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HE STYLE of actor/play-
wright Gary Aylesworth's
work, which he sometimes re-
-f75 to as “passionately serious com-
edy,” might be described as opera
compressed. Though his dramas,
such as “The Matador Club,” “Ker-
ouac-e!," "The Bohemian Club” or
“The Doom Folk," are crowded with
characters, portrayals are accom-
plished by one or two actors — usu-
ally Aylesworth and his partner, Pe-
ter Newton, who also pruvides mu-
sic scores.

Aylesworth's latest, “1 Was a
Go-Go Dancer for Gurdjieff,” open-
ing Friday at the New Perl’urmanﬂe
Gallery, is lavishly staffed, by com-
parison. In addition to Aylesworth
and Newton, it stars Harriet Schif-
fer in the title role of a spiritual
seeker in the Summer of Love who
uses her body to pay for nurturing
her soul.

Although playing multiple
characters in his own works has be-
come one of Aylesworth's signa-
tures since he moved to the Bay
Area In late 1982, it is an invention
that evolved out of necessity, he
said recently in the cool whitewash-
ed interior of the New Performance
Uallery. Given his druthers, he

d enjoy seeing more actors on-
stage fleshing out the parts he has

Gary Aylesworth’s "'l Was a Go-Go
Dancer for Gurdjieff” opens Friday at
Mew Performance Gallery, 3153 17th
Stresl,

so prolifically created (seven works ed in a spiritual quest via the teach-
in 4% years), and would like tostage ings of the Russian writer/mystic
them in venues larger than his usu- G.I Gurdjieff, the woman said a
group she had joined allegedly to

al

“I covet the Greek Theater mrer]
in Berkeley," he said. "I've always
thought of my works as a strange
cross between Aristophanes, Euripi-
des and Charles Ludlam.”

The classical Greek play-
wrights figured in Aylesworth's lit-
erature studies at the University of
Wisconsin at Madison, and also in
his long apprenticeship with the
much-respected Broom Street The-
ater in Madison. Ten years ago, he
was part of a pareddown Broom
Street Theater version of Aristopha-
nes' "Clouds" that substituted for'
the play's ancient Greek subjects
modern-day Wisconsin figures —
specifically, a fundamentalist
preacher who, Aylesworth said, was
anti-equal rights and anti-civil
rights. The production created a lo-
cal controversy, he said.

It also has been a hallmark of
Aylesworth's particular mode to ad-
dress issues of the community in
which he locates. Thus, works su[:h
as “Matador Club,”" “Kerouac-

{ study his method had given her an
ce that amounted to “a

| one-night stand of the soul.”

FTER the physical excesses

of the early "60s, the woman

sald, she had been looking
for a means to cleanse her body of
drugs and attend to the spiritual
life. The Gurdjieff group seemed a
likely vehicle, but its demands for
monthly dues were beyond her
means. One member pointed her
toward work as a topless go-go danc-
er — high pay for relatively brief
work — and that involvement led to
other work as an actress in X-rated
films, The Gurdjieff group, howev-
er, turned out to be abusive both
physically and psychologically, the
story goes, and at length the woman
left it.

Having heard the tale, Ayles-
worth said, he told his newfound
inamorata, " ‘T could do a play about
that'. 1 don't know how seriously
she, or I, took it” at the time, he said,
‘but the story engaged his imagina-

* tion and later, after the relationship

{pronounced “ker-oo-wacky”) and ended, the Phi’-'mﬂk shape.

“The Bohemian Club" have center-
ed on various Bay Area connections,
though reaching for more universal
aims.

Acknowledging their “nonreal-
ist” stance, he added, “My plays al-
ways have three points: autobiogra-
phy, biocgraphy and historical ele-
ments.” Thus, "Bohemian Club"
deals with the century-old Sonoma.

County retreat where power fig-'
ures of the national government se-
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quester themselves annually for a
romp in the redwoods; “Matador
Club" deals with activities in a
mythical San Francisco haunt from
a novel by Barnaby Conrad; and
“Kerouac-ie!" takes up the legend of
the late beat generation figure and
his San Francisco followers.

“Doom Folk," Aylesworth's last
production, was more autoblo-

i graphical than most, having to do

with the adopted playwright's
search for his natural mother, but

Aylesworth, 38, transformed his
personal journey into a vastly ex-
tended metaphor for the human
condition.

“Go-Go Dancer” came about, he

woman with whom he had had a
relatively new relationship. Having

‘mentioned that she once was involv-

said, from a chance remark by a’

He saw it not only as a point of
history — “It was part of the Sum-
mer of Love; there was a cultural
revolution here that has more of a
tie to Jonestown and Jim Jones than
it does to patchoull oil and tie-dyed
T-shirts" — but also a part of larger
cultural issues. " ‘Go-Go’ Is also the
story of an adult child of alcohol-
fes,” he said, “the issue of how adult
children get into cults — especially
in that Summer of Love."

When Aylesworth came to the
Bay Area from Wisconsin, he said,
he had served an arduous appren-
ticeship in the theater, completed a
half-dozen full-length scripts and
considered himself unusually well-
versed in his profession. His recep-
tion in San Francisco was not what
he had imagined. "Nobody cared,”
he remembered. “In a way, it was
like starting over, and I resented it
very much.”

The realization forced him
back on his own resources, he said,
and he began the work that was to
result gradually in a certain recog-
nition. He began winning local
awards for his work. "Just the fact
of doing seven plays in four or five
years here is a crucible in which the

other [negative] stuff burns away,"
he said. “Otherwise, you couldn't
concentrate on the work that needs
doing. And I might not have devel-
oped had 1 been slurped up by a
major repertory company here,
which is what [ kinda expected.”

Aylesworth in performance isa
remarkable combination of energy
and control, switching all at once
from characterization to character-
ization, by voice, physical stance
and suggestion of costume. About
five years ago, he took up the study
of tai ch'i chuan, the ancient Chi-
nese “moving meditation” whose
mental and physical enhancement
have made it a favorite among per-
forming artists. His last, and per-
haps most demanding play to date,
“Doom Folk,” was attended by his
tai ch'i teacher, Aylesworth said —
a man not long removed from Chi-
na, whose command of English was
not yet in the range of Aylesworth's
rapid, wvariously accented and
pitched dialogue. “But he said to
me, 'l like this one; your energy is
very low'," meaning centered and
grounded.

“That was greater to me than
praise from critics,” he said. [ |




