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“The thing about theater that
most interests me is that it takes
time,” said Robert Whitman in
1965. “Time for me is something
material. [ like to use it that way.”
(Sometimes the thing about the
*60s avant-garde that most inter-
ests me is the carefully artless, af-
fectless, transparent prosc in
which its makers described their
work.) Now, a quarter-century lat-
er, Swedish art historian Ulf
Linde says in the program for
Whitman’s new happening, Black
Dirt, that Whitman *“‘produces se-
quences—speed, movements,
changes in states and condition, a
drama—as in Eden: Reality as it
must have been BEFORE TIME.”
These two statements seem to
contradict each other, but they
don’t. One of the essential exper-
ences in any Happening is intense
awareness of duration (sand fall-
ing from above, water seeping
slowly across the stage) in a the-
ater free of plot, character, and
the conventions of narrative de-
velopment. Time as usually
sensed disappears, but now that

story it becomes palpable, like an
image or a sound.

At the Kitchen, time is present
in another way, too. I wrote “a
quarter-century later” instead of

“25 years later” because a quar-

ter-century sounds like history
rather than just years, and I was
very aware of history while I
watched Black Dirt—of the time
that has passed since I first saw
Happenings, the almost unimag-
inable differences between now
and then, and the ways in which
Whitman's work and Whitman’s
audience had both stayed the
same and changed.

We walk into a circular tented
dome, glowing white, with two
Christmas trees hanging high up
and a projection of a large onion
moving around the circumfer-
ence. The audience sits in a semi-
circle. A plastic runner, splashily
painted red, green, and blue,
crosses the playing area. Behind it
lies a heap of sandy gravel. The
sound of tree frogs piping. This is
a magic space, outside all conven-
tions of theater.

The sparse dialogue—Esperan-
to mixed with Chinese?—comes
from a man and a woman behind

the walls of the tent, lit as if seen
through a scrim. The only other
performers are an elegant and ex-
tremely dispassionate couple, so
twinned that when they separate
for a while—he to saunter around
with his hands in his pockets, she
to do ritualized dance move-
ments—the effect’s almost star-
tling, and comes perilously close
to an interpretable idea.

Such ideas are scrupulously
avoided, however. Much more
important than any human image
are the way the lights modulate
from cool to warm, the mysteri-
ous coming 1o life of a piece of
cloth, and a sequence when the
entire tent starts to breathe, mov-
ing peristaltically over our heads.
People are just things among oth-
er things. Perhaps they are worse:
a film of a huge pale mouth and
eye fingered slowly by a nail-bit-
ten hand makes my skin crawl,
but the sand heap, the plastic run-
ner, the way the floor covering

falls into baroque folds when it is
gathered up, make ugly industrial
artifacts beautiful.

The end of *“humanism” pre-
dates postmodernism; Happeners
took it for granted, and didn't
bother to make their work didac-
tic by deconstruction or any other
form of homage. But of course
this particular piece doesn’t pre-
date postmodernism, it only
seems to. Indeed, it seems to exist
out of time. The sack suspended
from a hook goes back to Whit-
man's carliest work, as does the
creation of a special, enclosed
space, and attentiveness to ob-
jects, lights, silence. Black Dirt is
almost a historical re-creation.
(But not a predecessor—its differ-
ences from contemporary perfor-
mance art are more notable than
any similarities—no use of popu-
lar culture, no autobiographical
impulse.)

The mark of our own times is

clear, however, and don’t imagine
for a moment that it’s good. Eroti-
cism and spontaneity were a mark
of Happenings—not just taking
your clothes off and rolling
around in the leaves, though
sometimes that, but a kind of rev-
eling in materiality. The old per-
formance photos show a lot of
movement, mess, laughter. Partic-
ipants and spectators alike con-
centrated furiously on completing
actions that had no ostensible
point but were unpredictably sat-
isfying and inexplicably enlighten-
ing/This audience, though inter-
ested, was disengaged—perhaps
i because bohemia and the experi-

mental community are long gone,

! perhaps because Black Dirt
seemed scripted to the teeth and
cold as ice. To re-create the fresh-

‘ ness of the past is impossible; it

| has to be re-invented. [ ]
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