
Ron Vawter

For the Record

an interview by Richard Schechner

Ron Vawter joined The Perfonnance Group in 1974 as business man­
ager. In 1975. while counting the Group's nightly take, he had a few lines
and played drums for Brecht's Mother Courage a"d Her Childrell, which I di­
rected. Moving from the business side to acting, Vawter' first large role at
The Pcrfomung Gal'3ge was in RlIfllstick Road (1977) directed by Elizabeth
LeCompte. Up until 1980, Vawter continued to work do ely both with
me as well as with LeCompte and palding Gl'3y playing feature roles in
Nayatt School (1978) and PoilltJudith (1980) directed by LeCompte, and the
IGller in Terry Curtis Fox's Cops (1978) and Irma in Jean Genet's TI,e Bal­
cony (1979) directed by me. Since 1980, when The Perfonnance Group be­
came The Wooster Group under the artiStic direction of LeCompte.
Vawter has been a core member perfonning in Route 1 & 9 (1981), LSD ...
Just the High Poi/lts (1983), Frank Dell's the Temptation if t. AmhotlY (1987),
and Brace Up! (1991). Vawter's recent work at The Performing Garage was
Roy CohtllJack Smith (1992). directed by Greg Mehrten. Vawter has also
been seen in several movies, including ex, Lies, alld Videotape and TI,e
Cabitlet of Dr. Ramirez} and has completed Philadep['ia.

Jack Smith, Roy Cohn

SCHECHNER: It's the 31st ofJuly, 1992. Let's start with that marvelous
piece, Roy Cohnl.Jack Smith.

VAWTER: Y u know, 1 never wanted t hav a career doing solos like
Spalding lGray). 1 was very content to work with The Wooster Group but
after Jack Smith died in September of' 9, I tllOught, jeez, I'd like to make
something that memorialized him in some way. I began thinking about
Jack. Penny Arcade took me through Jack's apartment. There were tapes
and photographs and posters and slides. I got very tumed OJ) Witll the idea
of taking One ofJack's pieces and reconstructing it for a revue [ was asked
to be part of in Amsterdam. Jack would make very funny slide presenta­
tions. So I t ok notes on the composition ofJack's slides and when I got
to Amsterdam I reshot chern with my -elf as Smith. Then I took a tape re­
cording I had of a 1981 performance of What's Uudergrouud Abolll Mars/'-
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1 & 2. In 1992 Ron
Vawter played both men
in Roy Cohn/Jack
Smith, directed by Greg
Mehrten. The anti-gay
homosexual right-winger
Cohn is on the lift, the
extravagant-visionary
Smith on the right. (Pho­
tos by Paula Coun)
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mallows?-that's what he'd named this little thing-and I took a slide show
which was separate and began to put them together. Jack used his slide
shows parenthetically.

I have a funny story. When I saw Jack's slide show, Ron Argelander was
assisting him at the time. Ron was a great assistant, a great helper ofJack.
It was really crazy. Ron was frantically putting slides into the projector
tray, yanking them out of the sheet, and he was putting them in wrong.
And when Ron came to see the Cohn/Smith show at The Performing Ga­
rage this past spring, the slide projector jammed and Ron had to get up
from his seat because the technical people were trying to get this slide out.
Ron helped them do it-and he told me afterward it was exactly like he
was still working with Jack, with that slide machine haunting him.

So I made this Jack Smith reconstruction for Amsterdam and after I fin­
ished it, it occurred to me that if I made a compliment to this personality,
another portrait that in some way balanced Smith, that I would have a very
strong evening of theatre. Now I've been interested in Roy Cohn for a
long time. I thought these two jokers would make a very interesting duo.
There are a lot of things about them that are really similar-and a lot that's
wildly different. So in 1991 I was working with Mark Rappaport, the film­
maker. He was working on different ways of handling Roy's life as a
screenplay, but it didn't work out, I couldn't get hold of a script that I was
happy with. But there was this one entry in the Nichols-Hoffinan biogra­
phy of Cohn. Cohn's chauffeur was talking about driving Cohn-all dressed
up in his tux-and his boyfriend to a dinner given by the American Society
for the Protection of the Family. Cohn was the featured speaker for the
evening. He gave this speech attacking homosexuality. That idea really
might be fun, I thought, and so I just wanted to recreate that speech. So I
worked with Gary Indiana, the playwright, for nine months developing a
version of-

SCHECHNER: How did you do that? How would you develop a version
of that speech? Is there a transcript of it?

VAWTER: No, we looked. No tape, no transcript. And the American So­
ciety for the Protection of the Family didn't want to talk to us. So what
we did was launch a major research thing. Roy was prolific, he wrote a
whole lot, although he didn't write many of his speeches down. One of
Cohn's books is called Fool for a Client where he talks about his life and
also about legal issues, but nothing much on homosexuality. But from
Roy's writings we got a good deal of biographical infonnation. Gary began
writing in about how we would attack him remembering his past or his
mother and the trials he faced and the committees he worked on.

About homosexuality, we decided we were going to try to write the
most intelligent persuasive denunciation of homosexuality that we could
possibly muster. We went through all the psychiatric writings pre-'73,
when homosexuality was considered a disease or a disorder. We were
looking for good arguments, for intelligent, sensible arguments. If people
believed being gay was a disease, why did they?

And we came up with sort of classic answers. You know, fear of
women, arrested personality, those sort of things. We fashioned those argu­
ments and segued them into biographical infonnation we had on Cohn­
using his own words wherever we could. But though Cohn was a famous
back-room lobbyist, and an opponent of gay rights legislation, there were
few things he would actually say publicly about homosexuals. But from all
reports-and we talked to a number of people who were with him, he real-



ly did pull a lot of marks on people: "If you don't vote for this, we'll make
sure that you get this and this."

SCHECHNER: But people knew he was gay. How did they deal with
that? Didn't anybody say to him, "But you're gay"?

VAWTER: If they did, he would respond, "I'm not." He would publicly
deny it.

SCHECHNER: But I mean, in the backroom wheeling and dealing.

VAWTER: No. I mean, there's this one story of Carmichael going to
Cohn's house. There were all these boys there and Carmichael wondered
if this was like a gay brothel, or what. But Roy just coolly said, "These are
my servants and butlers and cooks and hairdressers." No, but you're right,
of course. Everyone knew Cohn was gay.

SCHECHNER: So wouldn't people be talking behind his back? And
wouldn't that affect his political clout?

VAWTER: Exactly. But still, for instance, he brought one of his regular
boyfriends to the White House three separate times. So he didn't hide it,
he just verbally denied it.

SCHECHNER: Right.

VAWTER: And the fact is, Cohn led the opposition to the gay rights bills
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his head on the table),
Spalding Gray, andJoan

Jonas read.from T. S.
Eliot's The Cocktail
Party in The Peiformance
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beth LeCompte. (Photo
by Bob Van Dantzig)
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in New York for 12 years or more. He didn't want to be known as a gay
person. He wanted to practice homosexuality but not advocate it.

SCHECHNER: You know, Cohn's always fascinated me, like Nixon.
There is nothing about Cohn's politics I like.

VAWTER: Right.

SCHECHNER: My entry into political consciousness and action was
around the McCarthy years. And Cohn was to me the most despicable
person, he and Joe McCarthy. And yet, like Nixon, like Richard the
Third, he's so fascinating. He was not the kind of person to be on the
wrong side of.

VAWTER: Oh no, the worst. Cohn seemed to be a pure incarnation of
evil.

SCHECHNER: How did you handle that? What was your attitude toward
him as you worked on the piece, as you involved yourself in Cohn's per­
sonality and values. In seeing the perfonnance, there's very little judgment
in it. Did you take a Brechtian stance in relationship to Cohn? Were there
things you found that you admired?

VAWTER: Well, I began by having the same kinds of feelings toward Roy
Cohn that you just expressed. I thought he was a contemptible scumbag. I
still think so. My piece is more in the nature of spitting on Cohn's grave. I
mean, I think his kind of behavior is absolutely reprehensible and I've
made this piece as a warning to homosexuals and a warning to heterosexu­
als. Warning homosexuals that this kind of behavior is unacceptable. Not
only the duplicity of hiding your sexuality but turning around and leading
the attack on the homosexual community. That is the lowest fonn of be­
havior. To heterosexuals, I'm saying, look what happens when we repress
a person's sexuality. Look at the warping of the personality that can occur,
creating a monster like this.

But the piece is not a psychological portrait. I'm not trying to show the
psychological mechanisms and how and why and what happened when he
was four years old that would have produced this kind of behavior. I'm
saying this kind of behavior is bad. So right off the bat, the piece is deeply
judgmental. I'm not taking an open look at Roy Cohn, I'm using him.

SCHECHNER: But at the same time, like watching a good production of
Richard the Third, watching your impersonation, I smiled and laughed. Be- .
cause you know, the gift of theatre is that you have social reality once re­
moved even as you come face-to-face with the reality of the perfonners.
And I can't believe you can play someone so effectively if you don't ad­
mire him at some level.

VAWTER: Yes, that's what happened. I mean, I can say that I hate the
man but when I went into rehearsal and permitted these things to come
out of me, I connected to all sorts of things from the time I was first com­
ing out-the period when I first met you, in the early '70S, when I was
leaving the military. Before then everything I did, even though I felt ho­
mosexual, was a dodge and a hide and a veil: ways of passing. So when I
began working on Cohn, I realized the tragedy of his life in trying to pass
all the time. I connected with that, and it gave me a kind of sympathy or
empathy.

Plus, you know, Cohn liked to think of himself a little as sort of a gang­
ster, a scrapper, like Sinatra, he actually patterned himself after Sinatra, a
little tough guy. His masculinity was wrapped up in that. And that was a



lot of fun to play. I've also been interested in Sinatra for a long time, in his
brand of heterosexuality. With Cohn, it was such a mask, that sort of' 50S

behavior. And you're right, of course, once I got the text together and be­
gan working on it, it was hard not to identitY, not to recognize in my own
life that I had done a lot of things like Cohn had.

SCHECHNER: What struck me as similar was the intensity. You're one
of the most intense people I know, that was clear right from the very first
time I met you. And over the years this intensity has shown more and
more clearly in your performances. In other words, you are extraordinarily
focused and compact-I would say, compressed. Now over time, you've
become unrepressed but not uncompressed.

VAWTER: Hmm mm, you're right.

SCHECHNER: And that intensity I feel also in Cohn's personality as you
presented him. In other words, I saw him more clearly through you than I
ever saw him in himself When I see him in himself, I just want to kill-

VAWTER: Yeah, right.

SCHECHNER: -but when I see him in you, I have a little distance and
you're someone I love and here's someone I despise but I can appreciate
his intensity through you.

VAWTER: Cohn was pretty intense. [Susan] Sontag in her essay "On
Camp" talks about Jews trying to assimilate into American culture and ho­
mosexuals trying to assimilate into American, Western culture-she says
these two are parallel. Cohn was also an extraordinary Jew-basher, apart
from his McCarthy days. There's the story of how he'd call Sy Newhouse
Sy 'jewhouse," and Newhouse was an old childhood buddy and client.
And there's this other story about the time just after the Army-McCarthy
hearings. The chairman of the Anti-Defamation League went to Washing­
ton and Cohn, spotting him in the corridor outside one of the Senate
chambers, yelled out to him, whatever his name was, "Hal, how are all the
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4. Spalding Gray inter­
views his father, played
by Ron Vawter, in
Rumstick Road (1977),
directed by Elizabeth
LeCompte with The
Peiformance Group.
(Photo by Elizabeth
LeCompte)
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fuckin' Jews doing up in New York?" And this guy yelled back, had the
presence of mind to yell back, "Fine, I just had dinner with your father last
night."

SCHECHNER: How did you get Cohn's mannerisms and speech pat­
terns? You saw Jack Smith and we'll get to that, but did you study video­
tapes of Cohn?

VAWTER: Oh yeah, I got hours of tapes. I mean, fortunately for me,
Cohn gave nine one-hour classes at the New York Law School and those
classes are on videotape. I also bought everything that the networks had on
Cohn through the Museum of Broadcasting. I went to CBS and actually
bought the "60 Minutes" program he was on. So I had a lot of stuff

But if you look at Cohn carefully, you see I'm not doing an imperson­
ation, it's not a copy. I've created another little portrait lifted off the surface
of Cohn. I didn't say, oh, he tipped this way, he lifted his tight shoulder
that way. But I did watch those tapes over and over again and I made au­
dio cassettes of the videotapes. I'd put a timer on at night with earphones
on and then fall asleep. About two hours after I go to sleep the tape comes
on and plays for an hour. I've done that before with other roles. It gives
me a lot of unconscious feed.

SCHECHNER: That's a good idea.

VAWTER: It is because when I relax or when I work myself up into a
state, when the adrenaline starts, there's a moment where you pass over. If
you get yourself excited enough, you pass over beyond the agitation. What
I have to be able to do is get to that flip. If I feed my unconscious in a di­
rect way, I can connect over into that.

SCHECHNER: Let's go back to Jack Smith. How did you work?

VAWTER: With Jack I still perform, and I intend always to perform, with
a Walkman and a recording ofJack's performing this piece in '81 in my
ear. It's not just because I'm trying to get his voice right. What I'm trying
to get right is his timing. So I use the tape as a kind of metronome.

SCHECHNER: Oh, I didn't know that. So it's actually playing all the
time?

VAWTER: All the time. I know the monolog by heart, it's only six pages
of actual script. But Jack performed with a sense of time that I would
never try to pull off in front of an audience. I can't imagine performing
without the audiotape. Once my machine didn't work and I stopped the
show and got another one brought on stage for me.

SCHECHNER: Does he slow you down?

VAWTER: Slows me way way down. And Jack was famous for his long
extensions and attenuations of speech and so the tape keeps me on his
track.

SCHECHNER: So you are performing a particular piece Smith did in '8I?

VAWTER: Yeah.

SCHECHNER: What about the setting and the costume and that stuff?

VAWTER: It's more of a conglomerate, condensed, I mean, like the slide
show. The slides [ show he didn't show as part of his performance. I've
put together a 4o-minute condensed evening with Jack Smith where you
get an idea of his whole work: the kinds of projections he would use, the



kinds of setting he would make. I want to give a lot of people who never
saw Jack a, sense of who he was as a perfomler. You know, not a whole
lot of people saw him. He would u uaUy do two or three nights, that's all.
I wanted to show people what he was about, what he was after, what this
world, this universe, was that he created.

SCHECHNER: So how did you develop the piece?

VAWTER: From the outside in. I mean, I took atl the stuff and put it on
myself like a skin.

SCHECHNER: When you started to rehearse, at the very beginning, did
you use costumes and sets and things?

VAWTER: Yeah. I mean, Penny took me over to the costume shops
where Jack would buy his material. You know, Jack was for turning junk
into art. He reatly was one of the early pop artists. And there were a lot of
photographs of him in costume. $0 I sort of recreated. rebuilt costumes. A
lot of his things are over at P.S. I. r went through the collection carefuUy.
Both mOilologs were research projects. I tried to immerse myself as deeply
and as carefuUy 3Jld in as much detail as I could with both. I mean, that
little tuxedo that I had for Roy Cohn I had made by Roy's tailor.

SCHECHNER: And who worked with you directing the piece?

VAWTER: Greg [MehrtenJ.

SCHECHNER: What was his role in developing the piece?

VAWTER: Well I made the Jack mith all by myse1ffor that Amsterdam
appearance. Then, 1 knew that if I were to make an evening that was well
balanced and was going to contain another portrait. r needed somebody
who would. be able ,to sit olltside, an olltside eye. Greg was actually more
involved with the making of the ohn and the balancing of the 0110

with the-

SCHECHNER: -Smith. And what about the importance ofJack Smith's
ashes?

VAWTER: Yeah. Two years ago, I was jJl Los Angeles working on an
ABC(Disney film and there was a powwow of American theatre artist
with native American blood. I was fu cinated with it because I'm quarter
Choctaw from my father' side. My father's mother Jived on a Choctaw
rescrvation. Her name was Tabitha. he died when I was about five years
old so 1 never got any infomlation through hI' about any rituals or stuff

o I went to thi powwow where there was a group workshop on the use
of ceremonial ash in Indian performance and dance ceremonies. There are
mantras that get sung and dance steps around ashes. Then yOll mix the ash
with the color you're using as makeup. So when 1 was starting to work
with Penny on researchi.llg Jack, she let me have some of his ashes, and
because Jack's sense of how to paint himself for a performance was so ex­
treDlc and in a way was a kind of warpaint itself, I thought well, I'm going
to use the ash, I'm going to return him to his own makeup. $0 I use the
ash for every performance. I mix it with the glitter I put on my eyes and it
charges me. It empowers me in a way that-l mean, when I'm itring there
and ] know that Jack is on my face literally and I hear him coming
through the earphones and I'm amidst this whole world of his I've care­
fully engineered to have around me-the slides the reconstruction of
spac~omethingspooky comes through. [ don't mean a trance Or a kind
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of possession but I get a very very heavy charge which pulls me through
the performance.

SCHECHNER: Why do you defend against saying it is trance or posses­
sion? Because it sounds to me like a classic instance of induced trance pos­
session. People have the wrong idea if they think trance means you're
unconscious or you can't do this or that. Trance just means inducing a sec­
ond reality which you inhabit and which is very powerful. It doesn't nec­
essarily erase your primary reality. You know, there are many different
theories of how trance is induced but the use of the ash, putting yourself
in the environment, the hearing of the voice, creates a second actuality
which is coincident with your own on the stage-so why would you resist
acknowledging that?

VAWTER: Well if that's the definition of trance, then this is trance work.

SCHECHNER: It's one kind of trance. Not hypnotic trance where you
forget. It's more like Balinese trance where they know very well what
they're doing but their actions are guided not by their conscious self

VAWTER: Richard, that's exactly how it feels. I mean, it feels as though
there is a second will at work. Although I'm very aware of everything I do
on the stage.

SCHECHNER: That's exactly what the Balinese would say. You are still
there but there's this other force that is helping you make the movements
and keeping the movements safe, proper or correct or within bounds or
whatever.

VAWTER: You know, one of the things that sends me off is I have to flip,
particularly as the performance goes on, I get caught in a rhythm that is not,
that is totally not mine and that rhythm opens me up to the second will. It's
quite rhythmic, the differences. It's like a different rhythm than mine.



SCHECHNER: Right, right.

VAWTER: I wanted to say, this is interesting, getting into the rhythm of
another person. Remember the dancer Spalding [Gray] had an affair with
when you were directing The Performance Group? A beautiful, beautiful
dancer, very tall. When she saw the piece she said she got so into the
rhythms ofJack as differentiated from my own that when it came to that
little dance I do, she said, "I felt like I could've gotten up and done that
dance. I knew what the dance was before you even danced it."

SCHECHNER: Right, right, right.

VAWTER: Now, I think, that is the success ofJack Smith. This trance or
other energy which, when I've played my cards right, this other energy has
the opportunity to come forward. But it's not impersonation. I've talked to
friends ofJack who say I didn't imitate his voice or anything like that.

SCHECHNER: No, what you do is not like this actor who imitates Mark
Twain or something like that.

VAWTER: Right, this is not Hal Holbrook.

SCHECHNER: It's what I would call a re-creation not a reproduction.

VAWTER: Yes. That's right. That's exactly right. The remarks I make to
the audience before are as rehearsed as the pieces themselves. I spent a lot
of time on how to present myself at the beginning and how much infor­
mation to tell. I want the audience to know there is another personality at
work in the room, apart from these created ones.

SCHECHNER: Right. Exactly. And you used to have somebody sit at the
table-

VAWTER: I still do. Each night I have onstage-when I can get them­
some persons whose lives were really deeply affected by Cohn. One man,
for instance, was a card-carrying Communist in the '50S in New York and
a lot of his friends had their careers destroyed or committed suicide. This
man is a real Cohn hater. The other two are in the same situation. They
were socialists. Whenever I'm up there and my energy begins to slack, I
look over to them and I get this hit of, "Oh. right, this is what I'm doing
up here."

SCHECHNER: Cohn and Smith died of AIDS and you are HIV-positive.
That must have had an effect on why you chose to do this in these times.

VAWTER: You know, I had just learned of my positivity about six
months before Jack died and when I began work on the piece, I still had
not been diagnosed with full blown AIDS but I was sero-positive. See, the
thing, the big problem as I see it, one of the horrible aspects of this disease
is that it has a ... it ... it's such a potent and destructive force that it's
taken over the whole spectrum of gay problems or the problems of the ho­
mosexual in American society. Very little else is being said except re­
sponses to the AIDS virus. But the homosexual today has as many
problems as he or she had 30, 40, or 50 years ago. I mean, homosexuality
is still illegal in half the states and we are the only minority which is legally
discriminated against. There used to be a lot more said about that and a lot
more energy and activity went into the problems the homosexual faces.
But AIDS has loomed up so large that it's taken so much of the conversa­
tion and the public discussion.

So what I want to do is without sidestepping the AIDS issue, I want to
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6. Portraying Vershinin in
The Wooster Group's
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ing the words over and
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take two people with AIDS, go beyond that, and continue the discussion
about the forces of repression in this country. I think repression is still far
more destructive to the homosexual than the AIDS virus. I mean, when
you were told as a child, as you're growing up, that every impulse you feci
inside you is abnomlal or immoral or wrong or bad, it creates a system of
self-loathing. I mean, you don't waLlt it to be there, yet you can't deny it.
That conflict, that push and pull, I believe, deeply, profoundly warps the
personality. My perfomlance is a study of two individuals who I feel were
warped. IfJack or Roy worked or lived in a society that did not teU them
that homosexuality was wrong they would not have become the people
that they became. 1 think Jack was as warped as Roy, a totaIJy different
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warp but still warped. 0 T chose them because they had AID but I sort
of did that to get it out of the way so I could ralk about something else al·
together. [ mean, I'm really focusing 011 the effects of sexual r.epression. T
wnnted people to see that AIDS is only part of the problem that homo­
sexuals have to deal with. It's a big and an extraordinary ne but it's only
part of the destructive force.

Does that answer your-?

SCHECHNER: Yeah, very clearly.

VAWTER: I wanted to make a good comedy, an evening people would
el~oy coming to.

SCHECHNER: Of course. And it really is a lot of fun. It's ironic, some­
times bitter, sometimes hilarious. It's not sentimental.

VAWTER: As you know, I'm looking to use comedy to disarm the audi­
ence, to open d1cm to my ideas. I put them at 0 much ease and comfort,
then I can sock it to them with what is essentially an essay on oppression.
And as you said in our earlier talk right after you saw the show, we have
to create a community through which the discu sion is even possible.
Comedy is one of the best ways to create a community.

SCHECHNER: Absolutely. Absolutely. Is there anything more you want
to say about that piece? If not, I want to move on and talk about some
other stuff
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VAWTER: Just that I'm not interested in taking two more characters and
doing them.

SCHECHNER: You're not about to become Spalding Gray.

VAWTER: Eric Bogosian. No, this form seemed to be necessitated by the
thing that wanted to be said.

SCHECHNER: Actually the Cohn/Smith show isn't a monolog. These
are Illono-dramas-a full play performed by one person. Kind of like the
stuffJeff Weiss does.

VAWTER: You know, I was very very affected by Jeffs work. I connect
with it deeply. Jeff is not afraid to throw out his worst fantasies, his worst
dcmon , to fully inhabit them, what he fears about himself and what he
fears others think of him. When I was first making Roy Cohn, I thought,
shit, the gay political field is screaming that only positive representations
should be made. At the time I thought about Jeff and the power of releas­
ing those demons onstage.

SCHECHNER: What was the reaction of the gay press? Did anybody
hammer you for what you did?

VAWTER: No, everyone was very positive. They saw the Cohn part as a
warning to homosexuals, that we can't permit this kind of behavior to go
on. I think if I hadn't given that speech before the perfomlance, there
might have been a question of what my motive was.

The Peiformance Group, The Wooster Group

SCHECHNER: Now I want to talk with you about the work you've
done with the Wooster Group and some of the work you did with me
earlier. Three characters I've seen you play that I particularly admire are
Irma in The Balcony, which I directed in '79, Reverend Hale from The Crn·
able as part of Wooster's LSD-

VAWTER: Or "HaIl" as Kirby would have it in his version of those
scenes.

SCHECHNER: -and Vershinin in Brace Up! I want to talk about
how you "make characters" who arc increasingly over the years "de­
(;onstructed," OT presented not as their authors may have imagined them. I
see you on the frontier of invcnting character in a new way, a way fOr the
posrrealist theatre. You arc opcning the road for different interpretations of
the so-caUed "naturalist" c1assics-Chekhov, Wilder, Miller-and any other
writer of that kind. Long ago, people decided they could do Shakespeare
in non-Elizabethan ways and find new meanings and delight in the old
texts. But everyone still does the naturalists n3.turaUy-of productions I've
seen only Wooster, Squat (with their 17lree ;sters), and Wilsoll (with his
Whell We Dead Awaken) have radicaUy done "non-naturalistic naturalism."
What I want to hear from you is not Wooster's approach-that I can get
from Liz LeCompte-but your approach as a performer.

VAWTER: It's quite a story. Because I don't approach character with any
kind of Drechtian method. I don't attempt to stand next to the character.
The way I work is a product of a lot of forces which actually began with
you, Richard. Because when [ came to The Performance Group back in
'72 or '73, 1 didn't want to do "masterpieces." I remember reading Uoseph]
Chaikin's The Presence if the Actor. It was an extraordinary moment here in



New York when texts were no longer primary. To hear a text wasn't the
reason why people came to the theatre.

I wanted to perfonn but I had no theatre training whatsoever. I had
never taken an acting class. I was in the anny, running the recruiting office
down on Centre St. It was December of '72 when I contacted you and
asked to work with you. In September '73 I began as The Perfonnance
Group's administrator and as a bongo player. It was a wonderful moment
because you allowed humans to come on to the stage who weren't trained
by the schools on how acting should be conducted. And so people per­
fonned their true selves. The essential qualities of the perfonners them­
selves was what the perfonnance was about, what the theatre space was
about, regardless of what hat or skin was put on. The whole thing was
built on the actual live presence of the person, of the actor.

Ron Vawter 3 I

8. Spalding Gray (stand­
ing), Kate Valk (top),
Mike Stamm, and Ron
Vawter (bottom right) in

Jim Strah's North Atlan­
tic, a [98] Wooster
Group production directed
by Elizabeth LeCompte
at the Performing Garage.
(Photo by Nancy
Campbell)
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9. In The Wooster's
Group's Route I & 9
(1981) Ron Vawter ap­
peared in blacliface as
Pigmeat Markham. Here
Vawter shows his agility
in leg extensions. (Photo
by Nancy Campbell)

For a person like me who had no training and who had taken this full
spiritual path through the Roman Catholic priesthood and was looking for
a place where I could develop my sense of spirituality, it was the ideal
place to be.

SCHECHNER: How far advanced did you get in the priesthood?

VAWTER: I spent four years in a Franciscan seminary upstate. I became a
zealot. r left it when I felt that contemporary religious life was a total cor­
ruption of Christian precepts.

SCHECHNER: And you went from the seminary to the military?

VAWTER: I enlisted because I had to get out, I had to do something. I
didn't know what to do. You know, my parents had military careers so it
was an easy thing for me to return to. But after I met you, Spalding, Steve




















