“Swimming to Spalding, Swimming with Schechner: On Losing and Finding One’s Way.”
Over ten years ago, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett introduced our incoming class to
“Performance Studies” by means of Richard Schechner’s provocative metaphor:
The sidewinder rattlesnake moves across the desert floor by contracting and
extending itself in a sideways motion. Wherever this beautiful reptile points, it is not
going there. Such indirection is often characteristic of performance studies.1
Here, I will revisit Schechner’s image of the sidewinder’s circuitous progress, exploring its
relevance to how he guides performers and scholars. My point of departure will be
Swimming to Spalding, a monologue written and performed by Lián Amaris, and directed by
Schechner at the HERE Arts Center from 6-20 December 2009.
I will first explain the trans-generational connections at the heart of Swimming to
Spalding.2 Like Schechner, Amaris felt a strong connection to Gray’s body of work. In 2008,
she decided to engage with Gray’s legendary monologue, Swimming to Cambodia (1987), by
retracing his path through Thailand. Amaris asked Schechner to direct her monologue, which
narrates a year of her own life—taking us from Thailand to Colorado to New Orleans, and
then circuitously to Afghanistan, Iraq, and Kosovo.
My study of how Swimming to Spalding follows (and loses) the trail of Gray’s original
will also consider the risks that Amaris and Schechner take in reconstructing Gray’s journey.
Where they interact most complexly with Gray’s legacy is through their negotiations with
the social dilemma of suicide. I explore the pedagogical and political implications of
approaching Gray’s life story from the perspective of a sidewinder. In short, what can we
learn about Schechner’s approach to teaching and making theatre by accompanying him and
Amaris as they meander through Gray’s darkness?
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