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Accusing and Engaging the Audience through Theatrefm: Griselda

Gambaro's Information for Foreigners

Selena Burns (New York University)

Information for Foreignerswritten by Argentine playwright Griselda Gambar1971 and
1972, reads more like a tour through a hauntedenthen a stage play. In the preliminary stage
directions, it is suggested that the play shouke galace “in a two story residential house with
empty rooms, some of which interconnect, and pasgags, some dark and some crudely lit’
(Gambaro 69)The audience is to be divided into groups who edgetthrough the house (and thus
through each of the twenty scenes scripted by Geohly guides. “I ask that you stay together
and remain silent. Careful on the stairs,” sayshequide before breaking off with his or her
group to witness the scenes in a different ordeti] the final scene where all the groups gather
together (Gambaro 70-71). However, rather thando&d into rooms with ghosts and ghouls
and peeled-grape eyeballs, Gambaro’s unsuspedigajré audience is lead through a horror
house of torture. They are taken past prisonersambdept locked in vertical wooden boxes and
into rooms where they view sometimes highly re@liahd sometimes highly theatrical scenes of
torture, abduction, punishment, and deference thoaitly. Some of the scenes they witness are
recreations of incidents being reported in Argesdim newspapers of the time.

In 1971 and 1972, incidents of disappearances arndré¢ of civilians labelled as
dissident were indeed being reported in the mdulia,at that time, play translator Marguerite
Feitlowitz suggests, there were both Argentiniamsl non-Argentinians who were either

actively ignoring such reports or accepting thd-trath explanations for it— thus prompting the
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ironic title of the play (Feitlowitz 6). Accordin Antonius Robben in his anthropological study
of political violence in Argentina, torture and &dippearances” of criminal suspects, both
common and political, had occurred in the courttrptighout the 2D century irregardless of the
particular government in power, with torture tumgpimto a “routine practice” in 1970, as
guerrilla organizations rose in number (Robben 216)1976 under the Videla military junta, a
reign of terror lasting through the early 19804 tteane to be known as Argentina’s “Dirty War”
would begin, during which time as many as 30,0@@ens labelled as left-wing subversives by
the government were arrested, tortured, and ofterdened or “disappeared” (Taylor, “Theatre
and Terrorism” 207). Gambaro, who had thematicaltidressed political disappearances in
previous works, including in her more traditionadiftaged playrhe Wallswritten in 1963 and
performed in Buenos Aires in 19¢6ambaro 14), is seen as somewhat prophetic asthora
though she explains this as stemming from her bieingd into the data “floating around” in her
role as artist (Betsko 188).

Why in 1971 did Gambaro move to an experimentaradtive play structure to explore
the escalating situation of human rights violationé\rgentina? Robben notes that in 1971, there
was a marked increase in the number of disappessaand that the system of abduction, torture
and disappearance that the Videla junta would Etstematize and expand was already in place
by 1973 (263-264). Marguerite Feitlowitz arguest tmmbaro’s work “.....is a combative
theatre, and grows out of the belief that the huowaition can change” (3). If this is so, then it
is possible that ilnformation for ForeignersGambaro is responding to the escalating political
and artistic repression by escalating the intensityner communication with her audience.
Information for Foreignerstands apart from Gambaro’s earlier works on dipgctof political

violence in that, in combining an experimental pemade play structure with unusual
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presentational modes, it attempts to harness tierent interactive possibilities of the theatrical
medium in order to not just present information &hehs, but to actively critique the audience,
and to create opportunity for reflection and mdima for action. One of the concepts Gambaro
presents through these means and asks theatrefgoemsgage with is the idea that state
sponsored torture is a performance for which thgeAtine citizens are the complicit audience.

In keeping with the ideas of dramatic theorist Rich Schechner, who describes
performance as a continuum that ranges from tliititvaal staged theatre performance to “life”
performances such as public events and demonsisafechechner 41), Diana Taylor, in her
afterword to Marguerite Feitlowitz’s translation tfiree of Gambaro’s playsTlie Walls
Information for Foreignersand her 1986 plajntigona Furiosa argues that spectacle of arrest
and torture in Argentina is a real life performanicéended to demonstrate the authority of the
military and police to the public. She notes thaintbaro deliberately mirrors this performance
of torture in her plays of the 1960s and 1970srdepto “expose the theatricality of Argentinean
political violence” (Taylor, “Violent Displays” 161 In Information for Foreigners this is
explored not through narrative storytelling, butotigh the staging of a variety of scenes
representing experiments, children’s games, abohgtiand torture, that are seemingly
unconnected to one another, except that they exiheséheatrical nature of those techniques
used by those in power to control, persuade aed@l. Furthermore, in this play Gambaro uses
interactive techniques in order to comment on ttiece of being a silent observer to these
theatrics. In one scene for example (scene fopublication, but the order the audience might
see it in varies), Gambaro does this by recredtieginfamous Stanley Milgram psychology

experiment conducted at Yale University in 19612.96
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Stanley Milgram, in an attempt to discover why &éeras so little resistance to authority
and so much complicity in Nazi Germany, designe@xgreriment intended to test obedience to
authority. He attempted to see how far subjectsldvgo when instructed by a scientist in a
techniciars coat to “teach” another supposed subject by zapghiem with increasing volts of
electricity every time they missed an answer onoedvassociation game. In Milgram’s original
experiment, the “student” subject was an actor #mal electrical volts were not actually
delivered, but the student would scream in paimetones driving the “teacher” subject to tears
as he or she continued to deliver shocks of inangaslue in deference to the instructions of the
scientist (Milgram 13-26). Sociologist Erving Gofim, whose ideas provided a foundation for
the theories of Schechner, pointed out that perdoces take place in everyday life that indicate
rank or power. Furniture and décor might servesagriery” and “setting” presented to make an
impression while clothing might serve as a “costuthat indicates the hierarchical “role” one
will play in interaction with others (Goffman 22-R4ccordingly, in Gambaro’s reproduction of
the Milgram experiment in a room in her house afdis, she places emphasis in her stage notes
on the laboratory accoutrements and the lab codheo“setting” and “costume” of authority in
the experiment, thus highlighting the legitimizatiof inflicted pain through costumes and
institutional settings of authority (Gambaro 74-75)

Further, Gambaro plays with some of the word ass$iotis used in the learning game in
order to connect the scene to current events iretnga. “Nation-Germany” and “torture-
dissuasion” are initially given as word pairs by ttientist. At one point the “student” subject,
who has been screaming in pain as he is “electedtun response to wrong answers, is asked to
recall which word was originally paired with Natioand given the multiple choice options

“prison, bars, Germany, torture”. He ends up scregmArgentina” as the answer rather than
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Germany. At the end of the scene, the scientlata® to the audience that 85% of subjects in
Germany and 66% in the U.S. went up to the maxinwattage of 450 volts in Milgram’s
original experiments. Further, he informs the andéethat many of Milgram’s subjects, when
debriefed after the experiment, claimed lack opoesibility for their actions due to the fact they
were only following the rules. The guide quicklyhess the theatregoers out with chiding words
to the scientist: “Don’t wear out the audience sthexperiments took place in Germany and the
U.S. Here among ourselves it would be unthinkabkesurd,” (Gambaro 84). In recreating
Milgram’s experiment and explicitly suggesting pkla to Argentina, Gambaro enacts a
commentary on torture as a performance, enhanceddiymes and settings of authority. At the
same time, by having her actors break the fourtth avel acknowledge the role of the audience
as spectator, Gambaro implies an uncomfortable exiiom between her theatre audience and
the public who turns a blind eye to what is happgnin Argentina —suggesting that citizens who
accept the arrest and torture of political dissidesut of respect for rules and authority are
complicit in their torture or death.

Torture as performance and audience complicityals®@ explored in scenes more directly
and explicitly tied to the particularities of thieustion in Argentina. In another scene in the play
(scene 3), a clearly terrified woman sits in a chdiile a man establishes his control over her
with language and gestures of intimidation. Evenghhe says to her is a performance, but one
designed for her to see through. His words takettheir own seem benign and possibly even
kind: At one point he says to her “What a messy fiiethe tub but don’t put any of the towels.
Was it [the water] warm (Gambaro 72)?” What is ewidfrom thesubtext of the scene,
however, is that the bath is clearly for holding tirlI's head down under dirty water, a torture

method that was used on the “disappeared” politméoners in Argentina (Robben 217).
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Further, seemingly innocent comments to the girlthg man such as “Don’'t you have a
boyfriend,” become suggestive of implied threatrage through his physical caresses, alluding
to women political prisoners being frequent rapetins of their guards (Robben 227). Both the
man and the girl reference the presence of theeaadiin this scene, with the man pointing to
the spectators and offering the false comfort atolds his gun “Nothing will happen to you.
There are lots of people. They're watching us” (®aro 73). Later, when the man tells the girl
to go to the bathroom her response is a humiliatéerence to her exposure to an audience:
“They’re watching me (Gambaro 73).” Gambaro in $gene uses the breaking down of barriers
between the audience and the actors to commenherethics of being an audience to the
theatrics of torture, as the theatregoers becommkat in the gir’'shumiliation in their role as
silent, passive observers. The author takes adyamtthe interpersonal nature of the theatrical
medium in order to move the relationship betweenttrturers, the tortured and the Argentine
public into the same shared physical space. Ingdey Gambaro confronts the theatre audience
with the active role the inactive public plays lnre tface of human rights abuses.

As her use of audience-actor interaction indicatesot just through the content of the
scenes that Gambaro presents in the various robiie douse but through the “guided tour”
format of the play that the playwright makes hemaotentary on citizen inactivity in the face of
government sponsored torture. Gambaro manage$ote tileatregoers to be engaged in typical
and expected modes of audience behaviour (her stage specifically indicate that they should
never be forced to participate) while simultanepigkingadvantage of the power of the shared
actor-audience space to implicate the audienchdrattion of the play. One can guess that the
cognitive dissonance between the physical proxitaitguffering and the adherence to regulated

modes of audience behavigan audience member on a guided tour typically dmesnterfere
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in the presentation) has the potential to inspiser of witness guilt in audience members. The
interactive elements of the play related to itaufist and tour guide” format seem designed to
foster and enhance such guilt. For example, atetite of scene seven, the theatregoers are
offered wine and refreshments (all included in phiee of the ticket) by an usherette just after
they have witnessed another scene between th@rggdner and the guard, in which she has
clearly recently been tortured and begs “I'm thyitsivhile raising her hands to the audience
(Gambaro 90).

One might assume thd#his creation of witness guilt in the audience nsline with
Aristotelian notions of creating pity and fear retspectator, or even an Artaudian eruption and
reformation, yet the goal of Gambaro does not steebe purging these emotions or providing a
type of therapy, but rather politically harnessihngm. Gambaro says of Argentine theatre: “Our
theatre is [...] connected with a social element andplays deal directly with a political and
social content. We also believe that society is ifradzle, changeable” (Betsko 195). She adds in
response to the relationship between the audiemtédner plays “I believe that all theatre means
to produce not shock but a response in the spectdtccould be an emotional response or a
rational, sensible response” (Betsko 196). In kegpvith this aim, Gambaro also, at several
points, seems to use what might be described ashBaa distancing techniques in order to
prompt the audience not just to feel, but alsohioki Brecht suggests techniques such as
unrealistic and exaggerated costumes and gestui@siér to “alienate” the spectators from the
action on stage in order to allow them to thinkicailly about what they are seeing (BretB6-
47). In her recreations of disappearances repantédgentine newspapers, Gambaro frequently
uses stage directions and modes of presentationevdie calls for exaggerated acting. For

example, the stage directions for scene 9 read:
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The room is lit with a rosy light. Four chairshdre is a group comprising a man,

a woman, and two other adults, disguised as cijdaegirl and a boy. Their

makeup is exaggerated and their clothes are chedgar. The MOTHER is

sewing, the FATHER is seated a little apart and@hHLDREN are playing at

throwing a hoop.

On the far side of the room are the CHIEF and t@dIEEMEN. They sit very

erect with their arms crossed over their chestse dharacters act very broadly, a

little like marionettes. The tone is grossly exagged. (Gambaro 92)

This is a scene of an arrest, but it is preseniéd aver the top falseness, including gestures that
are described as being like those from a heroiree sitent movie. Other highly stylized scenes
that seem intended to remind the audience they are observing performance include an
abduction scene staged as a musical comedy (sd¢ramd a scene in which an actress who has
supposedly just been killed is told in the stagedions to make it obvious she is “only acting”
and still alive (scene 13).

In addition to potentially providing the audiencembers with moments of emotional
distance where they can think and reflect rathan the caught up in feeling, the very artificiality
of the abduction recreation scenes seems to commenthe trustworthiness (or rather
untrustworthiness) of the official story being toidthose papers and recounted by the guides.
Rosalea Postma points out in her 1980 article, ¢8@and Spectator in the Theatre of Griselda
Gambaro,” that ininformation for Foreignersthe guides are frequently telling the audience
deliberate lies. Postma notes that from the firstmant of the play the audience must see the
guides as untrustworthy, when they claim they wtst'anyone in who is younger than 18, older
than 36 or younger than 35 (but let in everyone whgs) and claim there will be no foul
language in the play (while proceeding to use atgieal themselves) (Postma 39). Because the

audience is put in a position of being dependartherguides and deferent to their authority, the

play itself then reflects the wider political sitioem of those reading news vetted by the
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Argentine government. The artificiality of certaolramatized scenes juxtaposed with the
“explanation for foreigners” extracted from realnspapers and police blotters and delivered by
these untrustworthy guides certainly seems a pointenmentary on the untrustworthiness of
Argentinean authorities. Further, it calls attentio the lies the audience members (be they in
Argentina or abroad) must tell themselves in otdeacquiesce to being guided by untrustworthy
authorities.

On the other hand, in spite of these unrealistneintswhich it would seem to cause
distancing and space for analysis and reflectioa,particular environmental theatre context in
which Gambaro places the audience may indeed peoaokemotional response rather than a
critical one even to such exaggeratedly presemaliecenes. After all, “distanced” performance
is juxtaposed with excerpts the guide reads frara stories taken from Argentinean newspapers.
This juxtaposition highlights the fact that the ise® being presented, in spite of all the costumes
and fake acting being used to represent thema&emtfrom events that are real. Thus, the aim is
perhaps not necessarily, or at least not only, l8ra&c “alienation” or distancing as much, as
once again, an attempt to provide an interactivevmentary on the reaction of a passive
audience to the political spectacle of arrest andite. What does it mean after all if you are able
to distance yourself from this performance of alidunc murder or torture which is based on
eventsthat are actually occurring in your own country elgrbecause of the stylized means
through which the information is delivered to yoWhat does it mean if you are able to distance
yourself from the reports of the disappearances ngad in the news? Is there a difference?
Gambaro’s play begs the question of whether otlmpublic has a reciprocal obligation to the

news and to the arts —that of not being uncritsiént and passive consumers.
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In Information for ForeignersGambaro exposes what was happening to Argentiistsar
and journalists in 1971 in a scene recreating duwent arrest of troupe of actors, whom she
shows performingOthello at the time of their arrest. She also presentsathesting officers as
themselves speaking lines fro@thello, again exposing the performative nature of theddct
arrest and perhaps (through her choic®tfelloin particular) indicating the harm to innocents
based on false information that was then occuringrgentina. At the end of this scene, the
guide informs the audience that all the membeth®facting troupe plus a journalist were jailed
for 9 months before being absolved. The 1980 Orgdioin of American States Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights in their “Report on 8iiation of Human Rights in Argentina”
confirms that, even before 1976 and the militamgtguthat officially started the Dirty Warr,
newspapers were subject to government censorsHippamalists were being arrested, detained
and probably tortured (Inter-American CommissionHuman Rights, Chapter VII, pars. B1,
D1-D2). According to the Report, by 1980, with thety War well underway, the press was
“refraining from assigning any importance to th@éaations’ involving the seizure of citizens
regarded as terrorists or subversive elements dwdlhorities” and refusing to print paid insert
lists of the missing which even the commission dbed as “understandable in light of the
circumstances” (Inter-American Commission on Hunkaghts, Chapter VII, par. B2). If real
information does not lead to action and clearlysdalnformation is met with passivity and
acceptance —is the audience also complicit in ¢pgmthful news and truthful political art
altogether?

The multitude of questions that are brought up mBaro’s play seem particularly
relevant to a contemporary US audienadeo, particularly since 2004, have been exposed to

media images and reports of US soldiers and irgatoos torturing detainees in Abu Gharib and
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Guantanamo, from the April 28, 2068 Minutes lltelevision news magazine report and May
10, 2004 Seymour Hersh New Yorker article that broke story in mainstream media by
revealing photographs of Abu Gharib torture victins the recent March 312007 New York
Timesarticle detailing the experience of a prisoner wéjgorted that he made a false confession
at Guantanamo after being tortured (Liptak and Mfils A10). Does the distance provided by
the mediated nature of these images and stories thakn easier to ignore? Is it too easy to turn
away from a painful media image —to turn off thiewesion or avoid clicking on a link— to be an
audience who goes back to their wine and refresksvadter being rushed away from witnessing
something unpleasant? Are we complicit in the tertif we watch someone’s humiliation
without acting, or if we accept political spin watlt questioning it? Can the interpersonal,
proximal and potentially interactive nature of ttieglay a role in creating citizen reflection and
action by confronting them face to face with thelitg of torture? Can it do so by highlighting
the fact that a silent spectator performs acticendwy their lack of action? Can theatre provide
an alternative to making news consumers complicé victim’s torture through their role as an
audience to humiliating photographs? Can theatrea bgnique tool for combating citizen
complacency about human rights violations? Cegawith the multitude of new plays
surrounding the issue of torture —including thoaedd on real stories of contemporary human
rights violations, such auantanamo: Honor Bound to Defend Freedaohe 2004 ethnodrama
by UK playwrights Victoria Brittain and Gillian Slo— the question is an important one. Are
such plays “preaching to the choirgs Chicago Tribunecritic Chris Jones indicated of
Guantanaman its original London production (Jones)? We ntighagine that the response that
Information for Foreignersmplicitly gives to this accusation is that knoadge that something is

happening and belief that it is wrong does not yngaition.It is worth noting that Slovo’s words
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about the urgency of the themes of her own playesthe major theme of Gambaro’s play.
“We are all complicit,” says Slovo. “If it raisessdussion, that is the way art can effect change”
(Rourke).

“| ask that you stay together and remain silear® the words that begin her play, but
Gambaro herself harnesses the possibilities offtbatrical medium to try to get the audience —
be they Argentinian, or those outside Argentinascmonming the news and free to act with fewer
restrictions— to do just the opposite: to resigharity, to stand apart from the crowd and to
speak for change as she herself does as an bhtigte the contemporarguantanamowhich
has been performed not only in the UK but in sdvaigor US cities, including Washington DC,
Information for Foreignergould not be performed inside the country the plag written about
at the time it was written as it would have put #ughor’s family in Argentina at risk. Gambaro
smuggled the play out with her when she went ixiteen 1977, and copies circulated on the
international scene (Feitlowitz 6). The play was$ poablished in her home country until 1987,
four years after the restoration of democracy igeftina, and as late as 1992, twenty years after
it was written, the play had still never been proetli (Feitlowitz 6). Today however, the play
gets produced both in Argentina and abroad. Jusintly, in March 2006, the city of Junin,
Argentina included an adaptation bfformation for Foreignersby El Groupo Experimental
Teatro in its “week of memory” events commemoratthgse affected by the March 1976
military coup that started the Dirty War (“Noticiasin the US, City College at CUNY (City
University of New York) put on the play in March @D (“CUNY Events Calendar”), and in
April 2007, the Undergraduate Theatre Associatibtha University of Wisconsin at Madison
staged a full production of the play (“ProductianThe current interest in mounting the play in

US perhaps indicates that students and artiststifiatithe play indeed speaks to contemporary
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US political issues in a uniquely powerful way. ¥iga Lantz, director of the Wisconsin
production commented on what they hope to accomplith their own distinct staging choices,
“I am hoping to walk a fine line between comfortdadiscomfort [...] hopefully taking the
conversation of the play outside the time and spdi¢he performance and connect discussions
to present-day oppression and antagonism.” Thirsy-five years after it was written, the play
continues to raise questions about the citizen&s ae spectator in human rights violations and to
serve as an example of the potential power ofhibattical form to speak for action and change

on an individual, national and global level.
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