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Introduction

“The Books Become the Body, the Body Becomes the Books” is a project that 

began as many endeavors do, with a desire to fulfill certain expectations in pursuit of a 

specific goal. In this case, the goal is my PhD in Performance Studies, and the 

expectations are to document and critically analyze my artistic process for my Practice as 

Research Portfolio. My original intent for this essay was to carve out a narrow slice of 

time—the months during which I directed a production of Shakespeare’s The Tempest in 

Reno, Nevada—and convey my artistic and intellectual growth during that period through 

subsequent reflection and speculation. However, this project has widened in scope 

substantially, including not only a single production at a small, professional theatre, but 

also its transplanted story at Burning Man 2012, my return to practicing visual and 

performance art after a decade-long hiatus, and an ongoing Practice-as-Research project 

that serves to inform and externalize concepts as I work through my dissertation. The 

journal of process that I used to keep track of events and insights throughout this 

production of The Tempest became a work of art in and of itself, and spawned new 
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directions in my work as a visual artist in an ongoing process of deconstructing embodied 

heteroglossia.

For the purposes of framing this critical reflection on my process as a practitioner, 

I must keep events somewhat time-bound, for while the “before, during, and after” of a 

performance are arbitrary distinctions, they are useful as markers to hold a performance 

steady enough to analyze it in writing before releasing it again into time. As one word 

must follow another, so will the events that comprise this experience.

The first phase I will discuss includes the anticipation, the act, and the reflection 

around my production of The Tempest. While I learned much about the relational life 

between my own expectations and actual outcomes in this theatrical endeavor, I resisted 

complicating that theoretically until I entered a second phase, which I will refer to as the 

production’s afterlife. Though I had found myself anxious to lay its memories to rest, the 

story of this particular Tempest continued to evolve; not just with shifting, subsequent 

perceptions, but by its unexpected, material presence outside of the theatre after the 

curtain had gone down, at Burning Man 2012. In order to unpack the ways in which these 

phases mingled and rewrote their stories, I needed to embark on a third phase, the visual 

art that spawned new directions in my methodology by externalizing memory and theory 

into matter.  

A significant portion of this essay must be devoted to recalling the story of The 

Tempest production from the Summer of 2012, as well as its presence at Burning Man 

that September. While this narrative will inevitably carry the weight of hindsight as I 

channel it through lenses of memory, its purpose is to attune the reader to those events 
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that stood out due to their strangeness. The Tempest took shape as do many traditional, 

theatrical productions; we had our pre-production, casting, rehearsal, opening night, a 

four-week run, and then closing night. Nothing prevented these elements from happening 

in their intended order, on schedule, and without major incident. It was my impression 

that nearly all involved became more efficient practitioners of theatre, as generally 

happens with repetition of the familiar. However, excessive concern for efficiency of 

process is, in my opinion, often a contributing factor to “deadly theatre,”1 so I will refrain 

from trying to demonstrate that we accomplished much by simply getting our jobs done. 

Instead, I will focus on the surprising, the frustrating, and the unfamiliar.

Following this narrative of The Tempest production, I will deconstruct in writing 

that which I used to deconstruct this project visually: Tempest Book: A Little Life 

Rounded With a Sleep. Using a selection of images from Tempest Book, I will look 

critically at its relationship to both The Tempest production and afterlife, as well as to my 

own body, current work, and future plans, through formal and conceptual analysis. Each 

image is intended to represent a part of Tempest Book, rather than serve as signifier for 

the entire work or as an individual, two-dimensional piece.2 It should also be noted that 

the book still changes regularly; though I have moved on to other pieces within “The 

Books Become the Body, the Bodies Become the Books,” I return to Tempest Book often 

as I work through other pieces. 

1 Brook, Peter. The Empty Space (New York: Touchstone, 1968) 7.

2 Digital photographs of the entire book are available in my Practice as Research Portfolio Drop Box.
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Phase One: The Tempest in Reno, Nevada

In April of 2012, Good Luck Macbeth Theatre Company held its first production 

meeting for the Summer 2012 Artown production of William Shakespeare’s The Tempest. 

As we sat down around a portable table on the stage of the familiar, black-box theatre, I 

realized fairly quickly that everyone was expecting me, the director, to present my unique 

vision for this production, describe how it would be brought to life on stage, and start 

delegating tasks. The space itself felt tense with anticipation, our design team poised and 

ready to start building a low-budget version of whatever it was I had conjured in my mind 

through a combination of scholarly study and inspiration. They knew roughly what to 

expect, for many of us had worked together before. 

In Good Luck Macbeth’s tiny, 44-seat theatre, productions are thrown together in 

the blink of an eye to prevent any loss of momentum throughout their jam-packed main 

stage season. Budgets are bare-bones, and it is necessary to work within the confines of 

that which can be economically and responsibly recycled from previous shows. I had 

thoroughly enjoyed working under those exact conditions several times before, relishing 

the challenge of pulling a sleek, glossy, and sumptuous play out of a pile of raw 

recyclables. However, that was not my goal for this run. My goal was to ignore the goal, 

to resist herding the group toward a specific, pleasing, and thoroughly marketable vision, 

and instead take a deep dive into process, without concern in the direction of failure vs. 

success. This was a move that ran contrary to every instinct that drives my actions, for I 

love to win. I was going to have to let go of that desire and find another reason to start 

talking to the group about what we would all do next. 
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“Hi, everyone,” I began. “As you all may have heard, this production is part of 

my Practice as Research project for my PhD in Performance Studies at UC Davis. As 

such, things we’re about to do may seem a bit unconventional. Though I’m not sure how 

yet, I need to find a way to connect our production of The Tempest with the topic of my 

research—Burning Man.” The response was a collection of quizzical looks. They were 

obviously still waiting for the big idea; the vision.

Rough Frames

From the beginning of my PhD Studies at UC Davis, I knew that the Designated 

Emphasis in Studies in Performance and Practice was going to occupy a major part of my 

work, for I would need to follow several case studies in order to develop ideas and 

theories, and believed that embodying that development through practical work would 

constitute a most effective methodology. Because a major topic of my research is Burning 

Man, I had planned to write an original piece on themes surrounding Burning Man and 

investigate relevant issues within performance of this work. However, I kept running into 

trouble in the writing of it because I struggled constantly with a subconscious need to 

make the piece about Burning Man—as in a narrative that could tell the story of the event

—rather than using a less formal approach to unpack ideas about performance itself with 

Burning Man as a case study. Looking back, it is obvious that I could not let go of the 

final “vision” of a finished play, therefore, rather than writing to expand my thoughts in 

different directions, I was moving on a single trajectory in the attempt to fill in the gaps 
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between an unfinished piece and a finished piece. There was no room for tangents, no 

room for “mistakes,” and as such, little opportunity for growth. 

I worked with Jon Rossini in the Fall quarter of 2011 on my original piece, 

meeting every two weeks to read through new scenes in his office and discuss progress, 

with the goal being a completed first draft of a two-person show by the end of the quarter. 

I had mapped out nine scenes in a loose structure, each scene intended to open up a 

particular path of inquiry without conforming to a linear narrative. They all followed the 

same format: one performer began the scene as the same character from the previous one, 

and the other performer entered the space and had to transition the stage into a new 

landscape, often “against the wishes” of the first performer. As such, dialogue always 

became tense and strained.

Scenes began tense and strained and became more so as they progressed. Reading 

through this play was like enduring a French farce without the laughter. By the end of the 

quarter, I wanted nothing more than to scrap it all, unsure if I had learned anything except 

how to write a bad play. However, while it proved perpetually frustrating, I am certain 

now that learning how to write a bad play was an experience I needed to have. I had been 

deliberately trying to manipulate my own process to fit within what I perceived was 

expected of me, and that resulted in a pile of fragments instead of a cohesive work. That 

is not to say I will not dust off those fragments some day and see if they fit into 

something new, but for now they have value only as a project I needed to endure for the 

lesson it taught me in trusting my own voice instead of imposing unnecessary limitations 

on myself out of sheer habit.
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Fall quarter 2011 had gone by and I was no closer to having a PAR performance 

project than I had been when I started, so my deadline-pressed, goal-oriented, self-

conscious mind went into panic mode. How would I write a new show, rehearse and 

perform it, prepare for my qualifying exams, and keep everything running along 

smoothly and still direct The Tempest for Good Luck Macbeth the following Summer? It 

seems obvious now, but I could not see clearly at the time that the answer was to utilize 

what was right in front of me, to take a project already in the solid stages of planning and 

breathe some new life into it by way of a Burning Man-Shakespeare mash-up. I never 

would have thought to connect Burning Man with The Tempest before, but if there is one 

thing I have learned, it is not to question what ultimately leads me to make some of the 

most unexpected decisions. They usually turn out to be rewarding. They nudge the 

trajectory of my work into alternate directions. More importantly, they shift the “vision” 

for my art into spaces previously unoccupied. 

From this pressure-point of knowing I had to produce something, I decided to 

focus my Practice as Research on The Tempest, and so my utmost to refrain from 

privileging product over process. I would be able to use it, follow it, tweak it, watch it 

unfold, reflect on it after it was “finished,” and continue to open up new paths with it. For 

practical purposes I could point to a preconceived beginning and end, but would proceed 

knowing that those points were conceptually arbitrary. I need only sketch out the initial, 

overall frame. I opened up an old, hard-backed journal that had most of the pages still 

blank, tore out the pages that had been filled in, leaving some that had been slightly 

marked, and got down to sketching that frame. I had to tease out the themes of Burning 
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Man, for there are many that could be explored in my upcoming production of The 

Tempest. I had known for over a year that I would be directing it, and now was my 

chance to play. 

I began journaling about liminal spaces, for throughout my PhD studies thus far, it 

was a topic I kept returning to, each time with interest redoubled. I have always viewed 

Burning Man as a space outside of the “default world,”—that is how burners refer to 

daily life before and after the week-long event--but as I wrote down my thoughts and 

pieced together ideas, I realized that this was not so much a space outside of life as a zone 

somewhere in-between inside and outside. If barriers and frames divide inside from 

outside or known from unknown, then the frame is the place where these entities meet 

and have the capability to reach across. Because Burning Man is a place where, for me, 

the difference between self and other is unmade seemingly without effort, it could not 

occupy one side of a frame, but must act on the frame itself; a giant, liminal space, 

animated by tens of thousands of participants. It is a space of transformation and constant 

movement, rediscovery, and rough magic. In short, it could very well be Prospero’s 

island. 

I wrote the following director’s statement so that I could distill this concept in 

such a way that it could be communicated concisely; sketch a frame for all who would be 

involved in the production with just the right measure of potential and poignancy:

Shakespeare set so many of his comedies in these liminal worlds of 
islands, enchanted forests, and utopian communities, where our beloved 
characters undergo the kinds of transformations that are only possible 
when forced to confront the unknown. It is within these moments of 
action; these places of in-betweenness, that we truly begin to know 
ourselves and each other. Thank you for joining us here on this make-



9

believe island, where we invite you to indulge your imagination, for we 
truly are “such stuff as dreams are made on” (Act IV Scene 1).

We would begin within a world of illusions and dreams, and see what transformations we 

might undergo. 

Rehearsal

Casting this play was quick and efficient, as I had only two days in Reno, Nevada 

to hold auditions, conduct callbacks, and make decisions with the help of my Assistant 

Director, Chad Sweet. We saw many actors with whom we had previously worked, 

knowing they could do their jobs admirably, creatively, and with a sense of adventure, 

and we also encountered new talent, some who had taken chances with their monologues 

and demonstrated the ability to take direction in callbacks. We ignored gender, dismissed 

ethnicity (only white actors wound up auditioning—an unfortunate reality in many of 

Reno’s theatrical ventures), and chose those players we considered brave, talented, and 

versatile. In short, it was a typical audition for our particular cultural moment, and we 

told ourselves our cast would be fine. We worked with what we had in auditions, and 

accepted that the result of our quick decisions would be a tremendously valuable lesson 

in the evolution of performance as expectations were adjusted, re-thought, and in some 

cases, discarded. 

Because my schedule necessitated traveling back and forth between Davis and 

Reno to work with my actors and production crew, I relied heavily on my assistant 

director, Chad Sweet, to work without my physical presence. We communicated by email 
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and Skype throughout initial read-throughs and cast textual analysis, and I set up 

schedules to work individually with actors on “Embodying Text,” a process I had been 

working on with Peter Lichtenfels, my advisor on the project. Peter and I had, for 

months, met weekly to work Ariel’s monologues from The Tempest in a repetitive, 

exhausting process where the actor (me) declaimed speeches one word at a time, 

repeating the word until it lost meaning or context, so that it could be uttered as if spoken 

for the first time. With each utterance, physicalization in the form of repeated series of 

five body-gestures—one for each word—accompanied speech, displacing assumed 

context and craft and leaving nothing but the agency of sound produced by a body. Peter 

described it as “getting the words into the body,” which elicited a striking personal 

revelation when I realized that some words were much more difficult to embody than 

others, and one, at the time, proved nearly impossible. It is worth articulating the 

experience here because it was the first time I realized the extent to which emotional 

baggage accompanies words, and to embody that word is to release all its connotations 

and let it speak for itself. The word I could not embody was “hurt.”

You fools! I and my fellows
Are ministers of fate; the elements,
Of whom your swords are temper’d, may as well 
Wound the loud winds, or with bemock’d-at stabs,
Kill the still-closing waters, as diminish
One dowle that’s in my plume: my fellow ministers
Are like invulnerable. If you could hurt,
Your swords are now too massy for your strengths
And will not be uplifted. 

Ariel, III.iii, 60-68
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Try as I might, the word “hurt,” hurt more with each repetition. Rather than 

relinquishing context, I increasingly assigned more, which frustrated my desire to be 

good at things quickly. Not only was the word encroaching, unwelcome, but associated 

narratives began to unfold, painting mental images of the infinite potential to experience 

hurt—not Ariel’s, but my own.  For the first time since we had started patiently working 

through thousands of words, Peter let this one go. The subsequent reflection on this 

breakdown in process, he seemed to understand, would be far more useful than making 

sure we got this one right in the moment.

Transitioning from performing this type of work myself into directing others to do 

so proved challenging. Because we had to schedule time outside of group rehearsals, 

there was only enough time to work with each actor once or twice, for half-hour sessions. 

The project quickly devolved into something more along the lines of individual coaching 

sessions, though, since many actors were far more worried about “getting their speeches 

right” or “figuring out what they meant,” than experiencing the embodiment of text. I 

also could not help but drift away from my original intentions with individual work when 

it became clear that there were many bad habits to be broken—such as actors who had 

nervous ticks or extraneous movements that broke their concentration or released energy 

into those ticks instead of into their bodies and voices through stillness. Most often, 

sessions scheduled for text work became deep work on stillness and stage presence. 

While this cannot be considered time wasted, it certainly did not yield what I had been 

hoping for. Time constraints and levels of ability dictated one-on-one work, and I had to 
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allow it. I let that particular part of the project go, and moved forward with basic work on 

vocal support and volume, diction, and posture.

Blocking a show is often the first group task in rehearsals, but in this production, 

as I had most often done with others before it, I had no set blocking in mind before we 

started scene work. I find it much easier to allow blocking to evolve in the moment, 

through trial and error, than to dictate positions and proximity, but this requires awareness 

of bodies in space, and not every actor possess that innate ability. Some actors have the 

habit of upstaging others, some tend to drift toward center stage, and some, while they 

may intellectually understand the concept of “countering,” have difficulty executing that 

in practice. Without the bandwidth to hold workshops on ensemble acting, it is very 

difficult to crystallize a concept like kinesthetic empathy, for example, in a way that 

resonates with every actor. I found myself privately grateful that several rehearsals would 

take place without my presence in the first few weeks, as I had classes to teach and 

seminars to attend in Davis, during which I would have Chad, my AD, rough block much 

of the play. Refining blocking is often much more gratifying than rough blocking. 

The biggest challenge of all was one that is difficult to admit: wildly miscasting 

the role of Prospero. Mark, the actor who had most impressed us at auditions, turned out 

to be a great auditioner but a difficult actor to work with in rehearsals. His ability to take 

direction was lacking, his natural tendency to clench his jaw while uttering lines was 

distracting, and his lack of focus, infuriating. Try as we might, Chad and I could only 

occasionally get him to loosen up and let the words do the work. We had to accept that it 

was pointless to discuss nuances and textures of Prospero’s magnificent lines; our work 
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with him soon centered on simply getting him through the lines that he seemed 

determined not to memorize. Again and again, we made deep cuts to the script. Chad and 

I deliberated endlessly about which lines exactly we had to leave in order to keep the plot 

somewhat intact, relinquishing many gems of Shakespearean language in the interest of 

keeping potential audiences’ attention. Movement work with Mark resulted in a technique 

I have always abhorred—mimicry. Try as we might, we could not seem to give him the 

type of direction that resulted in thoughtful or even mildly interesting choices, so I took 

to replacing him on stage and literally showing him exactly what to do with his body. 

Occasionally, even that was not sufficient; there were times that I stepped in and 

manually adjusted his position. The fact that he took no umbrage with me doing this was, 

I believe, an indication that he had no trust in his own body. 

I probably would not be discussing this actor so harshly if it had not been for his 

lack of professionalism and the fact that he quickly alienated the rest of the cast with 

offensive comments, inappropriate actions, and general lewdness. However, in hindsight, 

it was this genuine feeling of resentment that forced us to change the play entirely, to 

something we would not have arrived at had everything gone seamlessly according to 

plan. While there were many other issues to work with amongst the cast, it was this 

general distaste for the character who is traditionally considered to be the lead in The 

Tempest that turned our preconceptions upside-down and resulted in such a shift that I 

had to re-imagine the entire premise of the play. The cuts to Prospero’s lines, as well as 

the powerful stage presence of the actors playing Caliban and Ariel, were removing the 
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story from the realm of Prospero’s cathartic journey and shifting it into the world of the 

island natives.

Whose Island?

 In my director’s statement, which I had written long before problems arose, I 

wrote of liminal spaces and transformation. I had pictured this liminal space—the stage—

as a preconceived one, where the characters gathered to do my bidding and show me such 

inventiveness that I would have only to channel our collective insights into an organic 

evolution that would not truly change my preconceptions of The Tempest, but breathe 

unique life into it. I had thought Prospero would return home, Ariel would be set free and 

grateful for it, and Caliban would suffer for his transgressions. That seems to be the most 

traditional interpretation of the play, wherever and whenever it is set. While premises of 

cultural hegemony and colonialism abound, themes of forgiveness, moral lessons, and 

self-reflexiveness render those provocative questions tame and manageable. My opinion 

had been that audiences really want to see everyone happy in the end, and to answer 

Prospero’s entreaty by pardoning him with their applause:

But release me from my bands
With the help of your good hands:
Gentle breath of yours my sails
Must fill, or else my project fails,
Which was to please. Now I want
Spirits to enforce, art to enchant,
And my ending is despair,
Unless I be relieved by prayer,
Which pierces so that it assaults
Mercy itself and frees all faults.
As you from crimes would pardon'd be,
Let your indulgence set me free. 

    Prospero V.i, 9-20 
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However, the island as liminal space became not one of opportunity for an old fable to 

unfold as the characters learned their lessons, but of a blank canvas to consider other 

possible outcomes. Would everyone really forgive Prospero? Would Ariel be so happy in 

his freedom that he would cheerfully continue his songs and magic while Prospero left to 

reclaim his dukedom? Were Caliban’s oaths of revenge—like Prospero’s cloud-capp’d 

towers, gorgeous palaces, solemn temples, and great globe—to dissolve into thin air? 

Maybe these characters would not be so forgiving as a thoroughly-entertained audience. 

Perhaps the hostility born of creative frustration could inform more than my directing 

process, but also the textuality of The Tempest that seemed to be rewriting itself. 

Chad and I sat down, after a long rehearsal of the final scene, to discuss harsh 

reality. We both knew that Prospero’s final speech could not be cut, but Mark either did 

not understand it or could not express its powerful symbolism as Shakespeare’s own plea 

to be appreciated, comforted, and forgiven near the time of his own impending, final exit. 

We shuddered to picture an audience that either offered a smattering of polite applause, or 

declined to applaud outright, due to the grating process of witnessing the way Prospero 

uttered his final speech with limited variation and depth. We could not cut it, so we would 

just have to figure out what to do with it. 

Ultimately, it was Chad’s ironic comment to me: “It’s a great speech, just wish we 

could have someone else say it…” that got me thinking it would be interesting to 

complicate Shakespeare’s self-reflexive words by refracting them through multiple 

characters and multiple attitudes. It was one thing to have Prospero beg for relief from the 
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fear of a life unremarkable; it was another to assign those phrases to characters who had 

far more potent motives: lives of enslavement and desire for revenge. 

Chad and I lined up Caliban, Prospero, and Ariel center stage, and asked Prospero 

to speak the speech slowly, repeating it on a loop until we asked him to stop. As usual, I 

could immediately sense the change in the other actors. Ariel’s shoulders tensed, and 

Caliban’s nostrils flared. It was obvious that they only wanted this exercise to end. 

However, when I asked Prospero to slow down even more, so that Caliban and Ariel 

could repeat, in most cases, the last few words of each of his lines, and in the penultimate 

line say the words along with him, they looked intrigued. 

So it began:

But release me from my bands (MY BANDS)
With the help of your good hands: (GOOD HANDS)
Gentle breath of yours my sails (MY SAILS)
Must fill, or else my project fails, (PROJECT FAILS)
Which was to please. Now I want (I WANT)
Spirits to enforce, art to enchant, (TO ENCHANT)
And my ending is despair, (IS DESPAIR)
Unless I be relieved by prayer, (BY PRAYER)
Which pierces so that it assaults (IT ASSAULTS)
Mercy itself and frees all faults. (ALL FAULTS)
As you from crimes would pardon'd be, (AS YOU FROM CRIMES WOULD 
PARDONED BE)
Let your indulgence set me free. 

They repeated this incarnation of Prospero’s final, fragmented monologue at least 

ten times before I asked them to start moving while Prospero stood still. Perhaps because 

repeating the ends of his lines sounded very much like throwing Prospero’s words back in 

his face, or because we had reached the inevitable point in rehearsal where everyone was 

so tired that they had begun to question why they took this project on in the first place, or 



17

everyone was just ready to throttle Mark, they seemed to take it as an opportunity to vent 

some pent-up feelings. When they moved, they automatically circled him like vultures. 

When they spoke, though both actors were extremely capable, their voices carried no 

more richness or subtlety than Prospero’s voice had throughout the entire rehearsal 

process. They hurled hot rage at him from multiple points on the stage, dismissing their 

usual performative moderation and letting fly with the kind of intonation that abrades the 

vocal chords. It was so intriguing that the rest of the cast gathered to watch, and the 

“fairies,” an amalgam of The Tempest’s supernatural creatures distilled into two 

performers, approached and asked if they could please be included in this final faceoff 

with Prospero. Because they, as characters, were forced to endure Prospero’s orders with 

the same patience as Ariel and Caliban, I agreed.  Four characters surrounding Prospero 

seamed to cover all points of the compass and seal his fate: Prospero would not be 

pardoned from his crimes. 

Performances

Overall, though some critics called the show “magical” and “provocative” and 

“strikingly, beautifully austere,” my assessment, as far as I can possibly assemble an 

objective one, is that the show in performance was perfectly mediocre at its highest 

points. Normally I look forward to a production evolving throughout its run in public 

performance, but I was anxious to be done with this show. I attended opening night, 

performed a few nights in my understudy role as Ariel, and then brought my daughters to 

see it for one additional viewing. For every time I saw or performed in it, my strongest 
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memory is of becoming progressively angrier with Prospero during each scene. It made 

me try new things as an actor and behave borderline recklessly in some cases just to 

inject some kind of energy into successive stage pictures, but I found no more than brief 

moments of silliness or slight satisfaction. The only events of note, I feel, are that the 

ending grew darker and darker throughout the run—to the point that I felt like the Island 

natives were merely waiting for the lights to go down so that they could kill and eat 

Prospero—and that the actor playing Ariel grew bluer and bluer.  What had started out as 

subtle designs sketched in body paint had deepened and darkened and taken over every 

inch of Ariel’s exposed flesh. When I took my few turns on the stage as Ariel, I imitated 

this actor’s choice and applied the same, thick layers of paint. The paint felt 

simultaneously exciting and slightly uncomfortable, so that my painted flesh was almost 

always at the forefront of my thoughts during performance. I felt much more like a 

physical thing, being and sweating and moving around the stage, than a professionally 

trained actor delivering a polished performance. The retrospective observation of this 

mildly intriguing (at the time) insight would wind up being one of the major threads that 

not only connected this Tempest production to Burning Man much more honestly, but 

splintered off into trajectories I had not expected. 

By the time the show closed, I had resigned myself to accepting that I had not, nor 

would I, learn much of anything new from it. However, that was before I made my annual 

trip to Burning Man, the whole reason I started this PhD adventure in the first place. I’m 

not sure what prevented me from recognizing the natural connection (as opposed to the 

“vision” I had been trying on) between this production of The Tempest and Burning Man 
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until I actually got there, but there was no way I could fail to connect the dots when one 

of my oldest and dearest friends showed up in Black Rock City, wearing the costume of 

Prospero.

Phase Two: The Tempest at Burning Man

Prospero’s High Desert

Androo Allen is an actor I met in Reno, Nevada during a production of Bram 

Stoker’s Dracula in 1997. We are both burners, and have shared the same camp at 

Burning Man for the past five years. When we arrived at Black Rock City this year, and 

set to unpacking, organizing, and getting costumed-up for our first outing, I was stunned 

to see him pull out the long, green, hand-dyed robe of Prospero and throw it on over his 

shoulders. He even had a matching pair of pants that were long enough to cover his four-

foot stilts. He had planned this outfit carefully and obviously paid top-dollar, and still 

managed to keep it a secret from me. When I asked him how he had gotten ahold of it, he 

claimed that he had been so impressed with my production of The Tempest, and found the 

aesthetic so beautiful, that he decided to make the theatre a generous offer so that he 

could have Prospero’s robe for his own Burning Man costume. I could not get over the 

irony; I had tried so hard to make The Tempest into some sort of magical Burning Man 

diaspora and never achieved it, but now that I had arrived at Burning Man, The Tempest 

had followed me here. I had only to catch Androo’s eye at any time to be reminded that 

the rewritten text of The Tempest he had witnessed in Reno was still rewriting itself anew. 
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Androo and I took to shouting lines from The Tempest at each other so often that 

it thoroughly annoyed all of our campmates. Our favorite was, “We are such stuff as 

dreams are made on!” Whenever I saw him go by in his resplendent, green robes, I 

yearned for the Prospero I could have had; powerful, magical, but also an unconscionable 

tyrant and torturer who is ultimately insecure, and essentially confesses to the world that 

he is afraid he will be forgotten. I longed to crawl back to midsummer somehow, dress 

Androo in that fabulous green robe, and set him loose on the stage instead of Mark. I 

know that he would have been magnificent because I have known him long enough to 

have seen his acting chops stand the test of time, and experienced the depth of his 

personality off stage. However, I now realize that we would never have developed our 

complicated ending if it had been Androo in the role, for that ending evolved out of many  

hours of building tension with a very different sort of performer. A Tempest with a 

handsome, gentle Prospero would have been lovely and poignant, but that was not my 

task. The whole point of Practice as Research is to enter difficult spaces, complicate the 

simpler ones, and guard against lapsing into that which is comfortable or familiar. 

I had been anxious to embrace these principles, but because I have always been so 

oriented toward product above process, I had conceived of my process as a product itself. 

While I refused to convey a specific vision for the “finished” show, determined to simply 

let the journey unfold, I now realize that I had been clinging desperately to what I thought 

that journey should look like. When things played out differently in reality than the 

mental narrative in my head, it struck chords of failure in me. I regarded even slight 

deviations from that vision as mistakes to be corrected. In hindsight, I see that I was 
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dragged reluctantly into real growth and a reframing of my project that could not have 

happened any other way. 

The temporal distance since the culmination of The Tempest production, my 

subsequent trip to Burning Man, and discussions about both events, continues to rewrite 

and layer on additional text. Intersections reveal themselves as I reflect on this ever-

changing process, and the physical record of its lessons continue to inhabit my journal of 

process, now a piece of book art through which I work out problems, insights, and 

possibilities for contributions to the field of Performance Studies. The journal itself is not 

the text, but rather a piece of the text-in-progress. I find this evolution fascinating; it has 

transformed memories of a difficult and disappointing production into a conceptual 

blending of insight across time; the mediation of consciousness that proves art is never a 

fixed object or a finished product, but an intertextual entity in possession of its own 

agency. I look forward to the day that I open it up again, after a long period away from it, 

and observe how time breathes new life into the text yet again. 

The written text of The Tempest with which we had worked possesses these same 

concepts, the transience of perception and the madness of attempting to arrest it in a form 

we can cling to, namely, dreams:

Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises,
Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not.
Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments
Will hum about mine ears, and sometime voices
That, if I then had waked after long sleep,
Will make me sleep again: and then, in dreaming,
The clouds methought would open and show riches
Ready to drop upon me that, when I waked,
I cried to dream again.

Caliban, III.ii
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Our revels now are ended. These our actors,
As I foretold you, were all spirits and
Are melted into air, into thin air:
And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,
The cloud-capp'd towers, the gorgeous palaces,
The solemn temples, the great globe itself,
Ye all which it inherit, shall dissolve
And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,
Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff
As dreams are made on, and our little life
Is rounded with a sleep.

Prospero, IV.i

The two characters most at-odds throughout The Tempst arrive at the same insight 

through drastically different journeys: stories are never finished, but yearn to live again 

and grow. Text is always in a state of becoming, and its evolution requires both pleasure 

and pain. It is the intermingling of these infinite languages that constitutes and 

reconstitutes lived experience. 

Phase Three: Tempest Book: A Little Life Rounded With a Sleep

How will I ever fill this entire thing?

That was my first thought when I opened up the cheap, red, hard-backed journal 

that had sat on my shelf for at least ten years. I have a vague memory of purchasing two 

of these journals at Border’s Book Store on clearance, just because I was delighted at the 

price of around $5 each and figured I would use them for something, someday. I did use 
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the other one, in 2001-2002, to document my process of creating and producing Hamlet 

by Two, my thesis project for my MFA in Dramatic Art. I had carefully recorded all my 

thoughts and taped in pictures, sketches, bits of inspiration, and production stills, and was 

rather proud of the result: my Hamlet by Two book. Then one Spring morning, someone 

smashed the back window of my car and stole my backpack, and along with it, my book. 

There was no real way to search for it, and the loss was devastating. Full of half-formed 

scribblings and immature thoughts as it was, I had come to regard it as an extension of 

myself that could never be replaced. It took a long time—up to now, in fact, as I recall 

that memory in writing—to stop missing it when I thought about it. I have started another 

story in an identical volume, and that absent book is such a presence in the pages of its 

sibling volume, in the spaces between images and words, the layers over the tangible 

elements of this new and ongoing story, that I have taken back what was stolen from me. 

Or perhaps I have realized that it was never gone. 

The second red journal (Fig.1) began much the 

same as the first. I worked through my original idea 

for my PAR project, a two-person play about 

Burning Man—by sketching out scenes, concepts, 

and random thoughts and taping them into the blank 

pages. I worked predominantly with written text and 

highlighting at this stage, and when I decided to 

leave that project and transfer my attention to The 

Tempest production in Reno, Nevada, I started Fig. 1 Tempest Book
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taping in pictures of the cast in rehearsal, email communications to the cast and 

production crew, and ideas for staging. By the time The Tempest production closed, I had 

filled about one-third of the hundred pages of the journal. It closely resembled its Hamlet 

by Two predecessor, and would have worked perfectly well as a journal of process. 

However, when I made my annual trip to Burning Man 2012, and realized that the story 

of The Tempest was far from over, the journal took a very different direction, and I 

realized its potential to inhabit a different frame; not as a record of events, but as an 

evolving piece of performative, visual art. In order to analyze the reciprocal processes at 

play, I have selected several images from Tempest Book (Figs. 2 – 7b) to deconstruct the 

relationships between memory-making, representation, and embodied intertextuality that 

evolves as time takes on flesh, and flesh rewrites time.

Fig. 2 Prospero at the Theatre Fig. 2a Prospero at Burning Man
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When I printed and inserted the picture of Prospero at Burning Man (Fig. 2a) into 

Tempest Book, I no longer regarded it as a journal, but a way to complicate my process 

visually by juxtaposing images, text, abstract design, and color. Prospero’s green robe 

seemed to reach beyond the limits of the picture, prompting me to saturate the 

surrounding, white frame with watercolor in various shades of green. The paint would not 

adhere to the tape that held the picture in place, creating spaces of absence that evoked 

the fragmented nature of frames. The tape seemed to punctuate gaps in the difference 

between inside and outside, prompting me to rethink my previous conception of both the 

theatre and Burning Man as places of otherness, heterotopia. Heterotopia literally 

translates as “different-place,” a concept that falters when the demarcation of that space 

fluctuates. In “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heteroropias,” Foucault states:

Finally, the last characteristic of heterotopias is that they have, in relation 
to the rest of space, a function that takes place between two opposite 
poles. On the one hand they perform the task of creating a space of 
illusion, that reveals how all of real space is more illusory, all the locations 
within which life is fragmented. On the other hand, they have the function 
of forming another space, another real space, as perfect, meticulous and 
well-arranged as ours is disordered, ill-conceived, and in a sketchy state. 
This heterotopia is not one of illusion, but of compensation.3

While Foucault likely did not intend to define heterotopia as a place to recoup 

confidence following perceived failure, his notion of compensation invokes ways of 

making meaning by transferring experience between spaces where memories form 

differently in time. I had previously regarded Prospero’s island as heterotopia, and had 

experienced a visual trace of Prospero in the time-bound heterotopia of Burning Man. I 

3 Foucault, Michel. “Of Other Spaces, Utopias and Heterotopias.” In Rethinking Architecture: a Reader in 
Cultural Theory. Neil Leach, ed. (New York: Routledge, 1997) 356.
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considered Burning Man’s illusory space, grid-like structure, and demarcation of inside/

outside as that which transformed what was once a single re-telling of a well-worn story 

into a reconstitution of memory. However, “different-place” is an insufficient description 

of this process, for it is not just time and space outside familiar levels of experience that 

reconstitutes lived experience, but the textuality that moves between timed space and 

spaced time. I believe a much more accurate term for this is heteroglossia; “different-

speech/language/tongue.”4  The embodiment of intra-relational language prompts a 

breakdown in the semiotization of time and space, opening up gaps between signifiers 

and signifieds where new meanings blend and become. In this case, it was the blending of 

every Prospero with every place in every time, distilled into two images that resituated a 

mediocre production of The Tempest as the seeds of real inquiry into the nebulous, 

liminal space of difference that was behaving differently than I had expected. I could no 

longer regard the theatre and Burning Man as heterotopias, but as stages of embodied 

heteroglossia. 

In the theatre, Prospero’s island had been a site of anxiety and frustrated 

expectations, where Prospero tried desperately to control his conception of magic, 

considered other beings with feelings as acute as his own to be his inferior subjects, and 

perhaps did not ultimately believe that he deserved to be set free without permission. In 

Black Rock City, Prospero walked on stilts, played with his friends, and released his 

rough magic:

4 While this is a literal translation, it is important to note that Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia--the one I 
am employing here--refers to diversity within a national language, as opposed to “polyglossia” which is the 
interaction of multiple languages. As I understand it, heteroglossia focuses on the movement and inflection 
of a language throughout time. Bakhtin, Mikhail. The Dialogic Imagination. Edited by Michael Holquist, 
Translated by Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981) 67.
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But this rough magic
I here abjure, and, when I have required
Some heavenly music, which even now I do,
To work mine end upon their senses that
This airy charm is for, I'll break my staff,
Bury it certain fathoms in the earth,
And deeper than did ever plummet sound

I'll drown my book.

The Tempest Act V Scene 1

As a poetic recapitulation, I offer the following analogy: Prospero’s journey from 

one island to another—the theatre to Burning Man, was his chance to break his staff and 

drown his book, for relinquishing these sources of illusory control disassembled the 

impossible frame separating inside from outside his world of dreams. When he no longer 

clung to his position in relation to a frame that divided known from unknown, the 

difference in-between the two, like his imaginary cloud-cap’d towers, dissolved into thin 

air. The paradox in this is that he could not have released difference into thin air, had he 

not already carved out that great divide with his commanding staff. My inquiry continues, 

around the making and unmaking of difference.

Fig. 3 Epidaurus and Burning Man
Fig 3a Epidaurus and Burning 
Man Woven Together



28

It was Peter Lichtenfels, my Practice as Research advisor, who first made the 

visual connection between Burning Man and the Theatre at Epidaurus. I had shown him 

an aerial image of Black Rock City, and when he asked me to find an image of Epidaurus 

(Fig. 3) so we could look at them side by side, we were both shocked by the similarities. I 

manipulated the images so they were both the same size, printed them out, and inserted 

them into Tempest Book. I experimented with several different ways of trying to merge 

the two images together, and the result was Fig. 3a, a weaving together of irregular strips 

that played with material displacement. In the parts of the image where Burning Man is 

present, the theatre is obscured, and vice versa. However, the obscured parts are not 

absent, but layered such that the eye might successfully fill in that image by imagining 

what lies underneath the top layer. 

I could not help but think of the Stonehenge ruins in this context; the stones that 

remain from the original structure are worn and weathered, and over several millennia, 

substantial portions of the monument have gone missing or crumbled away completely. 

However, the remains provide just enough information to give the imagination a story to 

follow in its attempt to complete and make sense of the previously intact structure. 

Fig. 4 Burning Man and 
Stonehenge

Fig. 4a Burning Man and Stonehenge 
Strips Interwoven
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Textuality becomes embodied intertextuality when we fill in these gaps with stories, as 

well as when we place narratives in close proximity so they may intermingle (Figs. 4, 4a).

Experimentation with weaving images led to experimentation with physically weaving 

text (Figs. 5, 5a), and I found, to my surprise, that the same conceptual blending occurred 

in both instances. I had expected printed words, being such direct representations of 

things, to fulfill less potential for new textuality to form, but the recombinations of words 

worked very much on the senses like the recombinations of images. While both processes 

had begun as the externalization of half-formed questions, I could see many possibilities 

in the results for working methodologies as a scholar and practitioner. It was much easier 

to comprehend the intertextuality of spaces separated by distance and time when I could 

observe the way they physically mingled in Tempest Book. Similarly, I could complicate 

written words more deeply by severing them from their assumed contexts, and 

rearranging them physically on the page, than I could by traditional editing.

Fig. 5 Woven Words Fig. 5a Woven Words detail
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The complexity of displaced text and images was so intriguing, I wished to push 

the concepts further by applying them to Tempest Book as an entire piece. The only way I 

could think to recombine elements of the book as a whole was to start by pulling it apart. 

One skill saw, one drill, several cuts, and dozens of holes later, my red book was in pieces 

(Fig. 6), and I set to stitching its parts back together in different places than they had 

occupied when they comprised a single piece (Fig. 6a). 

Something happened in the cutting and stitching of Tempest Book from cover-to-

cover, though, that had not occurred when slicing and rearranging individual pages and 

images. Cutting single layers of paper had little sensory affect, but cutting Tempest Book 

along its spine caused my pulse to quicken as if in empathetic response. I cringed and 

slightly averted my gaze when I cracked apart its cover and my throat tightened when I 

gouged thicks sections of pages with a skill saw. What was it about the book in its 

entirety that made cutting feel more like wounding? 

Fig. 6 Tempest Book in pieces Fig. 6a Tempest Book stitched together
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As I made further physical alterations to Tempest Book, I continued adding images 

and text to its pages and obscuring text with additional layers of text. At some point I 

realized that I had been impulsively adding images of my own body interacting with the 

book, and I believe now that I was in the early stages of drawing the connections between 

books and bodies, as possessing their own, peculiar anatomies:

      

In addition to images of my body, I noticed another impulsive, recurring theme in 

my painting. I had filled several pages with thread-like strands protruding from “holes,” 

done in brown paint that I had mixed by dribbling water over my entire watercolor palette 

and mashing together every remaining color and pigment, a sort of palette-wiping as 

palate-cleansing. I would start painting these little holes and threads and continue until 

the palette was clean, as if they served a vital purpose and I was obligated to paint them 

until there was no more pigment left:

Fig. 7a Hands in and on the bookFig. 7 Tempest Book in my lap
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Fig. 7 Strands between the 
exterior and the interior

Fig. 7a Strands between 
pages

Fig. 7b Strands across the 
divide
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In retrospect, I believe the threads resemble recently-broken strands that had been 

drawn taut until they snapped. What had once been connected was now severed, even as I 

stitched parts back together I could never uncut them. Because the effect these cuts had 

on my own body was so deep--not pain, exactly, but a definite sense of separation--and I 

expressed that physical displacement in painted images, I decided to push the concept 

further by cutting and reassembling paintings to see if their anatomies would function 

anything like Tempest Book’s. 

I chose an old painting of mine that I have had for over twenty years, an oil on 

canvas image of near-life-size men in rugby uniforms. At 4’ by 5’, the painting was too 

large and cumbersome to hang on the walls in most of the places I have lived over the 

past two decades, so most of my memories of the work involved finding space to store it 

in various garages, basements, or attics every time I relocated. I was nervous about 

cutting it, but convinced myself that this project would give it a new story, far more 

interesting than the story of a painting collecting dust in yet another garage. 

Fig. 9 Cutting the 
canvas off the 
stretcher

Fig. 9a Cutting the 
canvas into pages
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By the time I finished stitching together the pages of the painting/book, I knew 

that this project was far from over, and would see many incarnations in multiple pieces. I 

had also landed on a title that encompassed The Tempest production, Tempest Book, and 

MyBook, and would continue to evolve through different forms: “The Book Becomes the 

Body, the Body Becomes the Books.” Its latest installment is an experiment in the 

intertextuality of bodies and books via sound vibrations, MyBook 2:

Fig. 10 MyBook: The Painting 
Becomes the Book/Body

Fig. 10a Inside the Book/Body of 
MyBook

Fig. 11 Building MyBook 2 Fig. 11a The body of MyBook 2
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With the remnants of my painting of rugby player’s bodies, I fashioned the hollow 

body of a crude, stringed instrument by sawing apart the canvas stretcher, screwing the 

pieces together in an open cube formation, and enclosing all but the top by stretching and 

stitching painted canvas around the three-dimensional, wooden frame. I removed one 

steel string from my guitar, screwed it to the open cube, and anchored the other end with 

an empty thread spool so I could grip it with my hand and pull it tight enough to draw a 

bow across it. After trying several times to pull the string tight enough to “play,” I found 

that the easiest method was to lie on the floor, anchor the body with my feet, secure the 

string in my left hand, and bow with my right. By varying the tension in my left hand, I 

could alter the pitch, and by increasing or decreasing pressure on the bow, I could 

manipulate volume. In this position, the vibration of the string not only threw sound into 

the air to resonate in the body of the instrument, but also into my own body. Making 

sound together with my project crystallized the concept of books becoming bodies and 

bodies becoming books on several levels, for as I bowed the string connecting us, we 

Fig. 11b Feet anchoring MyBook2, 
left hand pulling steel string taut

Fig. 11c Right hand bowing, left hand 
holding steel string
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literally became one instrument--one body--displacing waves of sound. The sensory 

affect of the wailing notes changed with every subtle movement, intentional or 

unintentional, as I improvised within the song vibrating through me.  

I envisioned this hybrid instrument as a frame by which sound is made in order to 

connect it theoretically to the rest of my work thus far, because that gave me a clear view 

of the way its textuality--the music--could not be contained, included or excluded. Sound 

vibrations do not stay put. The frame could not make music unless it shifted; when no 

longer in motion, no new sound could be produced. My own frame--the position of my 

body as well as my embodied intent--when still, created silence. Music made of sound 

vibration shifted into music made of memory, and the pitch and character will continue to 

change as I remember that moment differently throughout time, and create different 

silences in between those spaces of memory. 

Conclusion 

 As I have stated several times, this project is far from over. I do not claim to have 

a thorough grasp of how fragments and frames operate theoretically, but at this point I 

know that I need to envision them in order to make sense of how I might use them or 

dissassemble them in the attempt to understand embodied heteroglossia. Often this means 

that I slip into dialectics so that I can observe concepts closely enough to find 

intersections that reach across frames and open up the liminal spaces that they hold 

steady. This critical reflection on my work is one frame that occupies, encloses, and 

overlaps many others in flux; the original project I had attempted and then rejected, the 
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startling relocation of The Tempest production from a small theatre in Reno, Nevada, to 

Burning Man in the Black Rock Desert, and the ongoing influence of the text, the 

experience, and the shifting memories on my current work. 

 It would have been simpler to excise a thin slice of this project, such as the span 

of time covering pre-production to closing night of The Tempest, and reflect upon what I 

learned as a director during those months, but that would have been too limiting. I am far 

more interested in methodologies of making meaning than weighing the triumphs and 

pitfalls of producing a “successful” play. Directing theatre is a thrilling and important part 

of my process as a practitioner, but it cannot be removed from the broader context of my 

critical research and other forms of Practice as Research. The Tempest, Burning Man, 

Tempest Book, MyBook, and MyBook 2 are all inextricable facets of questions around 

intertextuality and embodied heteroglossia, and how frames might work toward 

problematizing these concepts without reifying them. 

 To remind myself that stories never cease to change as time takes on flesh, I need 

only imagine how differently I might remember The Tempest, had Prospero not shocked 

me by showing up at Burning Man and set my imagination to opening up and fleshing out 

new spaces. At present, it is difficult to conceive of how time might drastically alter the 

story further, but I am certain that this will inevitably come to pass. 
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