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ðAlison Carey 

 

ñThink big.ò That was the instruction right from the get-go at the Arena Stage 

American Voices New Play Instituteôs ñFrom Scarcity to Abundanceò conference, 

held in Washington, D.C. in January, 2011. Funded by the Doris Duke Charitable 

Foundation and the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, this gathering brought together 

120 artists and other practitioners in the #newplay sector , with hundreds of others 

watching and contributing in cyberspace. ñMassive Thoughts from Four Big 

Thinkersò was the moniker of an early session, but it could equally have served as a 

motto for the whole event.   

 

There was largeness all around. In overall ambition: to chart out the infrastructure 

for the support of new work, and ask whether or not that infrastructure is serving the 

continuum of creative expression in the sector. Of representation: to engage with a 

broad cross section of artists, producers, and presenters whose backgrounds cover 

a wide and diverse swath of activity in the sector. Of reach: to expand participation 

far beyond the physical boundaries of the room that housed the event through 

online media.  

 

And of scope. Though the three-day agenda focused on a series of specific topicsð

optimal ways to partner, the relationship between the presenter and the producer, 

the question of how devised work differs from or is similar to single-author, text-

based plays, and so onðparticipants never shied away from engaging in big 

thinking. To cite just one recurring theme, they interrogated the role of theater 

within community while posing fundamental questions such as which American 

voices are heard in the sector, whose stories are told, and how resources might 

better be animated to bring those stories to audiences.

The attendees included individual artists and ensemble-members; producers and 

presenters; delegates from small theaters and large ones; leaders of festivals and 

laboratory organizations; and observers of the sector, including myself. The whole 

event was webcast via live video streamed over the Internet, and a staff of writers 

covered the proceedings on Twitter and through blogging. Dozens of online 

participants attended watch parties in Chicago, Minneapolis, San Francisco, New 

York, and other cities. 

 

Some of the sessions were dedicated to presenting work developed through New 

Play Institute programs and inviting participants to learn about New Play Institute 

                                                 
* The # sign, or ñhash tag,ò refers to Twitter. Its use by Arena invokes a series of national conversations occurring 

around the #newplay tag on the micro-blogging platform, as well as elsewhere throughout cyberspace.  

http://www.arenastage.org/
http://www.arenastage.org/new-play-institute/
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programs such as the online journal and the New Play Map. If this 

contributed to a celebration of Arena as what Artistic Director Molly Smith called ña 

center for the production, presentation, development, and study of American 

theater,ò all the better. There was nothing hidden about this agenda. Among the 

artists in the room were several playwrights in residence at the Arena, as well as the 

creators of various projects that had received grants from the National Endowment 

of the Arts (NEA) New Play Development Program (NPDP) when it was hosted by 

Arena. 

 

A lively pre-conference session with NEA Chairman Rocco Landesman kicked off a 

maelstrom of comment in the press and the blogosphere. Despite the sound and 

fury of the resulting tempest, Landesmanôs comments were what one attendee 

called a ñsidebarò to the main business at hand. Though his controversial remarks 

informed much of the subsequent discussion, few participants explicitly addressed 

them.   

 

For the rest of the event, Arena Associate Artistic Director David Dower was our MC, 

our guide, our narrator. From the very beginning, he articulated a commitment to 

identifying and naming ñbright spots,ò on the theory that the most effective first step 

in creating real change is to identify and encourage positive practices, innovative 

partnership, and success stories.  So, rather than ñdragging around too many old 

stories about the things that are wrong,ò Dower urged the group to keep the focus 

on things that are working well in the field. These included specific programs and 

initiatives, institutions, and even individuals.   

 

To me, the value of this approach was that it embraced the diversity of aesthetics 

and practices within the sector, acknowledging conventional dichotomies while also 

resisting the divisiveness to which they sometimes lead. Itôs tempting to dwell on 

oppositions. Conflict is, after all, the essence of drama; friction creates heat. But 

while a certain amount of ñeither/orò thinking was inevitable, participants generally 

tried to avoid getting tripped up by enforced dualities. Instead, over and over again, 

they took what Celise Kalke called a ñboth/andò perspective. So, for example, when 

a speaker made a sharp distinction between two types of practice, Melanie Joseph 

said there was room for both. ñIôm getting nervous about óinstead of,ôò she warned.  

 

That is not to say that Arena gave short shrift to artists and other theater makers 

whose work finds its fullest expression towards the edges of the either/or spectrum. 

Rather, the conference was pitched to turn differences of opinion and approach into 

opportunities for creativity, rather than smoothing them down or getting bogged 

down in working through conflicting opinions.  Hereôs an example: During a break-

out session Shishir Kurup mentioned that the built-in tension inherent in a theatrical 

ensembleðsuch as his own company, Cornerstone Theater Companyðcan itself be 

a welcome source of creative energy. Similarly, Meiyin Wang lauded the emergence 

                                                 
* Dower credited this principle to the teachings of Chip and Dan Heath in Switch: How to Change Things When 

Change Is Hard (Crown Business, 2010). 

http://www.howlround.com/
http://newplaymap.org/
http://www.cornerstonetheater.org/
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of new play festivals because they ñcreate a space for risk, for collisions of different 

styles, for the artists to come up against each other.ò  

 

ñBoth/andò is not a panacea. There are pitfalls as well as bright spots, and the 

conference plumbed those too, on the theory that exploring hazards together might 

help solve at least some of them. Still, both/and struck me as a useful way to think 

about the wonderfully messy panoply of activity in the new play sector. In fact, a 

common refrain among participants was that anything that counters sameness of 

process or product is healthy for the new play ecosystem.  

 

The bulk of the conference unfolded in the Molly Smith Study, a glass-walled space 

in Arenaôs spectacular new Mead Center for American Theater. This unusual 

chamber is nestled against the exterior wall of the Fichandler Stage, transforming 

what was once an outdoor plaza into a warm, inviting meeting room. As defined by 

an aptly-termed glass ñcurtain wall,ò the space is simultaneously within the theater 

and also outside it. Visually open to the surrounding streets, the Studyôs architecture 

makes literal the concept of ñradical transparency,ò which has been a guiding 
principle of the New Play Instituteôs work. I found it nearly impossible  to think, or 

at least look, outside the proverbial box. The space encourages reflection, in both 

senses of the word: itôs a perfect venue for introspection and thought, and from the 

outside, its angled glass walls also function as a giant mirror for the surrounding 

neighborhoodðan intriguing metaphor for the theaterôs aspiration to reflect the 

community in which it resides. 

 

Arena structured most of the discussions as a set of concentric circles. In each 

session, the innermost ring generally numbered about a dozen participants seated 

around a table who did most or all of the speaking. The remaining attendees 

surrounded them on all sides in a second bandða listening circle. The ñthird circleò 

of participants expanded the conference into cyberspace through live video. Dower 

frequently called out for input from the Twitterverse, and plugged-in commentators 

from the sector responded with numerous tweets. Large screens carried the 

#newplay stream. Added to the mix were text messages and emails read aloud by 

participants sitting at the center table. Between sessions, breakout groups gave 

participants the opportunity to respond to ideas exchanged in the first circ le.   

 

 

 

 

 

ðDeborah Cullinan 

 

The conference began with a session moderated by Deborah Cullinan called 

ñMassive Thoughts from Four Big Thinkers,ò at which panelists imagined the future 
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of the new play development universe as it might exist in America in the years to 

come. Having spent a year speaking about the ñdownsizing of the American 

theateròðof productions, expectations, and ambitionðin the post-publication tour of 
(Theatre Development Fundôs book-length study on new play 

production written by Todd London and myself, with Zannie Giraud Voss supervising 

the quantitative research), I was thrilled by the idea of ñbig thinking.ò Not a small 

task, but one that laid the groundwork for the ambitious, expansive conversations 

that followed.   

 

Speakers Kirk Lynn, Meiyin Wang, Lydia R. Diamond, and Marc Masterson invoked 

many of the themes that resonated in conversations large and small throughout the 

next three days. One was ñdiversity,ò a particularly fraught term that may or may not 

do justice to how the theater community embraces (or does not embrace) 

differences along such lines as race and ethnicity, class, aesthetics, age, and others. 

Said Diamond,  

 

 

Although the conference included two sessions specifically dedicated to diversity, 

the topic refused to be constrained by the agenda. Conversation about diversity ran 

through the entire event. Whether this is a time of abundance or of relative scarcity, 

Marc Masterson said, diversity is a source of excitement. ñThere is a vast amount of 

work that is happening in the United States, and itôs very diverse. It comes from 

many different segments of our country. That is the future, that is the thing that I can 

hold onto for relative optimism.ò  

 

Masterson also initiated conversation about community and partnerships that 

continued throughout the event, and which we will be explored in greater detail 

below.   

 

 

Another ñbig topicò was time. Lynn invited the group to participate in a thought 

experiment, contemplating a world in which human lifespans are endless, in order to 

communicate an insight about how theater values is own temporality.  
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Later, participants would speak about time as a precious resource for the creation 

of work. For example, Sabrina Hamilton described one of the values of artistsô 

retreats: ñWhat we constantly hear is that six days in the country, outside the city or 

just away is worth maybe a month of rehearsal time in peopleôs daily lives.ò And 

Adrien-Alice Hansel said that ñthe idea that you can rehearse for six hours in a row 

can be transformational to some [artists]ðthere are ensembles who are never 

allowed to take time off from their day jobs.ò 

ð Howard Shalwitz

If time is a key element in the cosmology of theater, so is space. From the ñMassive 

Thoughtsò session onwards, individual artists, presenters, and leaders of producing 

theaters spoke about negotiating the politics of place. The ability of a stage 

performance to conjure particular locations, and even infinite space, inside a closed 

auditorium through nothing more than a line of dialogue or a lighting cue, is one of 

the great resources of the form. But how much is theater bound by physical space, 

by a building, a neighborhood, a city, a region, or a nation? Is it the case that, as 

someone quipped (echoing Tip OôNeill) that ñall theater is localò? What should a 

theater building be? What responsibilities does ñlocalnessò entail? And how do 

theaters speak to, or with, the communities in which they are embeddedðin balance 

with the other communities, as defined by cultural experience, shared experience, 

aesthetic tradition, and so onðthat they operate in?  

 

Meiyin Wangôs ñMassive Thoughtsò contribution came in the form of a prose poem, 

beautifully rendered, though perhaps more aspirational than predictive. In this 

section, Wang spoke about place. 

 

                                                 
* Indeed, the ñMassive Thoughtsò session was in part a meditation on the passage of time via the impossible yet 

seductive task of imagining the future. Mark Shugoll, a past chairman of the Arenaôs Board of Trustees, startled the 

group with an arresting prediction. Though many of the participants had only just experienced the Mead Center for 

the very first time, it will one day be old, he said, and at some point in the future there will be another new Arena 

Stage building. 
À You can read the entire text of Wangôs ñThe Theater of the Futureò on HowlRound, the journal of the American 

Voices New Play Institute at Arena Stage. 

http://www.howlround.com/2011/02/09/the-theater-of-the-future-meiyin-wang/
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Jim Lasko confronted similar questions when he mused on how the word ñtheaterò 

does double duty, denoting both live performance and the venue that contains itð

even as he argued for a theater detached from its relationship to buildings. Implicit 

in his words are questions about how theater will adapt as live entertainment and 

cultural expression become less and less tethered to physical location in the wired 

(or wireless) future.   

 

The conversation about the local-ness of theater began in the pre-conference 

session with Rocco Landesman. Here is how the NEA Chairman responded to a 

question about keeping the art form relevant in the face of dwindling audiences:  

 

 

Deborah Cullinan took up this challenge by speaking of theatersô ability to ñmake 

place.ò She said, ñWe do it well inside our theatersðbeautifully. But how are we 
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doing it in terms of our relationship to the world around us?ò From Scott Walters 

came a reminder that localism is a matter of identity for the regional theater 

movement. He recalled that pioneers like Margo Jones in Dallas envisioned a theater 

of ñregionally-based artists who lived in a community and had a relationship with 

that community.ò Now, he said,  

 

 

There was a spectrum of opinion about the specificity of place. Jason Loewith 

quoted a concern (not his) voiced in one of the breakout sessions that focused on 

partnerships: ñIf you create something for a specific place, artistically are you in a 

rush to partner to push it out into the world? Are you doing a disservice to that 

piece of art by [producing it elsewhere, and thus] pushing it beyond where it was 

intended to be [seen]?ò And Dominic Taylor described theater as akin to ñmaking a 

sand-paintingé.So when [a show] moves to Seattle or whereveré, that becomes a 

problematic moment, because then it becomes something else.ò   

 

But Mark Valdez pushed back on the notion that ñwe are creating plays about 

place.ò 

 

The West Hollywood Musical

Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo

 

If theater (buildings) is local, theater (activity) should not be, argued Masterson. He 

lamented the insularity of the American theater community: 

 

 

Others echoed his call for more internationalism. Later, Trey Lyford pointed out that 

ñdiversity is part of the bloodò at international festivals, and said that U. S. 

companies could learn a great deal from them.   

 

The conference embraced performance as well as discussion, including stagings of 

pieces that had been supported by NEA NPDP grants. One of those is, in some ways, 
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a meditation on the notion of place that pushes the boundaries of how location and 
community can be performed. The Foundry Theaterôs 

created by Melanie Joseph and Claudia Rankine took place 

on a tour bus that brought audience members on a narrated journey through the 

South Bronx, with the streets themselves becoming the stage. The piece provoked a 

conversation of hot-button issues including the politics of cultural observation, 

gentrification, arts elitism, racial difference, and socio-economic privilege. Arena 

invited conference attendees to a version of the piece created for touring, a hybrid 

of theater and film that synthesizes high-definition video and live performance. 

Instead of boarding a bus, we watched the piece unfold on screens in a theater, 

guided along by an embodied ñtour guideò seated in the front row. By taking its 

show on the road in an altogether different way, the Foundry added another 

complex twist on the relationship of theater to place. 

 

 

 

ðRocco Landesman 

 

The NEA Chairmanôs appearance had been timed to take advantage of the 

confluence of two events: the speech was scheduled right before the ñScarcity to 

Abundanceò kick-off, and also functioned as a coda to The Broadway Leagueôs 

Biennial Conference, which had taken place over the preceding few days. 

Unfortunately, because of an approaching winter storm, only a few of the Broadway 

crowd remained in town, most high-tailing it to the airport and Union Station to avoid 

getting marooned under what turned out to be an icy blizzard.   

 

During his opening remarks, Landesman hewed close to the subject he was billed to 

addressðthe intersection of the commercial and not-for-profit theater. Later he 

touched on the hot topic of supply and demand in theater. However favorably or not 

his remarks were receivedðsome vehemently disagreed with certain of his 

conclusionsðone thing is sure: the Chairman did no handholding. Those who 

expected Landesman to rally the troops during a time when Federal arts funding is 

being threatened were disappointed.  

 

Landesman began with a history lesson. In a nutshell, he argued that the regional 

theater movement founded a half-century ago was energized by an ñadversary 

culture,ò which has since given way to a success-based ethos. Its original project 

was to create a protected environment for theater to flourish outside of the 

pressures of the box office. He described the movementôs founders including Joe 

Papp, Gordon Davidson, the Arenaôs Zelda Fichandler, and their peers as ñnot only 

working outside of the popular culture, they were in opposition to it. They wanted an 

http://www.thefoundrytheatre.org/
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alternative to what they were seeing in the marketplace; they aimed to create a 

protected environment in which they could do work that otherwise wouldnôt exist.ò 

Since that time, he continued, ñthere has been a change in the ethos in our culture 

altogether. Weôve gone from an age of idealism to an age of success.ò This 

coincided with an influx of commercial money in the sector, as Broadway producers 

turned to the not-for-profit theaters as a source of product and a developmental 

stream to replace the out-of-town tryout.  

 

By in the 1980s, he argued, ñsuccess was its own justificationò in the culture at large, 

and, to an alarming degree, in the theater as well. Institutional leaders became 

enamored of a new set of metrics including ñbox office; audience [numbers]; critical 

validation, preferably national.ò The temptation to produce work that might have 

commercial potential became nearly impossible to resist. Once enhancement money 

and the prospect of a commercial transfer enter the picture, theater leaders ñare 

going to choose work that is going to have a broader appeal, and in particular, a 

commercial appeal, which is different from the original mandate of creating a 

protected environment in which you can experiment and do work that isébold.ò This 

situation is especially acute in the theater, Landesman explained, because unlike the 

other performing arts, it involves both commercial and not-for-profit sectors, which 

are now deeply intertwined.   

 

Landesman called for a wholesale rethinking of the metrics of success, on the part 

of theatersô leaders, boards, and, most notably, funders.  

 

 

A possible caveat, gently suggested in the Q-and-A session, was that Landesman 

was referring primarily to the larger not-for-profits, and that this analysis generally 

doesnôt apply to smaller and mid-sized institutions, whose work seldom attracts or is 

affected by commercial interests.  However, itôs clear to me that in certain 

environments, particularly New York City, even smaller companies routinely court 

enhancement money and other forms of commercial collaboration.  

 

The assertions that unleashed a torrent of comment in the press and among 

bloggers came primarily during the second, unscripted part of the session. Diane 

Ragsdale was Landesmanôs on-stage interlocutor. In response to questions from her 
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and from the audience, he staked out a controversial position: that there are too 

many theaters for the current arts ecosystem to support.  Here is his exact 

formulationðwhich some would later call ñfighting words.ò 

 

   

I wonôt attempt to recap the supply/demand discussion here, or the responses it 

engendered. Itôs a lively debate well worth delving into, both on the NEA website 

where Landesman expanded on his unscripted remarks and invited comments from 

the field*   and on many performing arts blogs.  

 

Many of his supporting arguments came to percolate throughout the conference, 

even when they led to different conclusions. Some of these were already on 

participantsô minds, and would inevitably have come up anyway. These include 

connection to community, the sense of place, institutional conservatism, and more. 

Itôs worth noting the context in which Landesman first mentioned the 

supply/demand imbalance: ñThere are too many theaters to be able to support the 

artists who want to work in them, and that is a shame. It is a shame when you hire 

actors, designers, and directors and you cannot pay them a living wage. I think thatôs 

disgraceful, and we have to look at all kinds of ways to try and address the 

problem.ò The inability of institutions to adequately compensate artists, though 

voiced in different terms, resonated throughout the discussion in the days that 

followed.   

 

 

 

ðTodd London 

 

The emphasis on identifying and celebrating the positiveðnaming ñbright spotsòð
began in an early session which Dower and Todd London called ñ

: One Year Later.ò London offered a survey of positive developments in the 

sector that have come about since the bookôs publication. Rather than focusing on 

our premise, that a ñcrisis in collaborationò exists between playwrights and artistic 

leaders, he and Dower catalogued a series of welcome changes (and even inklings 

of changes) in the field during the time that London and I wrote the book, and in the 

year since. London was careful to note that while some of these developments are a 

                                                 
* Search under #supplydemand on http://www.arts.gov/artworks. 

http://www.arts.gov/artworks
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direct result of our work, most were part of a larger movement in the field, maybe 

even a zeitgeist, made up of numerous conversations, actions, and other 

publications in the past few years.   

 

Londonôs litany came largely in headline form, like this: ñThe National Theater 

Conference Makes Three-Year Commitment to Produce Plays by Women,ò ñBay Area 

Pushes Community Efforts on Behalf of New Work.ò He gave a brief description of 

the action or innovation behind each one. Then he and Dower invited the room to 

call out additions to his list, and third-circle participants tweeted a number of 

additions as well.  The group had no shortage of bright spots to share, many of 

which, as Dower pointed out, involve little expense. At this session and throughout 

the conference there was horn-tooting, to be sure; but I especially enjoyed hearing 
participants crowing about things happening at  peopleôs theaters. 

 

Beyond simply numbering them, London highlighted the values that informed these 

bright spots. 

 

 

London distilled from this catalogue of the positive a list of ñprinciples or precepts 

these seem to live under.ò Thus even if specific institutions and programs are not 

easily replicated, the philosophy and values behind them might  be. According to 

London, these include efforts that  

 

 Sustain the life of the writer 

 Develop plays through production 

 Build networks and partnerships, or what John Clinton Eisner calls 

ñmovementsò 

 Achieve honesty and authenticity in dialogue and relationships 

 Create equity for artists, and among institutions 

 Build the future of the sector 

 Grow a new economy for the production of work and the livelihoods of its 

creators 

 Acknowledge that ñitôs the relationship, stupidò between artists and 

institutions 

 Make possible do-it-yourself productions for interested playwrights. 

 

 

                                                 
* While Londonôs use of newspaper terminology was decidedly old-media, it also fit nicely into to #newplay spirit.  

Using Twitter with its 140-character limit is akin to blogging in headlines.    
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ðDeborah Cullinan 

 

Creativity resists boundaries. Given the wide and diverse spectrum of the theater 

makers present and the panoply of practices, aesthetics, and cultural backgrounds 

represented, it was hardly surprising that much of the conversation dwelt on what 

we mean by the words we use to speak about theater. Such definitions are a matter 

of convention, and art so often involves bending or breaking convention. I noted a 

healthy tension between the need to define termsðtheater is in its essence a form 

of communication, so to both create and talk about theater requires some kind of 

shared vocabularyðand a strong desire not to be boxed in by classification. Ed 

Sobel summed it up nicely: 

 

 

The words themselves are suspect. Although terms like ñdiversity,ò ñdevising,ò and 

ñcommunityò achieved universal currency in the convening, participants bristled over 

their inadequacy and imprecision. ñI wonder if the word ódiversityô is not killing us all 

a little bit,ò opined Lydia R. Diamond. ñIt just feels slippery, it feels a bit like 

screaming into the wind. It feels overused and undervalued.ò   

 

Some called these terms ñfunder-speak,ò empty jargon that swings in and out of 

fashion. ñThe word ódiversityô and the prior word, ómulticultural,ô were so useful, and 

then they became constraining,ò Aditi Kapil said. It was widely acknowledged that 

funders tend to lead the push towards sharpening definitions in the field, for better 

or worse, perhaps to demonstrate a degree of objectivity in their grant criteria.   

 

It isnôt just funders who cling to, and depend on, a shared, common vocabulary. In 

talking about devised work, Michael Rohd described his companyôs experience in 

getting a particularly unconventional piece up on its feet. The challenge was that 

they couldnôt articulate precisely what they wanted to do in a way that fit in with 

other companiesô mindsets.  
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In the end, action triumphed over talk. ñThat was not an easy conversation to have 

about how to imagine ways to do that with partners and institutions,ò he said. 

ñPeople were open to talking to us, but we couldnôt articulate it in ways strongly 

enough, early enough, to make sense of it in an institutional context. So we just did 

it.ò 

 

To be sure, the goal of the Conference was not to promulgate or enforce definitions, 

essential though they may be in the right context. Dower linked the ñfuzzinessò of 

language used in the sector to an ñauthenticity gapò between artists and 

institutions.  In a session on the relationships between artists and institutions, Dower 

called for clarity, pointing out that institutional language frequently talks about being 

ñartist-focused,ò while at the same time artists often feel isolated from those 

companies, or relegated to their fringes.  

 

It was interesting in that context to think about the Arenaôs New Play Map, which had 

been unveiled just weeks before. Itôs an open-source information resource designed 

to make visible all the organizations, activity, and generative artists that comprise 

the infrastructure for new work. Arena leveraged the collective intelligence of the 

conference attendees to brainstorm about enhancements for version 2.0. Jeni 

Mahoney pointed out that the map enforces a degree of taxonomic uniformity. For 

example, when you submit an entry to plot on the map, you describe the event 

through choices located in fixed pull-down menus populated by predetermined 

categories (ñreading,ò workshop,ò etc.). There is no fill-in-the-blank ambiguity, or 

flexibilityðwhichever you prefer to call it.   

 

Said Mahoney, ñWhat we do doesnôt necessarily fit into all of the names [on the 

map]ðis it a reading, a workshopðwhat is it? What I do [does] not fit into those 

names. Butémaybe [the map] will help to define the language of new play 

development, and we have to start finding ways to name, not necessarily define or 

box in, the entire journey that is a new play.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
* Dower has written and spoken extensively on this topic. See his 2007 report ñThe Gates of Opportunity,ò which 

was funded by a grant from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.  

http://newplaymap.org/
http://www.mellon.org/grant_programs/programs/documents/gatesofopportunitydowernovember2009forweb.pdf
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ðMK Wegmann

 

The complexities surrounding the problems of definition and the impulse to 

categorize are not just theoretical. I was struck by an insight from Pete Miller during 

one of the breakout sessions. He spoke of how hard it can be for funders to support 

the part of the creative process that involves ñsitting together in the ómaybe place.ôò 

He was talking about the time spent exploring possibilities for a work or a 

relationship, a collaborative state that begins before plans are firmed, scripts are 

written, commitments are made. Because the ñmaybe placeò canôt be rigorously 

definedðin terms that meet fundersô grant guidelinesðitôs nearly impossible to find 

support for it in the current funding system.   

 

Or, to put it another way, definitions are useful to theaters and funders for managing 

risk. 

 

Many participants alluded to a creeping conservatism among theatersðperhaps an 

unintentional side effect of the institutionalization of theater. ñHow can we lead the 

change, and get out of our corporate model?ò asked Sandra Gibson. Rocco 

Landesman complained that theater boards of directors have become dominated by 

ñbusiness people who are in love with metrics,ò who undervalue the creation of 

opportunities for boldness, risk-taking, and experimentation. In a breakout session, 

Miller, a Woolly Mammoth Board member, warned of large organizations ñsaving 

themselves to deathò through an obsession with their bottom lines. He would rather 

they prioritize their mission over their own survival. 

 

Of course, itôs complicated, particularly when the funding pie is sliced so thin. The 

audience is inevitably part of the equation. Here is Neil Barclayôs take, from the point 

of view of presenting organizations: 
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Deborah Cullinan made the case that valuing process is inherently more risk-friendly 

than valuing the output. It can also build audience and community, she said. 

 

 

 

 

ðAmy Freed 

 

In some sense, the conference was a collective exercise in trying to close the 

ñauthenticity gap,ò and sorting out how an institution-based theater can thrive in 

ways that make the most sense for both the artist and the organization, not to 

mention the audience. Where does the power reside?  Who gets a seat at the table? 

What voices are heard?  

 

The two sessions at the conference specifically devoted to the relationship between 

artist and institution were titled ñArtists and Institutions: Frisson or Friction?.ò 

Despite the overt suggestion of conflict, participants proffered bright spots aplenty. 

To list just a few:  

 

 Lydia R. Diamond mentioned her experience at Chicago Dramatists with her 
play , and the ñnon-hierarchicalò way of making theater there.   

 Amy Freed told of being offered a second commission by South Coast Rep 

even before opening night of her first commissioned work thereðan example 

of a relationship based on trust and commitment.   

 James Still valued the flexibility of a workshop at GeVa Theatre Center. What 

he needed most was time, not a proscribed play development format.   

 

And there were many more examples cited. Later, others tried to parse some of the 

challenges. Mara Isaacs implicitly invoked the balance of supply and demand, 

though not in the sense that Landesman indicated. Rather, as a function of the 

limited supply of artistic opportunity any given institution has to offer.   

 

http://www.chicagodramatists.org/
http://www.scr.org/
http://www.gevatheatre.org/
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With so few opportunities, what happens when, as Lydia R. Diamond asked, theaters 

chase after ñthe hot person of colorò?   

 

 

There is always friction between artists and institutions, according to Lisa Kron. 

ñTheater at its best is anti-institutional,ò she said. ñAn artist needs something to push 

against.ò She added that although the sector does not always acknowledge this 

inherent tension, it is a source of creative energy. Much exciting work takes place 

when the door to the institution is neither flung wide open nor slammed shut, but 

rather cracked open just enough, she said.   

 

What follows logically is a fundamental paradox. Artists need to push against 

something, but what if that something turns out to include the theater institutions 

that bring their work to the stage, or an ecosystem that canôt support its own artists? 

And what happens when theaters back away from the ethos of opposition that has 

been an element of the aesthetic and political identity of the not-for-profit theater 

over the past half-century?  

 

As MK Wegmann pointed out, with almost no grant monies flowing directly to artists 

(as was the case in past decades) and a commercial theater that has largely 

abandoned the development of new playsðthough not musicalsðor subcontracted 

that development to not-for-profits, playwrights are left to depend on those very 

institutions to shepherd those works to production.   
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At the end of the panel on artists and institutions, Jennifer L. Nelson responded to 

Dowerôs question about why artists so often perceive themselves as at the edges, 

rather than the center, of so many theater organizations. ñI want to respond from an 

ethnic perspective,ò she said, and spoke about being one of the ñartists of color who 

work in the mainstream theater world,ò both as a freelancer and more recently as a 

staff member of a theater company whose leadership is all white.  ñWhether or not 
we want to remain on the outside, we are  relegated to the edges.ò 

 

 

 

ï Kirk Lynn

 

One of the agenda topics that generated the liveliest areas of conversation was 

devised work. As with so many terms, the meaning of ñdevisedò is fluid and 

imprecise. Itôs a catch-all word that embraces theater pieces created through 

collaborations involving actors, directors, designers, and others, including writers. 

Work of this nature is often (but not always) created by ensembles and collectives, 

and participants also tossed around phrases like ñensemble-based workò and 

ñcollective creation.ò Generally speaking, devised work does not originate as a script 

created by a single author at the typewriter or computer, which has long been the 

meat-and-potatoes of the American theater. Of course this distinction may be more 

a convenience than a truth. Here, too, itôs useful to speak about a spectrum, rather 

than a strictly defined set of categories.   

 

This is a golden moment for devised work, several of the participants suggested. In 

his ñMassive Thoughtsò remarks, Kirk Lynn expressed that he was looking forward to 

a theater community that deepened its embrace of devised workðwhile at the same 

time pointing out that this is not a new idea. He imagined  
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A question to consider, given the excitement devised work has generated in the new 

play community, is how will this moment play out vis-à-vis artists who create in other 

modes and among those who collaborate in the development and production of 

devised work?   

 

Lana Lesley of Rude Mechanicals pointed out that her company has been around for 

fifteen years, and has survived the inevitable ñauthorship fights.ò She described how 
the company created , which was supported by a NEA 

NPDP grant. ñI am one-twenty-third of the creative team. Everyone who has been 

working on this project has been with it from the beginning, and has had as much 

agency as anyone else once [dramatists] Kirk Lynn and Peter Stopschinski handed 

over the goods.ò The collective approach is not just about authorship or direction, 

but about collective creation. Writers and designers and directors and actors take 

on the function of creating work together in a model that is altogether distinct from 

the resident theater/independent artist system of the regional theater. 

 

Theater is a collaborative art, and to some extent all plays are collaboratively 

created. And furthermore, as Mark Russell pointed out, ñAll theater is devised.ò Still, 

listening to the attendees it was clear that, perhaps more so than at other times in 

recent history,  many in the sector are looking at theater making through a devised-

work lens, taking for granted that the definition of a generative artist extends 

beyond the playwright to include many other collaborators, and even audience 

members. A phrase first used at the conference by Kristin Marting quickly gained 

currency. She said that she prefers to think about a projectôs ñlead artist,ò who may 

or may not be a playwright. Sometimes the lead artist is a director; or for other new 

work itôs a choreographer, an actor, or a designer.  

 

For some this was unnerving stuff. Dower wondered aloud whether writers would 

feel under siege: ñOne of my big fears in this whole scarcity mindset is that in the 

development of new ways of creating work, writers I talk to worry that it is becoming 

sexier to devise work than write a play.ò Jack Reuler reported that ña playwright 

pulled me aside and said in confidence, óWould it be heresy if I said I donôt think 

collaboration is necessarily a great idea?ôò Later Amy Freed spoke about the 

centrality of the individual voice, saying that theater at its best has the spectator 

asking, Who is that voice? Who is that person? ñWhen the singular voice is given 

true platform, all of us are touched, universally, by it.ò No doubt speaking for many 

writers, she said that although the attractions of devised work are exciting to many, 

the notion that the writer might be supplanted as the center of authorial voice is 

ñterrifying.ò    

 

                                                 
* I am generalizing. Many companies and artists have been devising work for decades. I donôt mean to suggest that 

the concept of solo authorship has had universal currency throughout the history of the theater.  
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An interesting moment occurred during one of the artist/institution panels. Howard 

Shalwitz spoke of applying the lessons he has learned from working on devised 

pieces to his process with playwrights. Putting playwrights in the driverôs seat has its 

downsides, he said, arguing that genuine collaboration results in other collaborators 

feeling as though they too are generative artists participating in the creation of the 

play, rather than being shut out of the work. Lydia R. Diamond countered with a 

strong assertion of the centrality of the playwrightôs vision when it comes to new 

plays; other collaborators are interpretive, rather than generative artists. Later, Lloyd 

Suh observed that Shalwitz and Diamond were speaking from extremes. In the real 

world, he said, most playwright/theater relationships fall somewhere in the middle.   

 

But before anyone writes the obituary of the sole author, or tosses the singular 

vision of the playwright into the waste bin, itôs important to note that many 

participants joined Suh in refusing to frame this discussion in either/or terms. 

Sandra Gibson summed up a breakout conversation this way: ñWhen it came to 

devisers, we talked about the continuum, and not all these definitions. How do we 

keep ourselves from defining and scrutinizing all of it?ò She plumbed this idea 

further: 

 

 

Marting made the case that rather than standing in opposition, devised work and 

other kinds of new play work can nourish each other.   

 

 

Marting was not the only participant to suggest that conventional funding models 

need to adapt to support devised work. Celise Kalke brought up the need for further 

exploration on the business end. She asked, ñIf you are hiring an actor who is part of 
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a devised ensemble, how exactly are royalties going to work?ò She also called for 

standardized agreements with Actorsô Equity that would better cover situations 

when producing organizations employ performers who devise work. ñIf there were 

an industry standard it would be much easier on everybody, and much fairer.ò Jim 

Nicola added the following caveat: ñAs long as that standard was something to vary 

from.ò Kalke agreed, rephrasing as follows:ñModels of collaborative agreements that 

you can use as research and inspiration.ò 

 

What is sexy about this moment for devising is not just about collective (or 

participatory) authorship. Itôs even broader. For some groups, artistic leadership is a 

collective endeavor. ñI swear that we can run a more efficient meeting with five 

artistic directors than most other organizations,ò Lynn quipped about the Rude 

Mechs. That remark elicited a laugh, but itôs worth noting that the five are called ñco-

producing artistic directors.ò Said Lynn, with the Rude Mechs there is ñpride of 

ownership of artistryò which is spread out among the ensemble: ñThe whole 

collective is recognized,ò he said, not just the ñtitles.ò   

 

This may be a step towards Meiyin Wangôs vision of the theater of the future, as she 

articulated during the Big Thinkers session: 

 

 

Michael Rohd articulated another aspect of some (though by no means all) devised 

work that is important to many of its practitioners: ñIt is another way of engaging 

community in the building of the work, not just the dissemination.ò This is especially 

important to acknowledge in the context of the societal moment, when the lines 

between the creator and consumer of theater are blurred through new media. Lynn 

pointed to a ñgrowing trend and a great resource we can pull on is the audience as 

a generative artist itself.  Weôre going to see more and more of that.ò American 

entertainment of the twentieth century assumed that audience members are 

consumers, not creators, of the art; that is changing, said Lynn, referring to the 

hugely popular world of online gaming.    

 

Others cited the work of such companies as Cornerstone Theater Company and 

Campo Santo that involve both playwrights and deep community-based creation for 

new work. Jim Lasko also linked devised work to a trend toward democratization in 

the creation of culture. Flash mobs, he argued are a form of devised work. Itôs an 

http://www.cornerstonetheater.org/
http://www.theintersection.org/artists/index.php?op=view&id=2
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area that is full of new and exciting thought, laden with possibilities, and as of yet, 

more questions than answers. 

 

There was also the sense that some ensembles work in alternate systems to the 

hierarchical, institution-based regional theater model. Steve Sapp spoke of how his 

ensemble, Universes, has moved in and out of the regional theater world, also 

working in poetry houses and other venues that are sometimes labeled (but not by 

him, presumably) ñnon-traditional.ò   

 

 

 

 

 

ðSandra Gibson 

 

 ðFarrell Forman 

With two sessions devoted to networks and partnerships, the variety of institutional 

collaborations discussed was immense, from co-productions to multi-theater 

networks to resource-sharing arrangements and more. A few noteworthy subtopics 

and general principles follow.   

 

Discussion focused primarily on how partnerships function in two often overlapping 

areas: the creation of work, which might involve formal or ad hoc collaborations 

among a few or many developmental organizations, producing entities, and other 

groups; and the workôs dissemination, involving networks, touring productions, and 

relationships between theaters and presenters. A number of participants stressed 

the value of partnering with non-theatrical organizations, which many presenting 

organizations have long been doing as a matter of course. Several participants 

called for closer collaboration with universities (this is second nature to many 

presenters), particularly if partnerships are scheduled around the academic 

calendar. Neil Barclay spoke about how practices borrowed from the museum world 

can be brought to bear on theatrical presentations.  

 

Barclay and other participants mentioned that despite some progress, there is still a 

persistent lack of communication and collaboration between producing 

http://www.universesonstage.com/index.html
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organizations and presenting ones, on both a national and local/regional level. 

Similarly, Robert Martin gave voice to some of his frustrations along these lines. 

 

 

Several participants mentioned that the line between presenters and producers is 

not a sharp one. Producers present; presenters produce. Examples abounded. Marc 

Masterson pointed out that he has presented work by the SITI Company, Universes, 

and others in the Actors Theatre of Louisvilleôs Humana Festival. ñI donôt see it as 

presenting,ò he said. He deals with these companies in the same way as other 

generative artists, with individual partnerships taking different forms based on the 

needs of the artists involved. The key question, he said, is what can the producing 

organization bring to the table?  Rehearsal space and dramaturgical support, were 

two examples. And ñunderstanding the ecology and knowing when itôs right to step 

in.ò  

 

Howard Shalwitz stressed the value of partnerships in fostering a national 

conversation within the sector:  

 

 
Robert Martin spoke of  as a recent bright spot. ñIt 

happened in 100 theaters and presenting houses all across the country, all across 

the world. We were video-connected. We knew why we were all doing it. óLetôs unite 

people in different places, different spaces.ô There were regional theaters, there 

were presenters, and for that one night, óWe have this commonality, weôre doing this 

event.ôò 

 

http://www.siti.org/
http://actorstheatre.org/
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Other kinds of partnerships can create a national stage for new work. Their value is 

not just for increased dissemination, said Sandra Gibson. ñNetworks and 
partnerships donôt just  the life of the work through touring. Itôs about 

 the work, too.ò    

 

Thatôs one of the guiding principles of the National New Play Network. NNPN 

Executive Director Jason Loewith spoke about re-production vs. replication. Unlike a 

tour or a co-production, where a specific production plays multiple venues, the 

NNPNôs Continued Life of New Plays program involves a predetermined set of 
 productions of the same work. 

 

 
In the  follow-up session and elsewhere, participants spoke of 

how partnerships, big and small, can be extremely valuable even without involving 

significant expense, such as through sharing scenic and costume shops, offering 

dramaturgical assistance, etc. Howard Shalwitz pointed out that institutional size 

matters. There are things he said he could do early in career that he canôt do nowð

because one of his theaterôs priorities is to pay artists more money. Itôs a trade-off.  

Still, he was interested in how to use resources to create longer rehearsal and 

deeper collaborations.  

Loewith observed that partnerships work best when they complement rather than 

duplicate. ñPartnerships among people who know each other and each otherôs 

resources are essential.ò  This theme was repeated several times in different forms. 

Here is Chip Walton:  

 

http://nnpn.org/
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Or, as Farrell Foreman put it, ñOne of the most important things you learn is that you 

canôt work with everybody, nor should you. And the second thing is, not everybody 

wants to work with you.ò 

 

Jeremy Cohen gave this advice: ñYou have to articulate for yourself the difference 

between partnership and relationship. Those can mean, and they have to mean, 

different things.ò Part of doing that is clarity. Partnerships take a lot of work, advised 

Michael Robertson, but taking time to align expectations in advance can be 

essentialðand can help turn a relationship into a partnership. ñThe best thing you 

can do is ask, What are your strengths? Why are you at the table?ò  He elaborated,  

 

 

Over and over, participants spoke of partnerships as bright spots. Yet many warned 

of specific pitfalls to look out for. Dominic Taylor spoke of situations where the tail 

wags the dogðwhen a company is tempted to do work primarily because of a 

partnership opportunity. This may have to do with money, or the ñpotential to have a 

national profile.ò Or the fear that ñwhen you say, óWe donôt want to [work with you on 

this one], can you come back to us with the next project?ô they donôt come back.ò  

Later, in a breakout session, a participant pointed out that ñnot my ideaò can be an 

obstacle. If there are limited resources, companies want to focus on the work they 

generate or originate, not necessarily on a project from elsewhere.   

 

Participants generally agreed that red flags should go up when the impetus to 

partner becomes financial rather than primarily artistic. Jeremy Cohen said, ñI spent 

a lot of years talking about partnerships from a business-model standpoint. [But] 

partnerships have to start and be centered on artists.ò The problem is exacerbated 


