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In januari-februari 20ll organiseerde deSingel in Antwerpen een festival gewijd aan 
theater, dans en performance uit New York. 
Dank zij dit initiatief kon het publiek kennis maken met een hele reeks voorbeelden van 
voorstellingen uit het veeleer alternatieve circuit. Bij die gelegenheid gaf Tom Sellar, pro-
fessor aan Yale University en theatercriticus bij Village Voice een lezing waarin de context 
van dit nieuwe New Yorkse theater geschetst wordt en enkele markante ontwikkelingen 
aangeduid worden. Documenta is verheugd de tekst van deze uiteenzetting te mogen pu-
bliceren. Speciaal voor deze publicatie vulde de auteur deze informatieve tekst aan met een 
aantal kritische passages uit Village Voice waarin ook naar specifieke opvoeringen die in 
Antwerpen te gast waren, wordt verwezen. 

New York's "alternative" performance scene is in an exciting moment of renewal, 
full of new artistic energies and fresh entrepreneurship, and led by a new genera-
tion of theatermakers. It may be rare good news to know that emerging artists 
whose work holds little commercial value can survive - and even thrive -- in the 
careerist capita! of capitalism, a metropolis where public arts funding scarcely 
exists and where obscene real estate prices and now a severe economie downturn 
make it harder and harder to live as a creator of innovative performances. But 
they have persisted and the results are on display. So what exactly is happening in 
New York's "art" theater and dance world- far removed from the big playhouses 
presenting realistic dramas, Broadway spectacles, or traditional dance. Does New 
York's newest wave of performance-makers have anything in common, or are they 
as insistently individual as everyone else in New York? What directions is their 
work taking and what can we expect for the future? 

This report is titled "It's Up to You, New York" partly in homage to Frank 
Sinatra - his classic ode to my native city is a great song, full of the swagger and 
grand aspirations that define New York City -- but more importantly, because 
that lyric captures the Do-It-Yourself ethos and the stubborn optimism of today's 
emerging performance scene. 



92 

First, I would like to identify a few important changes in artistic structures: 
"It's Up to You"- the artist- to make your own way in our very expensive city, 
without help or compassion. With virtually no direct public funding for individual 
artists, American theater and dance makers must be resourceful and focused; they 
are entrepreneurs as well as creative and soulful thinkers. Never has this been 
more true than today, when the economie crisis has brought peril and promise to 
our vulnerable community: corporate support for the arts dried up, private philan-
thropies struggle to help, doors are closing - and yet extraordinary partnersbips 
are being formed, new groups are formed every week, and a new spirit of coopera-
tion has emerged among young performance groups who hope to build a dynamic 

base. 
To discuss the changes in New York's "downtown" performance scene, it is 

necessary totalk about some of the changes in New York City itself. The signifi-
cant art movements in previous generations took place in neighborhoods which 
were centers of artistic life, and where artists also lived. The Abstract Expression-
ists, the beat writers, and the off-off Broadway movement launched in the early 
1960s all had Greenwich Village as a home-first the west part, then the east. 
In the 1970s and early 80s, the artists who developed the language of postmod-
ernism expanded into adjacent neighborhoods: making lofts in industrial SoHo 
and TriBeCa (Triangle Below Canal Street), and slightly north to Chelsea. These 
neighborhoods in some sense belonged to the artists and writers, and they are near 
the big centers of money and power in midtown, Wall Street - within walking 
distance. In the 1990s, however, Manhattan once again became a desirabie place 
for well-to-do middle-class people to live; the white middle class had fted follow-
ing the race riots of the late l960s and the city's bankruptcy in the l970s, which 
left streets untended and crime notoriously high. In the 1990s, Mayor Rudolph 
Giuliani threw the prostitutes and sex shops from Times Square and brought Dis-
ney in to build entertainment franchises. Popular television shows like Friends, 
Seinfeld, and Sex in the City made New York appear to be a glamorous and inter-
esting place to live to tbe rest of the country; fueled by a high-tech boom and real 
estate bubble, the gentrification of many previously derelict neighborhoods, and 
an in flux of foreigners and Americans eager to live in the hedonist metropolis seen 
on TV, Manhattan rents soared. 

Today most artists - indeed, most people under 40 - cannot afford to live in 
Manhattan, where a small apartment with one bedroom can easily cost $3000 
month. The alternative theater still has many venues in Manhattan, but the artists 
generally moved across the river 20 years ago, reinvigorating Western and Central 
Brooklyn in particular: Williamsburg, Greenpoint, DUMBO, downtown Brook-
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lyn, Fort Greene, and, in the borough of Queens L . . 
.oped a culture zone around the Brookl n Ctty. The city devel-
and performance groups found studio office y of Music :-'here many dance 
new venues of their own I·n th . space. And artists began building , eir own communit" w lk 
and you will see: there is an undeniable n 1" ws. a around Brooklyn today 
storefronts and former in dus· tri· al . ee mg of even Renaissance, with · spaces converted mt · · 
young people starting their own busi·n d. o every Imagmable use, and . . esses an arts organ · t. M 
are multi-functional to make th" . Iza IOns. any sp. aces . mgs more economie 1· · . 
high-:-end boutique items, s.erve as a . a . :an art galle.ry mtght sell 
become a nightclub-lounge I·n th . space for hterary readmgs and then 

. e evemngs. 

. So the geography has also chan ed. h . 
theater and dance, because thè venu!s a·n;c at used be called the "downtown'.' 
ern end of Manhattan below 14th St. . ommumtles were based in the Sou th-reet, m the East Villag S H T . 
no longer exclusively located "downtow " I ·. . e, o o, nBeCa- is 
the late1990s Manhattan beca . In. . n the real estate boom that began in 

·. . ' me Simp y too exp · n · to live or to work they moved . 1 . . ensive or many young artists ' m arge numbers ac th · 
Queens, where they found lofts and offi ./." ross e nver to Brooklyn or 

h 
. · ce spaces, 10unded new · · . · 

ast e multi-arts presenter Collapsibl H 1 b . orgamzatiOns such 
themselves, re-invigorating · s egan communities for 
Red Hook, DUMBO Fort Greene d. L . uch as Wilhamsburg, Greenpoint · ' · · · ' an ong Is land Cit · th h · . ' 
gallenes, cooperatives, literaiy , spaces and of . . y Wl t eir own studws; . 
IS a significant development for the cit , th course, performance venues. This 
of future economie potential - and are as are now vibrant and. full 
away from the . neighborhoods whi"ch gnlificalnt. for th.e a.rt form: b. y moving 

A 
. were . c ose y tdentifi d . h h . . 

mencan .avant-gardes of the 1960 d 1 . . . . e Wit t e htstoncal . .. .·· s an ater the 1980 · · · : ally moved mto new terrain s·t.ll h . . s, young artlsts have hter-
.1." · • I ' on t e one hand these 1 f./." · · 
lOf performing artists to form new . . . ' • .·. p aces o ler possibilities · commumtles to ex eh · d · · . · 
remvent values as earlier generations d. d . ' ange I . eas, share hves, to 
forming a sense of thet·r o 1 m, say, the Lower East Side in the 1960s . wn power to pose the · . · ·. ' 
wtth artists spreading around the c·t ' . . b .· mamstream. On the other h.and; 
· I Y s outer oroughs th · 
It may turn out to be a problem that there is . " , ;, ere are no clear 
vtdual attists to converge upon Ce t . . . 1 . no center for all these highly in:di- . 
theater critic. When my newsp. r y It pose.s a p. rol:Jle. m for the Village Voice. aper e 1tor call · · · h · · · 
headed out the door to see the Ro al Theate s me wtt an I might be 
be a bunch of.dancers under a dar; b "d r of Sweden, but lt Is JUStas likely to . 
apartment while he recites a mon 1 n geb or a cooking .you a meal in his tiny 
tive New Yorker, butsometimes o ogue h.ts crazy famtly inOhio. I am a na- .. 
and a good pair of Nike sne k evienh wtt my .tPhone. Global Positioning System 
· . · a ers ave trouble findmg 
m, for mstance, industrial areasof Bush . k B k new, temporary venues . . wie · .. ' roo lyn. Not everyone enjoys such ·. 
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urban adventures, and audiences outside the community or artists need to know 
where to look if they want to discover the extraordinary, and they can't look eve-
rywhere. There are thousands of options fora night out in New York; performance 
artists must compete for public attention in a cultural marketplace with an abun-
dance of supply .. 

Another change: young ensembles now lead the city's progressive performance 
scene. Although playwright-directors-like Young Jean Lee, Thomas Bradshaw, 
and Richard Maxwell- and choreographer-directors--like Miguel Gutierrez and 
Sarah Michelson --stand a.mong the era's artistic pioneers, the arena for experi-
mentation is increasingly occupied by self-producing groups, who devise work 
collectively in long-term collaborations. This decade has seen a new erop of en-
sembles- Temporary Distortion, Witness Relocation, Radio hole, Nature Theater 
of Oklahoma, Elevator Repair Service, among others; there is even one calling 
itself "the National Theatre of the United States of America," ironically, since 
we have no national theater and historically every attempt to create one has been 
a disaster. You can hear from this list of groups that most of them are named 
more like alternative-rock bands than traditional stage ensembles-and they or-

"The Select", gebaseerd op The Sun also Rises door Elevator Repair Service 
(©Alex McKnight) 
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ganize themselves that way, too: independently at home to devise a new 
piece, and then taking it on tour for months at a time. Their audiences are notiee-
ably younger than standard, too, organizing their cultural calendars and activi-
ties through Facehook and other social media. Together, these ensembles have re-

New York's performance scene with interdisciplinary energies and new 
vtstons. · There have always been progressive ensembles, of course, such as the 
infiuential Wooster Group in the 19808; but in the past 10 years there has been 
an absolute proliferation of new groups · whowant to devise work collaböratively. 
Perhaps i t's because groups offer a form of solidarity to performance artists in a 

economy-stick together; or perhaps, as I suspect, it's simply more nour-
tshmg for younger artists to develop their work with friends over time, to build 
u pon and evolve from previous projects. (This is made possible, by the way, by the 
network of arts presenters who invest in the tours of their work.) 

So what are the characteristics of this new work? 1'11 try to give you a checklist 
of of my critic's by seeing performances perhaps 3 
or 4 times a week as a critic, journalist, and sometimes ju st as a devoted fan or 
thrill-seeker. First: Many of New York's èdgier ensembles have been drawing on 
n?n-dramatic souree material (i.e., no plays). They turn to film, novels, improvised 
dtalogue, interview transcripts, and belles lettres - .trying · to , stage an event from 
anything, it sometimes seems, except formalliterary dramas. For example, Eleva-
tor Repair S_ervice, who came to deSingel 'with Select, their performance of 
Ernest Hemmgwais novel The Sun Also Rises, have organized all of their recent 
productions around major Amerjcan novels. These. are not''rèadings" of the text 
- the c?mplete words of the author are usually spoken- nor are they 

adaptat10ns ofthe fictional narrative. Typically ERS's projects are events 
m whtch the is readas one element, with a series of visu'al actions involving 
the ensemble takmg place simultaneously, somètimes in opposition to the text 
sometimes in a happy collision or juxtaposition with it. In Gatz, their most 

_ cant accomplishment to .date, ari office worker in a workplace finds 
the F. Fitzergald- novel The Grea( Gatsby in his desk, arid begins it 
out loud; hts office co-workers come and go, graduaily infiltratin:g his conscious-
ness, merging with the novel's narrati'{e and substituting for its characters. The 
performance lasts approximately 6 hours. · 

Another good example is Nature Theater of Oklahoma, record conve;sa-
and interviews with ostensibly ordinary people, then transcribe and perform 

the1r speech, revealing the eccentrieities ofourthought patterns and the ironies . 
of our self-expression. Nature Theater's Romeoánd Juliet, for example, the 
group interviewed friends acquaintarices, asking them what they-recalled of 
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Shakespeare's tragedy; their words contrast theatrically with Shakespeare's verse. 
In Life and Times- a co-production with Vienna's Burgtheater, which has toured 
throughout Europe-- an entire autobiography is meticulously re-constructed and 
exuberantly sung and recited from a similar transcription-it is an epic of the self 
brioging to mind Robert Wilson's early experiments because of its scale and be-
cause of the depth of its examination of the individual (Life and Times. Episode 1 

was included in the festival). 

In New York's experimental playground, realismis under serious reinvestiga-
tion, but not the psychological kind-eall it hyperrealism. Nature Theater-per-
haps the most intellectually nourishing and formally ambitious of these New York 
groups-stands on the irontier ofthis unfolding territory as wel!. The group applies 
absurdly scientific precision to their dissections of contemporary language, reveal-
ing our splendidly otherworldly thought processes, and showing how we struggle 
to articulate our individual realities (thereby creating new ones). It is the reality of 
thought, a naturalism of 21 "-century language in the American vernacular. 

It's no accident that Nature Theater worksalot in Europe, where fellow per-
formance artists like the Gennan company Rimini Protokoll are deploying ama-
teur "experts;' civilian nonactors, and audience interaction to slash theater's fic-
tive fabric. That idea has also popped up in New York performances such as the 
group CiNE's 2008 audience "seminar" Venice Saved (staged at P.S.122), which 
put interactivity and spontaneity at the live event's core. Venice Saved asked at-
tendees to debate the politica! efficacy of theater today, as if it were a discussion 
group; however some of the parheipants were really actors voicing various points 
of view; the supposedly democratie event was actually scripted, which the aucti-
enee gradually realizes; the result varied nightly, frustratingsome and stimulating 
others-but the change of terros was provocative.) Ironically, modern avant-garde 
dramatists reacted against realism throughout the 20th century, cooking up new 
aesthetics like surrealism and Brechtian epic theater as antidotes. Now the pen-
dulum may be swinging back in the other direction, with performance-makers 
instead looking to radically expand "real'' elements to keep up withother roedia's 
"reality" programming and a vogue for DIY documentary. "lt's Up to You"- you 
make your own reality and choose your own media to express it. This looks like 
one of the most exciting dynamics to watch in the new decade. 

Another characteristic: this generation grew up in the most media-saturated 
world ever known. Natorally they create work that communieales through other 
media forms-previous generations of theaterrnakers used video and film as layers 
or additional elements. Today multiple, simultaneous media is completely integrated 
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into performance and embedded . . t . makes a touchstone out of I s Big Art Group, for instanee 
h · zmg me Ia element SOS h · ' 

t e Kitchen, offered a spiraling series of h 11 . . s. ' t eir 2009 show at 
Simultaneously humorous and 1 ucmatiOns of consumer catastrophe-
animals fending for themselves yDptlc . . s.cenes. alternated between terrifled 
b t e arwm1an wildernes d e ween urban creatures of consum t" Th . s, an grotesque chats 
graphics, and a dense soundtrackption. e group used hve projections, computer 

. o. create an overstiro 1 t d (b . 
oppress1ve) mediascape which h . u a e ut dehberately ' was some ow charmmgly homemade. 

Indeed, for this new generation individu al . d . from mass media· it is entwined . 't entlty cannot be easily separated 
. ' ' m erwoven w1th the p 1 . nate and mfiltrate the psyche I h. opu ar lOrms which domi-

f N . n Is two solo shows Zach Ob 
o ature Theater, has created com ellin ' ery a member 
cate an authentic autobiography vi g prformances out of hls desire to la-
memories. In Rambo Solo he ad podpu ar entertainment that permeates his 

' 1 ' un IS a alescent an · f d · 
to make art within the popular Sylvest St 11 XIe Ies an hls aspirations 
source). In Your Brother, Remember - er a one film .Rambo (and its literary 
traces his family's breakup h h presented at deSmgel festival - Oberzan 

d ti 
w en e was a teenager by co · 3 

an lm sequences· there are se f mpanng layers of video · ·d · enes rom an action · (Th · IS VI eo footage he and his brather G t movie e Fighter), there 

P 
· 

1 
. . . a or recorded when th d 

rectse y Imitatmg the original movie· and . ey were a olescents, 
and his brather now ad u lts att t. ' there IS recent video footage of him 
Oberzan's history his to recreate their teenage videomaking 
which colored his e?ressed using the samemedia 
embracing it as his own stor; e m IS Imagination, he becomes free by 

Another category of experiment under wa . . to describe as Internet dramat ·1· y malternative theater, is what I lik .. e 
· . urgy · 1ve performance t assoctatiOns, a continu al or escalatl. . f . s. s ructured a.round non1inear 

d 
. ng senes o non seq ·t erate narratlve frames The d . UI urs, or constantly regen-

f 1. . . se ramatle forms echo d . o c Ickmg through multiple sites and to lin our now- ally experiences 
tlons mcreasingly reflect struct d gg g between reahtles. Stage composi-

. ures an patterns fro th W b 
wlth potential. In actdition to Big Art Grou m e e ' a developmentripe 
ts a good example of this web- f . p, the performance group Radiohole 

· 0 -consc10usness strat · h pieces such as Whatever He All egy, wit company-devised aven ows full of . 1 other example: Crime or E . s and free association. An-

b 
. mergency, a shamamstlc cab y Mike Iveson and Sibyl K aret created and performed 

. empson at PS 122 1 t approxtmately 10 characters in . . . as year. As Kempson perfarms 
· 

1 
a sequence of mtercon t d 1 

Simu taneously progresses and · f 11 . nee e ta es, the scenario 

I 
, a s apart relymg on Kern , . 

veson s musical scoring. ' pson s vtrtuosity and 
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But New York's performance artists have rekindled an interest in assaulting 
America's national myths. This new generation of New York artists pushes back 
against mainstream American culture; New York, after all, is an island, geograph-
ically detached from the main continent of America, and in some ways it is both 
the most American place in America and the least American place. But these art-
ists are rarely overtly politica! commentators. This is certainly not the New York 
avant-garde who launched the off-off Broadway movement in the 1960s, using its 
creativity to unlock and assert the power of a left-wing, sexually-liberated Green-
wich Village community who actively resisted the U.S. government. Even during 
this last decade of astonishing social transformation and politica! upheaval, with 
the catastrophic destruc ti on of the World Trade Center in our own city, only a few 
streets or subway stops from our homes; even with a declaration of an abstract war 
on "terror" with no clear end, with allegations of torture abroad and limitations 
of ei villiberties at home, most young American performance groups showed few 
signs of dissent or engagement. The emphasis remains firmly on cool eclecticism 
and irony, formalism and fragmentation- perhaps reftecting a downtown theater 
culture dominated by (mostly white) aesthetes. 

But remarkably, in this post-9111 context, this generation does love to depiet 
and take apart America's national myths. Among many notabie recent produc-
tions touching on this theme: Elevator Repair Service's textured stage explorations 
of classic modernist American novels by F. Scott Fitzgerald, William Faulkner, 
andErnest Hemingway; Radiohole's Anger/Nation casting a psychedelic eye on 
a 19th-century temperanee crusader; and Bloody Bloody Andrew Jackson, Les 
Freres Corbusier's satirica! musical salute to an American president's violent con-
quests, which even trànsferred to Broadway (unsuccessfully). 

Miguel Gutierrez, the young choreographer-director-dancer, inhabits and blurs 
American film icon James Dean in his performance piece Last Meadow, which 
played at Antwerp's deSingel and other European venues this year. The show 
begins and ends with an image of James Dean collapsed on the ftoor, slurring 
his words; Dean personified a certain postwar American masculinity, becoming 
anicon of disaffected, alienated youth, whose famous death in a 1955 car crash 
enhanced his mystique. Gutierrez blends dialogue, images, poses and gestures 
from three of James Dean's movies- Giant, East of Eden, andRebel Without a 
Cause, reversing genders, and transferring lines among characters. These hallu-
cinations of masculine postwar youth are juxtaposed with a menacing soundtrack 
of militaristic film music and street sounds-a darker American underground that 
competes for our senses with the virtuosic trio of dancers. "America is a disaster," 
whispers Gutierrez into the microphone, this nostalgic-apocalyptic landscape is 
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"Thè Shipment"; door Young Jean Lee'sTheater 
. . (©Paula 
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the "last meadow" in what he calls "my dearly departed country." Then a man 
standing upstage, dressed in a blouse, wig, and skirt, gently sings a patriotic an-
them. 

Another young artist who explicitly challenges American values is Young Jean 
Lee, a Korean-American playwright-director whose performance The Shipment, 
also shown at deSingel, directly confronts audiences with American culture's ra-

. cial myths. With a cast of African-American actars and a structure consisting of 
short sketches and scenes, The Shipment deliberately presents a series of outra-
geaus character stereotypes in order to express, challenge, mock, and question all 
idees reues about African-Americans from a white point of view. The Shipment's 
final scene asks the audience to evaluate the way in which it watches social be-
havior for racial indicators- and why it does so. (I will be very curious to hear 
how this theatrical dynamic functions in Europe, outside of an American context; 
will European audiences think it is about white American racism? Or will they 
perceive it to be about their own social assumptions?) 

Most performances by these New York artists voluntarily stay within certain 
genteel perimeters of "art" theater: audiences book tickets, go to familiar venues, 
and (usually) sit in folding chairs with xeroxed programs in their laps-and maybe 
a beer in the more permissive venues. But other performance artists have nudged 
things out of buildings or out of bounds, experimenting with interactivity and 
community in the city at large. 

Flash mob instigators like Improv Everywhere, for instance, have exploited 
phone and wire technology and challenged definitions of performance and audi-
ence by sending texts, Facehook messages, and Twitter tweets asking a crowd to 
assembie at a certain time and place somewhere in the city. Their recent speetades 
have resulted in pageants of slow-motion shoppers in Home Depot and frozen 
train passengers standing all around Grand Central Station. Also breaking be-
yond four walls was 365, the playwright Suzan-Lori Parks's massive experiment 
in democracy and dramaturgy; Parks wrote a short play every day for one year, 
then disseminated her scripts and used the internet to coordinate staged interpre-
tations of her daily dramas in all kinds of communities across New York City and 
the USA over the span of another year. It was perhaps the first truly viral theater 
project, conceived and executed to exceed the boundaries of performance, which 
is supposed to take place in one room at one Results ranged from the banal 
to the expressive, but the experiment was never about the finished product; it at-
tempted to activate an artists' network where none existed befare and tried to find 
a common catalyst for creativity. 
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Those projects peld elements of surprise, risk, and uncertainty----'---vital aspects 
of 20th-century performance breakthroughs by prtwious American avant-gardes 
like John Cage, Merce Cunningham, and the Judson Churèh dance circle- and 
these ingredients always needed to spice things up. If New York wants to stayin 
the performance vanguard, it must éncourage and embolden progressive artists 
to try projects that aren't strictly outcome,..driven. Young performance-makers' 
creative evolution may be stunted, however, by New York City's .notoriously com-
mercialized large-culture infrastructure. Few theaters or arts orgarüzations oom-
mission or present ·experimental workon a large scale; much ofthewórk shown in 
this festival, in this wondertul palace of arts, would normally play in a base-
ment or studio Nature Theater's Life and. Times has taured tö top houses 
across Europe, and is a co-productionwith the Vienna Burgtheater, but American 
presenters - who must rely on box office revenue with no subsidy -- consider it too 
long, too large, and too esoterie to play at, say, the Brooklyn Academy of Music or 
Lincoln Center. So groups like Nature Theater and Miguel Gutierrez's company 
have short runs insmallor medium-sized spaces in theii native city; they spend a 
lot of their time raising money or tauring when they could be in the studio further 
advancing their art forms; this is the material fact, even though they are among 
our best, most pioneering artists and are welcomed by a wider public in Europe 
and Asia. That's the economie reality_____:,_if .y,ou can make it in New York, you cán 
make it anywhere. It is up to New York artists to survive while they innovate, and 
it is up to New Yotk audiences to discover them and give the recognition that they 

· are due. 

But still, despite all that, there's no denying it: in the new under 
way-there's an appetite · and oppörtunity forenlarging the theatrical experience 
in New York, and it starting to happen. If anyone can seize the day; itmay be the 
artists visiting here this month -- and anyone else with the do-it-yourself spirit, 
who can take on a tough town, a city thatexpects a and receivesit too. 
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