2009 Alternate ROOTS Annual Meeting

Studio Report: Of, By, For, About and With

Reporter’s Name: Ethan Sawyer
Studio title and leader(s): Lisa Mount
Day/time: Saturday, 9:30am
How many participants? 20
Please describe the diversity of the group? Sixteen females, four males. 

Brief outline of the studio format: Introductions, Song, Headwaters process discussion (Timeline, Production Budget, etc.), Headwaters reading of excerpts and discussion. 

How did the studio content and facilitation align with the ROOTS Annual Meeting theme of Rebirth of a Nation: using art to navigate the intersection of oppressions?

Very well. Lisa provided a kind of case study for making community-based theater by describing her own process. This accomplished at least two things: 

1.) provided tools for all levels of community-based theater-makers seeking to learn new ways of working “as we navigate the intersection of oppressions” in our own communities, and

2.) provided a mirror for us to view our own work and reflect on similarities/differences.   

How did you see practices of the following principles occur in the workshop? 

Power: Very equitable. Lisa is a fantastic facilitator. She’s a strong leader with very strong listening skills. Within the structure she set up – which she clearly articulated several times – she was able to allow time to address people’s specific interests and questions. She’s also very good at saying “No,” another quality I greatly admire in a leader. 
Partnership & Dialogue: There was just the right amount of partnership and dialogue, I felt. This is a personal bias, but I appreciated that Lisa did most of the talking – I wanted to hear from her. Lisa has a lot of knowledge and this was a great forum for that, a wonderful opportunity to see and hear how her brain works. 
Aesthetics: We were outside! This was very nice: the weather was perfect. Starting and ending with a song was also great, bringing us together in the magical way that music can. 
Transformation: I was transformed in subtle ways, which I’m still unpacking. I appreciated getting a chance to see/hear Lisa facilitate – she’s a great model. Hearing about similar experiences and challenges was, as always, affirming, and there were some amazing gems, which I’ll list in the “Comments” section below. I also love the way she loves (and talks about her love for) Jo Carson. 
 
Your sense of the reception by participants. Specific comments here are helpful.

The group seemed pretty steadily focused and present throughout, with a few minor cell phone exceptions. The excerpt Lisa read at the end hit hard for many of us; I know that a few members were in tears afterwards and at least one became very emotional afterwards. Group members stayed behind to comfort her. (This probably goes under the “Transformation” section, only I don’t want to speculate that actual transformation was achieved; I simply saw her crying.) 

Because the excerpt was so powerful and because Lisa was so clear about why she shared this (the woman upon whom this story was based changed her life as a result of sharing and performing her story), the power of theater to change lives was evident and palpable. 
Any other comments for the Studio leaders(s)?

Some other gems worth sharing: 

Chorus from the song we sang: 

Ain’t no place anything like this place

Anywhere ‘round this place

So this must be the place

Resource: Spider Speculations – the Physics and Biophysics of Storytelling by Jo Carson

Liars, Thieves and Other Sinners From the Bench by Jo Carson
What are the stories we have to tell in order to make a play about this place?

--Question asked by Jo Carson
Resource: Community Performance has a packet available for purchase
Resource: We Make the Path By Walking

“As a producer, the budget tells the story.”

“No auditions, it’s ‘Talent Inventories’.”

Double-casting all shows internally means everyone has a partner to work with. It slows down process some, but cast members learn from one another. Creates the self-repairing ensemble, which accounts for attrition rate.

Resource: Challenge America Grants: If you can raise $10,000, they’ll match it.

How to make a community-based play (abridged version): You collect stories, transcribe them, then give them to a playwright who will find a way to make them theatrical. 

 --Isn’t that just about right?

Seeing folks onstage make a decision and dealing with the results of that decision creates drama for the audience.

Flannery O’Connor’s Mystery and Manners and the excerpt about passing the mysterious dragon

(11:47: At this point Lisa clarifies that we’ll take questions, then she’ll read a passage, take a few more questions, then we’ll sing and be done. Personal note: she is so very attentive to time. Participants seem to be set at ease by this – a great technique in practice.)

How do you involve yourself creatively? Lisa says, You can’t do this work without inserting yourself creatively, so you might as well use leadership for what it’s worth. This is different from power-grabbing – leadership through collaboration is better.

What does a collaborative shared power process look like to you?

Lisa says, I’ve learned most of everything from ROOTS. I couldn’t have made this work without what I’ve learned from ROOTS. Liz Lerman says: “You bring people to the table, find out what they do best, then help them do that.” (Not in a paternalistic way, she points out.) 

RESOURCE: Bopha! – documentary about South African township theater artists talking to people and making play inspired by their stories.

“Producing is like solving a series of math problems.” 

One participant offers: “You start with a boulder and then get gravel to pave the road.”

DETAILED WORKSHOP NOTES: 

9:40am: We begin

We’ll begin by talking about what community-based stories are and then how to do it. Story-collecting: Story Release Form, Production Timeline and Production Budget 

Resource: Spider Speculations – the Physics and Biophysics of Storytelling by Jo Carson

Lisa calls it “required reading for human beings.”

Description: How the re-framing and re-telling of stories literally changes your body chemistry and a community’s chemistry. 

Liars, Thieves and Other Sinners From the Bench by Jo Carson

Reminds group to pay their bar tabs for their “jo-jitos” raising money for her cancer treatment. (Note: Lisa helped raise $600!)

Who are You/Where are you From/Why are you Here?

PARTICIPANT INTRODUCTIONS:

Lisa (New Orleans, Artspot Productions) – Interested in different ways of making theater.

Mecca Burns (Charlottesville, VA) – Using playback theater & theater of the oppressed. 

Hannah (New Orleans) – Interested in finding out about different methodologies.

Beth (Knoxville, TN) – Community organizer; interested in how to make stories.

Will McAdams (San Francisco) – Community-based playwright interested in particular about money and how power intersects

Dianne Morningstar (southern TN) -  Saw the power of involving a whole town in a play when 1/10th of town showed for a play performed ten minutes from Fred Thompson’s home in TN. Would love to find some tools to help community 

Tandi (Nashville) – Poet that does poem plays

Eleanor (Atlanta) – Stage manager w/some actor and dancer experience. Southerner who’s been telling stories who’s interested in “how you get to be a from” a piece, as Jo Carson performed the “People Piece.” Saw the transformative power of “Swamp Gravy,” to change people’s lives. Still going, 17 years later. Jo Carson wrote their first 8 plays.

Tammy (Berea, KY) – Grew up “bein’ a ham,” performing as a kid. Now a community organizer. Currently unemployed and sees this conference as an opportunity/transition.

Rachel (New Orleans, Oakland) – Interest came from working/hearing about Cornerstone and felt a big desire to do similar work.

Julia Taylor (Chicago, Whitesburg KY) – Thousand Kites Project. Facilitates a workshop in a women’s prison. Seeking to find new ways of making art. Just returned from Cornerstone. Found she had a very emotional response to the experience. 

Jean (New Orleans) – Might leave and might stay, she says. 

Kali Quinn (VT) – Attended Dell ‘Arte school. Moved to NYC and became confused about money, theater, justice and found difficult balancing. Recently going to gatherings like ROOTS has inspired her and reinvigorated her interest in community-based work.

Lisa Mount (Sautee Nacoochee, GA, New Orleans) – Living apart together with her partner, MK Wegmann. Originally from Southern California, moved to GA in 1990 and felt very much at home. Southerners are hard-wired for stories in a profound and focused way. 

Shannon (MN) – Writer and English instructor in downtown Minneapolis. Husband is in Liberia, so she’s living apart together. Says she wouldn’t advise it; Lisa says “it takes a special set of negotiations.” Shannon interested in this work because her students have been told their “stupid.” Huge population of African and Hmong descent. As she gets older realizes writing isn’t just about her, it’s a dialogue with other people. 

Monifah Jackson (New Danger poets) 

Monique Davis (Hartsfield, SC)

Joanna (New Orleans)

Mike Scott (Orangeburg, SC)

Shannon Wooley (Louisville, KY)

Nick Marchese (FL) 

Lisa begins: Good! We won’t be starting at a ground zero level; many of us have experience already. 

Let’s learn a song! This one draws on pageants and for many reasons the productions she does have text, music and movement. For Headwaters (first performance: 2007) Lisa endeavors to add an extra element – in 2007 they added acrobatic silks. Headwaters: Play is written and performed. Second year: same play is re-written and re-performed, often with same artists. The first, for example, was Headwaters: Birth, Death and Places in Between in 2007 & 2008. This process is nice because in the second year the audience is still interested by new material but has that “frisson” of familiarity. Performance is site and place specific. 

Lisa mentions she works as a consultant to arts organizations. Wrote the following song as part of her creative input on most recent Headwaters show. (She produced and directed first but just directed most recent one.)

We sing! Lisa plays banjo and teaches us a song she co-wrote with Joe Mozier (sp?)

Chorus:

Ain’t no place anything like this place

Anywhere ‘round this place

So this must be the place

(Personal note: It’s a beautiful song. Haunting and lovely.)

Will asks if we can flag the topic of being an artist and organizer: Where do we draw that line? 

Lisa calls Headwaters “community story performance” 

Cornerstone inspired her as did Richard Geer of Community Performance (who has done a great job documenting community-based performances). 

Resource: Community Performance has a packet available for purchase (Google search this).

Needed for Community Performances: 

- Stories from a place

- People from a place willing to perform the stories – without auditions. “Who comes, is.” (Performers are volunteers)

- Combination of professional artists for 

- Stage Manager (crucial!)

When you see the performance you are usually seeing a very large company. This year’s Headwaters was small at 33 – cast is usually 65 or so. Age range: 7-75, often whole families perform. Rehearsal schedule runs 6-9 weeks and performs for 3 weeks, so you’re asking community members to dedicate 3 months of their lives… for a t-shirt. Performances run Thursday-Sunday with Wednesday brush-up rehearsal. Have adapted an old gym and can cram 190 people into it. Rehearsals are six nights per week, three hours per night, though not all are called the whole time.

Cornerstone works differently, which combines professionals with non-professionals. 

(Note-taker notes: One exception to this is the Day Laborer Theater, which creates plays by, for and with community. No professionals.) 

Community organizing is a huge part of it. Idea for Headwaters began around a dining room table in 1993. Three years from idea to first public iteration. Explaining what it is to people is a big part of it – “What is a community story play?” 

Assembled Story Team first, which is local people. 

This is different from Creative Team, which is made up of professional artists.

Jo Carson came to perform part of her piece, “Liars, Thieves…” and asked a crucial question: What are the stories we have to tell in order to make a play about this place? 

For this community, notes Lisa, we had to tell stories about: farming, rivers, hollering up the valley, moonshine, etc. (Made a big long list of topics.) 

Lisa learned from Jo the importance of asking open-ended questions. Not “who were your parents,” but “what were your parents like…” And here’s the killer question: (ask this if you’re stuck) “Was there ever a time when you thought you might die?” leads to some amazing stories. 

Can be good to interview in pairs, because another person can help remember: “Oh, tell THAT story!...”

Resource: We Make the Path By Walking (author?)

Story collection is a never-ending process. Also a great way to build audience, because people are much more interested in play if their story may be in it. 

Jo came back later and performed some more excerpts from “Liars, Thieves…” and from what would become “Headwaters.” Some people really got it when they saw this. 

Personal story of woman who performed story of Gloria, a woman who gave a story then passed away. Her daughter witnessed a performance by Jo Carson of her mother’s story. 

Interviews are tape-recorded. 

January, 2007: At this point Jo was deep into writing but caught pneumonia and became unable to finish the play. Jerry Crillo (sp?), who’d been writing with her, finished the play. Ever since then Headwaters has had two writers. 

Lisa passes out budget and notes:

$10,000 is going rate for paying a director – it’s a year’s worth of work. 

$7,500 and $5,000 for playwrights

$2,500 for Stage Manager 

Movement Designer (Celeste prefers this term to “Choreographer.” She taught exercises to cast and then went “shopping,” allowing cast to generate own material and then chose from that.) 

$1,500 for Lynn Jeffries, Set Designer (Amazing woman and willing to work for much less than she’s worth. Worked with puppets which, Lisa points out, work on your brain in a different way.)

Lighting Designer (missed the name)

Costume Designer: Jeannie Crawford 

Musical Director: Willing to work for free (doesn’t need the money)

Production t-shirts: $440

Costume was able to costume 33 people in 12 different scenes for $500. (Lots of borrowing.)

Production/Advertising: Local artist commissioned to create poster. Had all the desk clerks at motels in town help hand out. Also broadcast on radio and encouraged cast to help get the word out. 

“As a producer, the budget tells the story.”

No auditions, they’re “Talent Inventories”

-- Admittedly, it’s a little bit of a bait and switch because people often have no idea what they’re in for… 

Auditions: Warm-up, Play Circle Games, Sing, Movement Exercises, then read a piece of text from the play (to discern if participant can read).

Produced a new play with 6.5 week process. Never again, says Lisa. From now on, at least 8 weeks is needed for a new play. 

Lisa double-casts all shows internally, so everyone has a partner to work with. Slows down the rehearsal process some, but cast members learn from one another. This also creates the self-repairing ensemble, which accounts for “attrition rate” and by the end of the run people are trading nights. 

Note: They fired an opera singer who never was quite able to hit her notes. You can fire people, Lisa points out. (Sometimes we forget this.)

At first rehearsal, Lisa facilitates the drawing up of a contract with cast with certain immutable rules from Lisa:

- No drinking/recreational drugs

- Must come with real shoes. Believes that one can be an active and engaged performer in flip flops. They’re dangerous and noisy onstage and they make you walk stupid.

Cast came up with rule: in first week you can decide if you don’t want to do this and leave.

Jerry Stropnicki said “We will start and end on time, whether people are there or not.” 90% of time this worked – people rose to the challenge. This all depends on Stage Manager, says Lisa.”

Rehearsals ran 6:30-9:30pm.

MONEY

Lisa has gotten lots of grants from NEA and is good at it. 

RESOURCE: Challenge America Grants: If you can raise $10,000, they’ll match it. 

For 2008, applied to Presenting Program, got $15,000 from NEA for that production. 

For 2009, applied under Theater Discipline and got $20,000. 

· Because they’d gotten funding from NEA, they got $50,000 Grant for Staff this past year. Headwaters has brought $105,000 to little Sautee Nacoochee. (Yay!)

Grant sources diminishing and individual donations increasing. 

Individuals gave. Lisa asked for $20,000 from one guy and he gave $1,000. She’ll ask him again. 

Next year Lisa will graduate ticket prices: $10 (first wknd.), $13 (second), $15 (third)

Doesn’t recommend doing “pot lucks,” as these are usually more trouble to organize than they’re worth. 

In order to get NEA money, production has to have importance on national scale – some sort of national impact or reputation. People on the panels know Jerry Sropnicki (sp?), Jo Carson, Lisa Mount, so it has been easier to get funding from them.  

People don’t apply to CAPP (at ROOTS) or haven’t – it’s amazing how few people apply, says Lisa. 

CAPP application criteria (from a question), Lisa says: needs to be an artist and a community addressing some issue in the community.

Sautee’s issue: Reclaiming our own identity (away from Atlanta)

And in what way will your project address uprooting racism? 

In their case, Sautee Nacoochee is 97% white (of about 2500). In first show, 2 African American performers, 38 Caucasian. This year they worked to tell a Latino immigrant story but, to be perfectly frank, didn’t start the early enough the process of Story Gathering. This year was a multi-racial cast: three men who identified themselves as mixed. Have we done our work to uproot racism? Not by any means, says Lisa, and this is an area of constant struggle. 

Cast is made up of people who work days or are retired – tough to do rehearsals if people work at night. This can be a volunteer exercise for the wealthy, which is something to guard against. 

THE ART PART (11:24am)

Brief description of process: You collect stories, transcribe them, then give them to a playwright who will find a way to make them theatrical. (Beautifully succinct way of describing a very complex process.)

Story Set-up (for the scripts that Lisa hands out): 

Lisa tells story of Moonshiners and Revenuers and their cooperative economic enterprise: taking turns going to jail and losing their still while other community members take care of their families. The next time someone else has to take the fall. 

We read two excerpts. Audience is moved afterwards; the play resonates.

Key point: these folks onstage make a decision. And it’s dealing with the results of that decision that creates drama for the audience. (A great reminder.)

Lisa reads from Jo Carson, quoting: Flannery O’Connor’s Mystery and Manners.

Quote about passing a mysterious dragon and how every story must deal with this “dragon” that the characters in the story have to pass. A character acts or chooses not to, and changes – or doesn’t! – based on that crucial moment… (She notes that a character failing to very often be enlightening), but thinking about each character’s journey as a “passage” is useful, says Jo. 

Lisa says: We don’t take these stories back to the community and say, “Is this okay?” but playwright works to get original intent right. 

In Headwaters sometimes people have performed their own stories. One member, Jerry, for example, told story of life being disabled and having a kid. Jerry wrote the scene with Jo (Carson) and then Jerry performed someone else’s stories in the play. 

All rehearsals are open, but Lisa doesn’t deliberately invite people to come see their stories developing during the process – calls it “a little bit o’ sausage-making.” 

(11:47: At this point Lisa clarifies that we’ll take questions, then she’ll read a passage, take a few more questions, then we’ll sing and be done. Personal note: she is so very attentive to time. Participants seem to be set at ease by this – a great technique in practice.)

Question about Signing Releases: How do you avoid being accused – and actually doing – appropriation? 

Will offers: In his work he offers the interviewee an opportunity to approve the transcription. Transparency is key… Explain everything as well as you can. And ultimately one really has to trust the artist and there has to be a guiding mind that is shaping the piece. 

Shannon offers: Find people in the community who already have built trust. 

Lisa respectfully disagrees that ultimately it’s the writer’s choice; it’s the Producer’s choice. 

Ethan (note-taker) respectfully disagrees: it’s not always the producer (citing Day Labor Theater as an example), depends on project.

Lisa: No fights during the last Headwaters production! And this comes out of ensemble practice: The first answer is always, “Yes.” If it doesn’t work, at least we tried it. 

Community Performance Inc. sells a $75,00 package – writer, director, etc. (Many at ROOTS are much cheaper, points out one participant.) 

We come back to the question of: How do you involve yourself creatively? You can’t do this work without inserting yourself creatively, Lisa believes. She is deeply inserted in process and says, “You can’t help but have that, so use leadership for what it’s worth.” This is different from power-grabbing, she points out, and believes leadership through collaboration is best.

Mecca says that with Playback theater immediately shows people there will be poetic license taken… it shows people that so they can see it. 

Question: What does a collaborative shared power process look like to you?

Lisa says, I’ve learned most of what I know about this work from ROOTS. Liz Lerman says: “You bring people to the table, find out what they do best, then help them do that.” (Not in a paternalistic way, she points out.) 

“Producing is like solving a series of math problems.” 

One participant offers: “You start with a boulder and then get gravel to pave the road.”

Lisa reads an excerpt from “Liars, Thieves…” and gives context

RESOURCE: Bopha! – documentary about South African township theater artists talking to people and making play inspired by their stories.

