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Award winner Zoe Caldwell. Only 30
“invitations” were sent to prospective ticket
buyers for each performance —all held in an
undisclosed Upper East Side apartment in
Manhattan — and the show was reviewed
by Ben Brantley, the first-string drama critic
of The New York Times.

Still, some critics have cried, “Enough,
give me a nice comfortable seat in a dark-
ened, air-conditioned theatre!” One would
hope that experiencing theatre in a non-
theatre space would be special or at least
more exciting than “conventional” theatre.
However, this is not always the case.

Are site-specific theatre artists breaking
down barriers and boundaries? Or is
the increase in this type of work just one
more gimmick to draw audiences? And,
is there anything wrong with a gimmick if
it can attract new audiences and provide
interesting opportunities for theatre artists?
Certainly, the more this type of work is
produced, the more it will be written about,
reviewed, critiqued and analyzed.
Challenges and Opportunities

Our experience with the genre at
Charleston Stage Company was extremely
positive. We found that the flexibility
afforded by the relatively unstructured
nature of the form encouraged a great deal
of collaboration. Because of the nature of
the setting, audience members tend to

This pedestrian walkway at the corner of Lee
and Dickinson Streets in Charleston, WV
was the site of Charleston Stage Company’s
2009 site-specific play, The Crossing.

Gabriele Wohl

Andrea Perkins, Russell Hicks, and Terry
Terpening appear in The Gallery Play by

Jan Hoke at the Good News Mountaineer
Garage Art Gallery in Charleston, WV, in

a 2013 presentation by Charleston Stage
Company.

be very involved with the performance.
Rand Harmon, producer of the Louisville
elevator plays, noted that, “when the
audience is asked to engage with a dramatic
presentation while also engaging in a
conventional activity like riding in a
functioning elevator, the aesthetic distance
from the dramatic presentation slides to
extremely intimate. It becomes difficult to
differentiate between watching and being
involved and as such the psychological
and aesthetic distance they experience gets
compressed and distorted, and possibly
even gets erased.”

All of the selected playwrights we
worked with were impressed with the
production process and the final product.
The challenges for actors and directors were
multifaceted and often difficult and almost
always inspired creative solutions.

Before theatre groups do consider site-
specific productions, they should probably
ask some basic questions: “Why do you
want to do it?” And: “What's the point?”
There is really no need to perform in a
nontheatrical setting if the site is not inte-
gral to the production. We've all had the
experience of performing in bad theatrical
spaces — why perform in an inferior non-
theatrical space?

Harmon says his biggest advice for
theatre companies considering site-based

Greg and Verena Sava



work is to “resist doing so just for the
novelty value.” He maintains that, “Without
a compelling experiential component,
one where the audience interfaces in
unexpected and visceral ways with the
contextual and empirical resonances of
the site, they will lose interest.... The really
successful site-based theatre productions

are the ones that develop an immersive

experience for the audience.” W

David Wohl is dean of the Col-
lege of Visual and Performing
Arts at Winthrop University
and a past President of SETC.
He served as artistic director
of the Charleston (WV) State
Company for 19 years.
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East Carolina University’s degree
programs in theatre emphasize
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Find out more at
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Winter 2014 | Southern Theatre| 35



