to 

reaffirm ideas with which the spectator was already familiar. Foreman points out that 

"The image of the Marlboro man riding his horse and smoking his cigarette has stuck 

with me for many years-and so what? It's garbage. It's kitsch. All it means is that the 

image seduced me . . . and I responded" {Unbalancing Acts 23). It is this type of 

hypnotic experience which can be compared to artistic "junk food." While it provides 

immediate sensual gratification, such art does not necessarily have any long term 

benefits. Foreman believes that "art that affects you in the moment, but which you find 

hard to remember, is straining to bring you to another level. It offers images or ideas 

from that other level, that other way of being, which is why you find them hard to 

remember. But it has opened you to the possibility of growing into what you are not yet" 

{Unbalancing Acts 23-24). It is Foreman's goal to reach beyond that which is 

immediately available to the senses, that which is obvious. In Foreman's words "I try to 

make plays as hard to remember as a vivid dream which, when awake, you know you've 

lived with intensity, yet try as you might you can't remember" {Unbalancing Acts 24). 

It is not surprising that such an artistic predisposition would have caused Foreman 

to be uncomfortable with conventional theatre in which spectators are expected to 

project themselves into the imaginary "world of the play." Foreman contends that 

producing a dream-state is the goal of such theatre. By forming personal relationships 

(sympathetic as well as antagonistic) with psychologically believable characters and by 

being emotionally tied to the action of a nairative plot stmcture which reinforces ideas in 

which they already believed, spectators are literally hypnotized by such theatre. What 

especially concerns Foreman is that such hypnosis does not necessarily limit itself to the 

time which is spent in the theater, but affects the manner in which spectators relate to the 

world in which they live. By supporting preconceived ideas (e.g., righteous indignation 
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the face of injustice) which are already considered to be valid, this hypnotism reinforces 

habitual methods of responding to people, ideas, and situations. 

It is this type of "dream theatre" which has been referred to as artistic "junk 

food." While infrequent consumption of doughnuts or "twinkies" is not inherentiy 

unhealthy, a steady diet of such things is very likely to be very unhealthy. Likewise, 

while occasional indulgence in what Bertolt Brecht referred to as "culinary theatre" is 

not inherently detrimental, a steady diet of this type of theatre produces effects which are 

less than beneficial as it perpetuates perceptive habits which are less than effective. It is 

this type of habitual perceptive reaction which Foreman contends is at the heart of 

popular theatre. As Foreman explains, "Most theatre wants you to come out and say, 

'"Wow! Was I knocked out, and was I moved!' What that means is: Wow! The 

emotional habits that were taught to me by society were again appealed to by this theatre, 

and I'm more deeply trained than ever to respond in these basically artificial, incorrect 

ways" (Davy 188). 

Because of his distrust of theatrical experiences which perpetuated these 

ineffective habits of perception. Foreman was attracted to the work of Bertolt Brecht. 

The similarities and differences between Brecht and Foreman are consequential enough 

to warrant further examination. Since Foreman is actively involved in raising the level of 

his own consciousness, and by extension that of the members of his audience, one of his 

goals is to give spectators a heightened awareness of their moment-by-moment 

perceptive experience, not within the imaginary "world of the play," but within the 

theater. It is Foreman's goal that this intensified cognizance will become a part of each 

spectator's consciousness and, in turn, will give those who participate, as spectators, in 

Foreman's plays an altemative method of responding to the complex, often contradictory, 

nature of their environment. A sincere desire to provide alternatives to perceptive habits 

which he considers to be ineffective is a central motivating factor. As Foreman 

explained, "I am driven by a desire to put something into the world that I find lacking in 

my life, and 1 try to correct for that lack by making works of art that give me the 

environment that 1 would rather be living in" (Bartow 15). 
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This concern with consciousness-raising clearly links Foreman's theatre to that of 

Brecht. Using theatre as a teaching tool, Brecht sought to make his audience aware of 

the disparity between human needs and existing conditions by causing spectators to 

reflect on the outside worid with its injustice. He believed that this goal could best be 

accomplished if his audience was fully aware of the fact that they were in a theater 

watching a play. For that reason, Brecht had no use for illusionary theatre which sought 

to convince spectators of the existence of synthetic worids inhabited by synthetic people. 

Like Brecht, Foreman rejects the idea that theatre should be illusionary. For that 

reason. Foreman has adapted many of the writing and staging techniques (including an 

epic or thematic plot structure, presentational acting, and projected captions which 

comment on the play's action) that were originally attributed to Brecht. In a style which 

is akin to that of Brecht, Foreman utilizes these techniques to intermpt the play's action 

and thereby retard empathetic responses, while intensifying the awareness of the 

spectators, regarding their perceptive experience as they watch the play. In other words, 

it is Foreman's goal that, in addition to being aware of what was happening on the stage, 

spectators would literally be watching themselves watch the play. 

There are however, significant differences between the two playwrights. While 

commenting on Foreman's 1975 play Pandering to the Masses: A Misrepresentation, 

Bonnie Marranca notes that Foreman is 

formalistically more radical than Brecht. Foreman breaks up his scenes 
into smaller and smaller units; Brecht divided his epic stmctures into 
unified scenic elements. Foreman is a minimalist concerned with 
instantaneous perception; Brecht's view was epic and historical, 
concerned not so much with momentary perception but with critical 
thinking which would lead to political activism outside the theater. (7) 

Even though this statement points out some significant differences between Brecht and 

Foreman, it should be noted that while Foreman is concerned with the rigorous 

perceptive experience of art, specifically theatre, any interpretation which denies his 

concern for a change in outlook on the part of the spectator is less than accurate. 
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The concern for social and political activism is at the core of another very 

significant difference between Brecht and Foreman. The difference between Brecht's 

approach to theatre and Foreman's is that Brecht was concerned with group political 

activism intended to alter society as a whole. Brecht considered theatre to be an 

instrument of vddespread social consciousness which was invariably linked to the 

continuing conflict between social and economic classes. He noted that '̂ Unless the 

actor is satisfied to be a parrot or a monkey he must master our period's knowledge of 

human social life by himself joining in the war of the classes Nobody can stand 

above the warring classes, for nobody can stand above the human race Thus for art 

to be 'unpolitical' means only to ally itself with the 'mling' group" (A Short Organum 

for the Theater 243). Although it is a mistake to say that Foreman's plays are 

nonpolitical {Egyptology and Miss Universal Happiness are very political). Foreman's 

primary concem lies with the perceptive experience of the individual spectator. Even 

though Foreman is concerned with the "human condition," his approach to dealing with 

this concem centers around the spectator as an individual, rather than a collective 

audience. As Foreman notes, "when I make theatre, I prefer to think I'm directing it 

toward the individual, sitting in isolation from everyone else in the audience" 

{Unbalancing Acts 73). 

Marranca makes other interesting observations regarding the differences between 

Brecht and Foreman. In discussing Pandering to the Masses: A Misrepresentation, she 

notes that "In Brecht's productions the actor 'commented' on or 'quoted' a past action; 

Pandering strives to create a continuous present even as it treats events of the past, that 

is. Foreman's thoughts while writing it [the play]" (7). Marranca further notes that while 

both playwrights have created "dialectical theaters of illustration" (7) there is a 

fundamental difference in the way that Foreman's plays address their audience. In 

Marranca's words "Foreman has gone further than Brecht by moving the dialogue from 

its fixed position in a play on stage to a dialogue (metaphorical) between the stage and 

audience. In this way, the dialectical aspect does not remain solely in the framework of 
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the play on stage but occurs direcfly in the relationship of the audience to the production 

in progress^' (7). 

The preceding pages have dealt with Foreman's concems, as a spectator, in the 

same way that the preceding chapters have discussed the properties of Foreman's plays 

as well as their underiying theoretical and philosophical principles. It is worth noting 

that during much of the preceding creative process. Foreman has functioned in a style 

which is similar to the essentially private methodology which might be employed by a 

poet or a studio artist such as a painter or sculptor. However, the nature of theatre 

dictates that at a certain point in the life-cycle of each play this private process will be 

made public by the addition of an important, if unpredictable, element. At a certain 

moment Foreman, or one of his employees, opens the doors to the seating area, which is 

a part of his theater, and a group of spectators assembles for the sole purpose of watching 

the new play. While Foreman's recent productions have been consistently well received, 

and from personal observation it would seem that sold-out performances have become 

the mle rather than the exception, this has not always been the case. Foreman notes that, 

"For the first six years we knew that more than half our audience would walk out before 

the end of the play, often within the first twenty minutes" {Unbalancing Acts 74). 

While the circumstances surrounding Foreman's theater, along with Foreman's 

artistic methods, have changed with the passage of time, his artistic goals have remained 

basically the same as they were in 1968. It is also important to remember that some 

circumstances and experiences are common to all theatre. The process of preparing a 

play for its opening performance is, at best, time consuming and labor intensive. The 

premier performance of a new play is a harrowing experience for playAvrights and 

directors, as well as designers and technicians, not to mention actors. It is at this point in 

the creative process that Foreman, having functioned as a playwright, designer, and 

director, completes the cycle, brought about by his initial dissatisfaction as a spectator, 

by assuming the role of a performer. 

The ultimate example of this role occurred in Foreman's 1987 play Film Is Evil: 

Radio Is Good. This play, which was produced by the Ontological-Hysteric Theatre 
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under the sponsorship of the New York University Tisch School of the Arts drama 

department, was performed on the Tisch Mainstage. Like the other plays which were 

produced between 1979 (when Foreman sold his loft theater at 491 Broadway) and 1992 

(when the Ontological-Hysteric Theatre moved into St. Mark's church St. Mark's Church 

at 131 East 10* Street), Film Is Evil: Radio Is Good was produced in an established 

theater which Foreman was able to "borrow." Writing for the New York Times, Mel 

Gussow made the following observation regarding this play. "Mr. Foreman has 

transformed the Tisch Mainstage into a cavernous radio studio of the imagination-the 

Foreman equivalent of a Louise Nevelson environment lined with Joseph Cornell boxes" 

(15). 

Mel Gussow notes that "Mr. Foreman has recaptured the playfulness and 

spontaneity of his chamber pieces of the 1970s" (15). However, unlike the earlier pieces 

in which Kate Manheim played the part of Rhoda, Foreman's archetypal heroine, in Film 

Is Evil: Radio Is Good, Manheim brings another character, "Estelle Merriweather" to the 

stage. What is also unusual about this play is that Foreman himself makes a filmed 

appearance. Approximately halfway through Film Is Evil: Radio Is Good a projection 

screen is brought onto the stage and a short film. Radio Rick In Heaven And Radio 

Richard In Hell, punctuates the play. This was not Foreman's first appearance in one of 

his own plays since at one time he made a brief appearance, performing opposite Kate 

Manheim, in Rhoda in Potatoland (Her Fall-Starts). 

What is significant about Foreman's appearance in Film Is Evil: Radio Is Good is 

the duration of the performance and medium by which it is presented. Rather than 

making a "cameo appearance" in order to comment on the action of the play, as was the 

case in Rhoda in Potatoland (Her Fall-Starts), Foreman's filmed presence is an integral 

part of Film Is Evil: Radio Is Good. While Foreman appears once again, opposite Kate 

Manheim, the stage directions note that Manheim "seems much less severe and more 

seductive and glamorous than she does in her role as Miss Estelle Merriweather in the 

stage play" {Unbalancing Acts 170). During Radio Rick In Heaven And Radio Richard 

In Hell, Manheim appears to have reverted to a character similar to that of Rhoda. 
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The film Radio Rick In Heaven And Radio Richard In Hell serves to intermpt the 

activity of the play Film Is Evil: Radio Is Good while simultaneously carrying on a 

dialogue with it. Foreman's stage directions note that "as the film begins, RICHARD is 

in a white, titied room, holding an earphone to his ear, as if he were broadcasting over 

the airwaves" {Unbalancing Acts 170). From that room. Foreman, or RICHARD as he is 

referred to in the stage directions, recites what appears to be a simple poem. 

Radio Rick is on the air. 
Radio Richard just don't care. 
Radio Richard counts to ten. 
While Radio Rick begins again. 

Rick palavers soft and sweet. 
While Radio Richard warms his feet. 
Radio Rick transmits a smile. 
While Radio Richard waits a while. 

Radio Rick is on the air. 
Radio Richard doesn't care. 
Radio Rick has perfect pitch. 
So Radio Richard pulls the switch. {Unbalancing Acts 170). 

This poetic interlude, which is recited twice during Radio Rick In Heaven And 

Radio Richard In Hell, accounts for about half of the fihn's length. It serves to intermpt 

the action of the play Film Is Evil: Radio Is Good while, at the same time, commenting 

on that action. The short film takes place in what appears to be a soundproof room, 

possibly a radio station. From that radio station. Foreman broadcasts the poetic interlude 

which describes events which actually take place during the course of the film. Foreman, 

who assumes the role of "an apparent spiritual teacher" {Unbalancing Acts 148) 

ultimately dissolves, literally vanishing before the camera. 

Like many aspects of Foreman's plays, the most significant features of this 

disappearing act are those which go beyond superficial appearances. As Foreman 

explained, "My disappearance acted to invisibilize the surface (me) to bring forth the 

delicate music of the inside (my art)" {Unbalancing Acts 149). In other words. Foreman 

filmed his own disappearance in order to demonstrate how, in order to gain access to a 

96 



more effective understanding of ones surroundings, it is necessary to experience more 

than that which is immediately visible. 

In consideration of Foreman's attitude toward film, as indicated by the title {Film 

Is Evil), the presence of this film might be seen as a contradiction. In fact this play goes 

to great lengths to elaborate on the evil of film. As one of the characters points out, 

"You see, film is the hypnosis of the population in general, making us all believe the 

concrete physical world, which is that which can be filmed, is therefore the real world" 

{Unbalancing Acts 170). It should, however, be noted that Foreman has set this film in 

what appears to be a radio station. In doing so, he uses a medium that he considers to be 

inherently subversive (film) to support a medium (radio) which he believes is inherently 

conducive to a broader range of perception and is therefore inherently creditable. 

Foreman's distrust of film is somewhat surprising considering his experience in 

New York as an emerging playwright. He notes that, "I was friendly . . . with Jonas 

Mekas, who was starting the underground film movement in New York. I was friendly 

with all the film-makers, but I felt terribly alienated from the theatre"(Durkman 20). It 

was Mekas who provided Foreman with his first performance space (Cinemateque) 

which he used at no charge for several years. Foreman's career seems to reflect a love-

hate relationship with cinema. As Foreman stated, "for a while I was interested in giving 

up the theater and making films instead. I even completed a feature. Strong Medicine in 

1979" {Unbalancing Acts 147). In fact as Mel Gussow pointed out, "Were Mr. Foreman 

not so pro-radio and anti-cinema, he might have a filmic future as an actor and an auteur" 

(15). Foreman's comments on film as it relates to other art forms, particularly theatre, 

will be examined later in this chapter. 

The film Radio Rick In Heaven And Radio Richard In Hell signals the addition of 

a filmed element (Foreman's image) to an aural element (his voice) and the visual 

elements (projected captions) which had been part of Foreman's plays for many years. 

As will be discussed later in this chapter, these elements are expressions of Foreman's 

personal involvement in his artistic process. An examination of Foreman's first 

Ontological-Hysteric plays including Sophia = (Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs shows that 
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Foreman's recorded commentary was an important part of those plays. As was 

mentioned in Chapter I, Sophia = (Wisdom) Part 3: The Cliffs contained a senes of 

beginnings. These beginnings were punctuated by Foreman's recorded voice which 

simply said "Not yef (113). 

The addition of recorded aural and visual elements to a stage play is not, by itself 

unusual. Many directors, working in conjunction with light and sound designers, have 

included various multimedia elements in a variety of plays. What is unique is that the 

recorded aural elements, as well as the projected captions, and the occasional filmed 

elements are all included at Foreman's personal direction. These elements represent the 

culmination of Foreman's work, as a playwright which grew out of his dissatisfaction as 

a spectator, and continued through his work as a designer, and director. Rather than 

involving a series of individual artists who may be separated by miles, and in some cases 

by centuries. Foreman's work is essentially his own. Because of this direct personal 

involvement. Foreman has inserted his presence as an invisible, and sometimes visible, 

performer. 

Foreman's comments on his childhood years illustrate how his interest and his 

involvement in theatre as a director/producer and as a spectator/performer began. 

Being a very shy kid, being taken to the theatre by my parents, and being 
so attracted to the world of make-believe that I wanted to copy it and be in 
it, which I did start doing at about 8 or 9 years of age making and starring 
in my own copies of Gilbert and Sullivan, discovering, through making it, 
a world in which I could both "dream" (escape) and at the same time 
function with an authority. {How I Write 8) 

While Foreman's theatrical passions no longer include escapism, but focus on a 

heightened state of awareness, one thing has remained constant. Foreman is very much 

at the center of his creative mechanism. His remarks, regarding the idea of empathetic 

relationships between spectators and performers, indicate that this condition is the result 

of a deliberate series of strategies. Foreman made the following comment, "Obviously, I 

want the audience to feel something for the actor, but I do not want them to relate to the 

play through identification with the actor. I want the spectators to be watching my 
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decisions" {Unbalancing Acts 44). Foreman's central role within the Ontological-

Hystenc Theatre is also apparent upon examining his current performance space 

described in Chapter III. On the stage right side of the second role of seats, one chair is 

perpetually reserved. From that chair. Foreman operates the equipment which is used to 

incorporate the prerecorded sound track which is a part of every play. Because the actors 

take many of their cues from this sound track. Foreman is able, by manipulating this 

equipment, to control the play's pace. Consequentiy his influence is similar to that of a 

musical conductor. 

The development of this technique began in 1968 during the rehearsal process for 

Foreman's first Ontological-Hysteric play, Angelface. For that play. Foreman decided to 

engage the services of "non-actors," performers with little or no previous stage 

experience. This decision was motivated by the desire (as discussed in Chapter IV) to 

see "people" rather than "actors" on stage. In order to facilitate the rehearsal process, by 

eliminating the necessity of line memorization. Foreman opted to record the dialogue in 

advance, for playback during the performances. As was the case with many of his early 

plays. Foreman broke up the text into fragmented units which were separated by 

exaggerated pauses. Speech cues, as well as movement cues, which affected the pace at 

which the play progressed, were completely controlled by the operation of the tape 

recorder. Because he personally operated this tape recorder during each performance. 

Foreman assumed a "conductor-like" role. In Foreman's words, "I controlled the length 

of the pauses. I would stop the tape recorder in the pre-set pause position and hold it for 

as long as I thought was interesting" (Davy 142). 

WTiile the presence of prerecorded speech served as a cueing mechanism for the 

performers, it also served to intermpt, and actually subvert, their spoken dialogue. As 

Foreman explained. 

The actors recorded, monotonously and at a fairly quick speed, all of the 
lines. They read through the play with the pauses. In performance the 
tape was played and the actor, as soon as he heard one of his lines coming 
over the tape, would start to repeat that line as soon as it began. But 
where the recorded line was at normal speed, he [the actor] would, in 
repeating it, delay after each word so that he never got to finish a line. If 
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on the tape, he started another line in the same unit, he could either 
continue his original line or pick up the new line. Another mle was that 
when they got to a pause, wherever they were on stage, when the tape 
stopped, all the actors stopped. (Davy 141) 

Because the spoken dialogue and the recorded speech were continuously out of sync, the 

resulting cadence assumed a point-counterpoint form. With one exception. Foreman's 

second Ontological-Hysteric play Ida-Eyed, all of Foreman's early play's made use of 

this combination of live and recorded dialogue. 

As Foreman's writing and staging methodologies developed, various strategies 

regarding the use of taped dialogue and live speech were employed. In some instances 

actors would merely repeat one or two of the words which they heard on the tape, while 

in PAINfT) and Vertical Mobility (staged in repertory in 1974), performers recited each 

line in its entirety in conjunction with a great deal of recorded speech and other sounds. 

Commenting on one of Foreman's early plays, Michael Kirby notes that "Because the 

volume can be electronically regulated when the tape is played, the performers do not 

need to be concerned with projecting their voices; soft speech may be amplified'" (10). 

Since a great deal of what the audience heard was prerecorded, there was a lack of 

connection between the actor and the spoken language. This disconnection resulted in 

the separation of the play's language from the play's action which has had a significant 

long-term impact on Foreman's work. 

This separation of language and action has remained a significant part of 

Foreman's work because, even though the dialogue of Foreman's more recent plays is 

not prerecorded, the point-counterpoint cadence which characterized his early plays is 

still present ,although the method in which that cadence is produced has changed. 

Beginning in 1981, with the production of Penguin Touqet, Foreman initiated the 

development of a technique which involves the use, by all speaking actors, of personal 

microphones. As Foreman explained in a recent interview, published in 1998, "I only do 

plays that are miked. Even in classical plays that I do for regular producers, I do not like 

the sound of the actor projecting . . . I prefer what the actor's voice sounds like when he's 

just talking" (Durkman 22). Because all speaking actors wore personal microphones 
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dunng performances of Paradise HoteL the issue of vocal "projection" was effective!) 

eliminated. Consequenth, actors could, and often did, deliver their lines while facing 

directly upstage which, in turn, often made it difficult to detemiine exactly who was 

speaking. As a result, the dialogue was separated from the action on stage, in a manner 

similar to Foreman's earlier plays. 

As Foreman began to utilize recordings of the actor* s voices, he also began 

inserting recordings of his own voice into each play. Beginning in 1971, with the 

production of HOTEL CHINA, Foreman began to deliver lines which, in the texts, were 

referred to as "Voice" or "Legend." By the time that Foreman produced Particle Theory. 

in 1973, the use of his recorded voice had become an integral part of his plays. Through 

this practice. Foreman began to function, in the role of the "legend," as a commentator 

addressing the audience. The use of his recorded voice, together with the fact that 

Foreman controlled the action of the tape recorder from a position within the seating 

area, in effect integrated Foreman into the audience as a very prominent spectator. In 

Foreman's words, "Its like sitting there next to somebody and saying. Look don't you 

see this?' and 'Are you overlooking that?"" (Davy 143). 

An example of this commentary can be found in the pla\ Sophia = (i^'isdom) Part 

3: The Cliffs:. As the play comes to a close. Foreman's voice informs the audience, "The 

play is over. Go home. Go home. Go home. The play is over. Ladies and gentlemen, 

the play is over. Go home. Think about it if you like, but go home. Better still, go 

home. Go home. Go home" (133). This commentary process has continued in more 

current productions, such as Paradise Hotel, in which Foreman announces the presence 

of two other plays, both of which threaten to preempt the original pla\ In addition to 

commenting, as a spectator, on the play's action, the use of his recorded voice also 

caused Foreman to function, through the practice of addressing actors onstage, as a 

character within a given play. An example of this type of dialogue occurred in the, 

previously mentioned, play Pandering to the Masses: A Misrepresentation. At one point 

in the plays action. Foreman's voice addresses one of the actors saying, "Try looking 
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through the v^ong end of the telescope. Ever>ihing looks sharper doesn't it" {The 

Theatre of Images 16). 

In order to understand how Foreman's work relates to other art forms, including 

cinema, it is important to realize that, even though his work has long been known for its 

strong visual presence, this emphasis is not necessarily Foreman's first pnority. In 

Foreman's words, Tve always found that visual elements come more easily to me than 

other aspects of my art. I fight the lure of that ease, but it's very hard" (Unbalancing 

Acts 147). Commenting on the over-saturation of visual images. Foreman notes that 

"The assault of images is so great, the bombardment so continuous, we're unable to 

weave them successfully into the warp and woof of daily experience" {Unbalancing Acts 

147). 

Foreman's reaction to this state of visual overload is best understood in light of 

his underlying philosophical position regarding art and its perception. As was mentioned 

earlier in this chapter, it is Foreman's belief that art should address man's spiritual 

condition by attempting to connect with the human consciousness on a deeper level than 

that at which immediate sensory perception occurs. This position is in fundamental 

opposition to the idea that visual stimulation is the primary mechanism of the mind. In 

Foreman's words. 

There are people who would take the philosophical position that the tmth 
of being is to be found on surfaces and their extensions, but I disagree. I 
believe the tmth is hidden. It is encoded in material in a way that 
obscures it from both our perceptual mechanisms and our formal mental 
categories. But visual ways of translating the world give you the illusion 
that the tmth is scannable, controllable, and categorizable. {Unbalancing 
Acts 148) 

This philosophical predisposition is a readily observable component of Foreman's 

attitude toward cinema. In light of Foreman's belief in multiple planes of existence 

together with a variety of possible modes of consciousness, it is not surprising that he 

would be opposed to any type of perceptive medium which perpetuates the idea that all 

of these levels of existence function in the same manner. It is Foreman's contention, 

however, that such an idea is perpetuated by film. In Foreman's words, "Film says to us: 
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all worlds are made up of the same matter, obey the same laws, are perceived in the same 

way." He further notes that "There is something about film that kills the imagination, 

especially the evolutionary aspect of the imagination" {Unbalancing Acts 151). 

Foreman contends that other forms of art are less "evil," because the illusions 

which they perpetuate are much less convincing. Rather than presenting an irrefutable 

image which is offered for, and is often difficult to deny as, reality, as is often the case 

with film, certain art forms such as painting, by their very nature incorporate a degree of 

ambiguity into their mise-en-scene. Foreman quotes Picasso's words; "art is a lie that 

tells the tmth" {Unbalancing Acts 152). One way in which the artist's lie tells the tmth is 

by omission. Instead of making explicit statements, in which all of the necessary 

interpretive information is delivered to the spectator in a predigested manner, allowing 

him/her to arrive at the "proper" conclusion, art forms such as painting withhold strategic 

pieces of information. Like an incomplete jigsaw puzzle, such art allows the spectator to 

choose from an infinite assortment of possible interpretations without demanding that 

any of these interpretations be accepted as the "ultimate meaning." In Foreman's words, 

"A good painting is a reference to a system of perceiving reality, rather than a stand-in 

for reality in itself {Unbalancing Acts 152). 

Foreman contends that the visual presence of film is so overpowering that it 

subverts the ability to differentiate between possible altemative states of being. Foreman 

notes that even the more sophisticated films of artists such as Ingmar Bergman are 

problematic because, in Foreman's words, they "imply that the launching pad of the 

imagination must be within our real, material world. 1 maintain that from this launching 

pad you can only go to certain places; many altemative possibilities can't be reached 

from this launching pad" {Unbalancing Acts 151). In the same way that there is more to 

the Internet than the World Wide Web, there is more to the human consciousness than 

that which can be seen, heard, or filmed. 

In a manner which is similar to painting, the poetic theatre in which Foreman 

specializes allows, or more accurately, expects spectators to deal with the ambiguities of 

its visual and aural presence. The idea that spectators, in an effort to achieve a single 
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unified response, should be handed a palatable "safe" assortment of visual cues designed 

to maneuver them through a predetermined series of emotional manipulations, arriving at 

a specific predetermined conclusion is, and has always been, the core of the artistic 

experience to which Foreman's work has been fundamentally opposed. An essential 

component of Foreman's plays is the concept that, even though all of the members of the 

audience view the same play from the same basic physical vantage point, as discussed in 

Chapter III, each spectator views that play in accordance with the perceptive filters which 

are the product of his or her experiences, expectations, and obsessions. The collision 

between the artistic, painteriy, ambiguity of Foreman's mise-en scene and the unique 

personal baggage that each spectator brings to the play is the root of the perceptive 

experience that Foreman has devoted his life to generating. 

Even though both film and theatre offer spectators a perceptive experience in 

which they are exposed to a series of dramatized events, it is important to remember one 

central difference. Film takes spectators on a roller-coaster ride in which their 

destination and the path by which they arrive at that destination are predetermined. On 

the other hand, individuals who choose to participate as spectators in Foreman's plays are 

exposed to what can be more accurately compared to a scavenger hunt. While all of the 

spectators at any given performance begin this process at the same time the fact that the> 

are encouraged, or more accurately expected to reach their own conclusions, at a point in 

time after the performance has ended, dictates that they will complete the process within 

a time frame which is tmly their own. Because each spectator is looking with a unique 

set of expectations, which is the result of an equally unique set of experiences, there will 

be as many interpretations as there are spectators. 

Foreman contends that personalities, situations, and events which have been 

filtered through the medium of film are given the illusion of being immediate, 

unquestionable, reality. Since Foreman believes that we live in a world in which 

"reality" is not necessarily immediately available to sense perception, and is certainly 

open to being questioned, it is easy to understand his suspicion of film. In Foreman's 

words "Perhaps the most important evil that Film Is Evil referred to was the fact that no 
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matter how exotic the adventure portrayed on the screen, the fact that it's filmed 

convinces the spectator's unconscious [mind] that it takes place in the real worid'" 

( Unbalancing Acts 150). 

Even though Foreman's work is based upon a vast philosophical and theoretical 

support system, it is important to remember that this support system is not the work 

itself Commenting on the processes, which produced. Film Is Evil: Radio Is Good 

Foreman made a very important observation. "These purely conceptual issues, I should 

add, were never considered during the writing and rehearsals of Film Is EviF 

{Unbalancing Acts 153). On this point. Foreman makes an important observation, 

regarding this play's evolution, which is equally applicable to every play which he has 

ever made. "I started with a text and a space, and I tried to make something that pleased 

me" {Unbalancing Acts 153). In this statement that Foreman summarizes the purpose, as 

well as the goal, of his creative methodology. He further notes that, "I don't make art in 

order to theorize . . . only when 1 see the finished product do I realize what it is I'm 

saying in a particular play {Unbalancing Acts 154). 

The previous statement reveals one of the most basic ideas behind Foreman's 

entire creative mechanism. As an artist involved in the theatre. Foreman writes and 

stages plays which fulfill his personal expectations. The motivating force behind such a 

process is the desire to compensate for what Foreman perceives as a state of artistic 

deprivation. As this chapter pointed out, even though this state of deprivation is 

experienced by Foreman at a personal level, the fact that the theatre is an essentially 

public art form dictates that Foreman's use of art as a type of therapy is, at the very least 

by extension, a very public process. 

As this chapter has also pointed out, the process of realizing his personal artistic 

agenda has caused Foreman to assume the roll, of a principal spectator in his own plays. 

Assuming this roll culminates a process which was set in motion by Foreman's initial 

dissatisfaction as a spectator. At the same time Foreman, as the result of his personal 

involvement in many of the components of his plays, (including the operation of the 

sound equipment which regulates the pace at which his plays are performed) and as the 
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result of the presence of his recorded voice, as well as his occasional appearances (live 

and recorded) has also assumed the roll of a performer in his own plays. 

Foreman has successfully challenged the most essential elements not only of 

making, but also of experiencing theatre. Foreman's plays are built around the idea that 

an artistic event should involve a rigorous perceptive experience. For that reason, a great 

deal of the creative energy which goes into these plays serves to remind spectators of 

their participatory role as observers. Rather than passively guiding a group of spectators 

to a unanimous conclusion. Foreman's plays offer the individual spectator a broad 

spectmm of possible interpretations without requiring that any of them be accepted as the 

"ultimate meaning." The variety of possible interpretations, together with a carefulK 

developed sense of detachment, leaves that spectator oscillating between possible 

explanations. 

That oscillation begins with Foreman's writing and continues throughout the rest 

of the staging process. During that writing. Foreman continuously oscillates between the 

passive mode of perceptive accumulation, which involves gathering of ideas and 

information, and the active processing of this residual accumulation resulting in a staged 

play. The process owes a great deal to the literary concepts which were found in the 

writing of Gertmde Stein. By focusing on the oscillation between passive and active 

modes of consciousness, the plays of Richard Foreman and The Ontological-Hysteric 

Theatre are an extension of a writing process, which has an artistic precedent in the 

plays of Gertmde Stein. 
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