INTERVIEW WITH LLARRY K€EED
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Productions office. located in San

Francisco’s Noe Vailey, 1 is home base o

founder Larry Read's latest, ambitious
directorial project— HE’!}-’EEJ‘!E Lisirik

Electric Shadows ] Our discussion Jocuses
on the complexity of this inter-cubtural

cotigboration between Reed's company and
sorie notable Balimese shadow artists, most
inporiantiy [ Wavan Wia, Livirib’s co-
Girechor

{ine of the few Americans 1o be trained

i traditional wevang Auiin, Balinsse
nas pionesred g

i
BTN SFi 6

shdow puppe

CORCINROrary. flwm shadow theatre by

1

infegratings fradiional elemenis with

r]e

Western theatre and film srvles.
His award-winmmng 994 production of
frr Xonadn melded Larrv's Western
¢ of Tibetan. Chinese
<. In 1995, Shadowlight

Feva combined with

nerspectives with the
ard md{m&.‘;ian artiﬂ.t
an Sekar

tour Balipese aruses to croate Sidhe Karva.,

and goeed

-

e Qpening visialin

f‘va.rar‘u Listik—

e KAVON Agains! 3

dintantany mouniain

Dihotc: Lary Reead

a mussive shadow aud masked theatre piece
mresented o San Frangciseo.
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Phe following vear Larry colluhorated

wilh two preeminest Balinese artisix, |
Wavan Wiia and Dewa Puta Berata on 3
shadow extravacanza. Maevadanawe.
Created for Balines
sivelv tour

audliences, 11 exien-
o0 the iH!ElIHi Larey had known
both arusts for over fw enty vears und

siucied with Wita in the early 1970's,
Wavan Wi, one of Balis moss p{}pular
dulangs for the past thirty-five vears. is
mernationaily renowned for his highly
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and characierization. Berat has distin-

skitfed pupper
swished himself a5 & noted musician and
seemic destgner: he has worked extensively
it American universines az well as Balt
While Wavang Lisirk marks another
coliahoration between Shadowlicht and
Balinsse artists. there are suhstantial

differences hetween this venture apng carljer
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proguctions. Wija and Berata will truvel 1o
the 1.5, with chorecgrapher [ Nyoman
Catra and four highlv skilled Balinese
shadowcasters, These seven Indonesian
serformers witl jom forces with seven
westem artists o present the piece solely
tor American audieness.

Asked about the genesis of Wivang
Listrik, Larry replieg,  "Acumally, it was the
Henson Foundation's idea. 1 had presented

i Xunedn at the 1994 Henson internanoens
Festival of Puppet Thestre, Wavan Wija

[ESp—

yd performed his own show for Chervl

L

easoen. The Foundatien thought it would

oo mleresting 10 see as collaborate on o new
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oroduction to be scen i the ULS,
If has been a refatively guick process.
Funding was secured from o vanety of
sources. T Thus past May we were sponsored
by une of these sources, Arts lnrernational/
Inraads. o begin work on design and
strucrural etements, Constructon of
original Iasks. sefs. cosfumes and pappets,
Jostgned by Burata anc Wavan Wi, were
besun tn Bali, Al of the Baiinese perform-
ars will arrive in the U8, on Auguse [0,
We will then have three wesks to put the
entire production together here tn San
Franciseo; it's a little scarv!™  After s
September 2™ premiers i Oregon, i will
he showeased at the Henson International
Festival of Puppet Theatre 1n New York and

tour to other venues on hoth coasts through
October.

‘The source matertal for Lisrrik 18 "an
exceptionailv complex Bahinese legend
chosen by I Wavan Wia," The story of "the
Elixir of Eternal Life” 18 a profoundly
svocative Hindu creation myth and a story
of the gods' coming of age, Larry ex-
plained that "Wavan Wiga was drawn 1o this
piece because he was quite interested 1n

choosing a story from the eariv episodes of

the Mahabharata, which he rarely zets o
nerfornm.” His phantasmagorical puppet
creations would be difficult to realive
Bualinese venues dus to thetr size und fnhe
techmical complexiy of manipulation.
"However. the epic scale of fhe story
heeomes eminently possiblie on the big
screen | amploy.
oppoTtunly o explore somatiung he

wouldn't get a chance 10 otherwise,”

So. for Wija, itis an

Shadowhgnt Productions s noied for
using provecied shadows, multiple actors/
puppetesrs and onginal music 1o create,
cssenlallv. a new lorm; a synihesss betwaen
the simple majesty of the traditionat ene-
man shadow show, with the power and
scale of film. When asked if the Wavang
Lisvzrik text would give him a chanee o
strerch technologically, Larry fedt that "thus
might not he a breakthrough show because

of our rehearsal fme constramis: we are

relving on techniques that were onginated
in other productions, but are developed and
refined For this show, A cinema-size screen,
30 feet wide by 13 feet high, will again be
used. Multiple electrical sources will
replace the traditional single coconut ol
flamne. Three xenon lights with intenier
moorized discs and up to five halogen
instruments with dimmers wili supply most

of the cinematic effects, parbiculany scale
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and perspective. The ability to provide
siich things a8 "close ups” and "wide shors”
are greatly enhanced with progecied
shadows whach, Larry said, Tare not at st
possible if the performer 15 working directhy
agatnst a screen.” TIn fael” Larry contin-
ted. "one of our tncks dunng he rehaarsal
nerod wili be to learn how 1o work i
tiree- dimensional space witn two-dlimen-
sional figures. There will be tremendous
experimeniation and collaberation in this
area.”

The original music by Miguel Frasconi
and Surah Wallner will also biend wradi-
tlonal and more technotomceal clements.
While in Bali during pre-production,
Miguel electronically sampled 2ach
vamielan instrument so that they can. if
necessary. be tweaked a bit when piaved
hack on an alectronie kevhoard. Larry
elaborated: "As we will only he using a



five- person live gamefan archestra mstead
ol the normal thirty, we can use the
recorded samplings very elfectively 1o
augment the sonnd. We will also record
group reactions and possibly varions preces
of dialogue thar don't necessarily have 1o be
Hve.”

Despite the complextty of the technol-
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L Larry emphasized that Lisreik will not
b B

simply be u techmeal tour de force: 7 All of

the Balinese perlormers are some of the
most cxperienced arists in the world—
expert shadowipasters as welt as dancers,
This production will be heavily dependent
o1 the high quality of both the puppetry and
acting. In shows such as I Xanadu. for
instance. actors piayed a supporing roe 10
the puppets and technofogy: 1 this
production. the puppets and technology will
niay g supporting role w0 the actors.”

! asked Larry to claborate on adat-
tronal differences he envisioned berween
the traditional wavang kulit and tie
Wervanyg Livtrik collaboration. " Tradiional
shows are completely improvised,” Larry
noted. © 3mee we have very sophsticated
technical clementis occwrring backstaye,

however, we will have to set parameters.
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We will use sonne structured umprovisaion
during the rehearsal process and then
specily how, when and where linnted
improvisation will occur during the actual
production. Where traditionat shows have
ne set time limit, we arc rving 1o create a
very concise and exciling prece-— no more
than one and a half hours— which s & very
Western concept.”
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sraditional director, but 16 get to the hmshed

product we are going through 4 complex
give and take process. T want to guide and
vizer the Balinese artists as much as | can to
do a show that communicates with Western
culture. I want to learn from them. | have
been dealing with wavang characters— the
sods and various figures— for over twenty
vears. I know how I have inied 1o help

A

The scenlc clements designed by |
Pxewa Puta Berata wili also blend Babnese
“AH the visu-
al§~ sets, costumes, masks. figures

and Western senstbiiines,

wili

have a Balinese fisir appropriate to both the
sraditional and onginal sivles of puppets we
arc using. The sets that are being designed,
nowever, are ruly one of the most mpor-
tant aspects of projected shadow theatre,
Traditional wavang kulii producuons de
nol give a defined sense of place: by adding
this element, we creaie a ceriaim Wesiem
‘cinematic reality’ that 1s really guite new L0
the form.”

Because of the special intercuitural
nature of Wavang Listrik, Lavy eloguently
discussed the unigue working relationsing
he has develoned with his Balinese coliabo-
rators.  Ulthmately, 1 will function as &

A soene from

Wayang Listrik

Western audicnces understand parhaps
anfumibiar levengs and stones. I am
immensely curious, however, as to how the
Balinese artists explain thelr own tradhonal
myvihs, Their points of view wili then be
fittered through my assthetic sensthility,”
Since both Larry and Wavan Wija are
co-directors, T asked whul scparale vis1ons
cach of them would bring 1o the produchor.
Larry reiterated that his technological
innovations would primarily contribute 1o
the form of the piece. In addition O
estahlishing a defined environment, scale
and perspective. "this work will develop
sequencing and continvous fiow of action.”
"When vou are doing a traditional one-man
show. the shadow screen is blank for
considerable penods of tme winie the

dealang s prepanng for the next acnon.
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“This produchion aliiizes muiniple
performers; wien one shudowimaster
finishes, the lights change and another
nuppetest caa begin immediateiv,”

‘T will alse be adding some of my
sensibility o the Balinese legend, looking
[or ways to eip Western audiences connect
with the myth. For instance, [ will reduce

the numper of characters who are named.

might afso introduce characters— a clown.

for nstance

who would add some humor
aceessible 1 Amencan tastes. Most
mportantly. howeaver. § am bringing a
respect for the tradition, but | will not be
bound by i We will use what is approprn-
ate {¢ create a potendally new wadition.”
Larry noted that "Wayan Wga's volce
s co-ditector will be enormoushy impor-
k. Wie, of course, brought the story to

the

J

woject. He has provided both the

i T

content and the specific puppeity se-
qucnces. Both he and the chorecgrapher,

f Nvoman Catra, are ineredibie
performers who will add 1pvalugbie
nareht,”

He coatinued, "In working with
Wiia, there will be a remendous amount
of colfaboration. He is an amazingly
tnigitive performer: he can come 0 4
rehearsal and by manipulaiing the figures,
arrive af seemingly spontanecus soiu-
O,

After August i, mornings wiit be
spent constructing visuats that were not
ifinished in Balt. Afternoons and evenings
will be devored to rehearsals, "The frst
waek of rehearsal will pnmarily be
taiking

cach moment. making it both concise and

identifving what has o occur at

thedtrically exeiting. The rehearsal
nrocess itsel will be tricky coordinabion,
The puppets’ moves will be mtnicately
miocked and choreographed.”

Larry noted that the entirg company
woudd then refine and pelisa the produc-
ton. We are going to videotape every
reflearsal o help in this process. All the
performers will review the prior days
work. giving us 4 commaon reference. &
will not be solely my decision o say what
did or didn't work; 1L becomes guite
avident when everyone sees the product
together. All the artists invelved are so

experienced that even though the rehearsal
period 1s very limited, we can make this
time really count. The final responsibility
will, hoswwever, be mune.”

In ¢losing, Larry reflected on the
remarkable benefits that can be dentved
from this unique mtercultural coilaboration.
"In one sense,” Larry remarked, "The
Balinese tradition s a cuimination of
centyries of developent and is perfect in
s way. All traditional matenals are used
beautifully. The flame is the best Hght;
rawhide 15 the best material. An electric
Heht. by contrast, 1s dead. It doesn’t move.
ft 15 cold, hard lighi. However, vou can do

nowerful thipzs with electicity— you can
project, you can add the sense of place and
fludity,
search for perfection.”

'e're at the beginning of cur

"My Balinese collaborators are
incredibly inventive in the fraditional
context and are reaching out owards what 1

INTERNATIONAL - 13

can offer. [ am going tn the other direction.
It 15 a wonderful blend. None of us have
the ego investment of 'my way or 1o way.
Our investment is purely in makmg 1t the
best production possible.”

"What is most exciting 18 the chance o
WwOrK on a cominon project with people who
have been my teachers: people I have both
agmired and leamed {rom. 1 now have the
possibility 1o help them do something m
ihis country which has the potenrigi for
heing very speclal.”

"This production will hopelully be
‘tood for the soul In Bulingse fradion. that
iy the uitimate thearrical goul. In the West-
ern sense. that is nof always the case hut, In

the best productions, it certainly can be.

Famelu Malkin is Associate Departsment
Hend of the Department of Thearre and
Pance at CalPolv at San Luis Obispo.
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