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SNTION OF THE Donner
Party sends a  shiver
down the spine of nn_)su

who know the chilling
story of the California-bound wagon
tritin.

During the winter of 1846, the
group became snowbound in the
Sierra Nevada Mountains. Starva-
tion in the frozen wilderness drove
meimbers of the party to cannibal-
ism, and this macabre fact unfairly
dominates popular legends about the
Hl-fated group,

What happened 10 the Donner Par-
v of settlers and why it happened
challenges all Americans. The Qak-
land University Center for the Arts
will present the Michigan premiere
of FHubert Blau's impressionistic
play "The Donner Party™ on Friday-
Sunday, Feb. 2-4 and 9-11, at Varner
Studio Theatre on canipus in Roches-
ter Hills, {Tickets are $8 for adults,
$4 for scnior citizens and students,
$3 for OU students. For ticket infor-
mation call the box office at 370-
3013).

Director T. Andrew Aston says,
"The presence of cannibalism is
there in the play but it's not a maln
focus, From the point of view of cv-
erybody (in the Donner Party), they
did what they could 1o stay alive,
and cannibalism was a last, desper-
ale step,

“MORE IMPORTANT is the total
impact of being misled by a young
guide named Lansford W. Hastings.
He'd written 2 book on a new,
sharter reuts across the mauntalns,
hut had never, in fact, taken the
rail”

The Donner Parly believed In
Hastings and in his book. At Fort
Bridger they broke off from the es-
tablished Oregon Trail 1o follow his
new route. Unexamined belief was
the mistake that led to tragedy.

Using the motif and music of a
syuare dance, plus folk songs —
some traditional music and some
composed for the play by cast mem-
ber Michael Ameloot — the play re-
lates the settlers’ high hopes and
naive expeclations when they set out
in laden Conestoga wagons for the
promised land of California.

It documents thelr gritty practi-
cality in the face of hardshlps on the
Jaurney and, most important, shows
how misplaced trust tn Hastings and
simple bad timing in getting over the
mouniains before snow blocked the
passes conspired against the group
(29 men, 15 women and 43 children).
Only 47 of the original 87 reached
Cahfornia.

.
Michael Ameloot is the Caller in “The Donner
Party” by Herbert Blau, which is having ils

The square dance provides mare
1k ) musical framewark. Aston
says, “The allemande left and grand
cight and lefl raise the whole ques-
tion of how the wagon train's well
being hinges on turning left at Fort
Bridger.”

FOLK INSTRUMENTS from the
mid 1B00s — concertina, dulcimer
and recorder played by Anne and
Bob Burns — accompany the songs
and lend an authentic sound to the
historical story that challenges the
audicnce 1o ask, “What would I have
done in the circutnstances?"

Aston says, “I hope the play caus-
s a level of uncomfortableness, that
it ignites inquiry,” Into the moral
question of trust and the need to
question authority, “I hope It has an
after-burner elfect.”

Blau’s experimenta) play alludes
1o histerical facts known about the
crosstng, but he chooses (o tell the
story by overlapping images (even
including some about 20th century
mishaps) to ereate a theatrical col-
lage of impressions. A linear unra-
velling of the tale would be easier to
{follow, especially for those not fa-
miliar with trials of the journcy —
Sioux and Patute Indians stealing the
oxen, a broken leg, a knifing, two
banishments and a long, parched trip
across the Great Salt Desert.

Speeches in the play often overlap.
Several dialogues run simultancous-

[ S o e e S G

L LT L T T T ]

For
wian.l.,

! Bring a Lion-size Appetite
! To Our Sunday Brunch.

B Youean really pileaton 1l St |\ 1II||| Iulllln ¢ brunel Pln\nlln :\ .
: R P
[] l1|l'|hl"'-|||\,|(|'\~u'|‘|,\:lnl|
i ! i FLLAD for

] [l\lh- |||u~l |\I\h~|v|.llllllxl‘llllll:ll\l\'lll'h'l'll: :ll:ll:"\:hlllu o

] leve n more edeant

]

I

i

I

1

1

Hudson B

Sheraton
Southfield
Hotel

e sy st T

Spee
Introductory
Ofter

or ﬂllv‘lmlh‘l

4.
any s olten

Iy and the nine members in the en.
semble cast play multiple roles
cluding those of oxen and Indians.
Sometimes  accents change mid-
speech as an actor shifts from a
crusty, cantapkerous German 10 an
American prairie farmer.

Members of the ensemble compa-
ay include area residents Mary Kay
Geb of Rochester Hills and Sheita
Lyle of Rochester. Also in the east
are Michael Ameloot, Donald Martin
Anderson, Scott Berry, Catherine
Blood, M.J. Hoffman, Betty Monroe,
Corey Skaggs, Allen Verscheure and
Tracy Wade. The impressionistic
telling sacrifices abselute plot clari-
ty for the emetional impact of accu-
mulating impressions that resonate
in the mind with the color and poig-
nancy of memories.

“IT STUCK In my mind all these
years," Aston says of the first time
he saw “The Donner Party” per-
formed in 1962. In Mincapolis after
a tiring day, he stumbled uvpon a
midnight production of the play per-
formed by Kraken, a prolessional
theater ensemble. “It was a riveting
perfarmance, and the play scemed a
fine, hanest vehicle, tedling the des.
perate struggles of our forefathers.”

More than 20 years later when As-
ton was Jooking for a challenging
new play, memory of that produc-
tion sent him in search of the seript
and its auther,
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Michigan premiere at Oakland Universily's
Varner Sludic Theatre.

Herbert Blau is renowned as an
outspoken critic and  writer on
American thealer, as a scholar who
until_his recent retirement headed
the Center for 20th Century Studies
at the University of Wisconsin at
Milwaukee, and as first managing
director of the Lincain Center for the
Performing Arts.

Blau had locked the play :ma) so
it could never be produced a
cause he believes theater can onl) be
alive in the present moment — 10
record and publish plays for produc-
tion other times and places negates
that essential premise of the present
moment.

Aston st out to ask Blau te permit
2 new production of “The Donner
Party” despite Blau's philosophical
stand. After several months of jn-
qulry, ke finally tracked Blae down
on sabbatical in Parls and received
reluctant permission to produce the
play and a promise to send a script.

The skeleton script arrived with
no stage directions whatsoever and
with occasional blank spaces noting
that lines need to be improvised. As-
ton welcomed the challenge.

"NEW SHOWS requlre a signifi-
cant level of creatlvity. This one
needed an cnokmous amount of cho-
reography because the script doesa't
provide any. There's a different
level of creatlve though process
when working on a script that hasn't
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Memories of ‘The Donner Party’ lead to

Director T. Andrew Aston first saw the powertul druna back in
1962, He never forgot it and recenily urged the playwriaht o let
him direct a new production.

already been ferreted out,” Aston
says.

Part of his creative process in-
velved reading Blaw’s acclaimed
books on theater, “The Impossible
Theater: A Manifesto” and “Take Up
the Bodies: Theater at the Vanishing
Paint.” Blau thinks past experiences
contlnue to haunt and affect the
present. He calls those past events
and expericnces hovering over the
present “ghostings.” Asten stee;
himself not only In Blaw's philesophy
but also in writings about the Donner
Party’s crossing doecumented in the
book “Ordeal by Hunger."

Next, Aston set out to stimulate
his cast members to think about
their own blological heritages, to

help them know their bloodlines and
“'be present with the past.”

He says, "As we listened to them
tell stories (about their ancestars),
we could ask questions they couldn't
answer." One actor knew he was
part Indian, but he didn’t know what
tribe. The exercise sent the cast
foraging in old scrapbooks and
researching family histories as they
got in closer touch with thelr own
bloodlines.

Photos in the Studio Theatre lobby
identifying the cast also will take a
heritage perspective. Instead of list-
ing the usval performing credits,
captions beneath each photo will de-
scribe family roots of the player.
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Metropolitan Opera National Council
Great Lakes Regionat Auditions

Sunday, Februaey -, 2 PM
Rackham Auditorium, 100 Farnsworth at Woodward

OPEN TO THE PUBLIC AT NO CHARGE.

Sponsored by Maccahiees Life tsurance Comspany i assockation
wlhh Michigan Opera Theatre,

A luxurious two room-suite complete with living
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