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Oral History “A Go-Go”

In the back seat of my mother’s 1949 Plymouth, I am jumping up in down.  I am enraged, because my older brother gets to go to kindergarten.

Peering up the long staircase of the ballet studio in front of me, the musty smell of the old floorboards makes me feel anxious and curious at the same time.

I wake up to the sound of Torah chants. I’ve fallen asleep at Yom Kippur Services again.  Climbing back onto the hard wooden pew, I look around me at the spare, even austere Quaker Friends Meetinghouse that, for me, is the first spiritual location I can remember.

All of these experiences from my childhood are sparked by kinesthetic, olfactory, auditory and visual sense memory.  If we agree with Professor Howard Gardner’s research on multiple intelligences at Harvard University, our experience of the world is a complex and intertwined series of multiple sensory phenomena.  If we agree that history is comprised of a collection of memories teased into narratives, it is incumbent on us to acknowledge and incorporate those complex embodied experiences into the construction of memory and of history.

This task isn’t easy. In contemporary Western European culture, we have inherited a highly visual worldview since the Enlightenment. This worldview separates the self from the object viewed constructing an objective stance that de-emphasizes our embodied presence within the complex phenomenon of experience.  In an increasingly virtual world, embodied presence becomes even more elusive.  We have become global travelers, where understanding the context for our experience is more and more daunting.  No wonder we crave for a simpler, less complex, stripped down narrative.  

But in this struggle to retain our bodies as primary conduits for both receiving and sending messages, for collecting and creating experience, we are in danger of losing ourselves and each other in the work of doing history.  How can we recuperate our embodied selves?  How can we retain the full sensorium of experience of human action in the world?  How can this fuller, more expressive experience intersect in the project of doing and making history?  This has been my practice as both a working dance artist and as a public scholar using oral history methods.  

When I danced in San Francisco for over twenty years, I became part of a family.  This family depended on each other both on and off the stage.  You don’t produce a performance by yourself, mostly.  You rely on other people:  lighting designers who promise not to turn off the lights, costumers who promise to not let your pants fall down around your ankles, musicians who promise to play, performers who promise to catch you in the middle of the air.  I had a performer friend who, during a dance we were in together about Virginia Woolf, would rush around the stage and, at just the right moment, show up behind me.  Without seeing him behind me, I would jump up and back into his arms, trusting he’d be there.

One day he wasn’t there.  We weren’t performing on stage at the time.  What I mean is that one day he just retired.  He was 27 years old.  He just disappeared. What happened?  Was he sick? Yes, he had AIDS.  I called him up and he yelled at me, “How did you find out?!”  And I said, “Because I want to take care of you.  I want to help you record your life in dance.  Can I do an oral history for you?”  He agreed. And we spent a year recording his life history as he become more ill, and eventually began to lose his memory.  Frank Everett died at age 28 in San Francisco in 1992.  

Here is part of his story in dance.  In 1994 I choreographed a solo dance titled Muscle Memory in which Frank’s oral history was featured.  The following excerpt from Muscle Memory’s performance script includes several fragments from Frank’s narrative, combined to perform his increasing difficulty remembering due to an AIDS-related infection:

I finally got to do a solo.

Each solo had a theme and the theme I did was “panic.”

I tried so hard to express “panic.”  Finally! Something real

Panic took me over , my legs wouldn’t move over the side of the bed MOM?  I have to go to the hospital and I have to go...

…now I'm into the section of the dance where I repeat to the left and then again to the back...

The car lurched forward. 

Why did I need to go to the hospital?  I couldn’t remember...

Up and over the hill, down 27th, past Church, past Army, I was lost…

...jumping and falling, into the ground and up again into the air.

I crumpled up the paper bag I brought to throw up in.

Mom handled the car as we tumbled stage right, flex the foot.  Feel the heel work its way into the floor.  STOP.  LOOK.  Nowhere looks right.  

Don't let them put me on machines, please don’t put me on machines,

I can't live on machines.

... the street tilts, the floor slides away, the legs shift like a knife cutting through a paper bag.  

We're nearing the end of a rather short composition.

Weave a last diagonal, up and over the curb, onto the sidewalk. 

Weave each gesture carefully over a shadowed brow.

The Mozart swells, I am leaving my life. 

With a glance, back out slowly, facing forward.

Backing out.  Face forward.

It’s over. 

I don’t want it to be over.

Frank’s oral history is one of nearly seventy lives living on a shelf at the Museum of Performance and Design in San Francisco.  On that shelf are bound transcripts of dancers from Cambodia, Brazil, Mexico, New Mexico, Daly City, Berkeley, San Francisco and more.  Sitting together, they seem to talk to one another:  “You met me in 1942 in Wisconsin.”  “I danced with you in New York in 1952.”  “I saw you perform in San Francisco in 1962.”  And so on.  I like it that these lives are intertwined.  As an archive, they’re a pretty articulate bunch.  

But some died young of congestive heart failure, of hepatitis, or of Kaposi’s Sarcoma; some of them live on with post-traumatic stress syndrome, the shadow of breast or pancreatic cancer, or HIV.  Some are alive still at age eighty-eight, some died alone in a hospice, some died at home wishing their children would visit, while we sat by their bedside with a tape recorder.  All of them were grateful to speak about their lives in the performing arts and their unique experience of using embodied action to express themselves in their social and historical contexts.  These voices and their embodied experience needed representation in the historical record.  

What is a career in dance?  It is an ephemeral career.  The dances exist in bodies and minds, briefly on stage, and then no longer.  Or the dance gets passed along to a new generation as best we can. Like Coastal Pomo Native Lanny Pinola who recruited his entire extended family to recover the Strawberry Festival dances in Marin County California from near extinction, Lanny whose house burned down in the middle of his interview process.  Or Madame Kong The’ap who lives in a single-room occupancy hotel in the Tenderloin in San Francisco and spends her nights reliving the murder of her husband, walking to Thailand with three bags of rice and her children, refugee camps in the Philippines, coming to America, suffering from migraines and beading her child dancers’ costumes, bead by bead, as therapy.  She is one of very few classically trained Cambodian dancers left in the world. Dancers and other performers live in a world that goes away.

At Legacy we record their challenges, their triumphs, their embodied experiences of training, falling down, their successes at flying through the air.  How they managed under the best and the worst of circumstances, during war, exile, illness. All of these experiences deserve recognition, to be remembered, and be recuperated back into the historical record.  

My mission, since founding Legacy in 1988, has been to collect these stories for future generations.  Each audio and video tape, each photo, each transcript strives to describe these ephemeral experiences and place them in historical context. War, famine, refugees, dancing for Pavlova at the age of six, helping raise Joan Baez, seeing your grandfather shot by Pancho Villa, being part of the Summer of Love, being part of Ground Zero of the AIDS epidemic in San Francisco; dancing in public about that.

But I am also concerned for other stories about embodied experience.  The midwives in Britain who, when asked what they did to save breech babies, did this (gestures in silence, demonstrating reaching, twisting and pulling…).  Manual laborers like Al Zampa who survived a fall while helping build the Golden Gate Bridge.  Beyond the dancers, those others whose lives of the body who also deserve to be heard and be part of the tapestry of history.

Al Zampa’s story lives on in Berkeley playwright Isabel Maynard’s Ace.  Written as a solo play, Ace was produced by Talespinners Theater in San Francisco with my friend Jan dancing the part.  Entwined within a set of suspended ropes on stage, Jan in her worker’s togs, hard hat and tool belt swung from rope to rope, never falling until that one instance. Caught and suspended in air, her monologue captures the embodied experience of surviving a fall most do not.  But Al Zampa’s story is more than that fall, it is a story of ironworkers and manual labor, and their sacrifices to the effort of improving our nation’s infrastructure at great personal risk.

Or my friend Sara Felder’s play Keeping Up With The Joans.  Over a period of two years, Sara recorded the oral histories of three well-known physical comediennes in the Bay Area performing arts:  Joan Holden, Joan Shirle and Joan Mankin.  Each experiences the struggle for career success and recognition within the context of family life and the social justice imperatives of their time.  These women’s lives are difficult; their heroic efforts to balance personal and activist lives with the demands of a performing career are brought into relief in Felder’s play.  For example, one Joan can’t justify writing plays for the San Francisco Mime Troupe that critique class struggle.  How can she write authentically if she hasn’t personally experienced the proletariat?  She leaves her position at the Mime Troupe and joins the working class, learning welding as her embodied craft.  The playwright’s stroke of genius is bringing in other “Joans”:  Joan Rivers can’t understand what the big deal about sacrifice: “Why not sell out? It’s more fun!” But Joan of Arc recognizes their struggle; she understands and decides to confirm these contemporary Joans by knighting them on stage:  sword held high over the kneeling Joans: “Will you accept and do honor…”  The performance transcends each individual biography toward a transcendent theme, dedicating one’s life is all.  

Oral history-based performances in dance, theater and music provide a unique opportunity to recover embodied lives on stage through a physical medium.  As sociologist Pierre Bourdieu suggests in his text The Logic of Practice, document a practice in the world by using the same logic of that practice.  Embodied lives need oral history to follow their logic. Another excerpt from Muscle Memory:

“Listen.

Listen.  What is it like to listen?

I will take your pulse and press it onto this magnetic tape

Will you wander?  Will you waver?

I will stand behind you and hold you lightly in my arms with my voice 

Until you rest... assured.   Or not.

I await your nervous laughter, a shift in your seat away from me, away from what we are here for.

Will reel you in with my eyes, my voice, my will to hear… 

what is unsaid, what must be said, what is said in that taut muscle, 

that sagging cheek, that viral eye

Trust me.  Trust me.   Who are you?  Who are you?  Who you are.

Don’t forget, remember...

A clue slips sideways and surfaces after you’ve gone. 

After, I lie awake, voices pour through me:  poverty, shame, all kinds, including the shames of success.

While you dream…  of mother and fathers


a spanking


a graveyard


American Bandstand


children of the Pueblo


dust storms in the central valley


T-cells, naming the T-cells


the sound and smells of a Wilmington Delaware YWCA

Relax,


Dream

You will forget

But not before I reach out, cup my hands and scoop, live from your body


still pulsing, breathing, gasping


HISTORY
history

history.”

Like any good oral historian, I will now to link my individual experiences to larger events and trends in the world around me. This talk today is a performance of that logic, the glory of oral history that recognizes the role of every voice and body, being and becoming in the world.  Being and becoming a world.

In Chela Sandoval’s text Methodology of the Oppressed, she says, “…people are the words the social order speaks.” (35).  Let me parse this statement with you.  Sandoval is not accepting these conditions, but stating a trusim about oppression.  The rest of her book articulates how to refuse that statement: how we must resist being a people that is spoken for; how each of us must speak for ourselves, and name that oppression the social order imposes on us.  So that we can push back. 

I want to go further.  I want “the people” to dissolve into persons.  Individual persons who, by themselves, maybe two by two, maybe in families or small groups, articulate for themselves who they are.  And who they aren’t.  

As Della Pollock notes in her introduction to Exceptional Spaces, we must reject “the people” as an undifferentiated mass.  Persons are a much more heterogeneous bunch.  Individuals resist being identified as a nameless group.  And, as individuals, persons have identities that well up, not as speech, but in actions.  Actions are what drive becoming in the world.  Actions precipitate identity.  Even more, because actions generate identity, identities change all the time.  They morph into something else, new ways of being and becoming, as circumstances change and choices get made.  These changeable identities resist being spoken for because they are already speaking for themselves. And, more so, acting for themselves as embodied agents in the world, making decisions, making change, making history.

Instead of “The people are the words the social order speaks,” here’s what I want to say:  “People are actors, acting for themselves, every moment of their lives.  These actions create the social order.”  That’s my utopia.  Let’s use the embodied project of oral history interviews to support this vision, to record that dynamism of individual lives responding to the world, being and becoming.

Sandoval goes on to say:  “Some forms of music, speech and gesture…represent the desire to regain that realm through the determination to use Signs, by stretching or breaking the equation between Signifier and Signified insofar as this link has come to take on the appearance of “nature” (93-94).  Here Sandoval is saying:  making art resists being spoken for.  Making art especially challenges the social order’s insistence that their way is the “natural” way to be.  Artists create works in all genres that stretch to the breaking point the false semiotics of “naturalness.”  Artists make complex works that require interpretation by each and every audience member, on their own terms.  Thse works remind us that we are active agents in becoming ourselves. Let’s use oral history to make those kinds of art, performances that reveal the active agency of individual lives, being and becoming.

So, to conclude:  when I was teaching in New Zealand in 2006, I took a introductory course in Maori language.  Let me contextualize the scene.  We met on Thursday evenings at the marae, a sacred space built in the middle of Auckland University’s campus.  You enter, take off your shoes, and step into a large room framed in huge wooden beams and columns.  Every piece of wood is carved, one of the glories of traditional Maori art practice.  You are surrounded by the pantheon of gods and their expressions are, alternately, impassioned and dispassionate.  Each god is embedded within a natural landscape, describing their role in the creation of the world.  Their eyes glitter, embedded with bits of iridescent oyster shell.  It’s an awesome space.  But the teachers are warm and kind; my favorite part is learning language through movement and song.  They teach and we learn numbers, and basic nouns through clapping games and singing competitions.  

One fascinating aspect of the Maori language is that verbs are often conjugated differently depending on what perspective you hold.  For example, if you’re hunting, you will conjugate your verb depending on whether you are vertical and your visual sense is about five feet high, or whether you’re crawling on the ground.  In fact, your entire hunting experience depends on your aro-aro.  This is the bubble of space you carry around with you, as you use your heightened senses to hunt.  Contrary to expectations, the size of your aro-aro is not fixed, based on how far you see.  Your aro-aro is dynamic, depending on what sense you are focusing on:  your sense of smell has a certain length reach into the environment.  Your sense of hearing is more three-dimensional, expanding vertically and extensively behind you.  Your sense of touch is close in, but your visual sense extends far in front, less far to the periphery of your vision, and absent behind you.  As you move through the environment, your aro-aro changes depending on your sensory experience.  

I love this idea.  What I love most about this idea is that it is dynamic, based on real-time embodied experience, and the language reflects this.  Whenever a verb is doubled, like aro-aro, or reti-reti (Maori for skiing) and other active embodied verbs, the language doubles up, to emphasize that dynamism.

Let me return to Della Pollock’s introduction to Exceptional Spaces.  Her final point was to make history “go.”  Activate history by recognizing the heterogeneous actions of many individuals in historical narrative.  I want to go further:  Like the Maori, let’s make history “go-go.”  In fact, let’s use the power of oral history to go-go, as an embodied act that dynamically represents the logic of our narrators’ active being and becoming in the world.   

First, like Legacy and other projects like it, let’s recognize actions in the world that get less attention because they are complex and dynamic ways of being and becoming: Make oral history “go-go” FOR performance artists and other embodied lives like them.  

Second, let’s see oral history “go-go” AS performance, full of lively bodies changing before our eyes, embodied within the interview process itself. 

Third, let’s make oral history “go-go” IN performance. With our oral histories, we can recuperate embodied actions in the world, recognizing what is more than meets the visualeye.  Through lively art-making, help our audiences wake up to their own agency.

Let’s recognize oral history as performance, for performers, in performance.  

Oral History A GO-GO.  

Start now.  

GO! 

Jeff Friedman Ph.D.

Department of Dance

Mason Gross School of the Arts

Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey

