
The  A n t i - N  a r r a t i v e  :
M e r e d i t h  M o n k ’ s

T h e a t e r

Avant-garde dance of the 1960s em erged from an aes
thetics of denial. Fostered by m em bers of New York’s 
Ju d so n  D ance Theater, this aesthetic refuted  the 
classicizing tendency  of m odern  dance as well as the 
expressionist teno r of its cho reography .1 Yvonne 
R ain er’s m anifesto of negation  -  “no to spectacle no 
to virtuosity  no to transform ation  and  m agic and 
m ak eb e liev e . . . ” -  a rticu lated  the ph ilosophy of a 
genera tion  of choreographers com m itted  to reduc- 
tivist strategies in m o v em en t.2 As this particu lar 
trajectory  of post-m odern  dance evolved in its de- 
construction  of strict technical canons, the em otive 
perform ing  body, and narrative structure, ano ther 
concom itan t theater of m ovem ent, em erged. W hile 
the Ju d so n  dancers were paring  dow n m otion, strip 
p ing away em otional content, e lim inating  theatrical 
conventions and renouncing  structural develop
m ent, M eredith  M onk was telling stories. Them es 
of m onum enta l im port -  the holocaust, civil war, 
to talitarianism  -  as well as those of personal reve
lation , w ere given dram atic  form  in M onk’s v ision
ary theater.

M onk has a lternately  described her p roductions 
as tapestries, non-verbal operas and com posite the
ater pieces, ind icating  an in terest in the suspension of 
specific artistic categories. Freely b lend ing  and 
transm uting  different m odes of perform ance, inc lud
ing dance, voice, film, m usical com position , d ra 
m atic dialogue, im provisation , and in teractive scene
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design, M onk has created  theatrical, quasi-narrative 
events of epic p roportion . As early  as 1966 (the year 
Yvonne R ainer choreographed  her solo, TRIO A, 
now  an em blem  of m inim alist dance), M onk p e r
form ed her 16 MILLIMETER EARRINGS, a visual 
and  k inetic essay on hum an passion and hum an fra
gility. A ccom panied  by a recorded  read ing  of W il
helm  R eich’s THE FUNCTION OF ORGASM and her 
own rend ition  of “G reensleeves,” M onk danced  a 
duet of sorts with a film p ro jected  d irectly  onto her 
body. In one sequence a m oving im age of her face 
appeared  on a large sphere w orn over her head, 
alluding, perhaps, to the separation  of physicality  
and  public persona.

O n first im pression an ex tension  of the W agne
rian  G e s a m t k u n s t w e r k ,  M onk’s m ulti-m edia  
style u ltim ately  subverts the illusionary  aspects of 
theatrical p roduction . U nlike her con tem poraries in 
the Ju d so n  group who forfeited all existing dram atic  
and choreographic conventions, M onk chose to u n 
derm ine trad ition  from  w ithin. Following the ex
am ple set by Bertolt B recht in his theorization  of a 
revo lu tionary  or “ep ic” theater, M onk orchestrates 
dram atic  situations in w hich illusions are concocted  
and then revealed  as fabrications. “The au d ien ce ,” 
explained  Brecht, “can no longer have the illusion of 
being  the unseen spectator at an event which is really 
taking p lace .” 3 R ecognizing tha t d ram atic  conven
tions are inherited  codes de term ined  by specific cul
tural conditions, B recht a ttem pted  to m ake the 
theatrical sign system  itself explicit. H e a ttacked  the-
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ater as a sem iotician  w ould, analyzing its form  and 
displaying the arbitrariness of its signs. C om m enting  
on B recht’s m ethodology, R o land  Barthes rem arked , 
“W hat B rechtian  dram a as a w hole postu lates is 
that today at least d ram a has no t to express the real 
so m uch as to signify it. It is therefore necessary  that 
there be a certain  d istance betw een  the signifier and 
the signified .” 4 B recht em ployed  a variety  of tech 
niques, som e borrow ed  from  classical C hinese and 
Japanese  theater, to secure and  m anipu late  this d is
tance. A theory  of V e r f r e m d u n g s e f f e k t  
(loosely translated  as “a lien a tio n ”) em erged: p e r
form ers w ere encouraged  to dem onstrate  the ir roles 
ra ther than  act in o rder to d im in ish  the possibility  
of view er catharsis; d ram atic  action  was con tin 
uously in te rru p ted  by songs and the in terjection  of 
w ritten signs, the stage and  the auditorium  were 
flooded with b righ t light; m ontage and jux tap o si
tion  of scenes rep laced  any logical p lo t developm ent.

U nderly ing  B rech t’s desire to expose the seem ing 
transparency  of the theatrical m i s e - e n - s c è n e  
was a com m itm ent to raising the political conscious
ness of his audience th rough heigh tened  perceptual 
awareness. H e p roposed  an essentially  dialectical 
viewing experience; the audience sim ultaneously 
perceives the poetic  unraveling  of the story and the 
deliberately  exposed  construction  of the play.

Insp ired  perhaps by B recht’s revolu tionary  the
ater, M onk utilizes m ethods of in te rrup tion  to dis
lodge any possibility  of seam less illusion. In M onk’s 
Civil War dram a, SPECIMEN DAYS (1982), striking

tab leaux  suggesting the antebellum  South are frac
tu red  by in terludes of m usic and film. H er com plex 
m usical scores, w hich she com poses and  perform s, 
further the un tangling  of narrative logic. C onsisting 
of non-verbal singing, the m usic contains hypnotic 
m oans, chants, and sighs tha t replace words. The 
m ythic jou rney  undertaken  by a group of w om en in 
M onk’s EDUCATION OF A GIRLCHILD (1972-73) is 
suspended  in parts w hen people  carry ing landscape 
pain tings -  ind icating  scenery changes -  appear on 
the stage.

M onk disrupted  any notion  of trad itional spec- 
tatorship  with her 1969 perform ance, JUICE. The 
dance was divided into three discrete sections, each 
occurring  in a separate geographic location , requ ir
ing its audience to m ove from place to place. The 
view ers’ engagem ent with the dance shifted in scale 
from the m onum ental to the intim ate during the 
progression of the piece. As distance was com 
pressed, intricacies of the production  were revealed 
and theatrical illusion was dim inished. For the first 
installm ent, M onk utilized the spiral structure of the 
G uggenheim  M useum , through w hich eighty-five 
dancers and their viewers roam ed according to the 
choreographer’s directives. The perform ers wore 
red  boots and white robes save for four red-cloaked 
principal dancers linked together like som e w rithing 
beast. In  the next section, occurring  th ree weeks later 
at B arnard  C ollege’s M inor L atham  Playhouse, 
echoes of the previous perform ance abounded , al
beit in reduced  form. A child on a toy rocking horse
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m irrored , in decreased  scale, the w om an seen riding 
a horse outside the G uggenheim  during the first 
section  of the piece. The four red  dancers, now sepa
rate, reappeared , each discussing aspects of their 
personalities while engaging in “real-life” activities. 
A rep roduction  of a Roy L ichtenstein  pa in ting  (the 
au thentic  work was on view at the Guggenheim ) 
appeared  as p art of the scenery. The last section took 
place a w eek la ter in M onk’s loft w here viewers 
walked through an exhib it of the props and costum es 
used for the previous two parts. The four p rincipal 
perform ers could be observed  again -  this tim e only 
on v ideotape -  describ ing the creation  of their stage 
roles.

Perhaps because of her em phasis on an in terd isc i
p linary  theater, on techniques of distancing and  site- 
specificity, M onk has claim ed tha t the actual con ten t 
of her work is the p roduction  itself. She is not, how 
ever, a form alist who sim ply investigates the struc
tural possibilities of dram atic  p resen ta tion ; her goal 
is to disturb the com placency of vision, to reveal the 
unsettling  aspects of reality norm ally  h idden  from 
view, to in troduce the surreal into hum an conscious
ness. 5 Following in the trad ition  of B recht’s epic the
ater, M onk’s w ork is fundam entally  dialectical -  p e r
cep tion  involves visual seduction  through dram atic 
illusion while sim ultaneously  engendering  an uneasy 
awareness of the m echanics b eh in d  such fantasy. Fact 
and  fiction in term ingle  to cast doub t on any objec
tive sense of reality, theatrical o r otherw ise. The au d i
ence, draw n into these shifting sign system s, is sim ul
taneously  inside and  outside of the dram a.

The dichotom ous cu rren t in h eren t to M onk’s 
theater -  the e lem ent of her w ork tha t lures its aud i
ence into a state of critical self-awareness -  form s part 
of a w orking strategy th a t is, ultim ately, fem inist in 
orien tation . C oncurren tly  an object of rep resen ta 
tion  and a living, h istorically  de term ined  subject, the 
fem ale experiences herself as essentially  d ialecti
cal. 6 A lthough “W om an” is a construct determ ined  
through culturally  hegem onic discourses, fem ale 
subjects -  who co llectively  com prise the grouping  
“w om en” -  stand b o th  inside and  outside the ideo l
ogy of gender, of language, and  of rep resen ta tion .

The fem ale gaze -  one w hich actively sees ra ther 
than  m erely  acknow ledges the state of be ing  seen -  is 
central to M onk’s theater. V ision is far-reaching, 
even m ystical; it defies w hat has been  culturally  
coded as w om an’s inability  to envision. The little girl 
in M onk’s dram a, Q U A R R Y  (1976), experiences the 
enorm ous scope of her vision as som ething quite 
painful, yet em pow ering. Lying in bed  with the w orld 
unraveling  around  her, d ictators rise and  fall, and 
while the holocaust loom s, she cries, “I d o n ’t feel 
well. I t ’s m y eyes . . . ” She survives the horrors, how 
ever, opening  her arm s to the rising sun. In  M onk’s 
m ost recen t feature film, B O O K  O F  D A Y S (1989), a 
young girl possesses the uncanny  capacity  to peer 
into the future, with a vision tha t transcends all cul
tural reality. Set in  a m edieval Jew ish  ghetto, the film 
depicts the ch ild ’s efforts to describe through p an 
tom im e (and no t words) the unheard -o f sights 
glim psed w hen she closes her eyes. H er grandfather, 
the tow n rabbi, in terp rets her visions as ancien t
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archetypal im ages ou tlined  in the scriptures. In  o ther 
words, he attribu tes h er indescribab le  revelations to 
trad itional codes, to pa triarchal discourse w hich ex
ists to p rev en t the undo ing  of reality  and to guarantee 
cultural repression. H e attem pts to explain  and  u lti
m ately dism iss h er rad ical and po ten tia lly  th rea ten 
ing visions th rough inherited  language. Turning to 
the tow n m adw om an, the little girl finally finds an 
em pathetic  soul.

It is possible to in te rp re t BOOK OF DAYS as a 
veiled com m entary  on the dialectical na tu re  of 
w om en, who are inscribed  (and engendered) in a 
language tha t is no t the ir own. H istorically, w om en 
who have d istu rbed  phallo logocentric  culture were 
perceived  as outcasts and punished  as such. T hey 
were our witches and, in m ore m odern  tim es, our 
h y ste rics .7 M onk’s fem inist thea te r subtly  d isrupts 
the flow of language and rep resen ta tion  so essen- 1

1 By the late 1960s the pioneers of m odern dance -  M artha Graham, José 
Limon, even Merce Cunningham  to some extent, had entered the historical 
canon. Although repudiations of the balletic canon, their choreographic proj
ects still stressed technical virtuosity and a certain heroicism.
2 For the complete text of R ainer’s statem ent see Sally Banes, TERPSICHORE 

IN SNEAKERS: POST-MODERN DANCE (Boston, 1980), p. 43.
3 Bertolt Brecht, BRECHT ON  THEATRE, ed. and trans. John W illet (New 
York, 1964), p. 91.
4 Roland Barthes quoted by Frederic Jam eson, TH E PRISON HOUSE OF 

LANGUAGE: A CRITICAL AC COUNT OF STRUCTURALISM AND RUSSIAN FOR

MALISM (Princeton, 1972), p. 58. Also cited in Christine Kiebuzinska, REVO

LUTIONARIES IN TH E THEATER: MEYERHOLD,  BRECHT, AND WITIEWICZ 

(Ann Arbor and London, 1988), p. 80.
5 Jam es Kolb, “An Interview with M eredith M onk,” THRUST (March 1970), 
p. 2.
6 For an elaboration of this theory, see Teresa de Lauretis, ALICE DOESN’T:

tial to cultural equilibrium . It in troduces elem ents 
of our repressed past: m ysticism , ritual, m adness. 
The w om en who populate  M onk’s EDUCATION OF 
A GIRLCHILD, for instance, philosophize, nurture 
each other, consult the ir ancestress, roam  the world, 
age, and  face death  w hile com m unicating  through 
an incom prehensib le  m usical and kinetic language. 
M eaning is suggested bu t never riveted  into place.

M onk’s revo lu tionary  pro ject is p red icated  upon 
an undo ing  of narrative structure, the obliteration  of 
difference and the em pow erm ent of the fem inine, 
bu t she is forem ost -  like Brecht -  an entertainer. H er 
com m itm ent to cultural change does not preclude an 
engagem ent with p leasure, with aesthetic enjoym ent, 
with a transform ative sensibility. The m agic she 
weaves on the stage and the screen, however, has a 
purpose beyond the m ere thrill of illusion.

FEMINISM, SEMIOTICS, CINEMA (Bloomington, 1984) and TECHNOLOGIES 
OF GENDER (Bloomington, 1987), p. 10.
7 According to Helene Cixous (after Freud), it is the repressed past that sur
vives in the sorceress and the hysteric. It is the part of the psyche and the part of 
culture that remains otherwise hidden. “The feminine role, the role of sorcer
ess, of hysteric, is ambiguous, anti-establishment, and conservative at the 
same time. Anti-establishment because the symptoms -  the attacks -  revolt 
and shake up the public, the group, the men... The sorceress heals, against the 
C hurch’s canon; she performs abortions, favors nonconjugal love, converts 
the unlivable space of a stifling Christianity. The hysteric unties familiar 
bonds, introduces disorder into the well-regulated unfolding of everyday 
life... These roles are conservative because every sorceress ends up being de
stroyed, and nothing is registered of her but mythical traces. Every hysteric 
ends up inuring others to her symptoms, and the family closes around her 
again, whether she is curable or incurable.” THE NEWLY BORN WOMAN, trans. 
Betsy Wing (Minneapolis, 1986), p. 5.
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Das Ant i -Erzähl er i sche  :

M e r e d i t h  M o n k s  

Th e a t e r

D ie  tä n z e r is c h e  A v a n tg a rd e  d er 6 0 e r  J a h r e  e n ts ta n d  a u s  

e in e r  Ä s th e t i k  d er V ern e in u n g . D ie se  Ä s th e t ik ,  g e fö rd e r t  

d u rch  M i tg l ie d e r  des N e w  Y orker J u d s o n  D a n c e  T h ea ter , 

le h n te  s o w o h l d ie  k la s s iz is t is c h e n  T en d en zen  des M o d e rn  

D a n c e  a ls  a u ch  d ie  e x p re s s io n is tisc h e  F ä r b u n g  se in e r  

C h o reo g ra p h ie  a b . 1 Y vo n n e  R a in e r s  M a n i fe s t  d er Ver

n e in u n g  -  « n e in  z u  S h o w , n e in  z u  V ir tu o s i tä t ,  n e in  z u  

V e rw a n d lu n g  u n d  M a g ie  u n d  V o rsp ie g e lu n g . . . »  -  a r t i 

k u l ie r te  d ie  P h ilo so p h ie  e in e r  C h o re o g ra p h e n -G e n e ra 

tio n , d ie  s ich  r e d u k t iv is t is c h e n  S tr a te g ie n  versch rieb en  

h a tte . 2 P a r a lle l  z u  d ie se r  R ic h tu n g  des p o s tm o d e r n e n  

T anzes, d ie  e in e  D e k o n s tr u k t io n  des s tren g en  te ch n isch en  

K a n o n s , des g e fü h lsg e la d e n e n  D a rs te lle r k ö rp e r s  u n d  

d er  E r z ä h ls tr u k tu r e n  b e tr ieb , b ild e te  s ich  e in  a n d eres  

T h e a te r  d e r  B e w eg u n g . W ä h re n d  d ie  J u d s o n - T ä n z e r  

B e w e g u n g , G e fü h lsg e h a lt , T h e a te r k o n v e n tio n e n  u n d  

s t r u k tu r e l le  E n tw ic k lu n g  z u r ü c k s tu t z te n  oder g a n z  a u f 

gab  en, e r z ä h lte  M e re d ith  M o n k  G esch ich ten . T h e m e n  von  

m o n u m e n ta le m  G e w ic h t -  H o lo c a u s t, B ü rg e rk r ie g , T o ta 

l i ta r is m u s  -  e rh ie lte n  ebenso w ie  p e r s ö n lic h e  E in s ic h te n  

in  M o n k s  v is io n ä re m  T h e a te r  e in e  d ra m a tis c h e  F o rm .

M o n k  h a t  ih re  P r o d u k tio n e n  a b w e c h se ln d  a ls  W a n d 

te p p ic h e , n o n v e rb a le  O p ern  u n d  zu s a m m e n g e se tz te  

T h e a te r s tü c k e  b eschrieben  u n d  d a m i t  ih r  In te re sse  a n  d er  

A u fh e b u n g  b e s t im m te r  k ü n s t le r is c h e r  K a te g o r ie n  a n g e-
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z e ig t. In d e m  s ie  u n te r sc h ie d lic h e  F o rm en  d er  D a r s te l 

lu n g  -  d a r u n te r  T a n z, S t im m e ,  F i lm ,  m u s ik a l is c h e  K o m 

p o s i t io n ,  d r a m a tis c h e r  D ia lo g , Im p r o v is a tio n  u n d  S z e 

n e n e n tw ü r fe  m i t  g e g e n se itig e r  W e c h s e lw irk u n g  -  f r e i  

m ite in a n d e r  v e rm isc h te  u n d  v e r w a n d e lte , h a t  M o n k  

th e a tra lis c h e , q u a s i-e r z ä h le r is c h e  A u f fü h r u n g e n  von  

ep isch en  P ro p o r tio n e n  g e sc h a ffe n . S ch o n  1 9 6 6 , in  dem  

J a h r ,  a ls  Y vo n n e  R a in e r  d ie  C h o reo g ra p h ie  f ü r  ih r  So lo  

TRIO A, in z w is c h e n  e in  E m b le m  des m in im a l is t is c h e n  

T anzes , e ra rb e ite te , z e ig te  M o n k  ih r  S tü c k  16 MILLI
METER EARRINGS, e in e n  v is u e lle n  u n d  k in e t is c h e n  

E ssa y  ü b er  d ie  m e n sc h lic h e  L e id e n s c h a ft  u n d  Z e rb re c h 

l ic h k e it .  B e g le i te t  vo n  e in e r  a u fg e n o m m e n e n  L e s u n g  von  

W ilh e lm  R e ic h s  DIE FUNKTION DES ORGASMUS u n d  

ih re r  e ig en en  V ersion von  GREENSLEEVES, ta n z te  

M o n k  e in e  A r t  D u e t t  m i t  e in e m  F i lm ,  d e r  d ir e k t  a u f  

ih re n  K ö rp e r  p r o j i z i e r t  w u rd e . I n  e in e r  S e q u e n z  ersch ien  

e in  s ich  b ew eg en d es B i l d  ih res G esich ts  a u f  e in e r  g rossen  

K u g e l, d ie  s ie  ü b er  ih re m  K o p f  h ie l t  -  v ie l le ic h t  e in e  

A n s p ie lu n g  a u f  d ie  T re n n u n g  von  K ö r p e r l ic h k e i t  u n d  

ö ffe n tl ic h e r  P erson .

M o n k s  M u l t im e d ia - S t i l ,  d er  a u f  d en  e rs ten  B lic k  w ie  

e in e  E r w e i te r u n g  des W a gnerschen  G e s a m tk u n s tw e r k s  

w ir k t ,  u n te r lä u f t  le t z t l ic h  d a s  I l lu s io n ä r e  e in e r  th e a 

tr a lis c h e n  P r o d u k tio n . A n d e r s  a ls  ih re  Z e itg e n o sse n  von  

d e r J u d s o n -G r u p p e , d ie  a lle  e x is tie r e n d e n  d ra m a tis c h e n  

u n d  ch o reo g ra p h isch en  K o n v e n tio n e n  v e rw a r fe n , e n t-
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sc h ie d  s ich  M o n k  d a fü r , d ie  T r a d itio n  von  in n e n  h e r  z u  

u n te r m in ie r e n . S ie  f o l g t  B e r to l t  B re c h ts  m i t  d em  re v o lu 

tio n ä re n  oder « e p isch en »  T h e a te r  fo r m u l ie r te n  B e is p ie l ,  

in d e m  s ie  d ra m a tis c h e  S i tu a t io n e n  o rch es tr ie r t, in  d en e n  

I l lu s io n e n  h e ra u fb e sc h w o re n  u n d  d a n n  a ls  h e rg e s te ll t  

e n t la r v t  w erd en . E s  w ir d  « n ic h t  a n g e s tre b t» , e r k lä r t  

B rech t, « d em  P u b l ik u m  d ie  I l lu s io n  z u  g eb en , es w o h n e  

e in e m  n a tü r l ic h e n , u n e in s tu d ie r te n  Vorgang b e i .» 3 

B re c h t e r k a n n te , d a ss  T h e a te r k o n v e n tio n e n  ü b e r lie fe r te  

C odes s in d , d ie  von  sp e z if is c h e n  k u l tu r e l le n  B e d in g u n g e n  

b e s t im m t w erd en , u n d  ve rsu ch te , d a s  th e a tra lis c h e  

Z e ic h e n s y s te m  se lb s t  e x p l i z i t  z u  m a ch en . E r  g r i f f  d a s  

T h e a te r  a n , w ie  es e in  S e m io t ik e r  tä te , in d e m  er se in e  

F o rm  a n a ly s ie r te  u n d  d ie  W i l l k ü r l i c h k e i t  s e in e r  Z e ic h e n  

o ffen leg te . I n  e in e m  K o m m e n ta r  z u  B re c h ts  M e th o d o lo 

g ie  h a t  R o la n d  B a r th e s  b e m e rk t:  « D a s brech tisch e  

D ra m a  a ls  G a n ze s  p o s tu l i e r t ,  d a ss  h e u te  d a s  T h e a te r  

d ie  W ir k l i c h k e i t  n ic h t  a u s z u d r ü c k e n , so n d e rn  v ie lm e h r  

Z u  b e d e u te n  h a t. D e sh a lb  is t  es n o tw e n d ig , d a ss e in e  g e 

w isse  D i s ta n z  zw is c h e n  B e d e u te n d e m  u n d  B e d e u te te m  

b e s te h t .» 4 B re c h t s e tz te  e in e  R e ih e  ve rsch ied en er  Tech

n ik e n  e in , m a n c h e  d a v o n  dem  k la s s is c h e n  c h in es isch e n  

u n d  ja p a n is c h e n  T h e a te r  e n tl ie h e n , u m  d iese  D is ta n z  

ZU s ic h e rn  u n d  zu  h a n d h a b e n . E s  e n ts ta n d  e in e  T h eo rie  

des Ve r f r e m  d  u n g s e f f e  k t s  : D ie  D a r s te l le r  w u rd e n  

d a zu  e r m u tig t ,  ih re  R o lle n  eher d e m o n s tr a tiv  a u s z u 

s te lle n  a ls  z u  sp ie le n , u m  d ie  M ö g l ic h k e i t  d e r  K a th a r s is

b e im  Z u s c h a u e r  zu  v e r m in d e r n ;  d ie  d ra m a tis c h e  H a n d 

lu n g  w u rd e  s tä n d ig  von S o n g s  u n d  d a zw is c h e n g e sc h a lte 

te n  g esch r ieb en en  Z e ic h e n  u n te rb ro ch en , d ie  B ü h n e  u n d  

d er  Z u s c h a u e r r a u m  w a ren  in  h e lle s  L ic h t  g e ta u c h t;  

M o n ta g e  u n d  Z u s a m m e n p r a l l  von S z e n e n  e r se tz te n  j e g 

lich e  lo g isch e  E n tw ic k lu n g  des P lo ts .

H in te r  B re c h ts  A b s ic h t , d ie  sch e in b a re  T ra n sp a ren z  

d er  th e a tra lis c h e n  In s z e n ie r u n g  a u s z u s te l le n , s ta n d  se in  

E n g a g e m e n t, d a s  p o l i t i s c h e  B e w u s s ts e in  se in es  P u b l i 

k u m s  d u rch  e in e  e rh ö h te  W a h r n e h m u n g s fä h ig k e it  zu  

v e r tie fe n . E r  b o t e in e  im  w e se n tlic h e n  d ia le k tis c h e  S e h 

e r fa h ru n g  a n :  D a s  P u b l ik u m  n im m t  g le ic h z e i t ig  w a h r, 

w ie  s ich  d ie  G esch ich te  p o e tis c h  e n t fa l te t  u n d  w ie  d er  

A u fb a u  des S tü c k s  b e w u ss t vo rg e fü h r t w ird .

M o n k  s e tz t ,  m ö g lic h e rw e ise  von B re c h ts  r e v o lu tio 

n ä rem  T h e a te r  in s p ir ie r t ,  M e th o d e n  d er U n te rb rech u n g  

e in , u m  je d e  M ö g l ic h k e i t  d e r  m a k e llo s e n  I l lu s io n  z u  i r r i 

tie re n . I n  ih rem  B ü rg e rk r ie g ss tü c k  SPECIMEN DAYS 
(Tage. P ro b eexem p la re , 1 9 8 2 )  w erd en  e in d r u c k sv o lle  

B ild e r , d ie  a n  d ie  S ü d s ta a te n  vo r d em  B ü rg e rk r ie g  e r in 

n e rn , g ebrochen  m i t  m u s ik a l is c h e n  u n d  f i lm is c h e n  Z w i 

sc h e n sp ie le n . M o n k s  k o m p le x e  P a r ti tu r e n , d ie  s ie  se lb s t 

k o m p o n ie r t  u n d  s p ie l t ,  tr e ib e n  d ie  E n tw ir r u n g  d er  

E r z ä h l lo g ik  w e ite r . D ie  M u s ik ,  e in  n o n v e rb a le r  G esang , 

e n th ä l t  h y p n o tis c h e s  S tö h n e n , L i ta n e ie n  u n d  S e u fz e r  

a n s te lle  von W ö rtern . D ie  m y th is c h e  R e ise , w e lch e  e in e  

G ru p p e  F ra u e n  in  M o n k s  EDUCATION OF A GIRLCHILD
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( E r z ie h u n g  e in es  M ä d c h e n s , 1 9 7 2 /7 3 )  u n te r n im m t ,  h ä l t  

te i lw e is e  in n e , w e n n  M en sch en  a ls  Z e ic h e n  f ü r  e in e n  

B ü h n e n b i ld u m b a u  L a n d s c h a f ts b i ld e r  ü b er d ie  B ü h n e  

tra g en .

M i t  ih re r  P er fo rm a n c e  JUICE (S a f t ,  1969) sp ren g te  

M e r e d ith  M o n k  je g lic h e n  tr a d it io n e l le n  B e g r i f f  vom  

Z u sc h a u e n . D e r  T a n z  w a r  u n te r te i l t  in  d re i f ü r  sich  s te 

h e n d e  S e k tio n e n , je d e  f a n d  w o a n d e rs  s ta t t ,  so d a ss d a s  

P u b lik u m  s ich  von e in e m  S p ie lo r t  z u m  a n d eren  begeben  

m u ss te . D ie  E in b e z o g e n h e it  des Z u sc h a u e r s  verschob  

sich  im  V e r la u f  des S tü c k s  von d er  m o n u m e n ta le n  z u r  

p r iv a te n  G rö ssen o rd n u n g . D ie  D is ta n z  w u rd e  z u s a m 

m e n g e d rä n g t, V e rw ic k lu n g e n  d er  A u f fü h r u n g  w u rd e n  

o ffe n g e le g t u n d  d ie  th e a tra lis c h e  I l lu s io n  v e rr in g e r t. F ü r  

d ie  erste  I n s ta l la t io n  n u tz te  M o n k  d ie  S p ir a ls t r u k tu r  

des G u g g e n h e im -M u se u m s , w o fü n fu n d a c h tz ig  T ä n ze r  

u n d  ih re  Z u sc h a u e r , d en  A n w e is u n g e n  d er C horeo g ra 

p h in  fo lg e n d , u m h e rs tr e if te n . D ie  T ä n ze r  tru g e n  rote  

S t i e fe l  u n d  w e isse  R o b e n , m i t  A u s n a h m e  d er  v ie r  ro tg e 

k le id e te n  H a u p td a r s te l le r ,  d ie  m i te in a n d e r  ve rb u n d e n  

w a ren  u n d  w ie  e in  s ich  w in d e n d e s  U n g eh eu er  a u ssa h e n . 

D ie  n ä c h s te  S e k t io n , d re i W ochen sp ä te r  im  B a r n a r d  

C o lle g e ’s M in o r  L a th a m  P la y h o u se , e n th ie l t  za h lre ic h e  

E ch o s d er  vo rh er ig en  P e r fo rm a n c e , a lle rd in g s  in  j e w e i l s  

re d u z ie r te r  F o rm . E in  K in d  a u f  e in e m  S p ie lz e u g s c h a u 

k e lp fe r d  sp ie g e lte  v e r k le in e r t d ie  F ra u  a u f  d em  P fe rd  

w id e r , d ie  im  e rs ten  T e il des S tü c k s  vor d em  G u g g e n h e im -  

M u s e u m  z u  seh en  w a r. D ie  v ie r  ro ten  T ä n zer , n u n m e h r

g e tr e n n t, ta u c h te n  w ie d e r  a u f  u n d  d is k u t i e r te n  ve rsc h ie 

d en e  S e ite n  ih re r  P e r sö n lic h k e ite n , w ä h r e n d  s ie  « A l l 

ta g s » -B e sc h ä ft ig u n g e n  n a c h g in g en . D ie  R e p r o d u k tio n  

e in es  R o y -L ic h te n s te in -G e m ä ld e s  (d a s  O r ig in a l  w a r  im  

G u g g e n h e im  a u sg e s te ll t)  e rsch ien  a ls  T e il des B ü h n e n 

b ild s . D e r  le t z te  T e il w a r  e in e  W oche sp ä te r  in  M o n k s  

L o f t  a n g e se tz t, w o  d ie  Z u s c h a u e r  d u rch  e in e  A u s s te l lu n g  

d er  B ü h n e n r e q u is i te n  u n d  K o s tü m e  w a n d e r te n , d ie  in  

d en  e rs ten  b e id e n  S e k tio n e n  v e r w e n d e t w o rd en  w a ren . 

W ie d e r  w a re n  d ie  v ie r  H a u p td a r s te l le r  z u  seh en  -  d ie s 

m a l  n u r  a u f  V id eo  - ,  w ie  s ie  d a s  E n ts te h e n  ih re r  B ü h 

n e n ro lle n  b eschrieben .

V ie l le ic h t l ie g t es d a ra n , w e lch en  W ert s ie  a u f  e in  

in te r d is z ip l in ä r e s  T h ea te r , a u f  T ech n iken  d er  D i s t a n 

z ie r u n g  u n d  d er  S p ie lo r t -G e b u n d e n h e i t  le g t -  M e r e d ith  

M o n k  h a t  s te ts  b e to n t, d a ss  d er e ig e n tlic h e  G e h a lt  

ih re r  A r b e i t  im  P ro d u k tio n sp ro z e s s  se lb s t liege. S ie  is t  

je d o c h  k e in e  F o r m a lis t in ,  d ie  le d ig lic h  d ie  s tr u k tu r e l le n  

M ö g lic h k e ite n  d er  d ra m a tis c h e n  D a r s te l lu n g  e r fo rsc h t; 

ih r  Z i e l  i s t  es, e in e  se lb s tg e fä llig e  Z u s c h a u e r h a ltu n g  

a u fz u s tö r e n , d ie  b e u n ru h ig e n d e n  S e ite n  d er  W ir k l i c h 

k e i t  a u fz u d e c k e n , d ie  sich  n o r m a le r w e is e  d em  B l ic k  

e n tz ie h e n , u n d  d a s  S u r r e a le  in s  m e n sc h lic h e  B e w u s s ts e in  

e in z u b r in g e n . 5 I n  d e r  T ra d itio n  des B rech tsch en  ep isch en  

T h e a te r s  s te h e n d , i s t  M o n k s  A r b e i t  g r u n d s ä tz l ic h  d ia l e k 

tisc h  -  d ie  W a h r n e h m u n g  b e in h a l te t  e in e  v is u e lle  Ver

f ü h r u n g  d u rch  d ie  d ra m a tis c h e  I l lu s io n ,  w ä h r e n d  z u 

g le ich  e in e  v e ru n s ic h e r te  B e w u s s th e i t  von  d er M e c h a n ik
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h in te r  d em  T ru g b ild  e r z e u g t w ir d . F a k te n  u n d  F ik t io n  

verm en g en  s ich  u n d  s te lle n  je g l ic h e n  o b je k t iv e n  S in n  f ü r  

d ie  -  th e a tra lis c h e  oder so n s tig e  -  W ir k l i c h k e i t  in  Z w e i 

f e l .  D a s  P u b l ik u m  w ir d  in  d ie se  s ich  ve rsch ieb en d en  

Z e ic h e n s y s te m e  h in e in g e zo g e n  u n d  b e fin d e t  s ich  zu g le ic h  

in n e r h a lb  u n d  a u sse rh a lb  des D ra m a s .

M e r e d ith  M o n k s  T h e a te r  tr ä g t  e in e  D ic h o to m ie  in  

sich  - je n e s  E le m e n t,  d a s  d ie  Z u s c h a u e r  in  e in e n  Z u s ta n d  

k r i t is c h e r  S e lb s tb e w u s s th e it  lo c k t - ,  d ie  z u  ih re r  le tz t l ic h  

f e m in i s t i s c h e n  A r b e its s tr a te g ie  g e h ö r t. D ie  F ra u , g le ic h 

z e i t i g  O b je k t d e r  D a r s te l lu n g  u n d  leb en d es, h is to r is c h  

d e te r m in ie r te s  S u b je k t ,  e r fä h r t ih r  S e lb s t  a ls  g r u n d 

le g e n d  d ia le k t is c h .  6 O b w o h l « F ra u »  b ere its  e in  von  k u l-  

tu rh e g e m o n isc h e n  D is k u r s e n  b e s t im m te s  K o n s tr u k t  

is t, s te h e n  w e ib lic h e  S u b je k te  -  d ie  im  K o l le k t iv  d ie  

G r u p p ie r u n g  « F ra u en »  e in sc h lie sse n  -  zu g le ic h  in n e r 

h a lb  u n d  a u sse rh a lb  d er  Id eo lo g ie  vo n  G esch lech t, S p r a 

che u n d  D a r s te llu n g .

D e r  w e ib lic h e  B l ic k  -  d e r  eher a k t i v  s ie h t, a ls  den  

Z u s ta n d  des G ese h e n w e rd e n s  b loss z u r  K e n n tn i s  z u  

n e h m e n  -  i s t  f ü r  M o n k s  T h e a te r  von  z e n tr a le r  B e d e u 

tu n g . Ih re  V is io n  i s t  w e itr e ic h e n d , m y s tisc h  sogar; sie  

w id e r le g t d ie  k u ltu r e l le  K o d ie r u n g  von  d er  w e ib lic h e n  

U n fä h ig k e i t  z u r  V is io n . D a s  k le in e  M ä d c h e n  in  M o n k s  

S tü c k  Q U A R R Y  (B e u te , 1 9 7 6 )  e r fä h r t d ie  en o rm e  W eite  

ih re r  V is io n  a ls  e tw a s  S c h m e rzh a fte s  u n d  zu g le ic h  

M a c h tv e r le ih e n d e s . D ie  K le in e  lie g t im  B e t t ,  d ie  W elt 

u m  s ie  h e ru m  f a l t e t  s ich  a u f, D e sp o te n  s te ig e n  a u f  u n d

s tü r z e n , d e r  H o lo c a u s t la u e r t,  u n d  s ie  sc h re it:  «Ich fü h l e  

m ic h  n ic h t  w o h l. E s  s in d  m e in e  A u g e n . . . »  S ie  ü b e r le b t 

d ie  Sch recken  a b er  u n d  b re ite t vor d e r  a u fg e h e n d e n  S o n n e  

d ie  A r m e  a u s . I n  M o n k s  n e u e s te m  S p ie l f i lm  B O O K  OF 

D A Y S  (B u c h  d er  Tage; 1 9 8 9 )  b e s i tz t  e in  ju n g e s  M ä d c h e n  

d ie  u n h e im lic h e  F ä h ig k e i t ,  in  d ie  Z u k u n f t  z u  seh en , u n d  

ih re  V is io n  ü b e rsc h re ite t je g l ic h e  k u ltu r e l le  W ir k l i c h 

k e i t .  D e r  F i lm ,  d e r  in  e in e m  m it te la l te r l ic h e n  jü d is c h e n  

G h e tto  s p ie lt ,  z e ig t  d ie  B e m ü h u n g e n  des K in d e s , durch  

P a n to m im e  (n ic h t  W o rte) d ie  u n e rh ö r te n  A n b lic k e  zu  

beschre iben , d ie  es w a h r n im m t,  w e n n  es d ie  A u g e n  

sch lie ss t. S e in  G rossva ter , d e r  ö r tlic h e  R a b b in e r , in t e r 

p r e t ie r t  d ie  V is io n e n  des M ä d c h e n s  a ls  a lte , a rch e 

ty p isc h e  B ild e r , w ie  s ie  in  d e r  S c h r i f t  a n g e leg t s in d .  

M i t  a n d eren  W orten , er f ü h r t  d ie  u n b esc h re ib lic h e n  

E n th ü l lu n g e n  a u f  tr a d it io n e l le  C odes zu r ü c k ,  a u f  e in e n  

p a tr ia r c h a l is c h e n  D is k u r s ,  d er e x is t ie r t ,  u m  d ie  Z e r 

le g u n g  d er  W ir k l i c h k e i t  z u  v e rh in d e rn  u n d  d ie  k u l t u 

relle  R e p re ss io n  z u  g a ra n tie re n . E r  ve rsu ch t, d ie  r a d i 

k a le n  u n d  p o te n t i e l l  b ed ro h lich en  V is io n e n  des K in d e s  

d u rch  ü b e r lie fe r te  S p ra c h e  zu  e rk lä re n  u n d  le tz t l ic h  

a b z u tu n . D a s  k le in e  M ä d c h e n  w e n d e t s ich  sc h lie ss lic h  

a n  d ie  W a h n s in n ig e  d er  S ta d t  u n d  f i n d e t  in  ih r  e in e  

v e r w a n d te  Seele .

B O O K  OF D A Y S  lä s s t  s ich  a ls  v e rsc h le ie r te r  K o m m e n 

ta r  z u r  d ia le k tis c h e n  N a tu r  d e r  F ra u  in te rp re t ie r e n , d ie  

in  e in e  a n d ere  a ls  ih re  e igene  S p ra c h e  e in g esch rie b en  

( u n d  h in e in g e z e u g t)  w ird . H is to r is c h  s i n d  F ra u e n , w e l-
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(PHOTOS: D OMINIQUE LASSE UR /E L L E N JA  COBS A SSOCIA TES, JERR  Y PA NTZER)

che d ie  p h a llo (g o ) z e n tr is c h e  K u l tu r  a u fs tö r te n , a ls  

A u s s e n s e ite r  w a h rg e n o m m e n  u n d  b e s tr a ft  w o rd en . S ie  

w a re n  u nsere  H e x e n  u n d , in  d e r  N e u z e i t ,  u nsere  H y s te -  

r ik e r in n e n . 7 M e r e d ith  M o n k s  fe m in i s t is c h e s  T h e a te r  u n 

te rb r ic h t a b r u p t  d en  F lu s s  von  S p ra c h e  u n d  D a rs te llu n g ,  

d er f ü r  d a s  k u ltu r e l le  G le ic h g e w ic h t so w e se n tlic h  is t. 

E s  f ü h r t  E le m e n te  u n serer  ve rd rä n g te n  V ergangenheit 

vor: M y s t iz is m u s ,  R i t u a l ,  W a h n s in n . D ie  F ra u e n  b e i

sp ie lsw e ise , d ie  EDUCATION OF A GIRLCHILD b e v ö l

k e rn , p h ilo s o p h ie r e n , e rn ä h re n  e in a n d e r , b e fragen  ihre  

A h n fr a u ,  s tr e ife n  du rch  d ie  W elt, a lte r n  u n d  sc h a u e n  dem  

Tod in s  A u g e , w ä h r e n d  s ie  in  e in e r  u n v e r s tä n d lic h e n  

m u s ik a l is c h e n  u n d  k in e t is c h e n  S p ra ch e  m ite in a n d e r  1

1 Bis zum Ende der sechziger Jahre hatten sich die Pioniere des Modern Dance -  
Martha Graham, José Limon, selbst Merce Cunningham zu einem gewissen Grad-  
dem historischen Kanon angepasst. Obgleich sie die Konventionen des klassischen 
Balletts ablehnten, legten ihre choreographischen Arbeiten doch den Hauptakzent 
a u f technische Virtuosität und ein gewisses Heldentum.
2 Der vollständige Text von Rainers Manifest findet sich bei Sally Banes: TERPSI

CHORE IN  SNEAKERS; POST-MODERN DANCE, Boston 1980, S. 43.
3 Bertolt Brecht: KURZE BESCHREIBUNG EINER NEUEN TECHNIK DER SCHAU

SPIELKUNST, DIE EIN EN  VERFREMDUNGSEFFEKT HERVORBRINGT. In :  B. B., 
Gesammelte Werke Bd. 15 (Schriften zum Theater 1), S. 341. Frankfurt/Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1967.
4 Roland Barthes, zitiert von Frederic Jameson: THE PRISON HOUSE OF 

LANGUAGE: A CRITICAL ACCOUNT OF STRUCTURALISM  AND RU SSIAN FORMA

LISM, Princeton 1972, S. 58. Auch zitiert bei Christine Kiebuzinska: REVOLUTIO

NA RIE S IN  THE THEATER: MEYERHOLD, BRECHT AND W ITKIEW ICZ, Ann Arbor/ 
London 1988, S. 80. Deutsche Übersetzung F. H.
5James Kolb: «An Interview with Meredith Monk», in: THRUST, März 1970, 
S. 2.

k o m m u n iz ie r e n . B e d e u tu n g  lä s s t  s ich  e ra h n e n , n ie m a ls  

w ir d  s ie  d in g fe s t  g e m a c h t.

M e r e d ith  M o n k s  re v o lu tio n ä re s  P r o je k t b e r u h t a u f  

e in e r  Z e r le g u n g  d er  E r z ä h ls t r u k tu r ,  a u f  d e r  V e rw isc h u n g  

d er D if fe r e n z  u n d  a u f  d er S tä r k u n g  des W e ib lic h e n ; doch  

-  w ie  B re c h t -  i s t  s ie  vor a lle m  e in e  E n te r ta in e r in .  I h r  

E n g a g e m e n t f ü r  d ie  k u ltu r e l le  V e rä n d e ru n g  sc h lie ss t  

n ic h t  Vergnügen, ä s th e tis c h e n  G en u ss  u n d  e in e  u m g e 

s ta l te n d e  S e n s ib i l i t ä t  a u s . D a s  m a g isch e  G ew ebe, d a s  s ie  

a u f  B ü h n e  u n d  L e in w a n d  s p in n t ,  w i l l  m e h r  e rre ich en  a ls  

d en  b lo ssen  K i t z e l  d e r  I l lu s io n .

(Übersetzung: Frank Heibert)

6 Die Weiterentwicklung dieser Theorie bei Teresa de Lauretis: ALICE DOESN’T: 

FEMINISM, SEMIOTICS, CINEMA, Bloomington 1984, und TECHNOLOGIES OF 

GENDER, Bloomington 1987, S. 10.
7 Laut Hélène Cixous (die sich wiederum a u f Freud bezieht) ist es die verdrängte 
Vergangenheit, die in der Zauberin und der Hysterikerin weiterlebt. Es ist jener Teil 
der Psyche und der Kultur, der sonst verborgen bleibt. «Die weibliche Rolle, die 
Rolle der Zauberin, der Hysterikerin, ist zweideutig, gegen das Establishment 
und konservativ zugleich. Gegen das Establishment, weil die Symptome -  die 
Anfälle -  das Publikum, die Gruppe, die Männer empören und erschüttern . . .  Die 
Zauberin heilt, gegen den Kanon der Kirche; sie führt Abtreibungen durch, unter
stützt aussereheliche Liebe, wandelt den unbewohnbaren Raum eines erstickenden 
Christentums. Die Hysterikerin löst vertraute Bindungen, bringt Unordnung in 
den wohlorganisierten A blauf des Alltagslebens. . .  Diese Rollen sind konservativ, 
weil jede Zauberin schliesslich vernichtet wird, und nichts als mythische Spu
ren bleiben von ihr zurück. Jede Hysterikerin härtet die anderen gegen ihre 
Symptome ab, und die Familie schliesst sich wieder um sie, ob sie heilbar ist oder 
nicht.» THE N E W L Y BORN WOMAN, übersetzt von Betsy Wing (Minneapolis 1986), 
S. 5. Deutsche Übersetzung F. H.
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