Listening to Robert Wilson

by Eric Wallach
“Our ears are in excellent condition.”

- John Cage, Silence
Robert Wilson’s life is a never-ending line of artistic pursuits.  He has discovered new territories in opera, theatre, music/theatre and the visual arts.  Tom Waits, William Burroughs, Philip Glass and David Byrne have all collaborated with him and he has staged the works of Bertolt Brecht, Richard Wagner, Gertrude Stein and Henrik Ibsen among many others.  Wilson has even starred in his own Hamlet, a monologue.  

The first time I heard of Robert Wilson was from a documentary about Wilson’s ground-breaking five minute opera Einstein on the Beach.  In 1974, Wilson rented the Metropolitan Opera on a dark night to debut his collaboration with Mr. Glass which was made famous by the eighteen minute scene that focused entirely on a bar of light moving from a horizontal position to a vertical position.  

When Wilson was asked about what he was trying to achieve with Einstein, he answered with a kind of riddle.  “When someone puts a candelabra on top of a grand piano, that’s one thing; but when someone puts a candelabra on a boulder, that’s something else.  And I got to thinking, maybe people could see that candelabra a bit easier if it were on top of a boulder instead.”  

After much letter-writing a brief assignment came up for me to assist Wilson during the development of a new piece with the Martha Graham Dance Company.  This was back in the mid-‘90s when Wilson’s assistants had to carry a duffle bag that contained three huge address books.  In rehearsals, Wilson would demand absolute stillness and silence before he’d quietly command, “Play the music.”  Following the impulse of Lou Harrison’s Balinese music he would then dance freely through the space while assistants and dancers took note.

During that short time with Wilson he inadvertently taught me that the space between things opened doorways to creative sustenance and that patience reveals mystery.  For Wilson, looking and seeing is an active sport; the only rule is to listen.  

Over the four decades that he has been working those who work with or for Wilson affectionately call him Bob.  While his manner is calculated, Bob himself is warm, charming and generous.  I got permission to interview him on the premise that I was writing for an academic theatre periodical.  When Bob asked me what the interview was to be about I said, “Your theatre.”  He responded earnestly, “I think you should write about Watermill.”
—

The Watermill Center is Bob’s most personal and ambitious project.  Firmly rooted after fifteen years at his hub in Water Mill, Long Island, Bob reaches across the world with his vision of art and life.  Watermill’s six acres of grasses and trees dotted with ancient stones surrounds the three-story rectangular grey building that once was a 30,000 square-foot Western Union telecommunications research laboratory.  Bob continues to meticulously transform Watermill’s design realizing the full potential of each space.

I come upon the ground-floor offices as it has no fourth wall but rather looks out on an expansive square lawn.  Bob happens to pass through before I announce myself to an assistant; standing six-foot three inches tall and looking elegant in a black t-shirt, blue jeans and black sneakers.   He asks me to wait in a top floor room where I can watch him walking outside  through the landscape with his clipboard.  

After a while, an assistant directs me to meet Bob for an impromptu tour through his international studies center for the arts and humanities with a small group of friends who happen to be paying a visit.  Though Bob has a strict calendar it seems to be defied by the real world every day.  His schedule is so tight, he’s usually in more than one place simultaneously.

We congregate on the flat black stones that cover the floor of Watermill’s tall rectangular center vestibule.  It’s a holy space where one has the feeling of being both outside and inside simultaneously.  Two tall rectangular open entryways face east and west.  The adjacent walls stand with two doors that lead to the north and south wings.  Watermill’s core is dense with mystery.    

Bob begins quietly, “The Watermill Center is something unique in America.  It’s a Center in this community and then the community at large, a Center that I hope is here long after I’m no longer living.”  He goes on, “Architecture is about doors.  Architecture is about buildings and trees.   Architecture is about lines.  Lastly, architecture is about time and space.”
Walking to the eastern entryway Bob proclaims, “The Bible says, ‘Behold!  I sat before thee, an open door.’  Here at Watermill the door is always open.”

Pointing through the opening he adds, “Here you have an axis that goes from east to west.  You can get out of a car, walk up here and go straight through to the end of the property.”  At the western opening he continues, “If you look out here, you will see a ring of stones in the trees which are three thousand years before Christ.
Bob says, “This building is the tallest vertical and it’s in the center.  The roof is floating, so rain, snow, light can all come in.  If you stand on the roof of this building, you can only look up.  It frames the sky.
“This floor has light under it washing the walls; it’s floating.  In the basement, the walls are illuminated as well.  And in the center of the basement there’s a well … and that well goes to the center … of the Earth.  It is covered with a grid and it has a sound, a drone.”  After a pause, Bob lets out a primordial drone that sounds like a toad on valium.     
From the middle of the vestibule, he finishes, “Time for me is the vertical line that goes to the Heavens and goes to the center of the Earth.  Space is a horizontal line.  It is this cross of time and space and the tension between them that is the basic architecture of everything.  It’s how you stand on the stage.  It’s the drip of milk in a Vermeer painting.  It’s that stripe in a Barnett Newman painting.”  

“So I can’t really run through this,” Bob says as he enters the space, “I have to take my time to walk.”  In a fast world, Bob takes it slow.
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We leave our shoes at the door before entering the luminous Watermill interior space.  The dustless floors are a polished dark brown wood.  The abundance of windows fill the space with gradually shifting shapes of light.  The white walls literally hover an inch above the floor.  Each room is an open space that transforms easily from a gallery to living quarters or from a rehearsal hall to a performance space.  
Just like Bob’s theatrical productions, patient and deliberate, everything is perpetually in motion.  Every now and again someone interrupts Bob about an errand or a project happening simultaneously someplace else to which he gives the order and continues on. 
The Watermill International Summer Arts Program welcomes artists of all ages and disciplines to come to work with Bob.  Each artist receives free room and board.  Everyone participates in creative workshops and rehearsals with Bob while also taking classes from each other.  Every free moment is dedicated to the hard labor of landscaping, moving trees, plants and stones.   
We enter a room that has one long white table.  In the middle stands a large glass pitcher of chilled water with large slices of lemons and limes.  “We have collaborative meetings here,” Bob says as he sits down with a paper and pencil at hand.

As he talks, Bob draws a dot with a perfect circle around it, the astronomical symbol for the sun.  “At the Center we have over thirty nations represented working in programs of theatre, architecture, music and arts-related projects.  We are also developing satellite Watermills all around the world which will house projects that give the public a place for art and contemplation.”  
One project he’s currently designing is a park just outside of London that for a hundred years was an ammunition site.  Bob says, “The land was poisoned.  So now we’re replenishing the land, planting and letting nature take hold.”

Getting up from the table, Bob moves to some architectural drawings for a renovation of a 50s movie house from Naples, Italy and two buildings in Stavanger, Norway, one which will be a meditation room with a forest of stones.  “Watermill is an international center that’s not in Paris or Rome,” he says.  Bob is creating extensions from the Ballroom in Marfa, Texas to an old fort in Toraja, Indonesia.  He concludes, “Watermill is found in places that we normally wouldn’t go to, so that to go there is something special.”

We follow Bob out of the room and into his eclectic collection of art and artifacts from all over the world.  The collection has over 9,000 pieces, and it grows at a rate of 300 pieces every year.  Along with many museum-quality artworks there are hundreds of artifacts and textiles from various Indonesian cultures along with one of the largest privately held collections of chairs.  
“On occasion you can take an object out and put it in a work station,” Bob says.  “There are pieces here that date back to the Stone Age and they are not in glass boxes.  The idea is that you don’t have to go to a museum to see art.  Here you can actually touch them, look at them.  All the schools that I went to were like prisons … institutional green.  At Watermill you live with an awareness of art all the time.”

In one room an Isamu Noguchi stool sits next to a totem from northern Burma.  In another part there’s a flute from Mali beside 17th century Kabuki masks.  A Man Ray photograph of Gertrude Stein hangs by a sheet of Merce Cunningham’s notations and a portrait of John Cage.  Chinese Neolithic pots commune with a white Eskimo stool made of walrus bone.    

“This desk here is called ‘Table for a Writer’.  It was made for The White Raven,” Bob says.  The top of the table is filled with a few inches of water.  Lotus flowers float where one expects a laptop, paper or pen.  

Inside a glass box is a pair of white high-heeled shoes with diamonds at the point of each stiletto.  “These are Marlene Dietrich’s favorite shoes.  She had them on when she fell off stage during her last performance.”  Bob adds, “I went to visit Marlene before she died.  She was in bed behind a screen.  I asked her quietly, ‘Marlene, who is the greatest?’  After a moment she said, ‘Tina Turner.’”  

Bob then leads the group down into the temperature-controlled basement, the fallout shelter for his most precious relics.  There’s a photograph by Lee Miller of a dead Nazi with a clenched fist, a painting of Hitler behind him and out the window a Victory statue.  Next to it is another photograph of a dead Nazi, this one in a ditch near Dachau.  
In a long glass case there are Jerry Robbins’ sneakers, George Balanchine’s shoes, Rudolf Nureyev’s ballet shoes from when he danced with Margaret Fontaine in Sleeping Beauty, with the blood stain still on the toe.  

At last Bob lifts a translucent plate up to the light illuminating the fine white lines on the front and back.  “This is very thin porcelain by the Danish ceramic artist Bodil Manz.  You see the vertical and horizontal lines … when light comes through you get the grid, the vertical and the horizontal.”
+
Bob bids farewell to his friends and returns to the long table where he gives me the chance to ask a question.  I ask about The Fables of La Fontaine, a play he had directed with the actors at the Comédie-Française in Paris.  
He responds with subdued horror saying, “I was very surprised.  I thought the acting would be formalized, not naturalistic or psychological but the Comédie-Française is just like Broadway.  They both have a very exterior, head-orientated approach … always about these I-DEE-AHS.”  
“In the 17th century theatre,” Bob continues, “there were gestures … a theatrical language that was learned.  Everybody learned how to speak the text, how to stand on stage and how to walk.  

“We have no clue today.  Go to Julliard, go to Yale, Northwestern and look at these kids who are graduating.  They come out of school and don’t know how to stand or how to walk.  They have no technique, it’s all this …” Bob starts to mime a smiling robot as his face grows pale.  “What American actor can stand on the stage?  I don’t know one.”
Bob has found wells of inspiration on different continents.  When asked about his recent production of I la Galigo the blood comes back to his face.  He says, “It was something different.  This actor, he was eighteen years old, his father is the King of Toraja.  He could just stand there … noble and beautiful … you felt something deep.”

Is there a way to achieve this impact without being kin to royalty?  Is there a method?  “I think that one thinks with the body, the way an animal does”, Bob says.  “The way a dog walks to a bird, he’s not listening with his ears, but the way the foot touches the floor, his body is listening.”  

A silence pervades the air.  Bob puts forward a story, “I was in Berlin some years ago and I went to the zoo just before it was closing.  There was a pack of grey wolves standing on rocks.  I walked up and stopped.  And they were still.  They didn’t turn their heads to look at me but they were aware that I was standing there.  We stood … fifteen minutes.  We were a pack together, one unit somehow … the way we were listening to one another.”  

Bob adds with vigor, “Ezra Pound said, ‘The fourth; the dimension of stillness.  And the power over wild beasts.’”
When asked what the best way to prepare for the stage is he responds, “Empty one’s head, get everything out.  That’s what I would do when I did Hamlet.  Just try to think of nothing and let the piece come to me instead of me having to go to it.  Actors are always trying to make a situation or singers are trying to make music.”  Bob shakes his head then says, “Receive music … it’s a gift.  A good actor is someone who stays open; someone who performs for himself first and then allows the audience to come to them.  So it’s not considered lightly to speak at someone like George Bush does … you speak with a public.  
“In the formal theatre there’s a certain reserve.  You are listening, the way the wolves were listening, to the audience.   Ideally you become one muted entity, actors, musicians, audience.  Listening is the most important thing in the theatre.  The second most important thing is to have fun, that’s why you make it.  Nobody wants to see a depressing, heavy theatre.”  

Bob momentarily receives the Prince of Denmark.  He is not acting but rather he’s enjoying himself when he says, “How all occasions do inform against me, and spur my dull revenge!  Examples gross as earth exhort me: witness this army of such mass and charge led by a delicate and tender prince, whose spirit with divine ambition puff'd makes mouths at the invisible event.”
Bob says the word “mouths” as if he discovered it for the first time.  “That’s Hamlet.  I learned that piece when I was twelve.  I say it every day and every time I say it, I can think about it in a different way.  If I start to impose interpretations or ideas, I lose the possibility of thinking about all the other things that it could be about.  It’s full of meaning.  
“A good actor is not someone who is going to say what something is, but is going to say, ‘What am I saying?’  Then you have a dialogue.  It’s the space in back of you that’s important,” Bob says gesturing behind his neck.  “The space back here, it sort of makes you noble.   It’s the space behind the words as well; it’s the irony that’s on the other side of the words that’s important.”
With that he says he has to leave.  When I ask him what the secret to his tireless and prolific life is, Bob says, “Just keep breathing.”  He smiles and says goodbye before vanishing like a dream.

Left to wander my way out of Watermill, I visit the silent stones standing in the woods before stepping through the maze of moving grass.  Walking taller, I find myself with a wider awareness, receiving and transmitting all the vibrations that are shared between nature and man.  I feel on the cusp of a great creative expansion where the recreation of the human spirit is all.  

Eric Wallach is a freelance writer and theatre director in New York City.  

Contact ebwally@mindspring.com.     
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