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To Open a Person: Song and Encounter
at Gardzienice and the Workcenter

Ben Spatz

Gardzienice and the Workcenter

Thanks to the pioneers of modern dance and physical theatre, many strong connections have
been drawn between actor training and the study of movement practices and body-work. It is now
common for schools and theatre ensembles to incorporate yoga, martial arts, contact improvisation,
and body-alignment techniques into their training programs. Far less often are such connections
drawn between acting and song. Voice work, even in experimental theatre, tends to focus on sound,
breath, and resonance apart from song; and the two mainstream genres of song-based theatre in this
country—opera and musical theatre—tend to be commercially oriented and to place greater empha-
sis on production values than on the interior aspects of acting. As a result, few training programs
or theatre companies in the United States actively investigate the relationship between singing and
acting, or between song and action.'

My aim in this article is to expose and begin to heal the rift that exists in this country between
the study and research of acting techniques and that of singing, especially group or choral singing.
With this goal in mind, I will describe and contrast two formally and historically related though essen-
tially very different European groups that have done pioneering work in experimental performance:
the Gardzienice Centre for Theatre Practices in Poland, and the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski and
Thomas Richards in Italy. These two groups have been working at the junction of song and performer
training for decades.” In each of them, the demand for virtuosic singing skills is an integral part of an
ongoing exploration of actor training. This ongoing research relates not only to technical training,
but also to the more delicate question of “how to open a person”—that is, how to help a performer
develop the ineffable qualities that are variously called honesty, believability, or presence.’

I spent two years in Poland (2003-05), first as a performer and apprentice with Gardzienice
and then as a Fulbright Fellow at the Grotowski Centre (now called the Grotowski Institute) in
Wroclaw. My experience with the Workcenter is as follows: I witnessed its work in Pontedera, Vienna,
and Wroclaw, and participated in a three-week practical seminar with the full team in Moscow and
a one-week workshop with Associate Director Mario Biagini in upstate New York. In all of these
contexts | was present as a practitioner rather than as a scholar; in other words, I was expected to
participate in the work rather than to analyze or articulate it verbally. This article is intentionally
written from that perspective.*

Gardzienice was founded by Wlodzimierz Staniewski in the late 1970s and continues to operate
under his direction today. The Workcenter was created by Jerzy Grotowski in 1986 and is now led
by Thomas Richards, who worked with Grotowski from 1985 to 1999 and became his designated
artistic heir. Both Gardzienice and the Workcenter maintain physical centers in relatively remote
locations: the former in the tiny Polish village near Lublin for which it is named, and the latter
outside the Italian town of Pontedera. Staniewski and some of the other founders of Gardzienice
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worked closely with Grotowski during the 1970s until breaking from him in 1976 to form their own
group. To this connection may be traced some of the most basic similarities between Gardzienice
and the Workcenter, such as the premise of long-term ensemble work and a commitment to the
highest levels of physical and vocal precision in performance. Both groups have created a very small
number of works, each of which is developed and performed over a long period of time—sometimes
more than a decade.’

Beyond these basic connections, the methods and missions of Gardzienice and the Workcenter
are extremely divergent. In fact, it would hardly make sense to discuss them together if not for one
additional commonality: the deep, extended relationships they have each cultivated with old and
for the most part anonymous sources of choral song. Gardzienice worked for well over a decade
with traditional Ukrainian and Polish folksongs, and then with medieval music, before turning in
the mid-1990s to its current focus on the reconstruction of ancient Greek music. The Workcenter,
meanwhile, has been working with selected groups of African and Afro-Caribbean traditional songs
for over two decades. Other performative materials, such as gestural vocabularies and movement
forms, are also drawn from these cultural sources, but the songs are undoubtedly the most crucial.
It is their relationships to these particular kinds of songs and song sources that make Gardzienice
and the Workcenter worth considering together despite their great differences.®

When Staniewski and his colleagues left Grotowski and moved across Poland to found
Gardzienice, they explicitly intended to make theatre rather than para-theatre. Staniewski rejected the
spontaneous, improvisational nature of the para-theatrical projects: “For me it was very important
to make something with its own performative architecture, possessing more than changing ceremo-
nies and rituals” (qtd. in Allain 54). But Gardzienice’s project was not a return to the theatre in any
standard sense of that word, for Staniewski was no more interested in using a proscenium stage or in
playing for an existing theatre audience than Grotowski had been; instead, he led his new ensemble
on a series of artistic “expeditions” into the rural landscape of Eastern Europe:

Imagine a theatre ensemble packing their equipment into a bus and driving far away from the city
life to hidden territories where there is no theatre, where the settlements and villages are isolated.
Somewhere far in the mountains, for instance, where the roads are poor. The people get out of
the bus at a prearranged place and they walk, pushing all their equipment on a loaded cart. . . .
They find a stream and create a camp next to it, where they continue the work. They train,
practice the music, rehearse the dialogues and the common scenes. There is a director, actors and
some observers, who have been invited to participate, and some students. (Staniewski 39)

These expeditions brought the itinerant ensemble into contact with relatively isolated com-
munities and cultural enclaves:

For the first twenty years the basis of the ensemble’s research was the “expedition,” in which
members of the company traveled to remote rural villages in eastern Poland. Here the dominant
Catholic communities co-exist with more marginal Gypsy, Belorussian, Lemko and Ukrainian
cultures. Traveling on foot, the group spent a few days in each village, meeting with the local

musicians and artists, exchanging songs and stories. . . .

In the following years the ensemble toured extensively. Expeditions to indigenous communities
further afield took members of the company to Lapland, Mexico, Brazil, Scandinavia, South
Korea, Italy, Ireland, Ukraine, the Balkans and Egypt. (Staniewski 4, 11)

Central to the purpose of these expeditions was the fact that the communities Gardzienice
visited had their own living traditions of song. For Staniewski, the expeditions were much more than
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an opportunity to find a new audience: they were part of his search for a “new natural environment
of theatre” (4) and a different approach to performance. The expedition was an end in itself, with its
own unique value, and it was never intended to culminate in a one-way spectacle for an exotic but
passive audience. Instead, the company sought to instigate “gatherings” in the villages, which were
“semi-formal meetings arranged in the villages’ communal spaces. Here the Gardzienice members
would sing and perform extracts of a performance, while the local people would play instruments,
sing, tell stories and dance in response” (8).

If theatre as we know it begins with the specialization of performers and their separation from
a (passive) audience, then Gardzienice’s gatherings are clearly a different kind of event, as closely
related to a festival or party as to an evening at the theatre. The main responsibility of the Gardzienice
ensemble during a gathering was not to put on a show, but to stimulate a “fermentation” effect that
would lead to the increased participation of the entire community (Staniewski 53). Furthermore,
this process of fermentation began not with performance, but with the arrival of the company as a
band of travelers:

Once you have arrived in a village, the preparations for the performance and the gathering are
done in a very visible way to engage as large a proportion of the community as possible, such
as building a common stage. Small groups of actors walk from house to house. They do small
performances in front of, or inside, the houses. They are somehow identifying themselves and
announcing what they are inviting people to participate in. You may rehearse with local musi-
cians, and if there are storytellers you try to include them as well, if not in the performance
scenario, then in the gathering. So the preparations should animate the local community as
much as possible. (52)

Here, performance is a means to an end, a medium through which the ensemble can establish the
trust of an unfamiliar community and interact with it. If successful, the gathering that results will
be the culmination of a joint process of fermentation going far beyond what either the Gardzienice
actors or the local people could have created on their own.

For reasons having to do with the evolution of both the ensemble and the cultural landscape
of Eastern Europe, Gardzienice no longer makes regular expeditions. Nevertheless, a sensibility
born of those rustic adventures remains visible in its work today, especially when it performs on its
home territory. A contemporary visitor to Gardzienice on a full performance night (Gardzienice’s
“Kosmos”) can expect to be led through the night forest by guides carrying flaming torches, and
fed after the show with freshly cooked Polish dumplings. The actors greet the audience warmly and
usher them to their seats, sometimes energetically stuffing them into very small spaces to observe the
explosive performance pieces for which the group is now famous. This informal atmosphere offers
today’s audiences a taste of what those older, more rustic gatherings must have been like, with food
and drink and song and chatter overlapping and competing with one another for attention.

The last phase of Jerzy Grotowski’s work is at the very opposite end of the spectrum of perfor-
mance, but it is similar to Gardzienice’s program of expeditions in that it demands an expansion or
questioning of the theatrical event as defined by the separation of performers and audience. After a
relatively short period spent in the United States, Grotowski moved in 1986 to Italy, where he was
offered permanent support to run a small laboratory at the Center for Theatrical Experimentation
and Research (now the Pontedera Theatre Foundation) in Pontedera. Taking with him three assis-
tants, including the young American Thomas Richards, Grotowski founded the Workcenter there
and supervised its work for 13 years until his death in 1999. Since well before Grotowski’s death,
Richards has been at the head of the Workcenter’s operations, with ongoing support and increasing
leadership from his associate Mario Biagini.”
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The Workcenter’s early existence, the project undertaken by Richards and his team, and the
context in which they worked were at least as radically different from any standard definition of
theatre as those of Gardzienice. In fact, Grotowski and later Richards have said many times that the
Workcenter’s central focus—for which Peter Brook coined the term “art as vehicle’—should not be
called theatre at all, because it is primarily intended to function for those who are performing (the
“doers”), rather than for anyone who might be watching.® Thus, although “from the point of view
of technical elements everything [at the Workcenter] is almost as in a normal theatre work of long
duration” (Grotowski, “Workcenter” 14), the Workcenter’s practices represent at least as radical a
turn inwards as Gardzienice’s do outwards.

Lisa Wolford described the Workcenter in 1996 as “an extreme example of an enclosed culture,
a world set apart” (69). Over the years, Richards and his colleagues have developed a number of
precise, repeatable performance structures (or “Actions”), but these are not necessarily designed with
an observer in mind and do not require the presence of an audience to be fully accomplished. The
first Actions created in Pontedera did not even take into consideration “from which angle a visitor
might witness” them (Richards, Edge-Point58), and the doers were at first surprised, years later, when
Grotowski began to invite a small number of people to come and witness what was being done. Since
that time, many of those who have witnessed this work—by invitation only and never by purchasing
a ticket—have agreed that calling it “theatre” is an oversimplification, perhaps even a disastrous one,
because it fails to articulate the radical difference of its work and therefore its broader significance

(see the writings of Zbigniew Osinski and Wolford in Schechner and Wolford).

For many years, the Workcenter remained “set apart,” in the sense that its work could only
be seen through small, private meetings and work exchanges. This emphasis on private rather than
public encounters is highly unusual when viewed from the context of theatre, which today refers
almost by definition to public rather than private events, but it would not be at all unusual in the
context of yogic or other traditional practices.” Additionally, the Workcenter has opened its doors
in recent years far more than in the past, and it is no longer nearly as private as it was in the begin-
ning. In 2004, it premiered a work called Dies Irae that was billed as a theatre piece and for which
tickets were sold. Meanwhile, the 2003—06 Tracing Roads Across project had the Workcenter team
traveling extensively throughout Europe and beyond, sharing its work with a great number of theatre
groups and other interested parties. A full discussion of the center’s current and recent work, like that
of Gardzienice, is beyond the scope of this article.’” For my purposes here, it is enough to examine
their earlier practices with an understanding that these continue to strongly influence their current
work—even though Gardzienice no longer conducts regular expeditions and the Workcenter has
become more publicly visible.

From the above discussion, we can see that both Gardzienice and the Workcenter have
approached the techniques of performance as a means to enable and serve an event that may or may
not be classifiable as theatre. Preparation for Gardzienice’s gatherings and the Workcenter’s Actions
resembles in many ways a long theatrical rehearsal process; however, the events themselves demand
a reexamination of the concept of theatre, because they do not revolve around the familiar division
between performer and spectator. In “art as vehicle,” no spectator is necessary; in a gathering, the
performance group does encounter outsiders, but these outsiders bring their own performative
material (songs, dances, and so on) and become co-creators of the event in a way that far surpasses
what is usually called “audience participation.” Ultimately, both groups have demonstrated an active
desire to rediscover the hidden or lost potentials of performance as a communal or ritual activity
intended primarily to serve those who do it.
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Songs as Vessels

Why do performers in both Gardzienice and the Workcenter identify primarily as actors despite
the central role of singing in their work? This point may seem trivial, but it indicates an important
aspect of their approach: namely, that song functions for each of them as a kind of vessel for something
else that pours into and is expressed through singing. In neither case is the production of music an
end in itself. This is part of what separates their work from the genres of opera and musical theatre,
and it has everything to do with the kinds of songs they choose to work with and the particular bal-
ance struck, in their work, between technical rigor and the performer’s freedom to act.

For the sake of comparison, we might consider the relative balances of constraint and freedom
placed on a performer by the enactment of text, narrative, choreography, a martial art, or a sub-
stantially different kind of song. One basic distinction is that singing is not a visual phenomenon
and does not require the body to be held in any particular shape. The act of singing does sculpt the
body, but it does so from the inside out, through the demands of sound production and the need
to create precise pitches, dynamics, and resonances. In this way, singing is less like a choreography
that determines the visible shape of the body, and more like a martial art that requires the precise
direction of energy and force. Singing calls for the singer to produce a specific sequence of vibrations
in the air; in doing so, it constrains the body more tightly than do textual or narrative structures,
but far less so than a visually-oriented choreography.

The result is a unique balance of form and flexibility that paradoxically engages the whole
body of the performer while leaving it relatively free. The effort required by the performer to produce
the song without breaking its rhythm, melody, or resonance means that the interplay between song
and performance, though it may be flexible, cannot be just a matter of collage. Some movements
and actions will block the song, others will support it—and these body—voice relationships can be
tremendously complex. Song places the performer inside a rigorous structure of time (thythm, dura-
tion, dynamics) as well as other qualities (pitch, vibration, resonance), but it also leaves a significant
degree of freedom. In this way, physical and other performative elements can be seen to pass through
the precisely carved, hollow vessels of the songs used by Gardzienice and the Workcenter. These song-
vessels are “precisely carved” in their musical precision, but they are “hollow” in that they do not
strictly determine the position of the body, the emotions of the actor, or the meaning of a given
action. The songs shape, but do not strictly determine what flows through them; this relationship
is complex, neither random nor predictable.

All of the songs discussed here are old, and they come from old cultures. Ukrainian folksongs,
Afro-Haitian chants, and reconstructed ancient Greek music all bring with them a cultural ground-
ing and historical context that stretches back for centuries. One senses that these songs deserve a
kind of respect, whether simply because they are old or because the fact that they have survived this
long implies an intrinsic merit. Working on a very old song is different from working on a song that
was written by a living composer."” Separated from us by time, space, and culture, old songs offer a
kind of mystery that may entice us to search for their inner meaning through a kind of archaeology
of song. Their age may also help us resist the urge to innovate for the sake of innovation. Finally,
songs whose authors are anonymous—or so ancient as to be essentially so, even if we know their
names—are part of a profoundly public domain. Underlying this work is a belief that today these
songs belong to whoever cares to work on them, since in many cases they are actually in danger of

disappearing.'”

Once work has begun, the facts of a song’s origin are less important than the details of its
musicality. To begin with, a note about language: the songs of Gardzienice and the Workcenter are
almost never in the language of those who sing them, nor are the performers expected to learn the
linguistic meaning of the words through translation. The result for the singers is that they receive a
precise and sometimes difficult structure of articulation for the mouth, lips, and tongue—one that has
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all the features of language and may even encode a kind of meaning through its phonetics—without
any of the linguistic content carried by words. In practice, singing in a foreign language is as different
from singing shapeless vowels as it is from singing lyrics in a native tongue.

More importantly, the folk origin of these songs means that their basic forms are relatively
simple. Simplicity is what allows a song to serve a whole community—as a work song, a marriage
song, or a funeral song, for example—and also what enables a song to be used in the context of
performance work that also involves movement, interaction, narrative, and other elements. The
melodic and harmonic complexities of classical opera music, by contrast, are so technically demand-
ing that they would render impossible the other kinds of performative work enacted by Gardzienice
and the Workcenter. Such complexity in singing, like the complexity of ballet in dance, encourages
the increased specialization of performers into categories: singers, dancers, actors. The simplicity
of folksongs, on the other hand, means that they do not have to be sung only in concert style or
by professional singers; instead, they can be performed with fluid physical engagement and by
those whose primary vocation is acting. To master the kinds of singing done by Gardzienice or the
Workcenter takes many years, but not because of the melodic or rhythmic complexity of the songs
themselves—rather, because of all that which passes through them.

Above all, the distinguishing characteristic of the songs described here is that they are ensemble
songs, group songs, choral songs. Where solo parts exist, these are almost always in relation to the
group: rising out of it, responding to it, leading it, challenging it, and eventually returning to it.
Different kinds of song require different kinds of group coordination, such as harmonic resonance,
rhythmic synchronization, or call-and-response, but “tuning” in a broad sense is always essential. Here,
we can also observe an important difference between the group coordination involved in singing and
that of dance, owing to the physiological differences between the sense of hearing and that of sight.
Because hearing is not directional as sight is, group singing can achieve high levels of interpersonal
coordination without requiring line-of-sight contact. When a space is filled with ensemble singing,
individual performers can tune into one another and the group directly from any angle or location.
This allows for a kind of spatial flexibility that is not possible for a group of dancers except by using
live or recorded music as an intermediary to accomplish the same goal, or by listening to the sounds
produced by the movement (such as breath and footfalls).

Here the similarities end, and we can begin to examine the profound differences between
Gardzienice and the Workcenter in their choice of songs and approach to singing. In the case of
Gardzienice, a clear connection can be drawn between its expeditions and gatherings and the aesthetic
style developed by the ensemble: “In the outdoor space, lit by burning torches, the actors sang both
religious and popular songs, performed acrobatics and joked with the crowd, kissing the women
which, according to Filipowicz, caused ‘shrieks of laughter’” (Staniewski 7). The intense energy of
Gardzienice’s performances comes as much from the folk culture of the villages it traveled to as from
the intentions of its actors. The following is an account by Staniewski of a church ceremony in a
small Polish village, but it could just as easily be a description of Gardzienice’s second performance
piece, Awwakum:

Because it was such a tiny church, it was overcrowded and people were compressed together
like a thicket. Everything that happened there was so unbelievable: vibrating, touching, energiz-
ing. . . . They were in touching distance of each other in this throng. All the stages, sequences,
procedures, sounds, songs and candlelight generated enormous energy. (110)

That Staniewski was inspired by the energy of this congregation is evident, and the the-
atrical fragments he was then beginning to create were designed to ferment exactly this kind of
energy—as well as to hold their own against the pace and dynamism of such an event once it had
begun. Staniewski’s early work was also inspired by Bakhtin’s writing on Rabelais and carnival, and
Gardzienice’s performances have always revealed strong influences of the carnivalesque. They are fast
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and furious, with very few pauses, and to this day full to bursting with “dissonance and tensions,
songs and dances, shouts, whistles, moving processions, flights heavenward, sensual desire, magical
spells, incantations and a maddening whirling” (Staniewski 10). The atmosphere invoked by such
explosive, precisely timed cacophonies is that of a wild party—even now, when the guests are more
likely to be theatre students and scholars than peasants or gypsies.

The roughness of the situations Gardzienice encountered on expedition and the challenges
these presented were precisely what Staniewski sought. Out of this was born a theatre that not only
accepted but actively necessitated the inclusion of elements and entities from every possible register
and context. Radical inclusivity is essential in rough contexts, as Peter Brook eloquently pointed out
in 7The Empty Space when he compared the conditions of the “Rough Theatre” to those of war:

Putting over something in rough conditions is like a revolution, for anything that comes to
hand can be turned into a weapon. The Rough Theatre doesn’t pick and choose: if the audience
is restive, then it is obviously more important to holler at the trouble makers—or improvise
a gag—than to try to preserve the unity of style of the scene. . . . The popular theatre, freed
of unity of style, actually speaks a very sophisticated and stylish language: a popular audience
usually has no difficulty in accepting inconsistencies of accent and dress, or in darting between
mime and dialogue, realism and suggestion. (66—67)

Brook’s passage evokes the frenetic reality of rough theatre, as well as the fact that inclusiv-
ity as a theatrical principle does not imply anything haphazard or random. Actual chaos is seldom
compelling, so Brook’s Rough Theatre is much more a “sophisticated and stylish language” of appar-
ent chaos. For Staniewski, this inclusivity extends even to the inclusion of the natural world as a
concrete ingredient of performance. One striking example is Staniewski’s recollection of the time he
“introduced a local villager into the performance [of Carmina Buranal together with a horse and a
pack of dogs” (121). This is an extreme example of how “anything that comes to hand can be turned
into a [theatrical] weapon,” including not only gestures and objects, but also people, animals, and
natural phenomena.

In order to hold all these disparate elements together, Gardzienice has developed a unique
approach to musicality that is both strong and precise. Indeed, the forceful qualities demanded by
the earlier context of expeditions and gatherings can still be heard in the ferocious musicality of its
current work: powerful rhythms based on 3, 5,7, 9, or even 11 beats; relentless, animal-like cries that
are timed precisely to intervene and coincide with the songs; intentional, well-orchestrated harmonic
discordances, as well as very few pauses or silences, and no real breaks of any length. For all their
rhythmic and harmonic precision, the songs of Gardzienice are massive, sturdy vessels, designed to
contain everything that might arrive in a gathering—dances and shrieks, dogs and farmers, stories
and old storytellers—and to drive these elements forward in the fermentation process.

The Workcenter’s “art as vehicle” can be seen as the culmination of a long process moving in
the opposite direction: not inclusivity, but exclusivity—to whittle away everything except that which
is absolutely necessary, stripping down theatre until only its most essential and intimate act remains.
In fact, the Workcenter’s practice is more specifically focused than the name “art as vehicle” implies,
and might be better understood as “performanceas vehicle.” This is an important distinction, because
painting, poetry, and perhaps even playwriting and stage direction can also be used as “vehicles” for
the artist or doer. However, only in live performance are the artist and the art-object identical, the
doer inseparable from what is done."

Over the course of his life, Grotowski painstakingly sought to remove from his work every
aspect of theatre that involves the physical separation of artist from art-object. This eventually




































