Street Theater 101!      


Are you growing tired of the same old protests, vigils and pickets?  Is your message failing to get across and inspire others to take action?  Perhaps it is time to rediscover the creative potential of art in politics through the likes of street theater!   Long before there were newspapers, television, or websites, communities educated and organized themselves against evil forces through drama and story.  Even today, some of the most powerful and effective forms of expression remain those that a handful of people can perform with just a few simple props and a catchy idea.  Anyone else care to throw a lemon meringue pie at a greedy corporate head?

"Art is not a mirror to reflect reality, but a hammer with which to shape it." 

- Bertolt Brecht


Everyone - and I do mean, EVERYONE - has the innate capacity to be creative in public.  The problem is that we're often "trained" to deny the artistic subjective emotional half of our selves in favor of cold calculating "reason" - all the better to become cogs in the machine.  A good way to help ease shyer folks into street theater is to make it fun! - and besides, comedy is one of the best tactics to quickly knock elites off their high horse.   Street theater should always be flexible enough to accomodate most anybody, regardless of their level of confidence or experience - no drama degree or acting resume is required!   In fact, the best actions are often "open-ended" with a wide variety of possible roles and plenty of space for spontaneous participation.   Since symbols, metaphors, and rituals are the backbone of the most enduring traditions in every culture, incorporate them into your street theater whenever possible.  People can identify with them easily, and they are often less threatening because they are so familiar - though, you can always introduce an unexpected twist.  Welcome to Santa's Little Sweatshop! - where Mickey Eisner exploits children to make toys and clothes for Disney's Xmas Celebration...

"The unconscious wants truth.  It ceases to speak to those who want something 

else more than truth." - Adrienne Rich


It's good to agree on a specific topic beforehand that has captured a lot of recent media attention and/or is already fairly wellknown in your community.   Criticizing a long litany of social woes or explaining the finer details of disarmament negotiations are probably not good street theater topics.   Also, you don't need a cast of thousands or even dozens.   While more is always merrier, just a few people can have a great action - particularly if you pick a time and place where sympathetic "spect-actors" may join in if encouraged to do so.   Don't limit yourself to the obvious street corners and public parks - why not try a school cafeteria at lunchtime, a subway station during rush hour, a shopping mall during the holiday season, a laundromat on the weekend, stalled traffic near a major highway?   Often you can help "spike" the crowd with curious posters, handbills, stickers, or sidewalk chalkings done beforehand.   Free Cake! - 12:OO Noon Fri. on the Quad...  You can also try having an old-style "barker" - someone who's role it is to shout and convince passerbys to come and see what's up - though often you can get the same effect through live music or other intriguing noise.  Why are there cows stampeding  and mooing angrily near the Monsanto recruiting session?

"Human salvation lies in the hands of the creatively maladjusted." 

- Martin Luther King Jr.


When it comes to scripts and props, usually less is better.  People's creativity often gets hobbled by having too many lines to memorize or objects to manipulate, though a large elaborate puppet (Oh, No - it's Sprawl monster on the rampage, eating family farmers and green space...) could be the very center of the whole action!   Try to be as informal, extemporaneous, and participatory in your dialogue as possible - you can even "plant" a few friends in the crowd ready to respond to help get the audience going.  Costumes are actually very easy to make or acquire - using cardboard, second-hand clothing, uniforms, etc.   Don't worry about being too obvious - go ahead and hang a sign saying "Regent" around your neck along with wearing a loud tie, smoking a cigar, and handing out $500 bills!  Most importantly, DO NOT reproduce racist, sexist, homophobic, or xenophobic stereotypes in your street theater - in fact, make a conscious effort to counteract such!    For example, when you do a "Marriage from Hell" skit, why not have a man play the University (as "bride") and a woman play the Pentagon (as "groom").  Also, steer away from street theater that is too close to real life - staging a death squad "abduction" on a busy street with toy guns and fake blood may not get you the type of reaction you want from casual passerbys or - more importantly - police officers.

"Theater is a vocation for all human beings; it is the true nature of humanity."

-Augusto Boal


Some final helpful notes - try to keep your action relatively short and pithy so people clearly get the message but don't have time enough to get bored.   The same skit can actually be performed several times in different locales over the course of one hour, depending on your energy level.   Also, try to stay in character throughout your entire performance - regardless of unexpected interruptions.  If some passerby starts heckling or you are confronted by "law-and-order" types, just incorporate their remark/presence into your action.  It looks really foolish when authority figures have to argue with a puppet!  Your action should be long over before they have time to get orders from above on just what to do anyway.  And remember - ALWAYS - have some factsheet, action alert, or more detailed information to distribute during your street theater so it's not just a flash-in-the-pan phenomenom for passerbys.  Your whole goal is to educate, inspire, and activate - not just yourselves but others, too!

Some Good Resources:

Adbusters magazine. tel. #800-663-1243   www.adbusters.com
Art and Revolution  www.artandrevolution.org

Boal, Augusto.  Theater of the Oppressed.

Boyd, Andrew.  The Activist Cookbook - Creative Actions for a Fair Economy.  


United For a Fair Economy.  tel. #617-423-2148  www.stw.org

Bread and Puppet Theater  tel. #802-525-3031

Cohen-Cruz, Jan.  Disturbing the Peace:  20th Century Radical Street Performance.

Earth First! Journal.  tel. #541-344-8004   www.envirolink.org/orgs/ef

Felshin, Nina.  But is it Art?: The Spirit of Art as Activism.

Guerrilla Girls.  www.voyagerco.com/gg/gg.html
Heart of the Beast Puppet and Mask Theater.  Puppet Cookbook.  tel.#612-721-7174

Hedeman, Ed.  War Resisters League Organizer's Manual.  War Resisters League.  

tel #212-228-0450  www.nonvilence.org/wrl/
Kershaw, Baz.  Politics of Performance.  

Klein, Maxine.  Theater for the 98%.

Lesnick, Henry.  Guerrilla Street Theater (great 1960s SDS manual – UW Infoshop can get you a copy if your library doesn’t have it:  tel. #608-262-9036)

Mason, Bim.  Street Theater and Other Outdoor Performance.

Monty Python movies! - laugh and learn!

RE/Search magazine - esp. #11 "Pranks- Devios Deeds and Mischievous Mirth"  tel. #415-771-7117

Ruby, K.  Wise Fool Basics- Handbook of Core Techniques. Wise Fool Puppet Intervention  tel. #415-905-5958   www.zetgeist.net/wfca/wisefool

Sainer, Arthur.  Radical Theater Notebook.

San Franciso Mime Troupe  tel. #415-285-1717

