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be Chairs, by Eugéne lonesco, fea-
tares hundreds of characters. But
most of them are invisible: This
presents a special challenge for both
the actors and director of the
comic-absurdist play, which the Stanford
Susnmer Theater is presenting on cam-
pus through Aug. 12.

“You have to move the invisible peo-
ple somehow, and give them characrer
and relationships and purpose and moti-
vation,” said director Aleksandra Wolsks,
an assistant professor of theater arts at
the University of Minnesota who earned
her doctorate at Stanford. “1 first need to
direct the invisible people; the visible
people are responding to their actions.
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darel Truszezynski (Did Man) and Geoff Hoyle {Oid
Woman) star in The Shairs, appearing Hhrough Aug. 12,
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At one point,

o5 face unseen chal

Hoyle's character

So, you see, 1t's just a reverse, strange,
roundabout way of approachincr charac-
rer building.”

But for the Stanford Summer Theater
(S5T), chese kinds of thespian chailenges
are part of the fun. The theater group
takes its craft seriously, even thongh The
Chairs should resule in plenty of laughs
for the audience.

“We try to pick a play that s, for lack
of a better word, great,” said Rush Rehm,
an associate professor of drama and clas-
sics here. Rehm said he and his S5T col-
laborators gravitate toward established
works that aren’t often performed or,
perhaps, were written by a playwright
who has fallen out of fashion. The goal,
he explained, is to be “rooted, but on the
edge.”

For its inaugural season, in 1997, SST
staged Chekhiov’s Unde Vanya. In 1998,
the group collaborated on an original
play, When the Shark Bites, for the cen-

-tennial of Bertolt Brecht. It was a cabarer

piece built arcund the playwright's testi-
mony to the House Un-Asmerican Activ-
ites Committee and one of his early

plays, Elepbant Calf. The group didn’t

produce a play in 1999 but returned in
2000 with Waiting for Godot, featuring
the same cast that appears in The Chairs.

So far, the plays all have been modern,
although the group is considering a
Shakespeare piece or an adaptation of the
Taust story, among other ideas, for next
year.

“Alex [Wolska] has an idea for The
Tempest which is prewy different, so it
would be a very different Shakespeare
when we do it,” Rehmn said.

Rehm and Continuing Stadies Pro-
gram Dean Charlie Junkerman hatched
the idea for the theater group about five
years ago. Wolska and Polish National
Theater veteran Jarek Truszczynski
joined Rehm in developing the summer
theater project, and, since then, the three
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have formed the production company’s
core creative engine.

The Continuing Studies Program
subsidizes the summer productions and
collaborates with SST to organize a one-~
day symposium. This summer, the sym-
posium takes place July 28 and is titled
“Fool’s Gold — Tonesco and the Theater
of the Absurd.” (Space is still available;
registration is through the Stanford
Continuing Studies Program.) It will
bring together nine renowned actors and
theater scholars, including the cast and
director of The Chairs, for 2 mix of lec-
tures, discussions and performances. A
French lunch will divide the day’s events.
The symposium concludes with a perfor-
mance of the play.

This summer also marks the first year
of the Stanford Theater Discovery Insti-
tute, a three-week program designed for
high-school students interested in
e\nlormg theater, dramatic literature and
performance  practice raught by S5T
members and university staff.

Absurdist theater

In The Chairs, an elderly couple remi-
nisce about their lives, greet a horde of
invisible guests and, ultmately, throw
thernselves out of two windows and feave a
third — bur visible — character, the Orator
{Rehm), who is charged with delivering the
Old Man’s supposedly revelatory message.

During a recent rehearsal in Pigott
Theater, Wolska, along with Truszczyn-
ski, who plays the 95-year-old man, and
Geoff Hoyle, who plays the 94-year-old
woman, were figuring out how to stage
one of the play’s later sequences, i
which the Old Woman begins to self
invisible programs to the guests. The
couple is hemmed in by the unseen
crowd and, more tangibly, roughly 50
chairs; maneuvering around the stage has

_become a fear of dexterity.
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drops some invisible change. Position-
ing himself upside down between two
chairs with his feet above his head,
Hoyle rurned its rewrieval into a con-
tortionist sight gag. A long, maroon
skirt he wore slid down his legs to
reveal low heels, brown socks and
white, hairy calves.

“There are tricks of the trade in
terms of using space to create an invisi-
ble reality, and pantomime is one way
that happens,” Hoyle said. “Bur at the
same time you have to maintain the
relationship between the real charac-
ters. It's diffienlt. It’s almost like the
physical language is as tangible as the
verbal language.”

using space 1o create an invisible reality,
and pantomine is one way that happens,
Hoyle said.
X

And while the gymnastdc ability dis-
played by the 55-year-old acror and
clown (he served in the immortal Pickle
Family Circus) may be rare among
nonagenarians in the real world, in the
Theater of the Absurd, where lonesco

made his creative home, it’s not surpris-
ing at all. Like Samuel Beckett, Jean
Genet and other luminaries of the
genre, lonesco, who died in 1994,
eschewed logical plot lines; the overar-
ching theme of his plays could be chirpi-
ly summed up as the meaninglessness of
existence.

Later in the rehearsal, Wolska instruct-
ed Truszezynski, midstage, 0 move as
though underwater through the unseen
horde. He proceeded to weave around the
chairs as though at a2 crowded cocktail

party. )

“Generally, you have to deal with other
actors, but, in this case, we have 1o create
their egos. They come alive by our
actions,” Truszezynski said. “You react to
therm, listen to them, make spaces for what
they say. And, you know, they get angry -
we fight. We have all sorts of things going
on — love affairs, and memories.” sA



