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About Spalding Gray:


“Spalding is breaking brand new ground with this book. He has accomplished the most difficult task for a writer—to speak for himself with no frills and no pretense. There’s no one to compare him to, so don’t try.”

— SAM SHEPARD




“Even praising Spalding Gray, reviewers never quite know what to call him—an actor, a monologuist … a WASP Woody Allen … a ‘spaced-out Norman Rockwell’ … ‘Road Worrier.’ … The effect is of an infinity of layered truths and time frames: A Chinese nesting toy or an intricate trick box.”

— THE PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER MAGAZINE




“He has the self-mocking seriousness of a Chevy Chase, the impishness of Steve Martin, Dan Aykroyd’s talent for mimicry, and Bill Murray’s gift for riding a comic riff into uncharted territory…. He’s a male Lily Tomlin.”

—THE BOSTON PHOENIX




“Hilarious … fascinating … inimitable … an avant-garde Dick Cavett.”

— THE SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE




“He has the observant charms of a Chaucer or a Dickens and a remarkable retention for the auxiliary details of a remembered incident.”

—THE CHICAGO SUN-TIMES




About Sex and Death to the Age 14:

“Though the time is the 1950’s, the mood is closer to ‘Penrod’ than ‘Grease.’ … A disarming mixture of the innocent and the libertine. Gray is one of the most candid confessors since Frank Harris.”

—Mel Gussow, THE NEW YORK TIMES




About Booze, Cars, and College Girls:

“Soho’s answer to those who mourn the lack of ‘naked human presence’ and coherent narrative in avant-garde theatre. The audience’s pleasure comes from filling in the meaning Gray’s avoided with our own experiences, using his undigested anecdotes and provocative ellipses to spur our own reveries.”

— THE VILLAGE VOICE




About 47 Beds:

“An exhilarating roller coaster ride…. Gray details an odyssey from Rhode Island to Florida to Greece and back. What emerges is a portrait of a man no more at loose ends than most of us—a man without an anchor, drifting in and out of focus, always suspecting that he is missing something … a portrait as useful as it is entertaining.”

— THE LOS ANGELES HERALD EXAMINER




About Travels through New England:

“A rambling Spalding Gray-hound tour to a forefathers’ and Willy Loman’s territory…. It signifies both the return of the native and an invasion by a hip open-hearted alien … a cross, perhaps, between David Letterman and Andy Warhol.”

—THE BOSTON PHOENIX




About Nobody Wanted to Sit Behind a Desk:

“Packed with humor and atmosphere…. It’s ‘How I Spent My Summer Vacation’ elevated to the realm of art….A poignant and uproariously funny coda about Gray’s elusive father brings us gently back to earth—closing the excursion with a masterful touch of the profoundly personal sharing that is the unique hallmark of all Gray’s work.”

—THE CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR
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PREFACE

Stories seem to fly to me and stick. They are always out there, coming in. We exist in a fabric of personal stories. All culture, all civilization is an artful web, a human puzzle, a colorful quilt patched together to lay over raw indifferent nature. So I never wonder whether, if a tree falls in the forest, will anyone hear it. Rather, who will tell about it?

While I was a student at Emerson College in Boston, I worked at The Katherine Gibbs School at night. I got into the habit of telling the story of my day, at the end of each day, while I ran the dishwasher or worked the garbage truck. So my first audience was made up of reformed alcoholic ex—Merchant Marines, a bevy of female Irish Catholic cooks and a few Emerson students who, luckily for me, were good listeners.

When I went to work at a small theater in Saratoga, New York, this habit of telling stories from my daily life continued. We all lived in a converted old whorehouse with sagging brown silk ceilings, wall-to-wall carpeting and no furniture. The whole situation was so wild that I fled to the sanctuary of Skidmore College, just up the road. There I met Elizabeth LeCompte, an arts major, and began telling her my stories in her studio while she worked and listened. It felt as if I was peeling them off and dropping them in her lap so I could breathe again.

In 1967 Liz and I began living together on Sixth Street and Avenue D on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. I was collecting thirty-two dollars a week in unemployment and Liz worked selling postcards at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. I survived on these personal stories. At the time I never thought of writing them down. We didn’t even have a desk in the apartment and I wasn’t a very good speller.

During my first years in New York I fell into a free theater workshop run by Joyce Aaron, a member of the Open Theatre. One day she asked us to do an exercise where we stood up and told a personal story as fast as we could. If we blanked out or ran out of personal memories we were to jam, like a jazz musician, on a particular word or phrase until a new passage came. To my surprise, when it was my turn I experienced a memory film, a series of rather mundane events that had occurred during the previous week. I had no trouble editing or selecting which material to use as I spoke. The images came into my mind in vivid frames and I was able to describe it all in perfect detail. When I sat down, Joyce said, “Very interesting. Who wrote that monologue for you?”

It was ten years before I returned to that form. In the meantime, I became more and more involved with the underground experimental theater world of the late sixties and seventies, which was heavily influenced by Artaud and Grotowski; narrative form was given little space to flourish. It was a time of deconstruction of texts. We worked with occasional words sandwiched between a piece of howl and a slice of grunt. I loved it. It opened me up in a completely new way and words went into deep hibernation.

In 1970 I joined up with Richard Schechner and the Performance Group. Liz LeCompte joined shortly thereafter. After five very productive years working with the group, Liz and I and several others broke off to form The Wooster Group. The work of The Wooster Group was radically different but Richard still remained a strong influence for me. He was the first director to tell me to be myself first, before I thought of acting a role or taking on a character. This was both a real challenge and very therapeutic. I was ready now to express myself and that is what I did with and under the direction of Liz LeCompte in our trilogy, Three Places in Rhode Island. The first work, Sakonnet Point, performed in 1975, was a silent mood piece which represented the child before speech. The next work, Rumstick Road, was about the child learning to speak by listening and imitating. It was based on a series of audio tapes I’d made of my family. The work evolved as a docudrama in which we improvised a series of actions using the family audio tapes as background text. Eventually these improvisations were set and scored.

During my performances in Rumstick Road I took on no outside character. I referred to myself as Spalding Gray. I actually stepped forward to address the audience directly and told a few personal stories, not unlike the wonderfully mundane Haikus in John Cage’s A Year from Monday. In Nayatt School, the third part of the trilogy, the monologue form I’d been developing found its full expression. Much of Nayatt School was based on a deconstruction of T.S. Eliot’s The Cocktail Party, and at the beginning of the piece I performed a short monologue about my relationship to that play while sitting at a long wooden table. The other members of The Wooster Group were my first audience. Each day when I’d come in for rehearsal they would ask me to tell it again, and I did, while Liz taped it. Each day it was embellished and edited and grew as a text until at last we transcribed it.

After we completed Three Places in Rhode Island I felt I had come to the end of the group collaborative process. It had been a turbulently productive time, during which I began to keep a daily diary. The performances became my public autobiography and my private thoughts went into diary form. I felt the diary might be a way of taking full responsibility for my life, and also a more therapeutic way of splitting off a part of my self to observe another part. It was the development of a writer’s consciousness. I tried to write mainly about detail of fact and action, rather than emotions. This report became like a Christmas tree, the structure upon which I could later hang my feelings, like ornaments.

I kept this diary for seven years without missing a day. It was invaluable training for recording personal detail, but also seemed the perfect assurance against slipping into a life of regret. I could refer back to it and see a clear map of the consequences of my actions.

In 1978 I went to the University of Santa Cruz to teach a summer workshop in performance. Until that time I’d been working with a group in a windowless art house, a world that to some extent referred only to itself. Now I saw vivid stories coming at me from the outside. While in Santa Cruz, I began to sit in on a class taught by Amelie Rorty, called “The Philosophy of Emotions.” It was her enthusiasm and energy that attracted me. One day after class I was talking to Amelie about my diary and about how I felt that I’d come to the end of a way of working, that I didn’t know where to turn next. Because my work had stopped I had a feeling that the world was also coming to an end. I told her I thought we had come to the end of the white middle-class world as we knew it. She took me at my word and said, “Well, Spalding, during the collapse of Rome, the last artists were the chroniclers.” And all the bells went off inside me. Of course, I thought. I’ll chronicle my life, but I’ll do it orally, because to write it down would be in bad faith, it would mean I believed in a future. Also, it would be just another product cluttering up the world, not to mention destroying all the trees needed to make paper for the books. Each performance was to be a personal epitaph. Each night my personal history would disappear on a breath.

I returned to The Performing Garage in 1979, imbued with this Sturm und Drang spirit, perhaps a Germanic reaction to sunny California. I began my first monologue, “Sex and Death to the Age 14,” but this time I was performing solo, and I took the idea of that long table from Nayatt School and shrank it down to the size of a desk. I sat behind that desk with a little notebook containing an outline of all I could remember about sex and death up until I was 14 years old.

The first night maybe fifteen people came to the Garage and the monologue ran about forty minutes. The next night the audience was a little larger and so was the monologue. I tape-recorded each performance, played it back the following morning and made adjustments in my outline. It wasn’t as though I was having new memories as much as remembering things I had long forgotten. The monologue grew to an hour and twenty minutes, and when I stopped it there, my memories continued into a second monologue, “Booze, Cars, and College Girls.”

This process led to the creation of ten monologues. None of them had been written down prior to peformance; they always came together in front of the audience, and perhaps they never would have been written at all if Melanie Fleishman from Random House hadn’t approached me. At first I was intimidated by the idea and thought that I would have to take the stories in each monologue and rewrite them. When I tried to do this I found I no longer had my own voice. My writing was derivative and imitative. It was then that Melanie and I decided to rework the transcripts from my performances and turn them into writing. She wanted to preserve the original breath and rhythm of my voice, which had its own life in the transcripts. Melanie’s input was very valuable to me. She came at this sprawling mess of words with the sharp eye of a skilled editor, and I thank her for that.

These six monologues are a section of an ongoing oral history, within which I include myself, of course, and all the others who have been a part of “our” history along the way. All of my stories are a reporting of actual events, sometimes slightly embellished, a memory of the memory. As much as I would have liked to maintain actual names (I do feel that a rose by any other name would smell quite different), I have changed most names and adjusted some circumstances to protect the privacy of certain individuals. While rewriting the manuscript I was careful to meditate on the memory of the actual person in order to find the right fictional name to represent what I felt to be his or her essence.

The whole process of writing these stories down has been very healing, to the extent that it has projected me into a future. And although this cannot fully assure a future, it has at least created one for me to move toward, as I watch it race ahead before me.

Spalding Gray
December 1985
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