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MY NAME IS RACHEL CORRIE is the litle of a new play currently
running on the West End that Katherine Viner and Alan Rickman put
together based on the diaries and emails of Rachel Corrie (above) an
American activist who was killed when an Israeli Army bulldozer ran
over her as she protested the destruction of a Palestinian home in
Gaza. Corrie was 23 years old. The New York Theater Workshop (Rent,
Homebody Kabul, Angels in America) which was set ta do the play’s
US premier this spring, abruptly canceled its plans to do so — igniting
much controversy on both sides of the Atlantic.

When ACoT learned that local playwright C. Denby Swanson hadn't
received much response (busy schedules or no interest) to her invite
to fellow artists to come together and use the Rachel Corrie situation as
a catalyst to examine artistic issues in our community, we asked if she
might write a short piece on this for this issue of Let'’s Go. She agreed:

MY NAME IS RACHEL CORRIE,
THE PLAY, AND QUESTIONS
ABOUT “STAGEABILITY”

by C. Denby Swanson

In early April, | was the head of the playwriting program for the
Florida State Thespian Festival, a conference for drama teach-
ers and almost 7,000 high school theater students. About 40
were playwrights, and | helped to adjudicate their work. The
evaluation form criteria included routine elements like charac-
ter, dialogue, and plot, but also a concept that | thought was
really strange — stageability.

What is “stageability”? In Florida, it meant if a play could hap-
pen on one set. Seriously. No leaps of imagination. No stage
magic. Nothing impossible. Not spectacle, but its opposite.

Early this year in New York, “stageability” meant trouble for

a play called My Name Is Rachel Corrie, by the actor Alan
Rickman and journalist Katharine Viner. The play had already
had a successful and critically acclaimed run in London, but
New York Theater Workshop (NYTW), the US producers, as
described later in the Nation magazine, got “spooked.” At
some point after they set a production date and before they
went into rehearsal, NYTW decided to postpone.

The text of My Name is Rachel Corrie is taken from the emails
and writings of a young American activist who in 2003 was
crushed under an Israeli tank as she protested the destruc-
tion of a Palestinian home. Early on, one of the reasons NYTW
gave for their postponement was that, in light of Israeli Prime

Minister Ariel Sharon’s debilitating stroke and the surprise
triumph of Hamas in Palestinian elections, the show was in
conflict with today’s political climate.

Currently, a statement from NYTW on their website says that
the problem is dramaturgy— their research discovered “many
distorted accounts of Rachel’s death,” resulting in “passionate
controversy” that is getting in the way of the play.

They have not set a new date yet.

Discussion has also been fierce on No Passport (NOPE for
short), a listserve moderated by New York-based playwright
Caridad Svich. Membership in NOPE includes national and
international theater artists, including a handful who live here
in Austin, like me. We have been talking at great length about
issues af censorship (and whether or not this was the case
with NYTW), issues of season planning, and issues of silence,
particularly in terms of new work, particularly in terms of
voices we do not even know that we do not get to hear.

For instance, if the producer of Rachel Corrie had not been
NYTW, the prominent company that brought us shows like
Rent and Homebody/Kabul, this story may not have made

national news.

It's sort of like the best possible drama, when the audience
leaves the theater arguing about what happened, who the

bad guy was, what it all meant. My students in Florida, for
instance, particularly remembered seeing a piece of perfor-
mance work about death. There was a guy in a suit. He stood
there. Then he left the stage. He came back on wearing a red
tie. Then he stood there again. That was it. That was the entire
work. And they hated it. They thought it was AWFUL. They
didn't get it at ALL. And yet, here they were, weeks later, at a
huge conference in Tampa, with their peers singing snippets
from Urinetown (a show they loved) down the hall, and all they
could talk about was the guy in the tie. One said, “I think it
was supposed to be, like, blood.”

As with that piece, there is no one answer to the Rachel Corrie
situation. Some really great points have been made through
NOPE postings and at community meetings NOPE members
have organized around the country. In New York, theater
professor Jonathan Kalb discussed the myth of the “happy
consensus.” What is that? It's a way of talking about stageabil-
ity — it's when everybody has to be happy.

In Florida, for all of my playwriting adjudications, | scratched
out “stageability” and replaced it with “theatricality.” | feel like
it's the least | can do in today's political climate.

NYTW is responding to the controversy with a series of public
meetings. The conversation continues. ##

C. Denby Swanson (The Atomic Adventures of Nikolai Nikolaevich |
Everything So Far | Governing Alice | Honour) is a graduate of Smith Col-
lege, the National Thealre Institute, and the Michener Center for Writers
at the University of Texas at Austin. She has been commissioned twice by
the Guthrie Theater, the second time in collaboration with the Children’s
Theater Company, for Governing Alice and The Atomic Adventures of
Nikolai Nikolaevich. Both plays were also published by Dramatics maga-
zine and Playscripts, Inc. Ms. Swanson’s full-length play The Death of a Cat
had its world premiere at Salvage Vanguard Thealer in September 2004.

Ms. Swanson s crrently Artistic Director of Austin Script

Works and adjunct faculty at the University of Texas at Austin.
(bio edited from playscripts.com)

A month before she was killed, Rachel wrote the following

in an email her family: “I look forward lo seeing more anc
more people willing to resist the direction the world is moving
in, a direction where our personal experienc
that we are defective, that our communities are not important,
that we are powerless, that our future is determined, and that
the highest level of humanity is expressed through what we
choose to buy at the mall.”

es are irrelevant,

RECIPE FOR RED CANS

1. Find a group of Austin’s best physical performers.

2. Seal them inside small red containers that inhibit
their vision, movernent, and breathing.

3. Store for three months in a cool, dark place and
never above 95 degrees.

Note: When opening canned goods, always check for
spoilage. If any mold or fungus seemns to appear (or if there’s
a strange discoloration or smell), our recommendation fs

— when in doubt, throw them out.

The RED CANS get opened on August 3rd.

Josh Meyer and Rebecca Beegle Reflect on
Red Cans, Theater, Art and Rubber Repertory

Coming to the Off Center August 3rd-19th, Rubber Reper-
fory presents RED CANS, a co-production with Rude Mechs.
Not really a play, and not quite a dance, RED CANS is best
described as an experiment in limitations. What are the pos-
sibilities of a show in which all of the performers are trapped
inside small red containers? Unable to see. Unable to speak.
Barely able to move. What's left? As a sneak preview to RED
CANS, the Rubber Rep has provided a selection of rehearsal
observations written by dramaturg Rebecca Beegle.

Red cans are strangely evocative — they magnify elemental
emotions when they perform the simplest actions: run, fall
down, walk slowly, turn in a fast circle. It would be interesting
to play against this tendency, work to strip the cans’ move-
ments of any recognizable emotional content. What would you
be left with if you subverted the impulse to feel ‘emotional’
about the cans in any kind of traditional way?

And, why do the cans magnify emotion? Do they represent
victims, or children? Do we relate to the struggle of captivity
and confinement? Do we even care about these themes at all,
or are we just having a good time?

At one point, three cans fall over at the same time, and they
fall in such a way that the audience sees ‘up the skirts' of the
cans to the bodies inside.

During rehearsal in the park, two outside forces threaten the
cans. A toddler approaches an active can and makes several
loud noises, possibly meant to convey the sentiment “l can
see your shoes, did you know that | can see your shoes,

hey!” The actor inside the can does not recognize the noise
as coming from a toddler. The second incident involves a
seemingly mentally challenged man who, as we arrived at the
park, was occupying himself by innocently whacking at tree
branches with a plastic light saber. In the middle of rehearsal,
he approaches the active cans and for a moment appears to
consider whacking at them, taking them for inanimate objects.
However, he soon retreats, and the cans are never aware of
his proximity. What is a dramaturg’s responsibility when it
comes to protecting the cans from onslaught? What would

it be like to have a wholly foreign and potentially threatening
bady enter the world of the cans mid-performance? A giant
cowboy pifiata? Someone dressed as a pifiata? A child? A child
in costume? A dog?

Favorite move of this rehearsal: two actors switch cans during
perfarmance, a slow crawling out and crawling in. Is identity
linked to the cans, and not the actors inside the cans? Should
each can be recognizable throughout show and storyline, or is
individuality among cans unimportant or even undesirable?
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