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Performing the Soul:
Observations on the Practice of Ben Spatz
and Urban Research Theater
An Introduction by

Lane Pianta

conversation about his ongoing work under the moniker Utban

Research Theater. Over the course of ninety-plus minutes we
discussed his background, the ethics that guide his performance practice, the
social context that motivates him and a number of other relevant topics. Urban
Research Theater (URT) originated in Poland in 2004 and while its projects
have incorporated the talents and energies of a number of participants over the
last four years, those petsons have orbited around a single nucleus: Ben Spatz of
New Yotk City. The centrality of the term “research” in the moniker he has
chosen should be borne in mind to understand the methodology, purpose and
even the aesthetic of Spatz’ work. Owing much to the song/action tesearch of
Gardzienice Theatre and the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski and Thomas
Richards, Spatz has nevertheless plotted a singular coutse for himself. Whether
the fact that URT has struggled to maintain a fully committed company of
petformers has hindered or liberated Spatz, it has cettainly not deterred him
from putsuing a singular vision and the interview that follows represents an
attempt on my part to understand the guideposts by which he navigates.

In August of 2008 Ben Spatz and I sat down to record a

Exactly one year ptior to interviewing Spatz, I had the pleasure of

‘patticipating in one of Utban Research Theater’s “Another City” projects.

already knew something of Spatz’ work in practice, but I was wholly unprepared
for the sheer delight of that experience as I and about seven other project
participants joined him and his full-time partner Michele Farbman for a truly

 mind-bending tour of the Big Apple. The “Another City” project incorporated

elements of movement improvisation, group singing and dramaturgical
choreography into a twenty or twenty-five minute work of guertilla theater that
we petformed in fifteen to twenty locations around the city over a three-day
period. This work priositized the experience of the performers (those of us
engaged in the performance structure) over that of the spectators (the accidental
assortment of strangers and passers-by whom we encountered on the streets),
insofar as out performances did not seek to elicit a specific response from the
observers.

Our performances functioned on many levels, but seemed perfectly
desighed to challenge a fundamental assumption of most theatrical

. petformance: that empathic bonds between performer and spectator must
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function homogeneously. Personally, T have always doubted that assumption, as

it encourages the actor to emote when they should be engaged in the

petformance of cold, hard action. In practice, however, T understood how as we
opened our own minds to a changed perspective, the mere fact of our ptresence
in public necessitated a change in petception for those around us as well. While
we held no intention of eliciting a specific emotional tesponse, our actions

catalyzed individual responsiveness in all those we encountered that day. The

experience seemed at once to re-affirm . this basic principle of empathic
tesponse, while at the same time opening a door to another possibility -for
theater as an art, one charged with the potential to affect change on a city-wide
scale. I found this to be a result almost unique in my experience as a practitioner
Or spectator.

URT’s methodical and tigorous investigation into song as a vehicle for

putposes beyond the demonstration of pure virtuosity seems to lie at a pole

diametrically opposed to the typical use of song in theater. While Broadway and
regional playhouses may produce box-office successes, they have failed
miserably at sustaining a culture of meaningful artistic investigation. Add to this
the fact that in colleges and theater departments across the country faculties

choose to emulate the failing modalities of the theater industry in lieu of.

cultivating a new generation of theatrical innovators and it becomes easy to
despair for American theater as an art-form. It is against these trends and
against that very pessimism that the work of Ben Spatz and Utrban Research
Theater asserts itself. Theirs is a mission, not to transmit the knhown, but to
embrace a set of known principles in search of the new; not to describe a form,
but to fulfill authentic technique. Their exploration of song-as psycho-physical
action, incorporates traditional acting techniques and improvisatory movement,
but elevates those tools into mechanisms that pierce the quotidian. =

This very active and living Investigation into petformance practice leads
URT to the verge of something quite new. Any attempt at categotizing the
-“Another City” project from 2007, at least according to established genres of

non-traditional theater (street theater, devised theater, invisible theater, theater -

of place, ecological theater), however applicable, inevitably fail to capture the
totality of the event. Likewise, the totality of Spatz the performer evades easy
categorization. Part soloist, part ensemble member, patt auteur, part autodidact,
part teacher, part student; his role as leader of and co-participant in Urban
Research Theater transitions fluidly to meet the demands of each discrete
project, from moment to moment, always in service of understanding,
embracing and celebrating the total human being, whether in himself or in
others. As Spatz himself discusses, not every purpose can — nor should — be
labeled in the name of process. The words in this interview that Spatz - has
chosen to represent himself and the nature of his work with careful accuracy,
apply the nomenclature of petformance craft to what I perceive as a
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fundamentally spiritual endeavor, thie search for a meeting between mdimduals
; : ’
that is rare in art, of a performance that unfetters the spectator’s perception, and

reveals that which surpasses desctiption.

‘\While he might hesitate to name it thus, I would pos.it that the
methodology he empldys enables him to represent for a group of witnesses the
performance of his own soul.

The work that URT brings to fruition now in a seties of _invi_ted
showings taking place from 2008 to 2009 may be undel:stood as the cTJlm.matl(En
of several p]:‘ior‘ years of investigation, and at the same time as.the beginning o ;1
new phase of research, one in which the spectator’s presence is, at 1.ast, essenna. .
How many other artists are working in this way? If they ate pursuing as asc;g_ic
a practice as URT in the frantic density of New York C1ty, it may be'nnp.osm : t;
to ever know. Besides, Spatz goes on record here as fc'éehng more kinship wi ,
yoga and the martial arts than with the vast majority of theaters.dthilé
suppose that all forms of performance have the potential to eme)dY the z;ctxve:
spititual search of the petformer, I have . encountered few mledu;tJ sb01
companies whose work manifests this quality so palpably as that of Urban
Research Theater. :




Ben Spatz

Changing the Space
An Interview with Ben Spatz of Urban Research Theater
by Lane Pianta

Part One

LANE PIANTA (LP): Ben, you lived in Poland from 2003 to 2005. Can you tell me
about the projects you worked on in NY C before going to Poland?

BEN SPATZ (SPATZ): When I first came to NYC, I worked on a number of
shows in various technical and other capacities. With Ruth Wikler on The Circus
of Vices and Virtnes and with Yelena Gluzman on I'm So Sorry for Everything!, for
example. I also worked for a couple months with Brad Krumholz and Tannis
Kowalchuk of Notth American Cultural Laboratory. After that, I began to make
pieces of my own. These were what I called “unscripted.” Essentially they were
structured improvisations. I was unwilling at that time to set a sctipt, or to
determine precisely what would take place. I was looking for a certain quality of
realhess — that it be alive every time. I could not accept the idea of setting the
text or anything else. So it was invented every night, with very uneven results:
sometimes fantastic, sometimes boring, sometimes fantastic when no one was
thete to see it. And sometimes with the actors floundering around not knowing
what to do.

The fitst piece of this kind, called neverland (at ABC-No Rio in 2002), was based
on combining the characters from Pefer Pan with a short story about amateur
terrotists — “Elegy for a Freelance” by Angela Carter. This piece managed to be
successful despite its lack of structure, because of the quality of the performers
and the sheer energy that we poured into it. The second piece, called 7he desers (at
ABC-No Rio and HERE Arts Center in 2003) was also fully improvised but less
successful. The actors struggled with the lack of structure, yet I still refused to
set the text. I resisted the idea of using improvisation and then playwriting to
devise a play and then petform that play. I simply could not accept that as a way
to produce a mote structured product, even though I knew that structure was
crucially lacking in these works. Again, I wanted this quality of realzess that
seemed to me impossible to keep once a narrative text was set.

That’s when I began to look for whete, who to train with, how to get some
more training and figure out what it was that could set. I was asking: is there 2
way to set text that would not kill the realness? Or can something other than
text be set? I also did not want to set choreography and movement. I looked at

_ some possibilities for training or apprenticeship in the United States, but they

were not satisfying, or they didn’t have an opening for the kind of
apprenticeship I wanted. I ended up going to Poland to find these answers.
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LP: What was your experience in Poland? What did you do there?

SPATZ: At first I went and apprenticed with the Gardzienice Theatre
Company, near Lublin. I joined their academy of students, and I also joined the
ensemble as a performer. I was with them for eight months. I toured with them
and performed in the ensemble in two of their pieces. Then I received a
Fulbright Fellowship to conduct my own research at the Grotowski Institute
(then called the Grotowski Centre) in Wroclaw, Poland. There I was able to
work with a number of amazing artists who came through that institution
during the year, all of them connected in some way to Grotowski. I also led a

six-month research project in Wroclaw, called Badawczy Teatr Miejski or -

“Utban Research Theater.”

I did workshops with two of Grotowski’s former actors during that year: Rena
Mirecka and Zygmunt Molik. I also participated in Eugenio Barba’s
International School of Theatre Anthropology. Peter Brook came and I got to
work with two of his actors. I did a two-week workshop with Song of the Goat
Theater. I saw the performances of Theater Zar several times. Finally T went to
Moscow for a three-week session with the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski and
Thomas Richards. All of this was like a trajectory for me. Gardzienice was a
very important eight-month-long starting point, and then I passed through
these smaller workshops with other people, untl finally that three-week
encounter with the Workcenter at the end. When that finished, I came back to
the United States. Everything had been turned on its head. I started from
scratch.

LP: Why the name “Urban Research Theater”?

SPATZ: While I was with Gardzienice, I was always thinking about what I -

would do when I returned to NYC. I was very interested in Gardzienice’s
history of “expeditions™: going to small villages in order to both research and
present their theatrical performances, and to give them a life in a setting where
communal song and communal festivity were still alive and not uncommon.
“Urban animal” was a phrase that I was using at that time to think about human
life in the built environment of a city. Almost all the theater work I had done in
college was about the interface between the human being and technology. I
used multimedia projections, television screens, and interactive video channels.
But then I moved completely away from that. I began to care mote and more
singularly about the human organism and its possibilities, and its place in the

city. I didn’t feel a need to bting technology into the theater, since technology is -

all around us every day. Now I think of the relationship between the human
organism and technology as analogous to the relationship between live
performance work and the urban environment.
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“Urban Research Theater.” It means that there is a kind of research using
- theatrical techniques that can be conducted specifically in an urban context. It
means that I am asking: what place can this kind of work find or make for itself
in the city? What place does communal singing have in the city? How can these
techniques be useful in the world I come from? The word “research” names a
practice that is considered respectable in science and academia. Howevet, the
~ applicability of that concept to work in the performing arts is very significant.
It’s not just a question of throwing that word onto the performing arts because
_it’s a respectable word. You can’t just say that anything in the performing atts is
automatically a kind of research. That’s too easy. There is a specific angle on the
_performing arts, a specific approach to performance techniques, which can be
called research in a rigorous sense. This kind of research bears the same
- relationship to the performing arts industry as scientific research does to
‘technology industries.

LP: What is the role of song and singing in Urban Research Theater?

SPATZ: Almost all of the companies that I wotked with in Europe have
dedicated, long-term relationships with specific groups of songs, with song
- traditions. Most of these song traditions are still alive somewhere. Some of them
are not. Gardzienice’s current work is on reconstructed ancient Greek music, so
+ that’s not a living song tradition, but it is a very old song source. In an earlier
petiod Gardzienice worked with Ukrainian and Polish folk songs, and on
- medieval chants. Teatr Zar works a lot with Georgian liturgical music, and Song
- of the Goat has worked with Bulgarian mourning songs and also with Mozart’s
- Requiem. The Wotkcenter of Jerzy Grotowski and Thomas Richards works
ety extensively, and in a unique way, with African and Afro-Caribbean songs.

I was looking at those ways of working and asking a very American question:
“Which songs could I wotk on?” Maybe the most obvious answet, especially for
~people familiar with Grotowski’s work, would be that I should wortk on Jewish
songs because I am Jewish. But I don’t want to do that, at least not right now.
One of the issues I wanted to investigate — maybe because I'm American,
maybe because I'm secular, maybe because 'm Jewish — is the question of
whether one can do a related work on songs that are not so old. In other words,
can a research work be developed in relation to songs that don’t have the weight
“of folk traditions? What would that work look like?

LP: Do you mean that a contemporary song, in theory, could function as well as any other
_kind of song? '

{S}’PATZ: In Poland, with that first six-month project, we worked on the
beginning of the Samt John'’s Passion by Bach. We wotked on a piece of
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electronica by a group called Emergency Broadcast Network. We wotked on an
ancient Aramaic song performed by a French woman on a CD. And we worked
on a beautiful melodic track taken from a Puff Daddy song. We took these four
pieces and it was an expetiment, asking: “What works?” It was an interesting
experiment, but none of the pieces really worked in the end. The Bach was too
melodically complex. The electronica was too fun and too funky. The Aramaic
song worked, but it could only be petfotmed in solo.

I was very much resisting this feeling that one has to somehow “choose”
between all the incredible existing song traditions that are out there. The idea of
choosing — that didn’t make sense to me. In order to go deeply towards a
specific song tradition, you must have some clear inner directive telling you to
do so. I've never felt that way. I've never wanted to be a “song collector” like
Alan Lomazx. The idea of “collecting” songs gives me a bad feeling. The clear
directive for me was to find something more pure, more simple, something that
could not be traced to any particular source or tradition.

LP: S0 you began to invent your own 507G,

SPATZ: Yes. With this group in Poland, we began to invent sections of songs.
For example, the melody that came from the Puff Daddy song — we started by
singing that melody in a hip-hop rhythm, with beat-boxing, matching the track
that it came from. But slowly it moved away from that. We took out the hip-
hop beat and it became like a dirge — or even like some anonymous Jewish folk
song, depending on how we sang it. Also, the Bach song was completely
unrecognizable by the time we were done with it. It became a complex two-part
harmony with made-up vocables. That was the first time we made upusyllables
to put into the melody. We sat in a circle, and everyone took a piece of paper
and wrote out random syllables that they liked. Then we went around the circle,
and any syllable that anyone didn’t like was crossed off, We were left only with
the syllables that everyone could agree on, and we put those into the song.

These were a beginning attempt to invent songs that could be used in a
theatrical and fully performative context. When I came back from Poland, I
ended up working alone for quite a while. T felt an incredibly strong need to sing
in the studio, because T had been singing the whole time in Poland. T found
myself singing the songs from my group, and also Gardzienice songs and
Wortkcenter songs and other songs from the groups T mentioned. I felt: these
songs are activating something in me that’s important. I need it. But I can’t
build my own wotk on these songs because they’re not my songs. Even if they
were directly from the Afro-Caribbean soutces by themselves, without the
Wortkcenter as intermediaty, still it would not be proper to build my work on
them. But especially since other theater artists have been working on these
songs for so long ... clearly I can’t build my work on these songs.
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So I started to look for ways of tapping into the same activations that were
happening in those songs. I began to look for song fragments ﬂ}at could
activate those same things in me, and it was surpnsmgly not t0o d1fﬁcul’§ to
come up with these little song-fragments that worked in this way. They just
seemed to be in the air with me, in the studio. I didn’t feel that I was composing
them. I never sat down and recorded them, and I never really wrote jthem dgwn
eithet. I was looking for the most organic process of song generation. This is
how I imagine most folk traditions to have originated. You just have some
people, and they’re doing something, and someone starts to .mak.e up a song.
And if it’s a good song then everyone will pick it up, and it might even be

returned to on another day.

LP: Can you elaborate on what is being “activated” by these songs?

SPATZ: The act of singing involves many aspects. I've never formally
enumerated them, and I don’t want to do so formally, but of coutse you can
talk about the melody, the formal rhythm, the tempo, the .oveta]l pitch ot key,
the syllables and articulations. And then the many subtle kinds of dyngrmc and
rhythmic shifts that produce the emphasis of the different patts, Wh@h is ahr{ost
proto-verbal. These are some of the ways you can talk gbout s-mgi.n,g in Fech.mcal
terms. And then you can also talk about the quality With’ Wh'ich it’s being sung,
which is extremely impozrtant, and which, as Grotowski pointed out, can’t be
wiitten down.

LP: By guality do_you mean tonal quality?

SPATZ: The quality of the tesonance, the type of vibrations and where El,ley.’re
coming from in the body. And something like the “de'p?:h of engagement with
the song, the actual depth from which the song originates With!n the body.
What is it that’s activated? It’s a very good question. %at is it that can be
activated? Because to produce the sound, you hax(e to activate the body. The
making of the sound is the making of vibrations in and with the body.' And
then, the musicality of the song immediately begins to have some kind of

meaning,

Let’s say you start to sing a song, you make up a song, and it has a cetta_tr} kind
of thythm. Immediately it has some kind of way 9f being. It does something to
the space. Immediately you know that this song is fun and c’ould be sung at a
party, whereas another song is mote personal and you wouldn’t necessarily want
to sing it at a party. Immediately you know that there are songs that Cén give
you energy, that can energize you in a gerfetzl way. And there are other lsongi-
that you probably shouldn’t even try to sing unless you already have a ot (ci>

energy to wotk with, because they require a more subtle touch. So these kinds
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of meanings are immed; 1 i ‘ ‘
., o ediately present in the song, in the technical details of the

r\i/i:at. Ive lfound 'is that, when you make up a fragment, those kinds of
nings, those things that are activated, they just come with it they’re right

there for you. If’s no problem. The difficulty is in keeping the song alive over

time ; . . .
activ;nclh m returning to it lgter. And then in figuring out how it can not onl
¢ those same parts again but also, in time, go much deeper. So; the jhitiayi

meant o L
eanings that come up — like, “oh, this is a fun song for a party” — you can go '

Lneuch deeger than thaF over time. It’s not that it stops being fun, but the fun
comes deeper and richer. It’s deeper in you, it’s a deeper way ;f producing

ﬂle SOtlg tllat ha P p 57 g
€Ns over time SO tllat W ha t was mitia, 7 O.
s 1. ll h, thls SOong 1s

fuﬂ can beCOIIlC a S()llg dla: S SO P()WCI ELI[ 1112': y()u can — [ want to Sa? yOLl can
. - . . 5 .
bl:lng ﬂlat Partlculﬁr and PleClSe moment or action Of “fun’ Hlto afly room Wltl'l .
-

that song.

LP: Which comes firss? Is i the Jeeling of something that needs expression throngh m@, oris

it som ; ; . .

e J::’””’ being receprive to whatever song is available 1o you and then just listening to what
'8 represents, or what that song embodies, or what emotional resonance the song already

N =] .

carries?

SPATZ: 1 don’t think I h | -
. ‘ ‘ ‘ ave ever started from a specific meani
f;enncgjﬂy tried to @cargate itina song. The problem WIthh that is'eiar?lrr;g grzd
me:rnc;; . gg}; t};e tfachmczfd tigor associated with the songs is very irnp:)ftanty Th};
> the territory of meaning, is also very import: :
about it in technical terms That’s o0k the cosmole op e don't alk
. why I took the example of fun
word “sad” I would sh i Bt o o the
” y away from. Because it’s never that simpl
approach it in that way. So, when a meani i it ey Bt
oo smeciie, para T a; ‘ 'ING arrives, it’s not necessary that it’s
3 ticulable. It may be less specific. It
S . : . It’s the some that
arrives mn a way that can be captured, and th ° » S
: , ' s en can lead back toward
meaning. We don’t usually speak in a technical way about the meaning sidesozfl‘

the equation. It’s the technical si
he beginm'ng_ chnical side that we try to capture and repveat, at least in

LP: Do you consider yourself a songawriter?

SPATZ: i k
don,;rrfau}lf\b. Eo be a sgng:rnter OF 2 composer means that you make songs. I
make songs i that sense. That’s why I call them .
i why 1 call them “song fragments.”
y songs. Some of the songs that I'm sinoi i ¥
would make no sense for some ot 1o g e
: one else to say, “I’m goi i
It’s just a few notes. If j ¥ oo & e Song”
- Lt you just take the melody — it disa
s. | ppears. It evaporates.
gleqlz :l); ix:ay sqngs;s ']1?1“ five notes, or even just four notes in repeﬁ'ticl)gn ’j}ii
so sumple. There is nothing there, unless i ;
' otk 3 you are going to follow th
more delicate aspects of the singing. So maybe each of the foir notes has z

‘compose. It has to be developed or discovered or brought fo
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specific vibratory quality, and a thythmic quality that is inside the overall thythm

“of the song. And maybe it’s also linked to a very small line of actions. But then

you ate really talking about the act of singing and not what we usually call a
“song.” The word “song” doesn’t usually include all of that. It could, but if it
does — if “song” includes. “action” — then it isn’t something you can write ot

rth in a different

way. Not what I would call composition.

LP: The s0mgs you create are #ot SHng in English — they’re not sung in any known langnage.
T will not call them gibberish becanse that suggests that the words that are chosen have no
- meaning. Tll call it an invented language. Can you talk about that? What is the sonrce of

this invented language that you use?

. SPATZ: The groups that I mentioned in the beginning — they’re all working on

songs that are not in their language. And they don’t make an effort to learn the

- meaning of the words. It’s not like in opera, where you learn the meaning and

the story behind the words even if they ate in Italian or German. In the groups
P'm describing, it seems that they purposefully avoid focusing on the linguistic

" meaning of the words. T find this vety significant because what it does is point

away from the discursive content towards the embodied or “non-lexical”
content of the vocables. '

Our songs have precision at the level of articulation and syllables. The way that
this is arrived at is the same as with the thythms and melodies. It’s a process
that at the shallow end is simply “making stuff up” and at the deep end is the
arrival of a technical element linked to a territory of meaning. So the fact that
there are no words is the same as the fact that we are inventing the melodies.
m simply trying to avoid putting in any misleading discutsive content that
- could lead the performers or the witnesses away from the immediacy of what is
taking place. I don’t want to be looking outside the room for the meaning of the
event. So for that reason it should be nonsense — it should be just a tune that I
made up — so that it’s clear that whatever happens is not the result of any
external or referential content. If anything is going to happen, it’s just because
of whatever is inside the room with us. It's just because a human being is

present.
Part Two

LP:  Talk about how this work operates when it's occurring in tandem with another
performer. And generally what that experience has been like, of bringing in another performer
tnto this process that you  yourself are discovering.

SPATZ: Tve been working with 2 woman named Michele Farbman, who did
not have a performance background prior to working with me. We started
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working together less than two years ago, and for much of that time I have been

giving her basically a very intensive introduction to what I know of movement, -

song, and acting techniques. The reason ’m working with someone who did
not have a performance background, rather than someone who already was a
singet or an actot, is that Michele happens to have a very unique background in
a non-performative spiritual technique. This gives her a petspective from which
it makes sense to work in an extremely long-term way. She has wanted to meet
regularly, at least four times per week and throughout the whole year, but with
no production frame. Simply meeting and developing our techniques towards
the greatest possible depth. I haven’t found anyone in the performing arts world
who wants to work in this way. So Michele has been an extraordinary partner. I

can’t conceive of what would have happened or what I would be doing without
her.

Eardy on, we passed through a period in which I introduced her to a number of
movement techniques, to awateness of the body and my approach to
movement. To embodied activity and play. And we were able, after months of
work, almost a year of work maybe, to find a certain kind of contact in the
physical work. It was a contact that could include our challenging each other in
athletic ways, but it could also include more subtle interactions. Then we passed
through another period in which we returned to the songs we had been singing
together in the beginning and began to look for that same kind of contact in the
singing. This is very different, partly because the songs in our work are set
rigorously, whereas the movement is very open. But also, I think, because of the
fundamental differences between singing and movement.

Acting techniques are yet another domain. In fact, this whole wotking process, I
understand it as a question about the relationship between song techniques and
movement techniques and acting techniques. When I talk about acting
techniques, I mean “internal” acting techniques. That is: associations, imagery,
relationship. I don’t mean physical acting techniques such as clowning or

commedia — anything where the emotions are indicated through a form. I am

talking about acting techniques where real things are contacted somehow in the
person, and it can’t be predicted exactly how they will manifest in the body. So
we can set what the person is thinking about, we can have them put their
attention towards something that interests or is significant for them. That is
what I would call an “internal” or “acting” technique. And then on the other
hand, there are song and movement techniques, which are external. In other
words, they can be very precisely regulated on an external visual or auditory
level. So, investigating the relaton between external techniques and internal
techniques is where we’re at now. And this means that when we work together,
we’re looking for something that is not only “singing well” together, and not
only a playful contact as we've had in the physical work, but which can also
involve acting techniques.
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The question of how to work on that in a partnershlip is very open dght now. In
my experience, this kind of contact is usually monitored by an ogtmder, by an
“outside eye.” When we are doing individual work, onie person is sometimes
able to go quite deep into something because the oqu1de eye is .hold}ng the
space. The question now is how the two of us can go into something like that
together, without an outside eye. That’s a cutrent question for me.

LP: You've talked a little bit about this work and ifs effect on the performer, and you're
beginning to talk a little bit about the song and ifs effect on the space. These are z'defzs z‘/m{z‘
connect to the Objective Drama and later work of Grotowski. Can you elaborate a little bit
more on what you are looking for in terms of the song’s impact on the space?

SPATZ: At this moment, I wouldn’t distinguish between the person and the
space, the performer and the space. When I say that the song affecﬁ_s the space
or affects the person ... let me try to give an example. \X/fe all know how it Is
when you’re having a conversation with someone on a relatively mundane topic,
and then one person says, “Oh, and what about X?” — and suddenly the other
person changes, and the whole moment and the whole space changes, because
X is more serious. Or because X is so exciting that the person becon.les
enthusiastic and the air becomes electric. Something has been pointed to using
words, and that something artives and changes the peoplg agd the space. The
moment suddenly becomes sombet, or nervous, or enthpsiaﬁc, becaust_a of ﬂ?e
meaning of the thing that has been pointed to. That thing is not physically in
the room, but suddenly it is in the room, in a way, because it’s part of the
people who are in the room. And the thythm changes, the rhythm of the people
and — you could even say — the rhythm of the space. Of the moment.

That’s what I mean by changing the space. It’s not someth%ng compositional,
like changing the atrangement of the futniture. The peqple in the room make
the atmosphere, the human atmosphere. Its thythm or its energy, so to spealli.
So, what I am talking about is a process in which you develop a stctucture t}}at is
made of songs, and each of the songs functions in .the way I just desc.ribed.
Each song points toward a specific territoty of meaning. So you have a line of
songs, and each song — or each part of each song —'dJ.tects the focus .and the
attention of the singers. The song says: “Focus on thl.S aspect of your 'hfe fora
moment. Work on this project. Work in relation to this thmg,_or to this patt of
yourself.” Then, as you pass through the songs, you are passing throggh parts
of yourself, different aspects of your consciousness. You. ate putting yout
attention on different aspects of your life. And the space manifestly changes — if
you in fact pass through those territories of meaning.

LP: Describe the “Another City” project.
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SIfA.TZ: “Another City” is the name of a particular kind of work session. I
ongmally envisioned a work-session of five days, or even seven days, that would
be 'df:signed like an Outward Bound program for urban singing. The
participants would spend all day with me from dawn untl dusk, sunrise to

sunset, and we would spend some of that time in the studio and some of it out

in various Par‘ts of the city. In this way, the patticipants could experience a
change in their relationship to the city. A kind of ecological change. Because
they would l?e §pending all their time duting the day working on embodied
contact, on singing, on listening to the human voice, on group perceptivity, and

on the kind of searchhqg—for—meanmg that I’ve been describing. And we would

live this process for about 2 week. It’s a kind of 'para—theater.

I also related this idea to vegetable co-ops that bring organic food into the city,
and to rooftop gardening, and to urban bicycling projects — and also to marfiai
atts studios, yoga studios, and dance studios. All of these are places where
pec?ple are asking: What kind of ecologies — food ecologies or body ecologieé -
or in my case pethaps ecologies of song — what kind of human ecologies can we
have. in the city? In a city which currently is so dominated by cars, by tecorded
music and video scteens, printed imagery, and buildings. What kind of place can
we find for' thf.:se other things, which are also part of human experience — such
as Pgople stnging together in a group, people walking, people not being inside
buildings all the time ... I envisioned that the presence of our small group, in the

“Anothe.r City” Workshop, coul_d somehow alter urban space — even just slightly -
—by bavmg a dlfferent relationship to it. So we ate looking for a different Way '
to be in the city. Like a rooftop garden, but through embodied action rather than

through actual landscaping.

In the city we are living on top of and inside a very recent crust ‘of urban

technolpgy; This is not to say that urban technology is bad, or that there’s
something perfect underneath it at all, but simply to say: Let’s not forget what is

underneath this urban crust. Who are we? Are we stll animals? Do we still

have 2 use for communal song in this era?

LP: In the literature for “Another City,” it says: “Yo discover another city, another self.”

SPATZ: Yes. To discover — or rediscover — the city as it is ecologically.”

Bec:}use we don’t live in that petrception of the city. We live inside a lot of.
illusions and falsehoods about the city. By which T only mean that the city as it
stands is completely unsustainable — in terms of the amount of garbage that it
exports, for example. And we don’t navigate the city, on a daily basis, in a way
that acknowledges that profound unsustainability. We don’t think about the city
as a wild, irresponsible, kind of adolescent escapade. Just think: To build these
ridiculously unsustainable cities, to produce thousands of tons of plastic, and
just throw it out and put it in a big hole. It’s this wild party that we’re tlmowihg,

59

~and we sott of know it is going to collapse and become impossible to maintain.

But we can’t admit it to ourselves. We don’t act like: “Thhis is so wild, oh my
god! I have indoot plumbing on the fourth floor! That’s certainly not going to

- last, so I'd better enjoy it for now!” We act as if the city is sustainable, and as if
- the whole system that built it is sustainable.

So the “other city,” for me, is the city where you stop and you say: “Wait! From
the perspective of the ecology of the planet, which is the ecosystem in which
the human organism evolved — what is this thing that we’re in? Who built this?
Why did they build it like that? What is this material? Will this building still be
here in 200 years? Will it be functional? Or will it be totally derelict, and
everyone is gone? Or will it have been knocked down to make a new building,
in which case where did all the trash go?” What could it mean to look from the
place of the organism — to be in the city the way a dog or a cat, or a rat or a
roach, is in the city. What is all this stuff?> What is this Coke can? What is this
‘piece of metal? What does it smell like? Who made it and where is it going?

IP: And what is so sublime about the “Another City” events, at the same time, is that
while the stated purpose is fo impact the participants, the doers — by the doers going Sforth and
engaging in the performance structure, they are observed by hundreds of onlookers who had no
excpectation of witnessing a performance. While they’re on their way to work, or while they’re
sitting at a restaurant, or while they’re waiting for a cab. And yet, from the look on their ﬁzpes
it’s very evident that they themselves are having a ‘thanged’ moment. So while the emphasis is
the effect on the doers, there is also an empathetic factor. There is the Jact that it reaches ont 1o
these strangers and perhaps gives them panse about the assumptions they had, about what they
were seeing, abont the city that they occupy at that moment.

SPATZ: If it works that way, then that’s exactly what I meant about changing a
_space by changing the people in it. Like when I say: “What about X — and it
affects you in a certain way, and I didn’t know it was going to affect you in that
- way, but suddenly the whole space is different and I feel that. If you become
_setious when I mention X, then I become setious too. I follow you. I think:
“Okh, that was serious.” And maybe also: “I didn’t mean to bring up something
50 setious!” So the question is — it’s an open question — how to bring people
_into the “other city,” that is the actual city, the city as it is, as this bizarre and
patticular landscape that has been created by human beings over the past few
hundred years. How to accomplish this shift?

: In “Another City,” we exercise a lot of restraint in the outdoor work. I don’t
_want to create a street performance that tries to change the space in an
aggressive or invasive way. I am very sensitive to this. I don’t like the feeling
that street petformers are attempting to change the space without changing
- themselves. Trying to change others through volume and intensity. That isn’t
my way. It doesn’t feel sustainable, and sustainability is the key for me. Not to
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do something crazy once, but to really discover and open a different possibility.
Not to declarg that there ought to be another relation to the city, but really to.
find that relation, in practice. Otherwise it is just a perfonna.nc’e not a }real
event.. The space is not really changed. So from my perspective ther,e’s 1no need
to ﬂ‘.\li‘:tk about who you are petforming for, who will see your x,votk. It’s rather:
What is your way of being in the city? ‘ .
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So, P'm not trying to communicate to anyone else the content of my association.
That is irrelevant. That is private. It’s rather that I'm using that association, in
connection with the song, to bring forth or to wotk on, or to call up some part
of myself — and that part of me is the content. So there is no intended “effect”
on the audience, except that they are present to that part of me. It’s neither
more not less than a witnessing of the person. Some part or fullness of the
petson is tevealed that is not usually shown. '

That’s why it is a rese'arch. Because you are not making noise about what you
want but actually‘ looking for the way to get what you need without disturbing
othets. It takes time. You have to try out different things and discover what

meaning is brought along by each possible technique. So it isn’t an indication of
freedom, but an actual search for freedom.

LP: Is the experience of sharing that song or that aspect of yourself with witnesses
Jfundamentally different than practicing alone in the studio?

SPATZ: Ttis. It’s hugely different. And so we have a real question: When do
*we show this, and to whom, and in what way? This is not a thetorical question,
it is a re-asking of the basic theatrical premise. Let’s say you’re doing this as an
embodied practice, as a practice to contact those aspects — but there’s another
aspect, which is mystetious: You want to contact these parts of yourself, but not
" just for yourself. You also want to share them. It’s a paradox. It’s part of the
mystery of being human. Because without other people we are nothing, and yet
as soon as someone else is present, we are limited and not fully ourselves. Our
possibilities are closed off. So we’te always looking for privacy in order to
rediscover the vastness of outselves — but then, at a certain moment, that
. vastness becomes meaningless if it is not shared.

Part Three

LP: We've talked a little bit about how the ¢ffect on the doer doesn’t have to be the same as
the effect on the spectator. Is that accurate by your sights?

SPATZ: I'm not sure what that means. In a certain sense, it couldn’t possibl
]?e the same. The song is not a machine that “does” something to you. It’s morz
like, as‘I said b§fore, a conversation in which the song reminds you to. approach
a certain meaning or a certain task. Clearly this meaning ot task won’t be the
same for people in the audience, or even for your partner in the work. No one |

else wi i - » :
will be having exactly the same task or the same association. ~ And so, to do alone is one thing. To do alone — it must be that you need to go

through these places in yourself, and you simply use the tools right then to do it.
And that would be a very full doing, I would think — if there were no thought to
an audience at all, and you are just alone, doing it out of the need to do. And the
paradox is that this is the doing everyone wants to see — the private doing — but
they can’t see it because you won’t do it unless you are alone. For this reason we
* develop a sharing with a pattner over a long term, whete you develop intimacy
and trust and so maybe you can approach that fullness of doing that you would
have alone also when you are with this other petson. And if you can do that,
- then maybe together you can find a kind of safety and support so that you could
together go towards this fullness to a greater or lesser degree even when you
invite some other people to come and sit and watch. I think this would be a
very special kind of sharing. Not the same as what we usually call theater.

Could the audience understand something completely different from what the
Performer understands? T suppose they could. Of coutse the audience always
invents their own stories and associations. But for me, that isn’t really the poigt
Becaqse, let’s say there is a moment in a song that evokes in me — and I
intentionally hz}ve it evoke in me — a specific memory. This is very important:
That memory is o the content of the work. The content of the work is Wha';
bappens in me as a result of the memoty, of having that memory called up ot
referred to. Another time I might use a different memoty. Or the same memo
might have a different affect on me. The event in me is what alters the spazz
and whaF can be shared — as a single event — with the witnesses. Not the imace
in my mind. Someone could guess what that image is, but it doesn’t matter %o
me whether they get it right.

* LP: For someone who may be reading this conversation and feels inspired by what you are

The song and the association work together to activate some part of the person
Now, .‘V}'lat is that part of the person? It can’t be hamed. The only way we couldi
name it is by naming technically the elements of the song. We could also maybe
name technically the elements of the association. But we can’t really name the

territory of meaning” in the petson — the thing that is being called through
those technical elements. But #ha# unnamable thing is the content of the work.

describing — what quality is most important for them to possess? What quality shonid they
work on first, before the other qualities can fully arrive?

SPATZ: I don’t think I can answer that question. All T can do is put a piece of

" language out there, and I can’t possibly know what language will activate

another person who I haven’t even met. Perhaps I could answet it just for
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myself. T could ask: “What is the quality that T am looking for most directly?”

And for me the word honesty would have a lot of power here. Honesty in terms -

of: What are my actual desires? What do I want to do, why do I do anything at
all? Why go into a studio space when nobody else cares and sing? Why or, afize
a workshop? And also, honesty in terms oft What am I doing? Whatgam I
actually doing? I don’t want to be sayig that I'm doing more t};an P'm doing

But I also don’t want to be saying that ’m doing less than I’m doing. I want to

find a way to be honest about what I am doing,

In the singing work, it is also very often about honesty. Being honest about
whete you are as you are singing, and not trying to pretend that you are where
you were last time. And also: knowing what the structure is and engaging with it
honestly. So both in the larger picture and in the smaller picture, it’s a search for
hone§ty. Or you might say, integrity. It’s a tecognition and acceptance of reality
- Whlch means that you are both lesser and greater, in different ways, than yotz
think you are. And to get through those illusions is just work. So there’ ié a circlel
of language:’How do you get to honesty? You work. What is work? It’s when
you engage in a process that makes you honest. So the wotds work aﬁd honest

orbit around each other. But I wouldn’t prescribe these words for others. Thesﬁ:}

Wol'ds are 1 Orblt al()utld me. OC lth ano dler
crson I W Ould ask a dl erent:

LpP: s z"z‘ Jair to say that honesty is the quality you look Jor in_yourself first and foremost?

SPATZ: In this moment that seems fair. I wouldn’t want to bind myself to a
certain word, labeling it as the thing T look for in myself. But I would say that
this move away from theatre towards something that employs theZtricaI
techniques, where I'm using theatrical techniques but I’m not miﬁng ahy

theater - i
per se — that for me is about honesty. It’s about what those techniques

wete fqr me, what I believe they’re capable of, what they can do, what can be
done with them, what I believe is valuable, what their place is going to be in my

. R .
life. That’s about honesty. It’s about tracing a continuous line between the inner -

and the outer. Finding my place in the world.

LP: What is on # i v o
0007 at is on the horizon for Urban Research Theater at the end of 2008 and going into

SPATZ: We are st'jll develop‘ing our craft and our practice. We intend to have a
seties of showings in the coming year, perhaps just one showing each month for

a year or longer. Fach time inviting a small number of people: In order to find

out, at the current level of what we do: Is this work visibler Is it useful to
people? Is it interesting to watch? Does the work invite people and do people
want to watch.this? Usually people don’t want to go and just watch a yoga clfgs
And you certainly wouldn’t invite ten people to watch a yoga class. Unless there:
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was a visiting master, someone who had been doing yoga for many years. What
we do is more theatrical than yoga, more theatrical than a meditation or even a
martial art. At the same time, it is-less theatrical than theatre. So it’s a question
of finding the proper framing for it and finding the right people who want to
see it for what it is.

My sense is that there are many people in the performing arts who would like to
have mote time for research on craft — more time for exploration — more time
for what’s sometimes called Workshoppihg or devising. A slower, more patient

process. And they don’t have to go and be fanatic about it, the way I am now.
' They don’t have to exit the entire frame of production in order to find
_something useful or helpful in what we are doing. I suppose there is a kind of
- permission that T want to give. I want to say: “You people who are doing dance
~and theater — this already is your practice. You already can think of it as your

long-term practice. You can give yourself permission to approach it in that
: Wﬁy.” You don’t need permission to do slower, process-focused work. You
~don’t need a production timeline in order to begin a research process. You
don’t have to do things so fast necessarily, or be so concerned with showing
results within a predetermined time frame. Maybe you can let go of some of
‘that, and find a more honest and more patient work.

T petceive a lot of rushing — especially in New York — a feeling that things must
be done fast. If you are going to workshop something, you should do it as fast
as possible — and you have to justify your research periods as soon as possible
with a production to show the “results.” I have the sense that a lot of people
would like to slow it down. To slow down the process of working —and maybe
also the process of living. And just to be able to think of one’s work as a
continuous work rather than a series of discrete, disposable productions. But at
~the same time, people seem very nervous about the prospect of slowing down.
_ Thete is so much pressure from external sources — from the theatre industry
and from the grant-makers. So it’s like: “Well, if I make 2 slow project, how will
I find people to work on it with me? Who is going to be willing to make that
“kind' of commitment?” The dance community seems to be much further along
than the theatre community in this regard.

I’d like my work to be a weight on one end of that scale. And this is what I have
found in my amazing partner, Michele. She doesn’t have that same sense of
being in a hurry, because she doesn’t come out of a performing arts
background. She comes out of a background of setious yogic practice. Not a
physical yoga, but an internal yoga — in which, she has said, it is understood that
“maybe . you'll start to see some visible results from the practice after ten ot
fifteen years. And of course, in that context there is no such thing as “putting
‘on-a show.” T want to take my own theatrical techniques all the way in that
direction, because that’s where I need them to function for myself. I've left the
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theatre in a certain sense, and 'm looking to reconnect with the origins of
performance as embodied practice. And maybe that can be useful for other
people, too. Maybe I can offer the possibility of a kind of relaxation. Not
relaxation in terms of quality, but in the realization that quality does not have to
depend on putting on a show. There are reasons to be disciplined and to push
for ‘higher and higher levels of ability that have nothing to do with putting
together a petformance for an audience.

I'm not saying that everyone should work more patiently or pay more attention
to these “other reasons.” I'm just following a hunger and a need in myself. Of
course it’s perfectly valid to make quick work. I'm really just proposing that it’s
Ppossible to work more patiently. It’s possible to have a slower process. It’s possibie
to go more deeply into the techniques that you already have. It’s not your
obligation as a petrformer to learn more techniques, or to stack up more
productions on your resume. Everything you have is alteady enough to begin
the sustainable practice that you want your life to be.

LP: Thank yon.

Michele Farbman
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