BARN DANCE: The Early Years of Shakespeare at Winedale

By Alice Gordon
ROMEO
I dream'd a dream to-night.

MERCUTIO
And so did I.

ROMEO
Well, what was yours?

MERCUTIO
That dreamers often lie.

ROMEO
In bed asleep, while they do dream things true.

MERCUTIO
O, then, I see Queen Mab hath been with you.

She is the fairies' midwife, and she comes

In shape no bigger than an agate-stone

On the fore-finger of an alderman,

Drawn with a team of little atomies

Athwart men's noses as they lie asleep,…
In the fall of 1972, when I first took the English course that would come to be called Shakespeare at Winedale, it was barely two years old and already had an air of myth. During our first few classes, Dr. James B. Ayres had talked about the highlights of the previous two summer-class stints at the Winedale Inn Museum, halfway between Austin and Houston—philanthropist Ima Hogg’s gift to UT of about ninety acres of gently undulating farmland scattered with oak and pecan trees and historic vernacular buildings. But, we discovered soon enough, “museum” would figure little in our experience of Winedale. Dr. Ayres told us a string of anecdotes about class performances in the property’s old cedar barn. One in particular still fills me with longing to have been there: At dusk, for the Queen Mab scene in Romeo and Juliet, English major Carl Smith made an entrance from the roof, opening and climbing through the slatted-wood shutters of the hayloft window, and, against a backdrop of sky, released a full glass jar of fireflies into the darkened barn. How could someone come up with that while studying Shakespeare? I wondered. Thirty-seven years later, I have been in that barn, as performer and audience, countless times, and wonder still comes upon me every time I pass through the rough wooden doorway. 

Coincidence of chance and an impulse for self-improvement had landed me in Dr. Ayres’s Shakespeare class. I was fresh off a twelve-month break from college, back in Austin for my senior year. All my friends had graduated. An English major, I walked into the department office in Parlin Hall to look at the upper-class courses pinned to the bulletin board. My eye landed on “English 379M: The Play: Reading, Criticism, and Performance.” The class description mentioned two weekends of “workshop performance” at Winedale. To my surprise, I thought, This will help me to be less shy. 

Dr. Ayres was 39 that fall—twenty years younger than I am at this writing. Now he is 76, and Shakespeare at Winedale is a familiar program throughout the university and beyond, as a stop on Central Texas’s summer theater circuit. When he retired from teaching the class in 2000, handing it over to former student James Loehlin, he was well known and possessed multiple awards. Typically of him, though, he didn’t really retire. He took up teaching at A&M for a bit, and has returned to UT to teach Shakespeare in the new Great Books program. He lives not far from Winedale, where his brainchild (or perhaps brain-grandchild) Camp Shakespeare, founded in 2001, meets for a couple of two-week sessions every summer. The 10- to 16-year-old campers usually include children of his former Shakespeare at Winedale students.

But to see Dr. Ayres today is still to reconnect with that formative character I first encountered in a classroom of Parlin Hall. He came across as not so professorial a professor: tall and commanding and serious, but prone to unexpected jokes; possibly diffident; a bit of a mumbler. His athleticism struck me as unusual for a faculty member. Years later, in The Austin Chronicle, his student Lana Lesley called him “a scholar wrapped in a jock suit.” He had played minor league baseball until an injury sidelined him, and was a friend of UT’s most famous football coach, Darrell Royal. Those two facts seemed to explain as much about his teaching methods as did his advanced degree and his unwavering passion for Shakespeare.

At Winedale, that fall and the following summer, my first as a student in the class held over six weeks in the countryside, he transformed. He was like Scarlett O’Hara reunited with Tara—Winedale was in his blood. Now (and forever after) he was “Doc,” for that’s what the repeat students and everyone in the Winedale area called him. Studying with him there suddenly seemed more like spending an action-packed camp term with a cool counselor. It was the early 1970s, which is to say, still the 60s, and he was too young to be on the other side of the generation gap; so although he wasn’t particularly political, as far as I could tell, and didn’t smoke dope or listen to Led Zeppelin, he was just as excited by the era’s crazy-creative freedom as the students who claimed it by virtue of being alive on a big university campus in America at that time. He seemed both to want to be in charge and to be one of us, lecturing us one minute, walking like a duck the next, staring intently at the floor, then breaking out into a completely physical, contagious cackle. In hindsight decades later he would say he was one of us then—Shakespeare was teaching all of us about ourselves in those early years, when not even he knew how to harness the impossible energy, inventiveness, and insight recompounding the very air at Winedale. 

In 1972, there was nothing in my young experience to compare either Doc or Shakespeare at Winedale to except, perhaps, a church retreat nine years earlier, when an equally compelling young canon took the teenage congregation to the country and, after a little religious talk, really put the spirit in us with an unforgettable game of Capture the Flag in a huge field under another dark Texas sky. 

For spiritual sustenance, Winedale was about to lead me to a far deeper well. 

I knew that first October weekend we traveled to Winedale, after we’d taken our suitcases up to the new dormitories added onto the historic Lauderdale House, that I was in for a challenge I might not be able to meet. We had been studying Henry V, and our afternoon assignment was to prepare group presentations of the choruses—soliloquies of action using words to paint scenery, muster armies, move time, and people the world of the play in the audience’s imagination before the characters themselves enter. The students would perform for each other after dinner. We followed Doc to the barn. 
Some have called it a sacred space, and if  “sacred” can describe not just the hush but the explosion of life, I agree. In its early days as a theater, the barn was an empty space to lure even the great “holy, rough theater” proponent Peter Brook himself; the British director’s seminal book The Empty Space was our most important text beyond the plays. My 1973 classmate Robert Jackson (also in the classes of 1971 and ‘72) describes the barn as a jungle gym and remembers it as “like a character or a presence.” (Shakespeare at Winedale was a collaborative experience, and I couldn’t write about it without offering other early students’ memories as well.) “The barn led you to try things,” Robert says, “like some older kid daring you to drink longer in the night. Whispering: ‘risk?’” A big wooden square with a clay floor, it centers on four foot-thick posts and cross beams that were barely higher than our heads, bolted to the posts to support the soaring rafters (and seduce us to sit on them and swing our legs or scrabble along them like spiders above the audience’s heads). From the exterior, it looks like a wooden tent, and inside it feels like one, too: in fair weather, four wide wooden flaps, two on each side, are propped open on hinged posts to let the sun and stars and air in, and allow sneakier entrances for student performers than the three aisles dividing rows of several hundred folding wood chairs set in a curve to demarcate the thrust clay stage for the public performances. 

That small clay playing area, I believe, grounded us—as if the nothing between us and the earth itself drew us closer to the words. I can still taste the poignancy of Jan Notzon playing the deposed King Richard II, rooted to that place, bringing to bear all his young knowledge of grief and shame as he invited his few remaining loyal followers, “For God’s sake, let us sit upon the ground/And tell sad stories of the deaths of kings.” The upper stage, what remains of the foreshortened hayloft, seemed to draw us there for scenes in which characters plotted or escaped or looked back in misery on a life before banishment. I remember Nick Andrews as Macbeth and Dali Villarreal as Lady Macbeth mesmerizing as they conspired to murder, teetering at the edge, both dressed in black, their faces eerie in the light of the candles they had carried up the stairs hidden behind the curtain; I think again of Carl Smith releasing those fireflies; and can still see many another landing from the roof through the big wooden shutters—entrances by fairies, thieves, lovers, and madmen. Alas for the players of at least the last two decades, climbing on the roof and through the windows (and on the beams) has been prohibited—a freedom that waned as institutional concerns over safety, liability, and historic preservation grew, and rules kicked in to address them. How lucky we were to have a barn without rules.

 “The direction I take in this seminar-workshop proceeds from the rather obvious but too often overlooked assumptions about the relationship between life and dramatic art….

“I hesitate to explain what happens at Winedale, for it is, in a very real sense, unexplainable. We have space, quiet, clean air, and a rare opportunity to know the value of play. Winedale itself is a theater, if the world is.” —Doc

Three or four groups of five or six students took our stations around the barn to tackle the Henry V choruses. We gathered outside the rear entrance and dressing rooms, where in summer sessions to come, I would stand with others and hold hands to make a ritual circle before performances, wearing the costumes we had made, filled with excitement and dread, tossing out lines from the plays, wishing each other well, waiting for an affectionate joke and good word from Doc or our fellows to break the tension, to propel us, prepared, into the barn. Where, after the play had begun, we would wait for our entrances, whisper our lines, smoke cigarettes, play on a tractor by the barn, check details of costumes or makeup—hiding this one’s bra strap or safety pins, re-gluing that one’s peeling beard. (There were plenty of these to keep an eye on, as Doc introduced every new batch of female students to cross-dressing, equitably parceling out roles in plays with far more male than female characters, and, of course, turning the Elizabethan convention of an all-male troupe on its head.)

Someone suggested we recite our chorus together, a first step to get our mouths around the words—O for a Muse of fire that would ascend/The brightest heaven of invention,/A kingdom for a stage, princes to act,/And monarchs to behold the swelling scene! Reciting became chanting the words, then chewing them, and by the time we had reached the end our loose formation had closed into a huddle, and our voices were louder, and our own words bubbled up: “Okay, you take this line”: Then should the warlike Harry, like himself,/Assume the port of Mars—“I’ll take this one”:  and at his heels/Leash’d in like hounds, should famine, sword, and fire/Crouch for employment—“Why don’t we say this one together”: Or may we cram/Within this wooden O the very casques/That did affright the air at Agincourt? We started moving our bodies, trying to embody the verse, and, breathless, at a certain point, I was looking over my own shoulder, and hearing my voice chime in among the others, and watching myself move with them into this or that crouch or leap or march or proud stance. The sensation wasn’t bad or frightening, it was just odd and exhilarating to see both what seemed to be me and not me as assertive and opinionated as everyone else trying to work this performance out in half an hour. One part of me saying the words that came next, the other part listening to them so intently. We had so many ideas. I had so many ideas!

It took some time, years, perhaps, for me to realize what was going on in that out-of-body experience: the 22-year-old me, cavorting behind that barn, had re-encountered after a very long separation the 8-year-old me who, in a yard, a meadow, the middle of the street, like the young imaginers we all once were, knew instinctively, unconsciously, unfetteredly, how to play. Now, I was playing with Shakespeare, and his imaginary castles, kings, and horses! This stranger who was me, I began to realize on that crisp fall day, was the person I wanted to live with for the rest of my life.

Line break here

Turning left from FM 1457 onto the last mile of road to Winedale still makes my stomach flip with anticipation. In those early years, one entered through the second gate to get to Lauderdale House. From the small porch between the restored Greek Revival farmhouse and the new dorm and classroom wing, we could watch the comings and goings of fellow students—laden with notebooks, props, costumes—across the mown quarter mile of grass between house and theater barn, see them disappear into the passageway through the former slaves’ quarters or head between that building and Hazel’s Cottage—which had a congenial porch for practicing a scene. Soon enough we learned not to say “rehearsing” because, to Doc, it spoke of “acting” rather than “play” or “discovery.” For the same reason, we didn’t put on a show but “gave a performance.” It wasn’t hard to toe that line. We had no theater training. We were English, science, German, math majors. But Doc had spent a summer as a dramaturg at the Shakespeare Festival at Stratford, Connecticut, and had found the experience dispiriting. The performers and directors sometimes seemed more concerned with applied and gimmicky staging than with trusting that a world would grow organically when a group of open minds committed itself to tending the many clues planted in the rich dramatic soil of every Shakespeare text.

Two lusciously spreading pecan trees stood, still stand, just outside the barn, and the broad shade below their meeting canopies invited scene practice and afternoon exercise on two once–brick-red canvas tarps faded to soft orange by the Central Texas sun. This was also the spot where audiences for Saturday and Sunday matinees escaped the heat and relished the free keg beer and lemonade at intermission and after the performance. The kegs were tapped and shared by a contingent of local German-Americans whose ancestors had settled this area of Central Texas. Doc had befriended the majority of the community. They belonged to families who had been there since statehood, and they had names including Rollie, Rosalie, Verlie, Delphin. Some of them were the same age as we were, although their early and continuing labors made them seem older. 

They would occasionally wander into the barn to watch us work, and snicker at lines we knew were supposed to be funny but not why, leaving it to Doc to explain, after our neighbors had left, that such plays as The Winter’s Tale and As You Like had ancient pastoral references that even modern rural residents needed no Shakespeare professor to translate. Rollie, who with his wife, Marilyn, lived above their store and café across the road from Lauderdale House, was only one of the community members we recruited to take part in the plays; roly-poly, tall, carrot-topped, and with a slapstick gene, he was as game and crazy as any other member of Dogberry’s watch in the 1975 class’s Much Ado About Nothing. Terry Galloway played Dogberry and with her hapless officers inserted a long, appropriately nutty chase scene. To music from John Addison’s score for the film Tom Jones!, they whooshed by in a canvas boat, pursuing the troublemaker Don John and his weasely cohort, chased and chasers sprinting up and down stairs and in and out of every barn door and window, in the process whipping up colliding breezes to cool the audience, who probably didn’t notice, being doubled over with the resonant silliness of it all.  

How, Camillo,  

May this, almost a miracle, be done? 

—The Winter’s Tale

Terry Galloway, sending me recollections of her years at Winedale, concluded with, “Oh, Al, we have been part of an on-going miracle, haven’t we?” Yes. Yes we have. But not the kind of miracle that just happens. At Winedale, miracles come down to hard, messy intellectual, physical, and emotional work. Everything we needed to know for playing a scene was in the text, Doc told us. To bring the words to life, we had few props but a pair of hand-made stools, one of them a tree stump. Our attention was our only tool. As often as he guided our way, Doc left us alone—in the barn, under the trees, in a field, on a porch—to confront ourselves in the mirrors of each other’s reactions or lack of them as we grappled to tease out with voices and bodies the meaning, the dictates, the implications of the words and the at-once archetypal and intricate stories they tell. 

I know I wasn’t the only one who cursorily had studied a few plays by Shakespeare before this class and still thought them ancient and exotic creatures whose language was not so much an exalted version of our own as a puzzle next to impossible for any but seasoned scholars to solve. By this time (1972), Zefferelli’s Romeo and Juliet had opened up a few cracks of perception, as did the earlier films Doc treated us to (popcorn included) with screenings in the barn, such as Olivier’s Hamlet and Henry V, and a pirate video of the New York Shakespeare Festival’s triumphant Much Ado About Nothing with Sam Waterston. I remember marveling at Akira Kurosawa’s Throne of Blood, inspired by Macbeth. Shakespeare inspired even the Japanese! 

But, in short, we had to experience the play ourselves for a chance to really get it. Later that fall of 1972 Doc assigned to my Hungarian scene partner and me what should have been one of the most hilarious scenes in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Our hearts sank in mortification as we watched another group of students so easily to find the comedy in the play. We had played it as if transplanted to King Lear. My friend Mary Collins was yanked from a cluelessness not quite as dire when our late classmate Donald Britton (1971–’75) told her to fling herself on the floor of the barn, and scoop up and passionately kiss the pieces of paper she’d just thrown down as Julia in Two Gentlemen of Verona (Act X Scene XX). “I was aghast,” Mary writes in an email. “WHAT? I’d…I’d get dirty, and I’d have to forsake my careful, tony sound and even more careful way of moving like a lady. ‘Too bad,’ said Donald. ‘Get dirty, get hysterical, go back and forth—love him, hate him.’ Laura Smith and I were pretending to play croquet, and Donald could see that I had nearly no idea of what the scene was really about—Julia’s passionate feelings! The cues for what he was demanding of me were in the text, but to me, they were invisible.” 

Every such recalled experience of a former student is dear to me, because almost everyone felt that helplessness. The few students with prior theater experience were the exception, but they had to rethink their approach at Winedale. As far as Doc was concerned, drama training got in the way of a direct connection to the words. The highest form of dramatic literature was the point. Winedale was about a group of sixteen students learning to see the world through the kaleidoscopic filter of Shakespeare, learning to engage life. Learning how to live in community, learning where our limits were, and how to leap over them. Or how to accept our limits and—as we now know our very brains physiologically do—bypass them to prospect for some other part of ourselves that could take the leap. 

And it was supposed to be fun!

The students who repeated the course from one summer to the next helped initiate the new ones by their example. Everything started in the classroom. All our fat Penguin, Pelican, or Riverside editions of the complete works of Shakespeare added close to 125 pounds to the weight of the long wooden table at which we sat. During my first summer, awe unto alarm at the intellectual confidence of such repeat students as Donald Britton, Dali Villarreal, Robert Jackson, Liz Atkinson, and Terry Galloway made me a spectator at these daily sessions. Their knowledge of the plays, not to mention Doc’s, was thorough—no remedial Shakespeare here. Their hunger for them was insatiable. The conversations that framed the reading aloud of scenes now make me think of a kite contest—quick, bright, colorful opinions rising and circling, jockeying and sometimes colliding with each other. This free-wheeling study began with the very first class. Doc remembers, “I’ve lovingly thought of the 11 kids in summer ’71 as motley (I had to recruit them from just about everywhere to get started) but they developed a wonderful ensemble spirit through their struggle with the scenes and with one another. For some ten days (and late nights), they argued, challenged, demanded, searching for the ‘something’ in the something in the scene. There were tears and yelling. But there was always respect, hugs, back-rubbing, and relaxation exercises on the wet clay barn floor, and wonderful improvisations at night. Reprieve. The next day they entered the arena again with the same fighting spirit. It is no wonder to me that several students have described the experience as ‘heroic.’” 

With the same bravado they showed in the classroom, the seasoned students lit up the barn. Once, in 1973, we got on our feet with the scene in The Taming of the Shrew (IV, i) that has Petruchio’s servants scramble to prepare for their master’s return home with his new bride, Kate. Nick Andrews morphed into Curtis as an overeager minion who scurried around on tiptoe, running onstage and off with this or that housekeeping prop, and one time swerving back into the scene with a full bucket of water perched on his shoulder. He’s going to spill it and ruin the floor! I thought, Boy, is HE ever going to get into trouble. Well, by “accidentally” dumping the bucket all over Kate the Shrew, Nick instantly raised the stakes of play. Every other servant—now real players in the scene—climbed over each other to new heights of frenzied ineptitude. 

Let go, let ’er rip, the answer’s not in holding back. That lesson had to be learned over and over again at Winedale.

One summer day a torrential downpour threatened to flood the barn and ruin the floor’s smooth evenness. Doc recruited Michael Barker and a few others dig a trench around the building to divert the rising river of rainwater. Michael dubbed the project the Wiffy Canal—who knows why now, but who cares? The jokes flew and flew. For six weeks favorite lines from the plays conveniently and obsessively popped up in our own conversations. Midsummer’s “You bead, you acorn!” was perfect for mock outrage. The Tempest’s “The best news is….” for any positive report. Work and play had the same purpose, power, pleasure.

For some of us, though, the humor in the Winedale enterprise could be elusive. The expectation of constant improvisation threatened to wash away all our defenses, leaving puddles of exposed vulnerability behind. Every night until the week before the public performances began,  Doc would assign different pairs of students to devise class improvisations for after dinner, using Improvisation for the Theater by Viola Spolin, or taking off from that classic text to make up their own, often more audacious games. Many a night was marked by brilliant ephemeral performances you wish you could see again and again. At other time, improvs “could go spectacularly wrong,” as Gail Palermo tells me in an email. “I remember Robert Jackson and I invented a game but were silent about the rules (we were under the spell of Grotowski or Artaud) and people got really angry and there were tears and so forth. Here was a case where we tried out theory only to find that reality yielded unwelcome results…” But most improvisations had rewards as well as pitfalls. I wrote my first poem (later published!) during an improvisational circle in a meadow for which everyone was given 30 seconds to do so using a word drawn from a hat. Terry Galloway drew “mellifluous,” and having no idea what it meant, left the runway with it: “Mellifluous here and there, Mellifluous everywhere….”

When improvisations weren’t on the schedule, the barn offered some unscheduled challenges. Once Carl Smith proposed we all meet and “do mime” in the barn after dinner. He was sprite-like, with twinkling eyes and elfish grin, a musician who played and performed like life depended on it. Only the dim punched-tin houselights that had been made by Rollie’s father, Papa Wagner, lit the barn. When I arrived, people were already silently moving every which way, everywhere in the barn. Someone whispered to me, “We’re being animals.” Good god! I thought, and then, for lack of any other idea, became a deer. It’s obvious to me now that I was just embodying my fear by choosing a naturally nervous, cautious creature ready to sprint away from the slightest threat. Which came in handy when other “animals” crept too close. Sexual tension crackled through the humid air. Now and then, distracted enough by moving around, my body would remember that a deer was graceful as well as skittish, curious as well as jumpy. Still, I kept being caught in the metaphorical headlights. I thought the entire barn would turn into an orgy. Of course, it didn’t. Of course, it could have! At least an orgy of two: at Winedale in those days, furtive pairs of amorous students were known to return to the barn late at night to find privacy in a corner of the hayloft.  

Downtime was more abundant then than it has been since the classes began putting together three entire plays in nine weeks, compared to the original two-weekend programs of linked scenes. Or did our hard work just meld with downtime? “We played constantly,” writes Terry Galloway. “All the world our stage. And Doc let us. He let us go. We’d get up on the roof of the barn and slide down it during rainstorms. We danced around in our tights as the lightning was striking trees just over the rise and probably killing cattle.” (“There was always at least one or two cows that got killed,” confirms Carl Smith.) After one such storm, Carl remembers running out into a field with the fairy contingent of A Midsummer Night’s Dream (he was Oberon) to experiment with Puck (Terry) and Titania (Sally Charlton). They slapped mud and leaves all over their clothes, Carl writes, then “spent a good while frolicking as some kind of insect/fairy combination until Dr. Ayres came out with a can of Raid and pretended to spray us. We writhed appropriately and that was the end of that ‘rehearsal.’”

In the late afternoon or at night after work in the barn we’d often cross the road to Rollie and Marilyn’s perfect little country store to drink beer and play pool and feed quarters into the jukebox. A few locals always sat at several tables and chairs in the bare-bones wooden building with its, dim naked light bulbs and the cheery glow of neon beer signs. Gail Palermo picked up how to dance the Cotton-eyed Joe there, she says, and, “When every other place was blisteringly hot, the store was cool. I can smell the wooden floorboards now.” I’ll wager she can still feel the rough shingles of the barn roof on a clear night, too, when the last stop before bed was stargazing from Winedale’s highest perch.

Every day we cleaned the barn and swept the floor, from doors to doors, windows to windows, then dampened the clay with a light spray from a hose, just enough to keep the dust down but not make it sticky or impressionable. And if you tried to cut corners on the mundane tasks, Doc would call you on it. Moment by moment, he stressed, fed our larger purpose. (I think the intentional, meditative quality of sweeping that Doc urged us to find led to one of the more wonderful moments in 1974’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream: When the Rude Mechanicals met for the first time, Peter Quince entered with a broom, sweeping. The others followed, one by one, sounding the tools of their trades in a soft cacophony, then gradually hammering tin, sweeping broom, stropping blade found the same rhythm, and climaxed in a percussive little hymn to manual labor.)  

We all learned how to sew at least a straight seam, some of us even to put in sleeves, and the classroom filled with people using or waiting to use the sewing machine. During costume-making week in 1975 it was a particular hot spot. Buddy Steele had brought along a record by the Carolina-born, Austin-based Uncle Walt’s Band. We fell in love, boom, only to have Buddy tell us that Uncle Walt’s, like the Beatles after they’d completely captured our hearts, had just broken up. We played that record over and over and over, and sang along to every song, and stitched and stitched. Michael Barker dubbed us all the Sewing Fools. 

KING LEAR 

Dost thou call me fool, boy? 

FOOL 

All thy other titles thou has given away, that thou wast born with.

How does one capture the excitement of the nuts and bolts that go into doing the world’s best plays justice when in the performance of one’s heart’s desire the nuts and bolts don’t show? That is where Doc was a natural genius, believing in no less than the expenditure of all our energy every time—not just before the public—that we did a scene. I think he expanded his own ideas of what was possible because he had told us we could, and seen us do it. While we hunted for the inner blueprints of a play, he surveyed new territories of study in our quest, and presented them back to us, mapped with all his scholarship, his own playfulness, and his facilitator’s remove. 

Before the twentieth-reunion performance of Comedy of Errors by many early students, all Doc had to do to jolt life into a helplessly lifeless crowd (some “comedy”!) was spend three goofy seconds walking among us, gesturing broadly and gossiping in gibberish. We got it! He was the one who created the atmosphere for an evening improvisation meant to conjure the Tempest shipwreck, hunting down a piece of sheet metal for two students to rattle thunderously, and rigging the exercise tarp with rope slung over the rafters, so we could make the canvas billow in the imagined high winds—all hands on special effects! We opened the play in performance that way. 

The parade as prologue to Much Ado was his idea. He recruited the high school marching band the Polka Dots from the nearby town of Burton, borrowed one of Winedale manager Gloria Jaster’s horses and a harness to carry a Texas flag, and found a wagon and driver to bring the play’s soldiers home from the war to Messina-at-Winedale. Our characters invited the whole audience to leave their seats and step outdoors for the occasion, and we all lined the road and drive from the gate to the barn. “This is how I understand a necessary theater;” writes Peter Brook in The Empty Space, “one in which there is only a practical difference between actor and audience, not a fundamental one.” With our Much Ado, an imaginary celebration merged with a real one, and, as Doc later said, the whole play “exploded with just everything imaginable, or unimaginable. You had to be there.” 

Of course, we learned, it’s one thing to understand the words, whether in our heads or hearts, and another to touch an audience with that understanding. We were our own most critical, most loyal, most feeling audience. The moment of watching fellow students get it was as thrilling as getting it ourselves. In 1973, with five weeks of Shakespeare under our belts and one week left to work, we committed to Shakespeare at Winedale’s first performance of a whole play: The Tempest. After a lengthy discussion of its themes, especially magic vs. nature, we concluded that Ariel, “the airy spirit,” and Caliban, “the monster” would be the only characters played by the same two students for the duration. The rest of us would switch roles from act to act, playing both speaking parts and “strange Shapes” who spent offstage time circling the barn, emitting caws and shrieks and growls to create an “isle … full of noises.” Donald Britton as Ariel and Liz Atkinson as Caliban took hyper-speed journeys into character. As ensemble witnesses, we all felt the failure when Donald quickly discovered that running around the barn like a pixie couldn’t capture Ariel’s supernatural dissolves. The next day we all awed to the brilliance of his alternative: to quietly, peripherally—almost unnoticed—materialize, by a post, in a window, at Prospero’s elbow. The profound calm of it seemed to overtake Donald, from the expression on his face to the confidence and focus he drew from the language. It lent not only an otherworldly but almost threatening quality to Ariel: This is a character who innately has more power than the master who needs a spell to control him. Donald taught me that with his performance. The best Ariels I’ve seen in performance since have known it too. 

Meanwhile, Liz underwent a more difficult transformation from a tall, lovely woman to the “deformed slave” of Shakespeare’s dramatis personae. Caliban is an enraged, self-hating character, and Liz’s trouble with finding it gave her a little of that malady herself. But at Winedale, she must have felt safe to be so stricken; one night it led her to the inspired idea to costume her character by rolling around in the dirt. The next night, she turned the dirt into mud, and rolled around in that. Every night as we approached our first performance, she would make the mud muddier, and roll around in it longer. She emerged bent over with enough physical and psychic weight to roar into being as Caliban.

Doc wrote to me: “The thing that made the ’73 summer was not the final performance of The Tempest. It was what everyone had undergone in getting to the end.”

To most of us, Doc’s approval was as important as three square meals. He was a goofball. But he could just as easily become the coach, and dress us down like so many losers in the locker room. Each summer there was at least one major crisis of complacency at about the midway-to-first-performance point, when the balance between deepening new friendships and finding our way to ensemble tipped too much toward the former. Apparently only Doc noticed the slip. He pointed his finger and named names. Usually the majority of students hurried to carry the guilt of his disappointment, and swiftly acted to expiate our sins with a renewed burst of energy and focus. Any stragglers got swept up in the majority’s interest. Almost 20 years later, as Doc’s summer assistant, I saw that although he may have come honestly by his frustrations with a class veering off course, he had learned to use a sign of complacency as his cue to manipulate us back in shape. “Creating a disturbance,” he called it. It is a risky way to restore a group’s wholeness. Inevitably, there were those who found it unfair. But they, too, ultimately were pulled along into renewed focus. During that latter time most difficult personalities winningly found their places. There was no better place to go than deeper into the plays. When we surrendered, when we gave ourselves wholly to the words—perhaps understanding for the first time in our lives what giving ourselves wholly meant—“imaginary forces at work” (Henry V) filled the barn to the rafters.

 “I remember once running towards the mats under the old pecan trees that make a canopy outside the barn and being so suddenly happy…that I just spontaneously did three hand flips—one, two, three! … [Winedale] was a place where I felt understood, as if some desire in my heart that I didn't even know was there had not just been awakened but answered at the same time. Joy. Complete Joy.” —Terry Galloway

In 1975, I had the fearsome honor of being chosen to play Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing—Winedale’s third full-play presentation—and underwent an enormous struggle with finding the lightheartedness that shielded her passion. One day, eight of us cast as the four dancing couples in the play tackled the logistics of the masque scene, our goal to figure out how to continuously dance while highlighting one couple after the next as it made sly repartee. We met after lunch one day on the grass behind Lauderdale House. Our classmate accompanist was one Christine, a flutist (or was she a guitarist?) who had studied the scene and composed for it a sweet, simple, rhythmic tune. (To this day I can la-la-la it in its entirety.) For just a couple of hours on the grass, we devised steps and twirls and bows as we spoke the words, and listened to the music of those four brief exchanges merge with the music Christine played, and the dance took on a life of its own. Every day until performance we practiced and practiced, and each couple arrived at center stage when it was their turn to speak their lines, still dancing, of course, as if our characters had been dancing this dance since they were children training in the social graces. In the end the words and music seemed to have choreographed us, not we them. We had unearthed the world of the play.

Our audiences could feel it. We loved them for that, and they loved us back. One of them patted Terry’s fanny as she went down an aisle as Puck in Midsummer. Another begged to know from Carl Smith at a reception following a performance of The Merchant of Venice who had “done” this Shylock’s gorgeous curly hair. When Mary Collins first performed Dromio of Ephesus in The Comedy of Errors for the public, a clown it took every fiber of her being to engage, she says, “I did my little trick with a bag and a ball and the audience laughed, loudly! I felt adorable, acknowledged, exonerated!” And after Much Ado About Nothing, a man greeted me outside with, “You sent me to nirvana!” 

You and me both, sir. We all went together.
O joyful day! I would not take a knighthood for my fortune.







THE END
