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Four playwrights

anticipate the
seismic shifts of the
new century

baut 100 years ago n Treland something transpired o seneny
el needed. William

ish theatre—something it desper
Butler Years, an artst e largely know s poes,co-founded,

Lidy Gregory, a major national enterprise: the Abbey
‘committed to new Irsh voices, Yeats invoked che
o heasked: “Whr
vred sabilicy of things.

pressing need fo sucha theatre here
lef forus thathave see the ey dis
changed from enthos
artofthe theatre, hich shll b
whimsical, beautifu, resonant, and aliog
he 215t cencury the American theatre must embrace those

10 weariness but 1o rediscover an

oyful, fntastic,extrasagant,
ther reckes?” In

mpulses in order to grow—which is one of the aims Arena

Stage
0 contemporary Ame
atthe new Mead
Aren Stage artisic
with the theatre program at Georgetown University in Wash-
ington, D.C., convened a panel discussion in December 0
talkabout 21se
1 value of the Cradle, which will be dedicared
exclusively to premieres by American playwrights. Nilo Cro
David Henry Hwang, Charles Randolph-Weight and Karen
Zacasias ll ook part i che conversation. —Bly

ascommitted o in ereating anew theatre space devored
fean dramas the 200-seat Cradle Stage

nter o the American Theater,
Mally Smith and I, alorig

and o consider

MARK BLY: What do you consider to be the greatest
challenge facing you as  playwright i the 21st century?
CHARLES RANDOLPH-WRIGHT: The greatest challenge is
staying tructoyour volce—whatever yoice thats. Wellive ina
world thatties o homogenize what you do, who youare and
what o believe in.Ltry to maintyin chatvoice when everyone

Clockwise rom to et

around me tries to make e have a different voice—a voice

that’s comfortable that fits into wharever boin which they

me. T believe tht s thesingle most important

who aresillbleto o as they hittheir seventies and eight
s, Arthur Millerwroe  new play [Fiishing tb Picture] that
Jy close tothe ime of his passing

premiered in Chicago re
Thar's smazing, and T think this s relred to the potion of
whit Charles issaying sbout holdi

sre pressures from the qutside in terms of homogenization
s s termns of doing commereialwork. Many ofus o com
5y
Bt there’ also whit it means to continue o feed your own
artistic spiitso that as you get older you can hopefully use

nto your voice. There

that disin

mercl work s, o you havi o,

ht leaven the life

what you've gained in years, and hav
anl che spontaneity of your ar, ather han lecting it fll.
would say that's what 1 find the challengein the second half

ofmy life

NILO CRUZ: T try not o think too much about challenges or

respensibilites  just try to surrender 10 my process, to my
work. | ind thatwith ach play that L wit,the grestchallenge
st try o discover the ralesofehe new play and o
the specific world that my eharacters inhabit. That' plenty

e that | spend writing

oshink sbout Itis norjus
play,buits the time thar T spend dreaming the world of the

play. 1 sped an enormous amount of e dreaming about
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fitional workd s an extremely diffcul thing

0o n the modeen world, You shmost
toisalate yourself from quotidian Jife.

KAREN ZACARIAS: The greatest challenge
faing e s the idea of ot onlystaying true
o your voiee, butreslzing when your vice

stars 10 change as you grow okler and new

experiences emerge. Tread 1 play tht Twrote
10yearsagoand Ithink, Whos that?” Oth-
ersread this lay owand sometimes someone
willay,“Oh, ehisis ot what T expected from
i really happy that you did

s unpredictability

you, and yet
0 Ithinkallowing for
and also slowing forthe fact that e are not

ust one seory, thatthere is not ust one voice
within s, i eritical. Wriring a play i like
ehild. Fach play s really different
and chey may have different motivations

and different aspieations, So, or me, there
s the challenge as a writer of not whipping
your hildren and, by avoiding that allowing.
them to grow.

HWANG: T am o

i inspired by Yets's
word reckless” “Reckless” s the antithesis

0%l
Now, we're al

g it safe,” to “professionalism.”

wehave o beprofessional o some exent, but
some of the greates
reckles. 165 50 easy now in the American

hings in art have been

ve bt mentality, even in the
segionaltheatres. That Broadvay/commercial
‘mentality has fitered down. S
acrescherry-picking plays from playwrights
that they believe may be successful. For a
playright to grow, he or she needs t have.
plays produced that don's workas well. Ldid
apl
oy frst big e But because o thar, I as
able to feel comfortable writng for 2 wide
variery ofcharacters. The play that e right
afterthacsias M. Busterfy
works o grow, o intetact with one asother.
Iesan ecology ofthe writer's ife, We need a
commitment to the whole Tf, o the whole
body ofwork of a writer

‘What happened inthe early par ofthe
20 century was thi here xisted sn impulse
toward writing plays to make the sudience
forget that they were in the theatre. When
elevision nd i came along,snd now with
the prolieration of virtusl media, ofvirtusl
reality; it hasinereased the preim
the onlyart form that hs setual real reality
and e people. think that what ot ofthese
o forivisire i

you havethe.

my firstone wihout Asians, and it was

youneed these

alue on

‘'we are constantly reminding the audience that.
theyare i the thatre-
theatricalis or whatever, I think that' al
tothe good

whether you allthat

because that'swhat we do better

than any of these virtual realtis.

ZACARIAS: Ik o just the pussuit o ereacing.
astory anymore, I6sthe pursuitofa marment
of community and also a momen of com

munion, and bow a play realy works in chat
context. You can get story from anywhere.

What we can' gee anywhere els i that

momentofsceing, of having lfe
action, of our augheraffecing an 2
stage It the guspina room where cverybody

hears it—that

ctingan

curicity that happens that

¢ at the computer,
that cannot happen when you'e watching

can't hapen when you'

TV, There'sa uniqueness o the thesre that
1 thind i stating to nourish people’s need
ot o fee o isolaced amymore, ven thovgh
we're more conneted than ever.

RANDOLPH-WRIGHT: We are more conecred
now, i wy that has actually made usdis-

connected, With plyy
you see is what i #, as opposed to it being

iting i€ pure, What

manipulated or edited or reconfigured in
studio or computer. s the st form that b
2 kind of puriy

(CRUZ: Tfind that the formulas thatsré use
in Hollywood for developing 1 screenpla
are being applied nowsdays to playwritng
the endless rewrites, the numerous drafs
Phapairights getan enormous smount of ot
from collaborators in the thestre, even wher
we're still figuring out the play that we're
working 0. 1 think this is dangeraus and
detrimental o the writing

process. As writ

enswe're not just dealing with the consciou
mind. Most of the pracess is subconseious
Tdeas take theit own time ta mature, and we
have 10 find organie ways of Aeshing chem
ot Plays are difficul to writ beesuse they
opetate i time. They dosrt live on 2 whit
Page. They come to ffe on
sional space, and we dan't have the same

thrce-dimen

editorial process that film has. Hollywaod
s iterested in a product. Theatre is abows
process—itis alive, and sometimes it takes
firse production to perlect  play, sometimes
second, sometimes third, The audience s
very important lement to dd o the crestive
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process, o see how a play is operating, how
a play is working, Sometimes with the firsc
prodsction, I'm ot inished with the play: T
wsually go back and do an enormous amounc
of rewrites, When s film has beenshor, that’s
the end of it Perhaps thars why there’s sa
imuch preparation beforehand. The problem
is that most Hollywood sereanplays end up
having similar structues, and thar’s hecause
the sameset ofsereenwriting ruls are appled
tomost films being made,

How should we tmain future playwrights?
ZACARIAS:  spent this morning ot 3 public
school in D.C. with fourch, 6eh and sixth
graders and with David Snider from Young
Playserights Thester. Atfirsethe kids did nox
want o write. They objected: “Thisis drama.
class. We were going 1 do improvs, s sup-
posed 1 be fun.” We sar down and talked
ahont why we write. We talked about the
ide of conflic and what’s inceresting sbout
conflee. Lsaid, “Conflctis x moment where
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youhave to make a choice. And what's inter-
estingaboutchoices?" Suddenty hislightbul
went on in their heads. They realized that
they were all sculpting a world of their ovn.
Tt was really interesting to see how much
the kids learned by just focusing on wha i
drama?—the making of choices that generate
conflict, This s civilization happening right
beforemy ees. These students reaffrmed the
magic of theate, and the power of playing
Fbelieve that is what makes a paywright at
any age geta spack

CRUZ: Iesimportant t look t the ndividual
student and to see what the studentis trying
0 accomplish through the writing, and to
try to deselop that individual voiee, 1 don't
think there’s e right way to weite a pay.
Plays ean be linear, circular. They can be
short and precise like aiku poems. They
can b silent too, withfust images. There are
Sormany ways to approsch a play. As teach
erswe need to become more ike mentors or
fciltators.

RANDOLPH-WRIGHT: 1 think the thing for mé
is setuslly just showing up. Lwork ot with
different schools. Most of these kids have
never sen angone who looks like thee who
isa playwright, who s a director isa person
behind the seencs. They're used to sceing
people perform in frontof the eamers o on
stage.Iesimportant that we get toscel the
ifferent faces,the differenscolors,the diffe-
entvoices and choices, all of these lements,
That's what' important—that we show up.
What we give them is possibility. You walk
inand they see you and they think, “Waita
minute, T ean do this. T ean be chis”

“Diversity” isa word invoked with great
frequeney in our community. What does
diversity mean (0 you s a playwrightt
~RANDOLPH-WRIGHT: There are many aspects
tohisissue of diversity: People who know e
KnowIspend ot ofime n Bzl and love
that country: Everyone.

fise, Then they'e Japanese- Brsailan, Il
Bilian, Afto-Brazlian. What's happened
tousand what has happencd t cheatre s that
e have become sa compartmentalized chat
we have Latino theacre, Asian cheatre, black
theatr, women'stheatre, gy theatre, et You
ask, “Whatean | gosee> Can I go to the gay
Native American play fl am nota gay Native
American?™ You get compartmentalized in
thiswhole artof rying fo sk about diversiy
Tcel chit s i i

Brazili Brssilian

et B AR




[image: image4.jpg]wehave thatis dissimilar. L can go sea ply
abouta Jewish family and see my family. Bu
hat we've come ta now is th
has o fitina caegory: That's because of ilm
and television and the way people are now
producing on Broadway. What Love about
the regional theatre i that you are stll able
totellallthese different stories

it everything

HWANG: 1 agree that we have Lot of diver-
sity in the playwriting community—but we
can always have more. Sometimes we write
eharacters of ou owi race and sometimes v
don't. But I feel we can stand to have more
diversiy n terms of theatre administration.
That has an impact on the plays that are
chosen, on che way that people look at the
plays, on the perception of how the plays
an b maketed, whit it means 0 go ot to
new audiences. We can stand to have more
diversityin both theatre administration and
thearre eriticism,

ZACARIAS: L have s play thats setin Mexico. T
was bora there. Ore dircetorof s cheatresaid
0w, “Ljuselove the pieee, it serueture. IS
beauriful, bue  das'tknow ifwe bave enough
ofa Latino population to come seethe ply.”
I teased the logie of this out and thonght,
“So when you put o a Chekhov play, you
st want Russians to come and sce ¢

the other hand, [ve written another play.
that'sa comedy ahout book clubs. I about
something that happened to me. Another
discctor said, “Ljustlove chis pay: But you're
4 Lacina writer and we were hoping you'd
write something about immigration " | get
caughtin those two places. My grandmother
was born in Uruguay, she married 3 man
from Lebanon, cheir son moved to Mexico
and married s Mexican woman, and then my
facher left Mexioo and married  woman from
Denmark. Then they moved here and Lam
an American playwright. Yes, that Latino
voice inside of meis live and well and Tlove
. but what happencd to e at my book el
kept meupat night! That's what I wanted to
write shout!

What non-theatrical sources are
influencing your thinking and your

RANDOLPH-WRIGHT: I've heen hinking ot
about how the world has changed because
of the Tnternet. We have access that never
existed before. We have 1 more global view.
AIl of this is fantastic, but it does alter o
hewrigtis sicy. Howdb you tel whs

ssic form? For me,  have found
 comprosmise of sorts, Some of my writing, 1
fecl, istraditional, and some of it fecls com-
pletely ont of the box, 1€ seually exciving
10 have this kind of ollision inside as you
actempt 0 tell astory. When it escapes and
makes s way to the page, you find aur what
it Tnever want o lose chat surprise.

HWANG: As zlways, T continue to be very
infiuenced by poltical and socialevents. My
nevw play, Fellow Fac, reflects such relscively
recens events as the growdh of Internet and
celebrity culture, the blurring of fact and
fietional narrative i reality television, and
America’s fear of Ching’s growing power
and influence. T

ecentyears | have become
more focused on events i the world, racher
than just here in the ULS. As a young man,
I promoted multiculturalism, Today,
however, T believe multiculturalism is 1o
Tonger suffiient 1o addess the ch

T feel we most see the

world s internationalists—recognizing the
decreasing relevance of national borders
and the accelerating deterioration of the
nation-state

| “Annic Evans' Forgetting Frankic, shows an ear keenly attuned to

ZacARias: T read  quote from my fellow
Mexican, [f
which has really stuck with me, He says

direetor] Alfonso Cusrdn,

“For me, the movie eally startsthe minute
people fue che theatre.” That has really
resonated with me on 3 visceral level, He
articulated ay goal: want o write playstha
sick e people’ skin—scenes ehat live i
a person's mind days sfer they have seeni.
Whether or ot an audience liked it, they

take it with them and talk showt i, try o

find out hore-—or remenber an image o
while they e alone doing lsundry,siteing

i traffc o living their daiy life.

CRUZ Life will ahways bea souree of nspira-
tion, Of course,  can' deny the destruction
allaronnd us, I will be the

- between the
lines 15 presence, but perhaps teansformed
Into anosher source, another color. We have
the capacity o change life as it is. Thats
why Lvrite

@

Mark Bly is the senior dramaturg at
Arena Stage.

the terse defensive style in which young urban professionals stake
each other out in the mating game,” - Stephen Holden, Ny York Tnes |
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