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ABSTRACT 

As a director and theatre artist, I want my creative work as a storyteller to 

illuminate myth. The beauty of myth transcends all cultural boundaries by revealing, 

through the art of storytelling, the universal within the particular, thus illuminating the 

foundation of our common experience. Playwright Rajiv Joseph is a consummate 

contemporary mythmaker.  Whether rooted in the troubled desires of adolescence 

(Gruesome Playground Injuries,) or in our fascination with classical antiquity and our 

own contemporary nightmares, (Monsters at the Door), or  Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad 

Zoo - a fantastic war-torn tale of a broken world adrift and lost in translation, his vision is 

muscularly metatheatrical. Stylistically, Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo delves into 

what Joseph himself describes as magical realism, and in my thesis production, I was 

wanted to explore how magical realism could be deployed as a theatrical convention, 

particularly in relation to space. The Tiger is a character that is written in the spirit of the 

epic, and I used similar conventions in style and clarified actions with my cast. By using 

video projection mapping as a design concept, I attempted to juxtapose Joseph’s 

hyperrealism with his vision of the fantastic. By fracturing the contemporary imagery of 

the day – the remnants of our myths driven the media and technology impress false needs 

that can only be fulfilled through consumerism and – and reconstruct them, I wanted to 

engender a objective reation from the audience. 

In Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, Rajiv Joseph has artfully conjured a caustic 

and cautionary tale that provocatively questions the very end of faith.  This is a story 

of our time and all time; a postmodern theatrical myth that powerfully transcends the 

broken landscape of its exotic cultural boundaries. It is difficult to view Iraq today, and 

fail to view Joseph’s play as frighteningly prescient. As a nation, we have fractured 

ourselves; as a species, we have forgotten our prayers; as a planet, we are all lost in 

translation. Those ideas are at the heart of my interpretation of the play. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: AN AFFINITY FOR MYTH 

"The individual has to find an aspect of myth that relates to his own life…Myth 
opens the world to the dimension of mystery, to the realization of the mystery that 
underlies all forms. If you lose that, you don't have a mythology." (Campbell p. 
38) 
 

In Search of a Thesis (and self) 

In the fall of 2013, as I began to narrow down my list of plays to do for my thesis, 

my colleague Elizabeth Carlson and I were hip-deep in Joseph Campbell and his Power 

of Myth. Doug Wager, the Head of Grad Directing at the time, and current Associate 

Dean for Temple’s Center for the Arts, had devised an entire semester devoted to 

exploring myth in our work. Our discussions were lively as we dissected both Campbell’s 

groundbreaking tract, as well as Bill Moyer’s award-winning treatment of Campbell’s 

theories in his documentary Joseph Campbell and the Power of Myth. This was in 

addition to contrasting and paralleling it to Thomas Moore’s Care of the Soul, as well 

discussing Jonathan Gottschall’s The Storytelling Animal: How Stories Make Us Human, 

a wonderful book that explores the transformative power of storytelling and how it 

shapes our lives. Yes, we were in search of “Big Idea” storytelling.  

I was mulling several plays for my thesis, titles from one end of the spectrum to 

the other. At one point, I was leaning very heavily towards Lucy Pribble’s Enron. On the 

opposite end was Lear. Or, maybe I’d revisit Odets, I thought, a playwright I have a 

special affinity for, and finally direct Golden Boy. However, I had started reading more of 

Rajiv’s Joseph’s work the previous summer. I had seen a really great production of 

Gruesome Playground Injuries, and was very conscious of his most recent Broadway 
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production of Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. After reading the play, seeing a 

recording of it at Lincoln Center Library, and finally, covering the play in our Twenty-

First Century Theatrical Forms class with Professor Robert Hedley, I added Bengal Tiger 

at the Baghdad Zoo to my shortlist as well.  

While working in Doug’s Directing Practicum that fall, I took a serious look at 

my life and work as an artist. As a theatre artist – or as Doug would have us call 

ourselves, “citizen artist” – I have developed a deep affinity for myth, particularly when it 

is contemporized and made relevant for today’s audiences – put in our wheelhouse so-to-

speak. As an actor, one of my fondest experiences was in a production of Mary 

Zimmerman’s Metamorphoses. The original NYC Broadway production premiered in the 

weeks 9/11 and was a spiritual salve for a city in mourning a national tragedy. Obviously, 

putting nearly14,000 gallons of water on stage is going have a profound impact for both 

actor and spectator. Yet, it was how Ovid’s myths transcended historical and national 

contexts that made the piece so compelling. The regional production I was in beget in me 

a fascination for myth. The director, Maggie Mancinelli-Cahill, an eventual mentor, was 

also instrumental in turning me on to Joseph Campbell, Peter Brooks and how to use 

myth as a vehicle for greater storytelling. I began to explore myth as a tool; how can it be 

deployed as a social device; how can it provide hypercontextual commentary. The stories 

are always compelling, but a contemporary subversion could force the audience to 

consider their own role in how things played out.  

Prior to that experience, I worked on a concept album that was steeped in myth 

and contemporary culture. As described by the irascible former rockstar and dear friend 

Lo Faber, “it is a progressive, rock'n'roll comic book-opera, based on Greek mythology, 
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Twenty-first century politics, and the question of what it means to be a rock star.” Faber 

now has a PhD in History from Princeton and teaches at history at Loyalla University in 

New Orleans. He quite literally jazzed me up when it came to contemporized myth. 

Theatre was where I got to explore and exploit it. 

When I interviewed with Temple, I expressed exactly those ideas in my meeting 

with Doug and other members of the faculty. I was interested exploring myth, not only in 

extant works, but also in newer plays. I also expressed my dismay at the state of our 

country post-9/11, confessing that the national tragedy had a profound affect on me, not 

only as an artist, but also as a human being. Faber’s music and tale, which I was so 

inspired by, was a direct response to the chilling direction our country took mere months 

after we claimed to be a united nation. I remember taking stock, and making a more 

concerted effort to participate more directly in the theatre as an artist. At that time, I 

wasn’t serious about actually making a living in the theatre, treating it more as a 

passionate fancy. Yet, after those towers fell, the image forever seared in my 

subconscious, I made a conscious decision to work harder as an artist – that it needed to 

mean more. My life in the theatre needed to mean more, have a lasting impact, not only 

me, but the lives that came into contact with my work. Thusly, I began to work harder, I 

read more plays, began to study the art form more diligently. In a short time, I became a 

professional working actor and member of Actors Equity, finished a double major in 

Theatre and English literature, and ultimately ended up in Doug Wager’s office waxing 

poetical about myth, Joe Campbell and how we can be better citizen artists. 
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Developing an Aesthetic 

"The artist is the one who communicates myth for today. But he has to be an artist 
who understands mythology and humanity and isn't simply a sociologist with a 
program for you." (Campbell, 1988, p. 122) 

 

I made several discoveries that semester. I was starting to better understand my 

work as a director, as a citizen artist. I knew I was only interested in telling stories that 

audiences could connect to on a more human level. Of course, this sounds rather cliché 

and trite, but its grounded in truth. Through our collective work that semester, we 

discovered that the penchant for storytelling is not merely based on entertaining one 

another, and ourselves but is, in fact, an evolutionary and biophysical component. Thank 

you Mr. Gottschall, and your amazing Storytelling Animal! As Gottschall (2012) 

explains, a quasi-spiritual connection between storyteller and receiver must be firmly 

established. However, in the theatre, there is more than one receiver. The challenge is 

making that connection communal and good storytelling gets to the heart of this 

communality.  

At the end of our Big “Idea” and myth semester with Doug, we were asked to 

create an artistic statement, based on discussions in class. The following is an excerpt: 

As a director and theatre artist, I want my creative work in the theatre to 
illuminate myth that exists in almost all work. The beauty of myth is that it 
transcends cultural boundaries by addressing our common experience. That is the 
key to great theatre; when an audience experiences something as one body. When 
I can create work in the theatre that exploits that principle, and connects the 
audience with one another through the shared recognition of common experiences 
and values, the responsibility I have as a citizen artist is substantial.  
 

Once I rediscovered this affinity for myth, Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo was a 

logical choice for me to exercise some demons and explore my own relationship with 
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myth and the world. The play is a wildly theatrical commentary on the fractured 

interaction between individuals, cultures, and different worlds. Rajiv Joseph understands 

the concept of being lost in translation, both literally and figuratively, and how we 

continually fail to communicate with each other on a basic human level. 

I believe we’ll always need live theatre/play in some form or another. Theatre 

exists in such an eternally precarious state that observers have been predicting its 

imminent demise for nearly a century. Yet, for several reasons, the human connection 

between performer and audience that can only be established with live performance 

continues to live on. And yes, we need this connection. It’s in our collective DNA. Again, 

Gottschall’s entire thesis is based on this. Thomas Moore considers it a salve for the soul, 

and Campbell (1988) succinctly states that, “when the story is in your mind, then you see 

its relevance to something happening in your own life. It gives you perspective on what’s 

happening to you” (4). All three authors also attest to this essential human need for myth, 

and subsequently, story. Joe knows. "We need myths that will identify the individual not 

with his local group but with the planet." (Campbell, p. 30) Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad 

Zoo functions as a planetary myth. Although it has a very specific setting – Baghdad, 

2003 – its ideas and themes are universal. By creating the titular character of the Tiger, 

and providing that character with commentary that mirrors are own search for ourselves, 

Joseph is able to awaken our sense of awe and reverence to the mystery of existence.  

In the following chapters, I will attempt to highlight some of the ideas that I 

brought into the design and rehearsal process for Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. I will 

cover Rajiv Joseph’s treatment of language in his play, as well as the theatrical 

conventions he employs (with an evident guiding hand in Moisés Kaufman). I will also 
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provide the theoretical framework for the use of innovative video projection mapping as a 

major design element in the production. 

Joseph Campbell understood our need to make sense of our universe and our own 

lives within it, and thusly, the use of myth to bridge that gap. Myths are created by the 

collective imagination of a particular era and civilization. They change, adapt and expand 

over time, but the patterns and motifs are universal. As a director, I have a desire to be 

part of that continuum. I want to be part of a future where theatre is not only enjoyed, but 

is integral to a society maintaining its connection to its own humanity. Aristotle 

understood that. Brecht definitely understood that. Augusto Bola certainly understood 

that. As we become more global, myth must follow. Theatre has the ability, and I believe 

responsibility, to provide that outlet and bridge that gap. My production of Bengal Tiger 

at the Baghdad Zoo was dedicated to exploring those ideas for theatre in the Twenty-first 

century 
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CHAPTER 2 

LANGUAGE AS TRANSACTION IN BENGAL TIGER ATHE BAGHDAD ZOO 

 

General Beauty 

At Temple, many of the professors have William Ball’s (1984) A Sense of 

Direction on their shelves, and with good reason. Ball’s analysis of directing is 

pragmatic. He is very concerned with using active terms, and directing with action, but he 

also unpacks directing in a highly analytical way for both director and actor. His ideas on 

relating to actors, and how to maximize an actor’s intuitive brain have had a profound 

affect on my directing. Yet, it is his advice on choosing and deciding on why to do a 

particular play that is incredibly helpful. Ball (1984) insists, “when you are establishing 

the world of the play seek within the heart of the play for the most revealing world” (p. 

32). According to Ball, the cornerstone of directing a successful play is defining the 

play’s general beauty. Ball admits that it is a “blousy term,” but that it is essential: 

What does a play represent? What is its theme? Why is it important? Why 
does it deserve to be witnessed? What is the moral? What universal truth 
does it illustrate? What excites you the director about the work? What 
aspect of the drama fires your imagination? What makes you feel zealous 
and impassioned? What moves you? What about the material gives you a 
deep feeling of satisfaction? What in the play makes it worthy of an 
audience’s attention? Why is it compelling? (Ball, 1984, p. 23-24). 

 

For me, answering these questions made committing to Bengal Tiger at the 

Baghdad Zoo so much more fulfilling and alive for me. In between the fall semester in 

2013 and the spring of 2014, I began to tentatively work on the play. It wasn’t a done 

deal that I’d be directing that Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, but I was getting the idea 
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it was the department’s top choice. Once the season announcement came out, and it was a 

reality, I began to gear up for the show. I was also told that it would premiere, quite 

prominently, downtown at the Adrienne Theatre for the 2014 Philadelphia Fringe 

Festival. Seriously, no pressure.  

During the 2014 spring semester, I scheduled individual meetings with designers, 

then went into pre-production meetings, and by the end of the semester, designers were 

submitting roughs, and subsequently final designs. I also began to do extensive 

dramaturgy, mostly to assist in the design process, but also looking ahead at what I’d 

want to provide actors with. During the summer we went on partial hiatus, and I directed 

a pretty successful production of Macbeth for Saratoga Shakespeare Company. On my 

downtime, I was able to muse over Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo and some of the 

answers to Ball’s set of questions began to develop. I was still passionate about the play, 

but taking Macbeth’s journey gave me an interesting context within which to view the 

play. I even analyzed the tragic hero from Musa, Tom and Kev’s singular points of view. 

It was also nice to step away from the show, and give it one final clinical look before we 

pulled the trigger on final designs in July, and contracted Britt Plunkett, our Technical 

Director, to go ahead with the build. Once I reconnected with designers in July, there 

were minor changes to the design aesthetic of the show – most of what we decided on in 

April still worked – however, my ideas about the play were more nuanced.  

Most of Ball’s questions I could answer in the Fall 2013. The answers beget more 

questions as I was in contact with the text more, and exploring design conceits, and 

developing dramaturgy. Yet, three of Ball’s questions remained to be answered: “What 
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excites you the director about the work,” “What aspect of the drama fires your 

imagination,” “What makes you feel zealous and impassioned.” These questions were all 

orbiting around one troublesome area of the play that I was struggling with: Style.  

 

Language as Transaction 

Style is a problematic word, in that it is overused (as per lessons from Head of 

Graduate Directing, Edward Sobel). Ed has pushed us to be better play readers – to 

analyze text in excruciating detail. What I found in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo was 

a medley of styles and conventions. The dialogue is exceedingly naturalistic at times. At 

other times, it is especially demonstrative. There is direct address from the Tiger. The 

dead are littered throughout the play. At many moments in the play, characters are 

experience the past and present simultaneously. At other moments, characters vacillate 

between talking with other characters on stage, to characters that may or may not be 

there. The characters are at times very real people, and other times, so idiosyncratic, 

they’re nearly clichéd. They are each, simultaneously, wrapped up in their own musings 

about existence and the world, paralleled with the journey of the Tiger, an auguste-type 

figure who provides commentary, and who’s own existence is played out in morbid 

satire. The play pays homage to many Epic theatre devices; yet, you can do a relatively 

clean Aristotelian analysis of the piece, particularly from Musa’s point-of-view as a 

tragic figure in the play. It is a potpourri of theatrical practices, metatheatrical in dizzying 

degrees.  

In using some of David Ball’s (1983) analytic methods from his tome Backwards 
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and Forwards, I was able to find a particularly revealing feature within the piece. 

Something simple, but could easily be taken for granted. The language is highly 

transactional. Now, this isn’t quite the epiphany one might expect, because most 

language is transactional on the basis that every person has specific needs and/or wants, 

and we communicate with language, either directly, or indirectly, to get what we need 

and/or want. However, in Joseph’s play, that transactional quality is juiced up. It is 

highlighted, underscored. It is distinct, and purposeful. Doug would say “languages as 

transaction on steroids.” Even in the Tiger’s monologues to the audience, there is a 

transactional quality. The Tiger wants answers, and nearly polls the audience to get them. 

TIGER… Now that I’m dead, I’m having all sorts of revelations about the world 
and existence. Things just appear to me. Knowledge, the stuff of the universe, it 
just sort of floats into me … Or maybe I’m floating into it. But it doesn’t help. No 
matter how much I learn, I’m still trapped. I just thought I’d be gone by now. 
Why aren’t I gone? Will someone please tell me why I’m not gone from here!? (p. 
26) 
 

You almost expect the audience to try and answer the question, but it is an impossible 

question because none of us knows. Unless you’re dead, or know something I don’t, you 

really can’t answer that question. The Tiger’s existential journey is another of transaction. 

In Scene 8, the Tiger muses that perhaps, if he/she becomes like the topiary, perhaps that 

transformation might provide answers. As Joseph (2011) notes, “those kind of theological 

notions are clearly a part of the Tiger’s personality and quest.” (p. 7) The Tiger looks to 

Kev, then Tom for answers in its life, and in in its death. The Tiger finally succumbs to 

the knowledge that no one is going to provide those answers from on high, and the Tiger 

goes back to what it was before its forced captivity, a dangerous beast feeding on the 

innocent and unsuspecting.  
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There are also the convention of property and possession in the play. The golden 

gun gains a nearly talismanic hold on many of the characters. They will say or do 

anything to possess the gun. Musa just wants to hold it. Kev is dying to look at it, even 

though he’s seen it already. Tom will stop at nothing to get both the gun and the golden 

toilet seat back, betraying Musa in the process. Even Uday recognizes the power within 

the gun, telling the story of how he acquired it. 

UDAY… This gun was a gift to me from a Saudi sheikh, I can’t even remember 
his name. They’re all faggots, the Saudis. You know? He gave me this thing and, 
man, it was the best thing I ever got in my life. That’s when I started having 
everything turned into gold. All my guns, kitchenware, tools, my bedposts, my 
toothbrush, even the toilet, sahib. Shitting on gold, man! That is the king’s way, I 
am telling you! (p. 38) 
 

Uday’s point of view is a Western ideal, an irony considering his ancestry and heritage, 

yet raised in a family that took advantage of Western capitalism for its own gains. As 

Westerners, we like big cars. Big houses. Lots of toys. Yet, we forget that with every 

golden toy we acquire, there is a price to pay. It is the same price Midas pays, and Musa 

understands that succumbing to Uday’s suggestions to take advantage of the Americans 

means losing a little more of his soul. By working for the Husseins in the first place, 

similar to Midas with his daughter, Musa looses the most important person in his life, his 

sister Hadia. For every transaction, there is a price. 

The consumerism and materialism of our contemporary culture is grafted to the 

way Joseph’s characters navigate the play. Once I started to investigate that – the nature 

of transaction in the piece – I understood that a tight analysis of Joseph’s linguistic 

constructs and the heightened transactional way that his characters deploy language 

would pay dividends in the rehearsal process, and thusly, I began to develop the general 
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beauty of Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. 

A Culture at Odds 

Rajiv Joseph had no intention of writing a naturalistic drama. When he first wrote 

Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, it was only a ten-minute scene after reading an article 

in the Associated Press about a soldier who attempted to feed a Bengal tiger while 

transporting many of the animals out of the Baghdad Zoo. The zoo had suffered many 

losses and destruction after the U.S. Forces had invaded Baghdad in the summer of 2003. 

After the first major assault, bombs and mortar fire hit parts of the zoo, devastating the 

massive property, and freeing many of the exotic animals. The war, and its aftermath, had 

a profound affect on Joseph. 

We were studying the Persians by Aeschylus. Our teacher mentioned to us 
that Persians was written by a Greek playwright basically about the 
enemy. The Greeks were at war with the Persians. He said this was an 
example of a playwright who took this imaginative leap to imagine the 
lives of the enemy in the play. And he actually made the question, he said 
“What American playwright is going to write about Iraqis in that sense? 
This is a challenge to a playwright— to imagine a world outside of 
himself. (Joseph, 2011, p. 7) 

 
Joseph’s play is an interesting dissection of American jingoism and a culture 

seemingly at odds with itself. His language is peppered with the vernacular of both 

worlds. Yet, regardless of whether characters are from the same worlds, or separated by 

thousands of miles, or the line between the living and dead, or animal and human, the 

affect is the same. In a world at war, communication and understanding are difficult to 

come by. Joseph was interested in not only exploring those themes, but wanted to explore 

how that manifested itself on stage. Joseph (2013) “wanted to see certain types of people 
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(American and Middle Eastern) on stage together and having to deal with one another… 

to instantly create a dynamic atmosphere in a scene.” 

Kev and Tom share a commonality in the jarhead patois they both communicate 

with. In the first scene – also seemingly broken up and unrelated by the Tiger’s direct 

address to the audience - Kev and Tom continue again and again to find a common 

ground by which to communicate. They are both young marines, with little understanding 

as to why they’re thousands of miles away from home. Joseph introduces a construct we, 

as an American audience, can instantly connect with. Yet, in using a vernacular that is at 

both times abrasive and familiar, he deconstructs the relationship we expect these two 

compatriots to have. The Tiger, although providing expositional episodes on how he/she 

has landed in the zoo, is also juicing the conversation with subtextual commentary: 

TOM. Zoo duty’s seen action three nights last week. 
KEV. Who’s gonna attack a zoo. 
TOM. We’re here. They’ll attack us. And they’ve been stealing shit. Like 
peacocks. 
TIGER. All eight of them took off as soon as the wall got blown up. 
KEV. I don’t know why they wanna kill us. We’re trying to protect their zoo, you 
know? 
TIGER. Typical lionlike behavior. (p. 7-8) 

 
Barely through the first page, and we can see that the Tiger’s line, although seemingly 

referencing his/her backstory, equates the lion’s behavior to making uninformed, 

simplistic choices, providing direct commentary on the U.S. government’s calamitous 

involvement in Iraq. As the scene continues, the Tiger’s interjections continue to serve a 

more subliminal purpose. 

TOM. We blew the zoo up. Use your head. And these animals are valuable. 
TIGER. Three square meals a day, and the idiots take off. 
KEV. This guy ain’t valuable. So let me see it. 
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TOM. Again? 
KEV. C’mon, Tommy. Let me see it. 
TOM. I showed you it already. 
KEV. I wanna fire it! 
TOM. You’re not gonna fire anything. 
TIGER. And what happens? 
KEV. Come on, man. 
TOM. It’s not even loaded. 
KEV. You told me you always keep it loaded. 
TIGER. Ka-boom. 
TOM. Well, you’re not gonna fire it anyway. 
TIGER. I mean, it’s the middle of a war. Use your head. (p. 8) 

 
Again, the Tiger is providing commentary on Kev, Tom and U.S. involvement in Iraq. 

Even the reference “three square meals a day,” could be construed as to asking why the 

United States would travel thousands of miles to attack an enemy that doesn’t really pose 

a threat to our daily lives, our personal freedoms. Joseph (2011), himself struggles with 

our disconnect as Americans so far away, understanding how “totally oblivious” we are 

as Americans “because the fighting is not really touching here… We’re at war, and yet 

we are going on with our lives” (p. 7). We’re not in any real danger, and frankly, we 

weren’t. Yet, Joseph’s play asks what kind of stake do we really have in this region when 

we have everything we want in our own country? Moreover, Joseph gives us a forward 

(SEE David Ball’s Backwards and Forwards) with the Tiger’s “Ka-boom!” Joseph is 

telling us that this gun will have dire consequences in the subsequent events of the play. 

Joseph is clearly taking advantage of an Epic device, similar to how Brecht’s scene titles 

function. In Joseph’s play, it is not a matter of whether it’s going to end well. Obviously, 

it isn’t. No one’s getting out alive, or at the very least, there will be no happy endings. As 

an audience, we’re invited to objectively observe the “how” and “why,” leaving the “if” 

in the rearview mirror.  
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The Iraqi characters in the play, particularly Musa, live in the middle, 

communicating in both broken English and Mesopotamian Iraqi, a specific dialect for the 

region. When we meet Musa in the second scene of the play, his predisposition to 

assimilate to the American way is hilariously offset with Kev’s own cultural and 

linguistic shortcomings:  

MUSA. “Knock, knock.”  “Who’s there?”  “Operation Iraqi Freedom.”  
“Operation Iraqi Freedom who?”  “Operation Iraqi Freedom…bitch.” (Musa 
stares at the words, shakes his head, frustrated, confused. He flips through the 
dictionary.)  “Bitch” … “Bitch” … (He finds the word. Reads it. Frowns and 
shakes his head and puts the book aside. Kev enters carrying a huge amount of 
combat gear. He puts it down and catches his breath. Musa stares at him. Kev 
stares back.) What is “bitch”? 
KEV. What? 
MUSA. “Bitch.” What is “bitch”? 
KEV. Are you calling me a bitch? 
MUSA. No. I am asking you what “bitch” means. 
KEV. So why you calling me a bitch, bitch? 
MUSA. I want to know what it means. “Bitch.” The word. I look it up in the 
dictionary. (Kev starts donning his gear. 
KEV. You’re the terp. 
MUSA. Yes. My name is Musa. 
KEV. You going on the night raids? 
MUSA. Yes. 
KEV. You speak Iraqi? 
MUSA. Arabic. 
KEV. Arabic? 
MUSA. Iraqi Arabic. 
KEV. So why do you get a computer? 
MUSA. This computer? 
KEV. No, Habib, the other computer. The other computer in here. (Beat. Musa 
looks at Kev, confused.) Yes, that computer! 
MUSA. This is my own computer. I bought it. 
Beat. 
KEV. It have a DVD player? 
MUSA. DVD? Yes. 
KEV. You got any movies? 
MUSA. Movies? Yes. I have a number of movies. 
KEV. What movies you got? 
MUSA. I have a number of movies. I have Fast and Furious. 
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KEV. You got Fast and Furious? 
MUSA. Yes. 
KEV. I love that movie. 
MUSA. It’s a good film. 
KEV. It’s a fucking classic. (p. 13-14) 

 
Joseph again presents us with two characters that, on the surface, are fairly recognizable, 

and we can find a common ground with. The comedy is easy, particularly in the 

characters’ common bond in cinematic taste, almost like a familiar buddy movie. They 

fail to grasp any true cultural commonality, and that’s funny. Yet, Joseph is digging a bit 

deeper, deploying language in a way that forces the audience a to consider the cultural 

differences we took for granted when invading Iraq. Kev is stereotypically American, 

ultimately failing to realize the nuances of Musa’s world and culture. Musa, either out of 

fear or the need to belong, or both, tries to integrate himself into Kev’s world. The only 

trouble is, Kev’s worldview is limited. This is the trouble of dropping children into a 

world that is completely out of their wheelhouse. This limited worldview has dire 

consequences as the play progresses and the characters suffer throughout. 

When the tiger that you killed at the zoo is whispering in your ear at the hospital, 
that puts you in a pretty bad state. It’s also telling the truth about things. Soldiers 
do suffer from war. And it does drive them to suicide and Iraqis have a long 
history now of being tormented—not just by war, but by the rule of [Saddam] 
Hussein and his sons. And so when we see Musa [the main character] tormented 
by Uday [son of Saddam Hussein] and we understand what happened to his sister, 
these are things that are not exaggerations. (Joseph, 2011, p. 7) 
 

As Joseph (2011) notes in the same interview, the fantastical elements in the play “are not 

there for shock value” (p. 7). Yet, the characters experience culture shock, but more 

importantly, something more akin to shell shock. According to the U.S. Department of 

Veteran’s Affairs (2011), approximately 300,000 American soldiers who served in Iraq 
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and Afghanistan will suffer some form of PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) in their 

lifetimes. Joseph is attune to the affects of trauma on the human mind, and consequently 

the human soul. At the end of Scene 2, both Musa and Kev experience an emotional 

explosion akin to anxiety attack. Kev is still struggling with the violence of the previous 

scene – Tom having his hand bitten off by the Tiger, and Kev subsequently murdering the 

Tiger – and struggles to complete the simple task of putting his flack jacket and gear on. 

Musa, on seeing the gun that belonged to Uday Hussein – a larger than life character that 

haunts him throughout the play – associates the gun with the murder, rape and mutilation 

of his sister, and also devolves into a panic attack. Joseph plays with his early 

conventions, introducing us to the concept of characters seemingly at odds culturally in a 

very humorous way, but pulls the rug out and the scene takes a dramatic turn. As an 

audience, we witness the repercussions of such behavior as the tension bleeds into the 

next scene as Kev’s lack of understanding, and Musa and the two Iraqi’s intelligibility 

nearly leads to unnecessary violence. As an audience, we are plunged in the middle of a 

more exacting representation of characters lost in translation, and quite literally, caught in 

the crossfire of cultural handicaps. As Muneroni (2013) notes, “this scene illustrates how 

translation contains the possibility for linguistic and cultural conflict as well as its 

resolution” (4). 

Even Tom suffers from an anguish that is akin to PTSD. Kev and the Tiger’s 

haunting of him could be interpreted as a manifestation of the loss of his hand, and the 

guilt he feels for Kev ultimately taking his own life. Tom’s story is full of transaction. In 
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Scene 5, Tom attempts to get his gun back from Kev, and a literal transaction begins to 

take place. 

TOM. You have it? 
KEV. What? 
TOM. The gold gun, do you have it? 
KEV. Not with me. 
TOM. Not with you? 
KEV. I told you, man. I’m out on a fucking right raid, next thing I know I’m on 
my way here. It’s not like I had time to pack, you know what I’m saying? 
TOM. Where’s the gun? 
KEV. Somewhere safe. 
TOM. Where? 
KEV. I don’t know man, where’s your toilet seat? 
TOM. None of your business, Kev. Where’s my gold gun? 
KEV. You know what, man? I saved you. Okay? I saved your life. 
TOM. I don’t care what you did, where’s my gun? 
KEV. It’s in your momma’s ass. 
TOM. What? 
KEV. I said, your gun? It’s shoved up your mother’s ass. She put it there herself. 
TOM. Kev. Do you know that my mother is dead? (p. 28-29) 
 

Tom wants his gun, and is ready to threaten Kev into giving it back to him. Note the 

element of transaction in Kev using Tom’s life as a chip in the game of poker their 

playing, and Tom’s raising the ante by threatening Kev with bodily harm. Joseph is also 

very adept at dropping a piece of personal history about Tom that speaks volumes. It 

happens so fast, but gives an insightful sense of what Tom is missing. His mother is dead, 

and there is the sense that Tom has had to negotiate his way through the world without 

the kind of nurturing a mother provides. He later says that his only choice is to work for 

his Uncle (is his father also not in the picture?) Not having a mother, (and possibly 

father), is tied into Tom’s psychology, a sense that he lives with a profound sense of 

absence. Yet, not surprisingly, Tom is trying to fill that hole with money. In Tom’s eyes, 

a golden gun equals money, which equals personal success. Boys without mothers 



 

 19 

usually feel they don’t deserve any better. They also experience feelings of intense rage, 

grief, and despair. In Tom’s character, we see him go from rage over the missing gun 

(and his missing hand – more ironic loss for Tom), to grief over Kev’s suicide and his 

own lot (can’t masturbate without a missing hand), to despair over the inequity of his 

own ultimate demise. One of the great ironies of the play is that the audience never gets 

to see Tom hold that gun. 

 Scene 8 in the play is a culmination of the transactional nature in which these 

characters navigate the circumstances of the play. Tom hires a prostitute to jerk him off, 

and must negotiate both their lack of common language, as well as his own insecurities 

about the act he is proposing she perform on him. Kev haunts him, and in trying to 

negotiate the fact that he may be losing his mind, Tom quite literally, battles his own 

personal demons. Finally, Musa shows up, and Joseph uses transactional language to 

hilarious and heartbreaking heights. 

MUSA. I’m so sorry … I’m … 
TOM. Well, get the fuck in here! Okay. I’m sorry I shouted. Will you tell her I’m 
sorry I shouted? 
MUSA. Who is this girl? 
TOM. She’s a girl. 
MUSA. I can see that. Who is she? 
TOM. I just need you to translate. 
MUSA. You told me / this was for … 
TOM. / Never mind what I told you. Will you just translate? 
MUSA. Translate what? 
TOM. Tell her I’m sorry I shouted. 
MUSA. Hoo-e mita’siff ala syaha. (He is sorry he shouted.) 
Girl is not impressed. Musa looks at Tom. Tom looks back at both of them. 
TOM. Okay. Can we take care of this? 
MUSA. Take care of what? You told me we were conducting interviews. 
TOM. Just translate. 
MUSA. To her? To a girl? I’m not that kind of translator. 
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TOM. What if I take this to your RSO? I give you a directive, you follow it, or 
they will kick your ass to the curb, Habib. Do your fucking job. (To Girl.) Ficky-
fick. 
GIRL. Ficky-fick. 
TOM. Yeah. (To Musa) Ficky-fick?  
MUSA. What are you talking about? 
GIRL. Yeah. Ficky-fick. 
TOM. So check it out. I been whacking off since I was eleven. Always with the 
right hand. Probably at least twice a day since I was eleven, always with the right 
hand. That’s a lot of whacking off. I didn’t think about it. My name’s Tom. 
GIRL. Ficky-fick. 
TOM.  Yeah. Ficky-fick. It’s not the same with the left hand. I broke in my right 
hand after all those years of yanking it every day. It had the right shape. It was 
familiar to me. 
GIRL. Ficky-fick. Twenty dollar! 

 TOM. Tell her. 
 MUSA. Tell her what? 
 TOM.  What I just said. Tell her. 

MUSA. (To Girl; Arabic.) Rah yidfa’lich. Bess hoo-eh mistihee u-yreed yihchee 
shway-eh o-el. (He will pay you. But he is shy and wants to talk a little bit first.) 

 TOM. Did you tell her? 
 MUSA. I did. 
 TOM. Does she understand? 
 MUSA. Probably not. I don’t understand. (p. 43-44) 
 

The scene continues in this vein. Ultimately, every principle player ends up on stage, 

each negotiating the circumstances they are in; Kev trying to negotiate the knowledge he 

has acquired; Musa negotiating with himself and whether he should continue to partner 

with the Americans, or heed Uday’s advice on using the leverage he has acquired; the 

Tiger still trying to negotiate its new situation, willing to transform into a piece of garden 

topiary if it means finding meaning; the Girl, forced into a life of prostitution, negotiating 

with a john; Hadia, negotiating with Musa to see the garden; Tom negotiating between 

what is real and what isn’t; and finally Tom and Musa negotiating over one weapon for a 

cache of others. 
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 TOM. Yeah, okay, you’re an artist. Gold gun. Where is it? 
 MUSA. And weapons? 
 TOM. I’m not getting you a bunch of fucking weapons, okay!? 

MUSA. Then you’re not getting the gold gun! This is not complicated! Capitalism! 
Thank you! Now you want something for nothing? 

 TOM. What do you want with a bunch of weapons anyway? 
MUSA. What do you think I have to my name? A stupid job with U.S. Military? 
And what about when you all leave? What will I have then? I’ll have guns and 
bullets I can sell because that is the only thing worth anything. Is that so crazy? 

 TOM. Yeah, it’s crazy. 
MUSA. I am tired, do you understand?! I am tired of making the same mistake 
OVER AND OVER AND OVER AGAIN. I always work for the wrong people. I 
always serve the tyrants. Not anymore. I am tired of being made a fool. 

 Tom walks away from Musa, rubbing his eyes, exhausted. 
MUSA. It’s a simple deal. What you want and what I want. Isn’t this how the 
world is supposed to work? 
A long beat between them. 

 TOM. (not looking at him; still rubbing his eyes) She wasn’t that young. 
 MUSA. Do we have a deal? (p. 55-56) 
 

In Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, everything ends up boiling down to a deal. Whether 

it's a childlike zeal to possess something akin to a toy (but much more dangerous), or 

Tom, at the end of his play, negotiating over his own life, in Joseph’s work, war and its 

consequences are all transactional, and ultimately, avoidable. Human suffering, almost 

always, is usually due to one transaction or another. The choice is whether to make the 

deal or not. 

 

Transaction as Transformation 

Several online sources are available for in-their-own-words blogs from translators 

who worked for the U.S. during the early days and months of the Iraq War. Many times, 

these translators were risking life and limb, not just of themselves, but also of their 

family’s to assist in the Coalition’s "de-Ba'athification" of Iraqi citizens. As Iraqis, many 
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translators were viewed as traitors, and as such, were forced to disguise themselves. 

Musa’s struggle is emblematic of the more secular Iraqi citizens caught between elation 

that a brutal dictator has been vanquished and the fear of what is to come.  

UDAY. … Where are you going to get work as a gardener? There’s nothing left 
to garden, my man. And you think the Americans are going to employ you 
forever? They’re already retreating. And they’re going to leave you here with 
nothing green and nothing to work with except a big pile of shit. The only thing 
you have is me and my gun. (p. 38) 
 

As Uday so presciently tells us, what will be left of Iraq will only be rubble and ruin. 

When we began working on this play, the Iraq War was admittedly in our rearview 

mirrors. Yet, when we began to rehearse the play in August of 2014, it was, regrettably, 

back in the news. The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), also known as Islamic 

State of Iraq and Syria or Islamic State of Iraq and ash-Sham (ISIS), an Islamic extremist 

rebel group had started to become a household name, and Joseph’s play, sadly, became 

prophetic and disconcertingly relevant. The idea that we, as a nation, transformed a 

nation for the worse is almost too difficult to face. Although, for like-minded folks, it 

seemed obvious that the war in Iraq was never going to end well, in spite of the “Mission 

Accomplished” claims George Bush so smugly touted in 2003. Yet, there may be some 

hope buried in Joseph’s play. Characters that die do find some meaning. They’re more 

enlightened. Certainly the Tiger and Kev say as much, both having access to knowledge 

and information they didn’t have before. This idea of transformation is peppered 

throughout the play. Characters transform before our very eyes. This is both figurative 

and literal. Joseph doesn’t have the prostitute exit. She literally transforms into Hadia. 

The stage direction is clear. 
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Musa sits and stares at the girl. The girl looks at Musa. The lights shift. Tom 
freezes as the girl becomes Hadia, Musa’s sister. Musa doesn’t see her, but senses 
her. (p. 49) 
 

Joseph also doesn’t just use the idea of translating just as transaction, but also as 

transformation. As a relatively new piece of dramatic literature, there is very little 

scholarship written or available on Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. However, in my 

research, I came across a piece of scholarship by Stefano Muneroni, titled “Translational 

Eschatology, Death, and the Absence of God in Rajiv Joseph’s Bengal Tiger at the 

Baghdad Zoo.” Muneroni’s (2013) thesis is that by using Jacques Derrida’s theories on 

mourning and translation, the play “illustrates how the playwright connects translation 

both to eschatological thinking and to the capacity to speak to/for the dead” (p. 1). The 

scholar posits that death is a place where the characters of the play can access ideas and 

thoughts not usually available to them when they’re alive, and that Musa, also caught in 

that in-between state as a translator, is able to access parts of himself otherwise 

unavailable. In both cases, a transformation happens, for both the dead characters, and for 

the one character that, literally, must balance between two worlds.  

Muneroni’s premise was an interesting piece of scholarship to consider, 

particularly in light of Derrida’s own theories, and the way in which we carry the dead 

with us through our lives. I am a huge fan of William Kennedy’s work, and in Ironweed, 

we’re presented with a character, Francis Phelan, who, due to his own proximity to death, 

communes with the dead throughout the book. Gabriel García Márquez’s canon of work 

is populated by characters that are part of a great Mexican tradition of communing with 

the dead.  And these are not Walking Dead zombies, or Romero’s undead, but the last 
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vestiges of the emotional impact death and mourning has on the human condition. 

Joseph’s dead in the play operate in a very similar way. 

 Muneroni’s piece of scholarship also uses the Midas story that Joseph 

appropriates as a parallel to what is happening to the characters in the play 

There is a general obsession with translation as transformation in the play, and 
with the risks posited by translation, both in literal and metaphorical senses. Musa 
describes Uday as King Midas, the king who ‘translates’ everything he touches 
into gold, but he projects a dangerous connotation onto that reference by linking 
Uday’s predilection for gold objects to the gold gun, which Kev uses to shoot the 
Tiger and which Musa uses to kill Tom. Uday is also associated with translation 
as violence when he engages in the macabre translation of Hadia into a topiary, 
and recalls “how she quivered,” and how “she burst like a grape” when he 
dismembered her using Musa’s shears. (Muneroni, p. 5 – 6) 

Uday Hussein, at least in Joseph’s play, is the bastard stepchild of capitalism. He is what 

happens when consumerism is left to run amok. By invading Iraq, we transformed an 

entire nation. In the recent events, and in light of the atrocities committed by ISIS, some 

of Joseph’s worldview seems to be coming to disastrous fruition. Certainly the members 

of ISIS didn’t spring from the earth, nor are they the undead. They’re living, breathing 

human beings that are the remnants of what the U.S. left in its wake. One of Uday’s lines 

in the play held even more resonance when working on the play during the recent 

escalation with ISIS: “Americans! Always thinking that when things die they go away” 

(Joseph, 2011, p. 37). 

This concept of transformation as both positive and negative is important when 

looking at Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo in context. It is my belief that Joseph 

believes we can change, and that it may be our only hope. That seems to be what Joseph 

is after in writing a play that, frankly, will continue to resonate as long as human 

suffering at the hands of other humans exists in this world. The ending of the play is a 

warning. Although the Tiger is less a metaphor and more a representation of the 

animalistic nature of living beings, the Tiger does experience enlightenment. Yet, the 



 

 25 

Tiger waits for an answer that is never going to come, and as such, goes back to what it 

was. A killer.  

Rajiv Joseph’s Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo is a cautionary tale of what 

we’re facing as a species if we don’t begin to understand one another and the varying 

worldviews in this new, perhaps more dangerous world. The play is an indictment of 

capitalism and its negative affects on societies halfway around the world, but it is also an 

indictment of our material selves, and our propensity to make a deal to avoid with dealing 

with our own reality. Understanding that, and the transactional/transformational nature of 

the language was key for me to unpack the play, and develop a vocabulary moving 

forward. It is also the play’s general beauty. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 MOISÉS KAUFMAN, RAJIV JOSEPH AND THEATRICAL CONVENTIONS IN 

BENGAL TIGER AT THE BAGHDAD ZOO 

 

Moisés Kaufman and Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo 

It is difficult not to acknowledge Moisés Kaufman’s involvement in, and 

contributions to, Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. Although the words are Joseph’s, 

Kaufman’s impact must be acknowledged (and Joseph does so over and over again in 

interview after interview). Most of Joseph’s plays up to this point (Gruesome Playground 

Injuries, Animals Made out of Paper, North Pool, Monsters at the Door to name a few) 

are essentially small-cast plays, naturalistic in many respects, and live solidly in the 

world’s he constructs. This isn’t to say that each of those works don’t delve in today’s 

myths, whether its whether its rooted in our adolescence as in Gruesome Playground 

Injuries, our fascination with classical antiquity and our own contemporary nightmares, 

as in Monsters at the Door, or in this case of a story of a world adrift and lost in 

translation in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. Yet, the writing in Joseph’s other, 

smaller plays are more character-driven, looking at everyday problems, mostly average 

folks, and deconstructing them to reveal the inner mythology of their lives.  

What separates Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo from Joseph’s other works is 

the otherworldly quality that he brings to the stage. It is wider in scope, and exploits the 

conventions of magical realism, not only as a literary device, but also as a theatrical 

genre. The play, although concerned with the psychological interiority of its characters, 

most specific in Musa’s journey, is a much grander piece of theatre. How much this has 
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to do with Kaufman’s involvement is up for debate, but the scope and landscape of the 

play are certainly inspired by Kaufman’s work, and those luminaries – Brecht, Brooks, 

Grotowski just to name a few – that have inspired Kaufman as a playwright, and inspire a 

new generation of young contemporary playwrights. Moisés Kaufman also has his own 

self-professed affinities for magical realism as a convention and genre. In Joseph, 

Kaufman saw something he could connect to. 

Rajiv’s was some of the best writing I’ve seen. He’s wonderful at creating worlds 
that operate on their own internal logic. He takes a world that is part Quentin 
Tarantino and part Gabriel García Márquez and he makes it work… There’s a 
simpatico between Rajiv’s writing and mine, I think. Perhaps because I’m a 
Latino and magic realism is a part of me” (Kaufman, 2010) 

 

Although Kaufman is a wildly successful playwright in his own right, penning 

such cutting-edge works such as Gross Indecency: Three Trials of Oscar Wilde and the 

of-produced The Laramie Project, he is also very at home directing and developing other 

playwright’s works such as Doug Wright’s award-winning I Am My Own Wife. With 

respect to Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, Kaufman (2010) recognized some of himself 

in Joseph’s work, remarking that “his voice is really, really unique in American theatre. 

You can’t pass that up.” 

Kaufman is well versed in the Epic, not only exploring a wild array of theatrical 

conventions with his own Tectonic Theatre group, but also in preparing his actors for The 

Laramie Project. At the time of devising The Laramie Project, Kaufman was reading 

Brecht’s essay, “The Street Scene, and recognized the power in “a piece that proposes a 

form, a model for the theater” (Loewith, 2012, p. 190). In Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad 

Zoo, the Tiger – in my production, played by an African American woman – provides a 
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significant amount of commentary.  It is also a Tiger that demonstrates for us, the 

parallels of living and dying in the world of the play. The Tiger, particularly in his/her 

monologues, has an existential debate over what all this really means, the physical world 

versus the spiritual. This convergence of both the journalistic and historical paralleled 

with a hyper realistic butting up against a fantastical world is the kind of postmodern 

theatrical vocabulary that Kaufman must have felt comfortably at home in.  It also 

provided me another way into the play. It allowed me to consider, more fully, the genesis 

of not only the play, but also consider the kind the kind of growth and mentoring that 

must have taken place with a director and luminary like Kaufman at the helm.  

 

Rajiv Joseph’s Post-Modern Parable 

Most work I’m interested in lends itself to an essentialist aesthetic, as per Peter 

Brooks An Empty Space. I’m certain Rajiv Joseph is quite acclimated with Brooks’ tract, 

and his prevailing philosophies about creation and ritual in the theatre. In Bengal Tiger at 

the Baghdad Zoo, Joseph is able to find universal themes, and although he grounds the 

play in a very specific time and place, is still successful in removing the piece almost 

entirely from its historical context. In this manner, ritual takes a greater impact in the 

play, something akin to what Brooks is asking for in his chapter on Holy Theatre. 

Whether it's the talismanic features of a golden gun passing from person to person. Or, 

the Tiger itself, in a garden that begins to look more and more like paradise lost. Even the 

ritual of masturbation is explored in a way that removes us, and we gape at something 

that would usually appear shameful, yet comes across as tragic. 

 Joseph is a global playwright, in that he seems to want to go beyond our borders 
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and explore a more expansive view of the world we live in. By setting the play during the 

early days of the Iraq War, he takes characters in crisis, and their differentiating cultural 

mores, and searches for humanity at a more profound level. In this way, he is 

irretrievably linked to Brooks, whose own artistic aesthetic is rooted in an inherent 

humanism. For Brooks, good theatre is communal, what he calls his ‘culture of links:’  

It is the force that can counterbalance the fragmentation of our world. It has to do 
with the discovery of relationships where such relationships have become 
submerged and lost – between man and society, between one race and another, 
between the microcosm and the macrocosm, between humanity and machinery, 
between the visible and the invisible, between categories, languages, genres. What 
are these relationships? Only cultural acts can explore and reveal these vital truths 
(Brooks, 1996, p. 66) 
 

Brooks was wild about myth. He has frequently devised from texts that afforded him 

material from cultural myths. In Brook’s estimation, myths are the great narratives of 

world history and are his favored tool when developing narratives that reveal human 

truths. Brook (1968) understood the displacement of myth and ritual in contemporary 

Western theatre, and as he points out in The Empty Space, “we have lost all sense of 

ritual and ceremony - whether it be connected with Christmas, birthdays or funerals - but 

the words remain with us and old impulses stir in the marrow" (p. 51). Brook also 

understands that, for myth to work in the theatre, it must operate in a way that is relevant.  

A theatre experience which lives in the present must be close to the pulse of the 
time, just as a great fashion designer is never blindly looking for originality but is 
mysteriously blending his creativity with the ever-changing surface of life. 
Theatre art must have an everyday facet - stories, situations, themes must be 
recognizable, for a human being is, above all, interested in the life he knows. 
Theatre art must also have a substance and a meaning. This substance is the 
density of the human experience ; every artist longs to capture this in his work in 
one way or another, and perhaps he senses that meaning arises through the 
possibility of contacting the invisible source beyond his normal limitations which 
gives meaning to meaning. Art is a spinning wheel, rotating around a still centre 
which we can neither grasp nor define. (Brook, 1993, p. 93) 
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Joseph’s Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo functions in a very similar state. Joseph pulls 

his story from the contemporary media, in of itself the mythmaker of our time. The 

advent of the Internet and new media has allowed invented myths to become part of our 

culture with remarkably speed, and 140-character brevity. Our deities are the cult of 

personality and celebrity, in of itself myth, where characters and events are constructed 

by the media and devoured by the public, in many cases, without editorial restraint. Our 

contemporary media functions similarly to myth in that it is a “conceptual tool,” as 

espoused by Mark Allan Peterson (2003) in his study, Anthropology and Mass 

Communication: Media and Myth in the New Millennium. Viewers make sense of a world 

through images and commentary that constructs (or reconstructs) a narrative of identities, 

cultures and events.  Peterson (2003) posits, “the sheer multiplicity of images and 

growing number of contexts in which media consumption takes place may transform the 

nature of human experiences” (p. 106). Hyperbole? Perhaps, but Joseph does appropriate 

the story of a tiger biting a U.S. soldier’s hand, and through narrative and form, shows us 

a mythic view of humanity as it stands now, in today’s world. 

Appropriating extant texts to tell new stories is as old as man, yet, appropriating 

media, myths in their own right, and revealing truths about humanity is somewhat akin to 

what Picasso was attempting to do with Cubism, what Duchamp and the Dadaists were 

experimenting with, and Andy Warhol goes to obsessive lengths with his pop-art. A lot of 

so-called postmodern theatre is an appropriation of earlier twentieth-century experiments 

in modern art, and as such, becomes very difficult to define in the moment. However, 

Joseph’s use of magical realism in a post-modern world is unique. In our production, 

using those devices, and making sense of the mish-mash of styles and form was 
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paramount to creating continuity and aesthetic that would be appropriately theatrical. 

 

Magical Realism in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo 

As Moisés Kaufman noted, he found a kinship with Joseph in their parallel 

affinities to magical realism. In Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, Kaufman could see the 

possibilities of this mashup of theatrical conventions. Kaufman, himself, is more 

interested in pushing the boundaries of what theatre can do. “The important thing for me 

is to think about theatrical forms,” Moisés was quoted at the American Theatre Wing’s 

Working in Theatre 2003 Seminar.  

Why is that we are still stuck in realism and naturalism? Those are 19th century 
forms. I think there is a great hunger for new forms. What is the thing that can 
happen in the theatre that doesn’t happen in television and film? (Kaufman, 2003) 
 

Interestingly enough, Joseph was also interested in pushing those boundaries, as well as 

realizing that the digital mediums of television and film couldn’t do justice to certain 

stories. Certainly, he felt – and I would absolutely agree – that Bengal Tiger at the 

Baghdad Zoo is, and can only be, a work done on a stage. 

The thing about Bengal Tiger is that it is really a theatrical piece that wouldn’t 
translate very well on screen. Partly because the idea of a tiger being played by a 
guy who is not in a tiger suit and doesn’t look anything like a tiger—but in 
theatre, you see that and you immediately accept he’s a tiger. And for the rest of 
the play, you have no problem with that. Whereas in a film, that kind of 
suspension of belief is more difficult because film tends to be a lot more literal 
than theatre (Joseph, 2011, p. 7) 
 

This suspension of disbelief is charged throughout the play with Joseph’s otherworldly 

elements scattered throughout the piece. We’re immediately presented with a tiger that 

talks. Then a dead tiger that talks. Then, said Tiger goes on a quest for self-awareness 

and possibly, God, if he/she can just locate him amongst the death and destruction of Iraq 
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(or is it Babylon?). Other folks, no longer living, return to instruct, plague and/or torment 

the living. In the case of Kev, he has a newfound intelligence, self-awareness, and is 

apparently fluid in Arabic, a language he wasn’t even aware of at the beginning of the 

play. He is also on his own journey of self-discovery, seeking a higher purpose in his new 

guise. Uday is dead. Hadia is dead. The Leper Woman seems to bridge the gap between 

the living and the dead. Joseph uses the elements of magical realism to spin his yarn. But, 

what exactly is magical realism?  

 The Oxford English Dictionary of Literary Terms (2014) defines magic realism as 

a “kind of modern fiction in which fabulous and fantastical elements are included in a 

narrative that otherwise maintains the reliable tone of objective, realistic report.” Yet it is 

in David Mikics (1995) essay in Zamora and Faris’ treatment on the topic, Magical 

Realism: Theory, History, Community, that I found a clarity that could connect me to the 

genre in a way that also connected to Joseph’s play. 

Magical realism turns out to be part of a twentieth-century preoccupation with 
how our ways of being in the world resist capture by the traditional logic of the 
waking mind’s reason. The magical realists’ project to reveal the intimate 
interdependence between reality and fantasy is shared by modernists, but magical 
realism and modernism proceed by different means. Magical realism wills a 
transformation of the object of representation, rather than the means of 
representation.  Magical realism, like the uncanny projects a mesmerizing 
uncertainty suggesting that ordinary life may also be the scene of the 
extraordinary (p. 372). 
 

Note: in his thesis, Mikics posits that this genre relies on the “interdependence between 

reality and fantasy,” but that it’s different from modernism in its use of “transformation.” 

Interestingly, transformation in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, as I have covered in 

Chapter Two, is central to Joseph’s play. The difference between what the modernists 

were trying to get after, and what magical realism is after is the transformative nature of 
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the object of representation. Joseph takes an actor, and transforms that actor, through 

dialogue and given circumstances, rather than costuming and makeup, and gives us a 

Tiger. The prostitute merely has to look at Musa, say his name, and she transforms before 

our very eyes into Hadia. Kev walks on stage in Scene 8, and he is dead. We know this, 

because we watched him die in Scene 5. The ordinary becomes fantastic, the mundane 

miraculous. This idea of transformation also becomes central to a major element of our 

design, as I’ll cover in my next chapter.  

But, I ask myself, how is this different from surrealism, and what Artaud was 

after (if that is, indeed, what Artaud was after)? Again, I look to other writers of this 

obscure genre. In an interview on Gabriel Garcia Marquez’ work, Salman Rushdie (1996) 

describes magical realism as a “development out of Surrealism that expresses a genuinely 

Third World consciousness” (qtd. in Cundy, p. 98). In Joseph’s play, post-invasion Iraq 

certainly functions as a model of third world consciousness. The play starts in a place 

where bombs usually don’t go off and children laugh and play and point: a zoo. Uday 

describes the rubble that was Iraq. Anyone that watched the news between 2003 and 2008 

understands the kind of devastation and loss of human life that came to define Iraq in the 

years following the invasion. Magical realism, predominantly a Latin American genre, is 

in fact determined by a third world consciousness, then it certainly feels right at home in 

Joseph’s world of the play.  

 Certainly Joseph’s use of the magical realism as a theatrical convention is based 

in a more postmodern theatre, and is demonstrated by the director he ends up with to 

direct its first production. As I stated, Moisés Kaufman’s work is based in modernist 

theories, but he is very interested in creating work that functions for a twenty-first 
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century theatre. Kaufman is also Latin American and grew up in what we would term as a 

third world country, Venezuela. As I’ve already pointed out, his Latin American roots, 

and his own affinity for Marquez attracted him to Joseph’s play. Kaufman has also 

always been an outlier, an other, whether it is because he is Venezuelan, or because he’s 

Jewish, or because he’s gay. He understands the psychology of the third world, and the 

worlds they create to escape the tragedy of their lives. I once read an interview with 

Harold Pinter where he described the rooms in his plays similar to the constructs Jews 

had to create in their own identity as a psychological and retaliatory response the horrors 

of the Holocaust. Moisés Kaufman understands this concept and how it can be used to 

great success in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. 

These characters churn in the juices of their own flaws and hardships, and frankly, 
the churning doesn’t seem to stop after death. It’s magic realism at its most 
nihilistic, and still, somehow, it’s entertaining and unpredictably funny. 
(Kaufman, 2011) 
 

Joseph is a very talented playwright, but without Kaufman’s influence, I’m not sure the 

play reaches the dramatic heights it is capable of. As Jason Loewith (2012) notes, “the 

obsession with theatrical vocabularies and how narratives are constructed is Kaufman’s 

own stamp, and his success in putting it on stage as a subject of his work is unparalleled” 

(p. 180). Moreover, Kaufman and Joseph worked together on the show for nearly three 

years and two productions before bringing it to Broadway. In that time, there were most 

certainly changes based on many of the workshops, time in which Kaufman certainly 

used some of the strategies he uses in his own work with Tectonic Theater Project. 

Joseph found the perfect director to shepherd his play through its initial workshop 

and production at the Kirk Douglas Theatre, on to the Mark Taper Forum in L.A., and 
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finally to Richard Rodgers Theatre and Broadway. It is what has ultimately drawn me to 

the piece. Kaufman’s fingerprints are, fortunately, all over the show. 

 



 

 36 

CHAPTER 4 

MAGICAL REALISM MEETS HYPERCUBISM: 

USING VIDEO PROJECTION MAPPING AS A POSTMODERN EPIC DEVICE 

 
Experiential Theatre 

 
Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. 
-Arthur C. Clarke 

 
Although I cover the design and technical side of video project mapping in 

Chapter 5, I felt it was important to cover some of the theoretical and philosophical 

reasons why I chose to use video projection mapping as a design element in my 

production of Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo.  

I think what makes theatre different from other mediums is not only the 

emotional, but also the available sensory aspects of a live performance. Sensory theatre is 

something I’ve habitually been interested in both experiencing and exploring. If certain 

images, smells, sensations, etc. can transport us, how can I harness that phenomenon in 

the theatre? Only through the exploration of myth can I discover sensory representations 

that an audience will collectively respond to, and I do mean mutually, in a way that it 

happens concurrently with the presentation. I believe, with using video projection 

mapping in my production of Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, I was able to accomplish 

some of that goal. By harnessing the technology available to me, I wanted to develop a 

sensory vocabulary, a way to get the audience to respond viscerally to the proceedings. 

As I covered in Chapter 3, I also believe that media is the representative myth of our 

time. Those 24/7 images that stream out of our TV’s, Androids, iPads and iPhones act as 
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continual assault on our senses, shaping our attitudes, our belief structures, even our 

dreams. I believe that is part of what Antonin Artaud was getting at in Theatre and its 

Double.   

Artaud has been labeled as part of the Surrealist movement (which, in of itself 

grows out of the Dada movement), a forerunner to Latin American magical realism, a 

genre that Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo embodies.  

If our life lacks brimstone, Le., a constant magic, it is because we choose to 
observe our acts and lose ourselves in considerations of their imagined form 
instead of being impelled by their force. (Artaud, 1958, p. 8) 
 

Artaud’s (1958) manifesto is advocates an all-out assault on the senses. Better, to 

synthesize a very complex and somewhat convoluted text, Artaud is advocating Theatre 

of Violence, a viscerally representative way to assault the audience in a way that acts as a 

catalyst for the audience to unite together for some common purpose, usually, in defense 

of humanity as a whole. Artaud (1958) is promoting a more experiential form of 

storytelling The Theatre and its Double. Peter Brook was inspired by Artaud’s theories, 

and used a lot of Artaud’s proposed conventions in his own work. In 2014, with 

television and film so firmly established within their respective mediums, theatre needs to 

define itself in a way that is wholly different, not just in the stories it tells, but also in the 

way that it is experienced. It is only in this way that the theatre will continue to survive, 

and hopefully thrive. Yes, Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo has some incredibly violent 

moments, and certainly, some of Artaud’s theories apply in that respect. Yet, there is also 

a psychological violence that triggers the events of the play. It starts with that gold gun, 

and a domino effect begins to develop driving the play to its unfortunate, yet inevitable 



 

 38 

conclusion. How can a more experiential form of storytelling work in a piece of theatre 

like Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo? 

 

Doing the Research 

My lighting designer Liz Philips was the first to suggest the idea of using 

projections in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. In short, video projection mapping is an 

innovative projection technique that can turn nearly any three-dimensional surface into a 

live video display. Specific software is used to mask projected images and/or video to fit 

on irregularly surfaces, screens, or in our case, scenery. When done effectively, the end 

result is a dynamic projection installation that transcends what we’re used to experiencing 

when working with video projection in live theatre. 

As I’ll discuss in later chapters, there were many challenges and opportunities that 

the design team was presented with in designing for and in the Adrienne Theatre. The 

most challenging at the outset, however, was the limited size of the space. Bengal Tiger 

at the Baghdad Zoo is a play that lends itself to larger spaces. One of the primary design 

elements in the show is an enormous animal topiary garden on the grounds of one of the 

Hussein family’s’ abandoned palaces in Baghdad. There are also multiple settings in the 

play, as well as the wide expanse of a desert outside of Baghdad near the end of the play. 

We banged our heads together, and I issued a challenge to my designers: Could they, in 

their respective capacities, create the illusion of space? How could they turn the lack of 

space into an exciting opportunity? In my second meeting, Liz Philips, my lighting 

designer, suggested the use of projections. Initially, I was very reticent about using slides 
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– really my only experience with concept of “projections.” Rarely have I seen the 

technology work in a way that is contiguous to the rest of a design concept. Either they’re 

heavy-handed, or the technology is weak. Nor did I want my production to be a history 

lesson, and there was something institutional to using slides that I was reacting to. Then 

Liz sent me a clip from Pomp loose (Figure 1), a husband/wife rock duo who perform 

interesting covers of popular music. What makes Pompaloose so unique is their use of 

three-dimensional video projection mapping. I also love this song, and it's the ringer for 

my phone. Kismet? Perhaps. 



 

 40 

 

Figure 1: Screenshot of Pompaloose’s Rendition of Pharell Williams Happy using Video Projection 
Mapping 

LINK TO VIDEOà 
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Once I saw the Pompaloose video, I knew I needed to learn more about this technology.  

 One of my other passions in life is graphic design. I picked it up many years back, 

and it was always a decent sort of additional revenue so that I could subsidize my artistic 

life (its also what kept me above board while I finished my undergrads). I’m pretty well-

versed in image manipulation and vector illustration (i.e.: Adobe Illustrator®, After 

Effects®, Photoshop®, etc.). Three-dimensional modeling is a little out of my league, but 

I understand the technical concepts behind the technology. So, once I was introduced to 

the Pompaloose video, I fell down an exciting rabbit hole and devoured anything I could 

find on projection mapping. If you notice in Pompaloose’s video, the images wrap 

around three-dimensional objects on their makeshift stage. Note that there stage is a 

miniature version, but they’re using only a single projector. In researching the 

technology, I discovered that you could run multiple projectors from a single piece of 

software. As I watched video after video, I found out that the technology was blowing up. 

Its been used to project images and video on buildings, in art installations, and more 

recently, in theatrical productions. The most recent production of Curious Incident of the 

Dog in the Nighttime, premiered in London (now on Broadway in New York City), and 

uses the technology to transcendent degrees. I was, officially, hooked. However, I needed 

more information. Then I heard about Jorge Cousineau.  

Jorge Cousineau is an immensely talented designer in Philadelphia. He has 

worked with many Philadelphia theatre companies, and has used projection mapping in 

several of his designs to great success. Once I found out who he was, I was able to get 

tickets to see a dance performance that Jorge and his wife created for their company 
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Subcircle in the spring of 2014. It was a very introspective piece. It was a pseudo-

biography of their relationship over the years, but more importantly, they used video 

projection mapping throughout. After seeing their performance, I knew immediately I 

wanted to incorporate this technology in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo and I needed 

to talk to this guy. As far as I was concerned, it was the twenty-first century equivalent of 

magical realism – Keep in mind from the previous chapter that magical realism is slightly 

different from what the modernists were trying to establish. 

The magical realists’ project to reveal the intimate interdependence between 
reality and fantasy is shared by modernists, but magical realism and modernism 
proceed by different means. Magical realism wills a transformation of the object 
of representation, rather than the means of representation (Mikics, 1995, p. 372). 
 

Jorge would most certainly agree in many respects, and a local critic for the Broad Street 

Review (2012) had actually equated Jorge and Nikki’s work to magical realism, 

remarking that “Niki Cousineau and designer Jorge Cousineau, are a near-magical realist 

pair whose smart, dazzling dance technology works often engage themes of distance and 

enchantment.” I knew I was on the right path. 

Although Jorge couldn’t work on my production due to scheduling conflicts and 

the like (and trust me, I asked more than once), he was a wonderful resource and sat in on 

early design meetings with Liz Phillips, John Eddy and I, honing and developing my own 

aesthetic and how I wanted the technology to work in service of the production. Again, 

he was just an incredible resource. Ultimately, Jorge was able to recommend a young 

gentleman who ended up designing the video projection mapping for our production, 

Michael Long. Jorge trusted Michael, and had collaborated successfully with him on 

previous design gigs.  
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Michael was an incredible resource as well, and we began to email and text one 

another with ideas, inspirations, images, etc. The process of discovery, particularly with 

respect to video projection mapping, was exciting. Needless to say, my research brought 

me to the following clip (Figure 2), and between the most recent production of Curious 

Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime and subsequently, the production of Nick Payne’s 

incredible play, Constellationsi – which also uses video projection mapping and also 

currently on Broadway – I think this technology, used on an large or small scale, is here 

to stay.  

                                                
i Incidentally enough, Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime, Constellations, and Bengal Tiger at the 
Baghdad Zoo were all plays we covered in the fall of 2013 with Professor Robert Hedley. The other grad 
director in the department, Elizabeth Carlson and I, were enamored with Bob’s views on how to define the 
post-modern and how playwrights are writing innovatively for a new world, and subsequently, a new 
audience. To explore these conventions, together, we created a class called “21st Century Theatrical 
Forms.” Needless to say, Bob has recently added the class to the department roster, and will be teaching it 
again for undergrads in the fall of 2015.  
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Figure 2: Screenshots from Gmunk’s video projection mapping spectacular  "Box.” 
LINK TO VIDEO à  
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Magical Realism meets Hypercubism 

In spite of all my research on projection mapping, I was still reticent about pulling 

the trigger. Its one of those decisions that, once you make it, there is no turning back. 

Most of the budget that would normally be allocated for building true-to-life topiary – a 

very expensive proposition – would be funneled to buying and renting the projectors and 

software environments we would need to incorporate video projection mapping into our 

production, in addition to paying Michael Long for his services. The key for me was 

finding a theoretical framework that connected the technology, and its possibilities, to the 

story of the play. I needed a thread to connect all these elements. 

 As I reread the play, I connected to the ideas of all these lives shattered, fractured, 

in disarray. Even the word “refracted” in the text, really stuck out to me. Kev, in Scene 8, 

talks to Tom about his current state, but also the state of humanity as a whole. He tells 

Tom that although he has all this new knowledge, he doesn’t really know what to do with 

it. 

KEV. Look at me. I thought I’d be in heaven by now, but I’m not. I don’t know 
where I am. I’m just a reverberation of what I used to be. (p. 51) 

In essence, he’s saying that, although he has all this knowledge, he’s still only a remnant 

of himself, residual matter left over after the fall. Later, while the Tiger talks to both Kev, 

Tom and the audience, Kev goes on and on about Algebraic equations and how they might 

be able to solve the quandary of why the Tiger haunts Kev, and why Kev haunts Tom. He 

wonders if perhaps they can solve the problem through math. He then notes that, algebra 

comes from the root Arabic word al jebr that is defined as “a reunion of broken parts,” (p. 

52) and eventually realizes (in stereo with the Tiger’s own musings), that we are all, 

collectively, “refracted” (p. 52). 
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KEV. We’re broken, man. You, me, Tiger. It’s like we fell through a prism that 
night at the zoo and each part of ourselves just started to separate. (p. 52) 
 

This concept was wildly interesting to me, and it was connecting to an obscure piece of 

research I came across in my research into projection mapping. As I poured through the 

myriad of ways projection mapping and video are used, whether it be in the theatre, on 

the sides of buildings, or in art installations, I came across a fella by the name of Gabriel 

Shalom. He is an American and British visual artist who lives and works in Berlin. I 

looked through a lot of his pieces of artwork (if you could call them that), and was 

intrigued by his work. Then I read his Shalom’s artist statement on his website: 

In my practice I combine elements of cinema, music, design and movement. I see 
music as a vehicle for the transformation of the mundane into transcendent 
compositions and patterns. I draw inspiration from pop culture and the 
experimental avant-garde. I am interested in exploring the possibilities of time-
based counterpoint for sound and image… I have also written and spoken on a 
theory of aesthetics I call Hypercubism. (Shalom, 2014). 
 

When I first read the artistic statement, I thought, “wait, isn’t 

that basically magical realism?!” Then I read on, and thought, 

“What the hell is Hypercubism??!” 

 I don’t pretend to be an expert on the history of art. I do, 

however, have an affinity for Picasso, particularly his work in 

his Guitar Series (Figure 3). Many art historians credit this 

series as the definitive transition from Analytic Cubism to 

Synthetic Cubism. In layman’s terms, Synthetic Cubism used 

brighter colors, more realist elements versus strictly geometric shapes, and was, in my 

Figure 3: Pablo Picasso Bowl of 
Fruit, Violin and Bottle 1914  
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opinion, more visually stimulating and relevant to the ideas Cubists were concerned with. 

I am a fan of Picasso and Synthetic Cubists in general because they began to take the 

creative freedom, and depict the world they saw around them. Keep in mind; this world 

they saw around them was quite fractured and refracted in its own way. When Picasso is 

moving Cubism into this new phase, the rest of the world is preparing for war. Although 

Picasso’s Guitar Series is relatively tame, politically, this is the same artist that responds 

to the Spanish Civil War in 1937 and paints Guernica (Figure 4), a mural-sized canvas 

that was a direct response to the atrocities of committed by Germans and Italians in the 

bombing of the small Spanish village of Guernica in Northern Spain. Cubism was just 

another way for artists to protest what they saw what was wrong with society.  

 

Figure 4: Pablo Picasso, Guernica, 1937 

 So, then, what is Hypercubism? According to Shalom (2014) Hypercubism “is 

concerned primarily with the mediation of the transformation of objects” and is 

“characterized by the simultaneous experience of multiple timelines.” Shalom’s 
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manifesto is quite extensive (of course he has a manifesto) but, here are some other 

highlights I found illuminating.  

Hypercubism values synthesis over analysis 
Hypercubism values transcendence over critique 
Hypercubism values transformation over destruction 
Hypercubism values object-orientation over objectification 
Hypercubism acknowledges the limits of sensory perception 
Hypercubism strives towards a higher dimensionality 
Hypercubism is not a movement but rather a vantage point (Shalom 2014) 

 
Shalom uses video and still images, fracturing them, reordering their sequence, 

fluctuating their shape, playing with time (Figure 5). Shalom’s work is not so dissimilar 

to what the Cubists were attempting. The difference is in the medium and technology. 

 

 
Although Shalom’s video artwork was different in many respects in how I wanted to use 

video, the terminology was something I knew I could work with. The theoretical 

framework was something I understood, and knew that I could apply to the projection 

mapping in wonderfully theatrical ways. I also found a way to connect it to the magical 

realism the work is infused with, using the contemporary myth of our media as a 

Figure 5: Gabriel Shalom, Small Room Tango Print, 2014 
àVIEW Small Room Tango VIDEO 
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launchpad, and continue to use as a vehicle to highlight the pathos and mythos inherent 

within the world of the play.  

Michael Long and I discussed the concepts Shalom was touting, and he 

immediately began to connect with how I wanted the content in the transitions to 

function. I also found parallels in Shalom’s thesis that Hypercubism wanted to transform 

the “mundane into transcendent compositions” to the way that I wanted to employ 

projection mapping in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. Isn’t that similar to what the 

magical realists were doing, and subsequently what Rajiv Joseph is already doing in 

Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo? Taking bombed out jersey walls and transforming 

their compositions into beautiful topiary appealed to me because it spoke to how I wanted 

this play to function in space. Taking images from the Iraq war, the culture, the 

desolation, and then fracturing them, reordering their sequence, fluctuating their shape, 

playing with time, and then reconstructing them, made perfect sense to me. The buildup 

to the war, in my memory, is spliced into moments, unordered, half-remembered. In my 

minds’ eye, it is refracted, and as such, we, as a society, (and as Kev so presciently tells 

us) have also become refracted. Remnants. Artifacts. The building blocks of myth. 

I had finally my thread. Now, to thread it through the eye of a needle. 
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CHAPTER 5 

PREPRODUCTION PROCESS: DRAMATURGY, DESIGN AND CASTING 

 

 In the following Chapter, I will walk through my experiences with the Pre-

Production Process for Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, from initial dramaturgical 

research, through the design process into casting the show.  

 

Early Dramaturgy 

As I’ve become more accustomed to directing, I’ve self-styled a way that I prefer 

to do early research, and subsequently develop the dramaturgy for myself, my designers, 

my actors, and appropriate information for other production staff positions. Currently, I 

am an Associate Artistic Director for the Saratoga Shakespeare Company. I developed 

the company’s website, and have used a web-based model to provide resources via digital 

media and the like. Doing dramaturgy for Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo provided an 

interesting challenge. First, there is very little in the way of scholarship written on the 

show since it is less than five years old. Second, at the heart of the show is the Iraq War, 

and there are varying (and in some cases, misleading) facts and figures with respect to the 

U.S. involvement in the war and its subsequent aftermath. Yet, I’ve had an affinity for 

looking at our involvement, and was picky when it came to any print materials I used in 

my research. I was also interested in some of the theatrical conventions used in the show, 

and did subsequent research into those models as well. I was also very interested in 

getting a birds-eye view of the state of mind of Iraqi citizens both before and after the 
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American invasion. Certainly, there were many other dramaturgical concerns that needed 

to be dealt with – topiary, prosthetic hands, the life and times of Uday Hussein, etc. – but, 

my focus, for my initial research, was on the lead up to and immediate aftermath of the 

invasion, the mindset of Iraqi citizens, and exploring the conventions Rajiv Joseph uses 

in the play.  

Dramaturgy for Design 

As I did my research, I provided my designers with many research images that 

appealed to me. In some cases, they were specific – exteriors of war torn Iraq, U.S. 

soldiers in the midst of night raids, the remains of the blown-up Baghdad Zoo, etc. 

However, I also provided more abstract imagery. In the case of my lighting designer, I 

tried to provide the basis for a palette for her to start with in her renderings (Figure 6). In 

the case of my set designer and costume designer, the images were a bit more concrete 

(Figures 7 and 8).   

 I also provided my entire production staff with my web-resource that had a lot of 

information, not only on Rajiv Joseph and his playwriting, but also on concepts such as 

magical realism, how the play is a story of a world adrift and lost in translation, and how 

that is demonstrated in the story both literally and figuratively. I also included 

information on how tigers have been portrayed in world myth and religion, as well as 

how gardens play an important part in notions of paradise within the play (The words 

‘garden’ and ‘gardener’ are spoken forty times in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo and 

much of the action takes place within a partially destroyed topiary garden). Finally, 

details such as the history of Iraq, the U.S. Marine Corps, and the Iraqi translator’s life 
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were also items of note I provided my design staff with in addition to the research image 

collections I compiled.  

 

Figure 6: Sample research images provided to Lighting Designer Liz Philips 

 



 

 53 
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Figure 8: Sample research images provided to Costume Designer Marie Anne Chiment 
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Dramaturgy for Actors 

For my actors, I tried to provide dramaturgy that was tangible and useful to whom 

they were playing, their character’s experiences, and information related to the events and 

given circumstances in and around the play. For actors Tim Dugan and Darryl Gene (DJ) 

Daughtry, playing U.S. Marines, providing them introductory material going in was 

crucial. In-country blogs by many U.S. Marines seemed to be a great place to start, in 

addition to providing them with more substantial resources with links to sites detailing 

the life of a U.S. Marine in Iraq and the kind of training required. 

For the actor playing Musa, Ibrahim Miari, providing him with a birds-eye view 

of what life was like as an Iraqi translator was paramount. Luckily, many Iraqi translators 

famously blogged about their experiences in the early days of the war. This proved 

crucial to our work later in the rehearsal room. As a former landscape artist, Ibrahim and 

I also discussed the life of a gardener and why it is an artistic endeavor – Musa certainly 

believes he’s an artist. 

Providing dramaturgy for Alice Gatling, my Tiger, proved to be a bit more 

challenging. Alice is well versed in the biblical and/or mythological histories and 

anthropologies of gardens and lost paradises. This was one way to crowbar into some of 

the monologues the Tiger has in the forgotten garden in the play. I also provided her with 

a detailed factsheet on tigers and the roles they play in the spiritualties of various world 

cultures. Later, in the rehearsal process, we also began to do substantial work on the 

Tiger as an Epic device, and I provided her with Bertholt Brecht’s essay “Street Scene,” 
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as well as his “Short Organum for the Theatre” to unpack some of the principles of an 

Epic style of acting. 

For actors Stephanie Ioazza and Kayla Tarpley, I tried to provide as much 

concrete dramaturgy as to the lives of women, not only in Islamic culture, but also during 

the war in Iraq. Stephanie, in particular, became quite enamored with a text that I used as 

my primary world of the play tool when researching the ravages of the war in Iraq. The 

book, Erasing Iraq: The Human Costs of Carnage by Michael Otterman, Richard Hil, 

Paul Wilson and Dahr Jamail is a sobering account of not only the war in Iraq, but goes 

into great detail on Western Imperialism in Iraq prior to and during the war. If there were 

one book I could recommend that details the negative consequences of Western 

intervention in that region of the world, this would be the one. The book is definitely 

written from a more progressive, one might even say, liberal point of view, but then, so is 

Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. 

In addition to introductory dramaturgy, I also had all the Arabic pre-recorded for 

the actors before each left for their respective 2014 summers. This was most particular to 

Stephanie Ioazza whose entire track was in Arabic. I hoped this would give them a leg-up 

going into heavy language and dialect work once we started rehearsing in August.  

In my chapter on the rehearsal process, I’ll provide more detail as to how I 

employed dramaturgy within the rehearsal setting, as well as how my in-production 

dramaturge Bonnie Balding was able to assist the actors in questions they had about 

certain moments or issues within and/or having to do with the given circumstances of the 
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play. I’ll also discuss Bonnie’s role in providing dramaturgy for our audience through in-

rehearsal blogging.  

To provide immediate dramaturgy for my designers and actors between the 

Spring 2014 and Fall 2014 semesters, I also designed a website that contains a lot of the 

content I’ve spoken about, http://www.btdramaturgy.com (Figure 9). Dependent on the 

project, I like to use a web-based resource to provide designers and actors alike with 

tangible and helpful research opportunities. My first attempt at this was with a production 

of The Merry Wives of Windsor I directed in the summer of 2013. Although, on a much 

smaller scale, the actors really appreciated having content and research so readily 

available. I expanded my attempts at online dramaturgy with the Brother/Sister Plays 

trilogy (also bookended by the Spring and Fall semesters in 2013), and it came in quite 

Figure 9: Screenshot of the Temple Theaters’ Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo Dramaturgy Website and Blog 
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handy for both designers and actors alike. I have since done the same thing with each and 

every production I have directed. Twenty-first century theatre practitioners seem to 

respond well to twenty-first century dramaturgical tools. This is a medium I hope to 

continue to flesh out as I continue to direct for the theatre. 

 

The Design Process 

My design process started very early with Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. As 

stated, I challenged my designers to create the illusion of space considering how small 

our space was going to be, and the fact that this play seems to want to live in a larger 

space. We all understood that we wanted it to be simple, and only utilize what was 

essential to the production. Budget was also an issue, and I wasn’t interested in an 

overdesigned production anyway. The play didn’t need to be bogged down with design 

elements that would get in the way of the action of the play. With this in mind, we began 

to look at what we needed to effectively tell this story. Obviously, the play takes place in 

war-torn Iraq, so we wanted the sense of rubble and destruction. Yet, the play goes to an 

otherworldly place, and Joseph’s conventions of magical realism are present throughout. 

The design needed to balance those two conceits effectively and unobtrusively.  

The Team 

I was very lucky with the designers I was able to work with on this show. I had a 

previous experience directing for Temple’s main stage, and my experience was not 

entirely a positive one. In the case of Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, I was fortunate to 

get designers who were not only talented, but also very committed to the play and excited 
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to take part in the journey with me. My early design team consisted of John Eddy (set 

design), Liz Philips (lighting design), and Marie Anne Chiment (Costume design). Once 

we decided on using project design, we hired a very talented young man to handle that 

aspect of the show, Michael Long. I had a lot of problems nailing down a sound designer. 

There was no longer any one on staff that focused on sound design, and most every 

designer in Philadelphia was booked for the Fall 2014 season. However, I got lucky, and 

was able to contract Mark Valenzuela as my sound designer. Although Mark wasn’t my 

first choice, his contributions to the show proved crucial down the stretch. Finally, let me 

just say that Amanda Hatch is easily the best properties designer I’ve ever worked with. 

Hands down. I not only was lucky with my designers, I really liked working with all 

these folks – Night and day when compared to my previous experience directing for the 

main stage. 

Initially, I met with each designer individually, or in small groups. John, Liz and I 

met together a few times because sets and lights were going to significantly inform one 

another, particularly since most of the show takes place at night, and we wanted the idea 

that the infrastructure has been devastated, therefore lots of shadows and texture. Later, 

once Michael and Mark were on board, we began to meet as sound and projections were 

certainly going to inform one another.  

As mentioned in the Chapter Four, Liz Philips was instrumental in bringing 

projection design into the conversation. From there, we contacted Jorge Cousineau to 

pick his brain. At our first production meeting, each of us presented our thoughts on the 

production. At first, you could sense the reluctance at using video projection mapping 
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given the unknowns. I can only thank Doug Wager for truly understanding what that 

design element could bring to the show, and although we were given leeway, at the next 

meeting we needed to prove that we could do it. We had our work cut out for us. 

Roughs 

At our roughs meeting, John had a provisional scenic design that could work both 

with projection mapping or actual topiary. This eased everyone’s concerns. We also 

invited Jorge Cousineau pre-meeting to discuss the possibilities and technical limitations 

of projection mapping, so we definitely went into the production meeting well versed and 

well armed. It was also at this point that Liz began to work on some of her renderings, but 

she was still carrying a lot of the technical responsibilities for video projection mapping, 

and was in constant contact with Jorge. Marie also presented her roughs. Although, there 

was a slight philosophical break with how we wanted to present the Tiger, Marie and I 

decided to table the discussion and sit down one on one to work it out. Thankfully, Marie 

is a master collaborator, and was able to get on board with my concept for the Tiger’s 

look.  

Final Designs 

Between our roughs and final design meeting, we found out that Jorge Cousineau 

would be unable to work on the production. As Jorge was going to provide both video 

projection mapping and sound design, this was a pretty big blow. However, Jorge was 

able to suggest Michael Long. This ultimately proved instrumental in solidifying our 

visual aesthetic for the production. Michael jumped right in and was able to provide a 
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taste of what was possible at our Final Designs meeting. I’ll go in more detail as to each 

designer’s aesthetic and contribution to Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. 

 

Scenic Design 

John Eddy aims to please. From start to finish, John was only concerned with my 

vision for the show and did everything possible to focus that vision with respect to his 

scenic design. As I said, I provided John with a lot of research images. John, in turn, 

provided me with his own research images. Once we decided to use projection mapping, 

we collectively decided that his set needed to be minimal, and provide requisite spaces 

for us to project on. We also needed to figure out how to display the topiary in a way that 

made sense, and still gave me space to define various settings and stage the play. 

John’s research brought him to some interesting images of Islamic gravesites 

(Figure 10). The picture provided by John, is of Wadi Al-Salaam, an Islamic cemetery 

located in the Shia holy city of Najaf, Iraq. It is also, interestingly enough, the largest 

cemetery in the world. The gravestones are larger than what we’re used to in Western 

society. It was an interesting aesthetic that we both felt resonated with a lot of the show’s 

themes, particularly that the dead live with and among us long after their gone. 

Continuing with his visual research, John found an interesting similarity between 

those images and the shapes and textures of the Jersey Barriers the U.S. Coalition 

Authority used to wall off the Green Zone from the rest of Baghdad (Figure 11). This 

duality and concept was something that I was inspired by and John and I collectively ran 

with.  
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The rest of John’s design was dedicated providing a representative of sense of 

place, Baghdad, post-invasion. I also needed something to function as the zoo at the top 

of the show, and several interiors throughout. We both agreed any architecture needed to 

be culturally representative, but utilitarian, barren and essential. At first, John’s design 

was leaning towards a primary piece of architecture inspired by some of the pagodas and 

mosques he came across in his research (Figure 12). However, once we walked through 

the Adrienne we realized that the pagoda would take up far too much space, and would 

limit my spacing. We also discovered that the columns in the Adrienne were very much 

“on” stage, and would have to be utilized more effectively in the design. Our visit to the 

Adrienne proved fruitful and got John’s wheels spinning as well as my own. 

 

Figure 10: Research image of the Wadi Al-Salaam, an Islamic cemetery located in the Shia holy city of 
Najaf, Iraq. 
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Figure 11: Research image of the U.S. Coalition Authority’s Green Zone Jersey barriers. 

 

 

 

Figure 12: John Eddy’s Roughs Design for Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo incorporating pagoda 

 

John went back to the drawing board, and made use of the iconic Arab ogee arch he 

began with in designing two pieces of scenery that could move rather easily, could be 
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setup in several iterations (large arch entrance versus smaller entrances), double as a zoo, 

and finally, clear the space so that we could open it up for the topiary garden scenes. 

They also provided requisite surfaces to project on at very specific moments in the show. 

In the case of the scenery doubling as topiary/transition video, literally shattered from the 

environment. Neat. Once we got to our final design meeting, John was ready to present. 

The following is a brief description of John’s process as the scenic designer for 

Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo in his own words, followed by stills of John’s final 

models (Figures 13 – 17). I’ve also included additional drawings and renderings in 

Appendix. 

 

In John Eddy’s Words 

Taking David’s idea of magical/mystical realism and giving it a twist; giving the 

design a sense of location without being too specific; we should get a flavor of Baghdad – 

I never wanted see a sign that says “Welcome to the Baghdad Zoo” – obviously too literal 

for this play. The other was less is more - letting the characters be central to the 

production, and not the design.  

My first concept sketch was very much a bare stage with a central Middle Eastern 

style Gazebo / Pergola structure that incorporated existing theater support structures that 

divide the acting space. This design was simple, overcame the challenge of the existing 

architecture by including them in the design, and provided David with four entrances and 

exits, thus allowing for multiple locations while giving a flavor of the Middle East.   
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With feedback from the production team, I tweaked the design a bit, and this it 

seemed this version of the design would be the one we would use, however after visiting 

the theater we quickly realized it was not going to work. Two problems were apparent. 

First, the sightlines from the audience are such that all action at ground level would need 

to be played far upstage otherwise only the first row can see the actors. Second, in my 

attempt to incorporate the existing architecture into the design left the space felling 

somewhat confined to the just the central focal point of the Gazebo/Pergola. In addition, 

we felt we needed some sort of element to either hide or blend the back (brick) wall into 

the design. 

This all happened on Friday three weeks before the final design is due and the end 

of the school semester, and I needed to scrap the design and start over. I went back to my 

visual research and a couple of pictures of the wall around the Green Zone jumped out at 

me, but one in particular ‘spoke’ to me – this one from photo journalist Carolyn Cole. 

Was the wall around the Green Zone there to keep people out or in?  

At this point I also started to play with an idea our lighting designer shared with 

me in a one-sentence email What if we could pull something like this off for the 

topiaries? http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i7X8ZnmLfM0. Everything else started to 

fall in place – how to incorporate the existing architecture, how to give a flavor of 

Baghdad, how to provide flexibility for David while still keeping the magical quality we 

wanted.   By Monday, I had a new design that I shared with the team, and by that Friday 

a new final design, that was agreed to by the production team. 
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Figure 13: Model Jersey Barrier on drafting table, John Eddy 

 

Figure 14: Model, Topiary Walls, John Eddy 
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Figure15: Model, Moving Arch Units, Configuration 1 with on stage columns and Jersey walls in 

foreground, John Eddy 
 

 
Figure16: Model, Moving Arch Units, Configuration 2 with on stage columns and Jersey walls in 

foreground, John Eddy 
 

 
Figure 17: Model, Moving Arch Units, Configuration 3 with on stage columns and Jersey walls in 

foreground, John Eddy 
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Lighting Design 

Liz Philips is dour and very serious. Yet, she is honest, forthright and doesn’t pull 

any punches. She says what’s on her mind. I respect and appreciate that. Liz was really 

excited to be working on this project. None of the other plays presented for the 2014 – 

2105 season really resonated with her as much as Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, and 

she was enthusiastic about the possibilities in design. She is also a very talented lighting 

designer who has a visual artist’s soul. I really appreciated the intellect she brought to the 

process. And as mentioned in Chapter Four, she was also very instrumental in initiating 

the discussion of video projection mapping as an element of design for our production. 

Liz wore many hats given the way projection mapping and lighting design need to work 

in concert with one another. She transitioned the team quite fluidly into Michael Long’s 

eventual work on the project. 

Liz and I met very early in the process, first one on one, and then with John Eddy, 

usually in the grad lounge while I was scarfing down sushi between classes (we can all 

agree that the sushi truck on Temple’s campus is the bomb). During these meetings, we 

talked a lot about the design: How less is more; no choice could be arbitrary; how form 

needed to fluidly follow function. I was really impressed with Liz’s knowledge and 

understanding of composition and designing in space. When we talked about lighting, we 

all agreed that the play exists in a world that is at times hyper realistic, while at other 

times lives in a mystical state, and that lighting could really help define those worlds for 

us. Having John in the room was really helpful as we all agreed that we didn’t want to 

make any decisions that would impose an aesthetic on the design. Our discussions to 
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include video projection mapping were paramount to this. Did we need it? Was it 

something that would work in concert with the other scenic elements within the show? 

How would it change the lighting (because it is its own form of lighting)? Can it and will 

it serve the play? Hashing these details out with Liz and John were really important, and 

really set the tone moving forward.  

As a lighting designer, Liz fully understood how her role would morph as the 

production process moved forward. Because she had raised the concept of projection 

mapping, she initially took the lead in researching the technology as well as touching 

base, and developing a relationship with, Jorge Cousineau. This proved crucial down the 

line once we moved on from Jorge to Michael Long. It also helped Liz develop a better 

understanding of video projection mapping and how it could help and/or hinder her 

lighting design, and how to react accordingly.  

Lighting design can be tricky early on in the design process. Most lighting 

designers today, including Liz, use Vectorworks ® Spotlight Software to do their 

designs, create their lighting plot, and subsequently, in concert with the scenic designer, 

develop color renderings. It has amazing 2D and 3D capabilities and can create 

impressive visual representations of a lighting design that, not so long ago, was 

unthinkable. Yet, most lighting designers will tell you that ninety percent of their design 

really happens once their in space. Yes, they can knock out their plot and drawings, and 

provide their electrics folks with high-quality documentation for the hang, but you still 

have no idea exactly how everything is going to work together until you are in the space. 

What Vectorworks doesn’t tell you is what challenges you may have to overcome once 
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you’re on site. Those challenges ultimately proved to be quite the trial for Liz as I’ll 

discuss in subsequent chapters. Yet, during the design process, Liz was on her game. She 

was an incredible asset to the Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo production team and I 

still think she is the most talented lighting designer in Temple’s stable. Liz’s renderings 

give a sense of the hidden world of Baghdad, as well as the mystical qualities in many 

parts of the show (Figures 18 – X). 

 

 
Figure 18: Act I, Scene1, Lighting Design Rendering, Liz Philips 
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Figure 19: Act 1 Scene 2, Lighting Design Rendering, Liz Philips 

 

 
Figure 20: Act I Scene 5, Lighting Design Rendering, Liz Philips 
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Figure 21: Act II, Scene 7, Lighting Design Rendering, Liz Philips 

 

 
Figure 22: Act II, Scene 8, Lighting Design Rendering, Liz Philips 
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Figure 23: Act II, Scene 8, Lighting Design Rendering, Liz Philips 

 

  
Figure 24: Act II Scene 9, Lighting Design Rendering, Liz Philips 
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Figure 25: Act II, Scene 10, Lighting Design Rendering, Liz Philips 

 

 
Figure 26: Act II, Scene 11, Lighting Design Rendering 
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Video Projection Mapping 

As I talked about previously, Michael Long came into the design process later 

than expected. Yet, he more than made up for it, jumping in right away, and immediately 

having a positive impact. Michael is young, brilliantly smart and has an affinity for video 

projection mapping that is balanced with his understanding of the time constraints we 

work under in the theatre. A lot of film folks can be a little bit hurry-up-and-wait, which 

can be anathema to the design process in the theatre. Michael lives quite comfortably in 

both worlds, and as such, understood that time was of the essence. Our first meetings 

together included Liz, and we also counseled with Jorge Cousineau as well. Michael was 

also very accessible over the summer as we all went our respective ways. He was able to 

provide us a very workable budget, find all the equipment we needed (5 projectors and 5 

dousers – not an easy proposition), and began to catalog stock footage we might use once 

we had the exact geometric dimensions of the surfaces we planned to project on. 

Michael’s legwork proved crucial to our work in August and September of 2014. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, Michael’s work would not only provide the topiary 

garden we so desperately needed for this production, but would also provide a scenic 

element that would connect with contemporized myth, imagery from our media, would 

gradually get less literal as the play progressed. We also decided very quickly that we’d 

only introduce that convention during scene transitions, so it would function as a 

subliminal device, not as narrative, but ephemerally.  
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Getting Michael on board with Mark Valenzuela in August was also a big step. 

Mark was just as jazzed by the possibilities in projection mapping, and understood, fully, 

the integral role sound might play in the convention.  

As I’ll discuss in the next chapter, Michael and Mark’s versatility in the room was 

paramount. In much the same way a lighting designer has little control over the elements 

until they’re in the space, the Adrienne Theatre proved to be a monumental challenge. To 

say that Michael handled it all with a wry smile and aplomb would be an understatement. 

The following figures and links provide a sampling of some of the concepts Michael and 

I were sharing back and forth. There are also links and screenshots of Michael’s early 

design work on projection mapping for Temple’s Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. 

 

 
Figure 27: An image I provided Michael with of “fractured media” based on my research into Hypercubism 
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Figure 28: An early image I created to illustrate to Michael how projection mapping may be utilized in on 

scenery in opening sequence. 
 

 
Figure 29: An early proof of opening sequence designed by Michael Long 
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Figure 30: An early proof of sequence from Scene 8 into Scene 9 

 

Sound Design 

Mark Valenzuela is a curmudgeon. He is wry, sarcastical, rarely smiles, says 

what’s on his mind, and never apologizes. And I loved working with this guy. Mark was 

the last designer to join our little soirée. I had a very difficult time nailing down a sound 

designer for this production. I had contacted all the Philadelphia sound design folks 

heavies like Chris Colucci, Michael Kiley, Dan Pearlstein, Larry Fowler, etc. All of them 

were booked, none of them were available, and at one point they were all recommending 

one another. Finally, Mark Valenzuela’s name came across my desk. Was Mark my first 

choice? No. Yet, I’m not sure I would have ended up with a professional designer that 

worked nearly as hard as Mark did on a thesis production. He’s not only a talented sound 

designer, he understood almost immediately the way the sound and projection mapping 
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needed to seamlessly work in concert with one another. He also understands how to have 

a strong voice in the room. I’m certain Mark can rub some people the wrong way, but I 

always appreciated his thoughts. He never pulled any punches, and if something looked 

or sounded like shit, Mark was first to say so. Many times, designers will unfortunately 

acquiesce to every whim of the director, acting as if everything is going swimmingly. I 

appreciated Mark’s acerbic wit as much as I appreciated his sometimes brutal honesty. As 

a director, we need designers to keep us honest, keep us from falling into the abyss, keep 

us from falling victim to our own affinities, especially if their to the detriment of the 

show. Mark proved to be a great designer, friend and confidante throughout tech. I am 

eternally grateful for his work on Temple’s Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. 

As a designer, Mark is the first to tell you that he is not a composer, although he 

has enough bones in the business to get it done if its called for. When we talked about the 

show, we first discussed only using environmental and ambient sound. Yet, as per my 

thesis advisor, Doug Wager, we decided to look into Arabica and Arabica-inspired music. 

Arabica is a contemporary blend of Arab and North-African-influenced music. It 

highlights the traditional styles blended with contemporary production techniques, 

Middle East grooves, and in some cases, hip-hop. It’s mostly instrumental, although, 

sometimes infused with highly sampled vocals. Once we went down this path, Mark 

started comping some of his music with the video samples Michael was providing us 

with. Once we got to see it in action, albeit on our computers, we knew we were on to 

something. 
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We both loved the idea of sound and video working with one another for certain 

cues, and contrasting for others. It was exciting, and in many moments in the show, made 

sense contextually, and/or could be jarring or uneasy in a good way. The Arabica tones 

provided such a variety of moods - ethereal/haunting/dreamlike/dark - and also sounded 

somewhat Arabic or middle eastern in an old-world way, but at the same time wildly 

post-modern. I looked back at my initial notes on what I wanted to create as an artist and 

my own thoughts on the play: “I want my creative work in the theatre to illuminate myth 

that exists in almost all work. The beauty of myth is that it transcends cultural boundaries 

by addressing our common experience.” The music Mark was sampling was really 

unpacking that for me. It was old and new.  

Mark and I shared notes and charts back and forth throughout the production 

process. They ultimately morphed, grew, changed, got edited, re-edited, and became a 

kind of template for transitions once we got into the room (Appendix D). I talk about 

Mark so positively because the relationship I had with him as director and designer was 

one of the more positive experiences I’ve had in my career. Again, designers should 

never so completely acquiesce to a director’s every whim. They need to have a voice – 

certainly not in an adversarial way – but, they should stay true to their own aesthetic 

principles. Mark understands this in spades.  

 

Costume Design 

Having Marie Anne Chiment really anchored our design team as our costume 

designer for Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. Marie has served as Head of Graduate 
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Design for Temple’s Department of Theater, and as such, brings a certain pedigree and 

level of expertise to the process that is unparalleled. She was a real delight to work with. 

There also isn’t very much that I can say that Marie hasn’t put into her own words. I can 

only say that Marie and I were almost always on the same page. We negotiated a bit over 

the Tiger’s costume – a very difficult design given the unusual circumstances of the 

character – but, we came to a very fluid understanding as to how the character functions 

within the play. Marie also had a superior understanding as to how her costume design 

worked with the rest of the scenic elements of the show.  The following was provided to 

me by Marie to include in my thesis. I’ve also provided Marie’s research images as well 

as her final designs.  

 

Designing Costumes for Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo by Marie Anne Chiment 

  When I met with director David Girard to discuss the play Bengal Tiger at the 

Baghdad Zoo, a few things immediately resonated with me. First of all, I was excited to 

work with a director who was a true collaborator, someone who was interested in 

working with an ensemble of artists who all had something important to offer the process 

of creation. Secondly, I was very interested in exploring the idea of “magical realism” 

that the playwright uses to juxtapose hyperrealism with the fantastic, making the 

mundane miraculous.  

 In order to juxtapose this “hyper-realism” with the fantastic, I had to first 

understand the “realism” of the several different worlds I needed to costume within the 

play; soldiers serving in the United States Marine Corps in Iraq in 2002, Iraqi men and 
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women living in Baghdad in 2003, a woman with the disease of leprosy living in the 

desert outside of Baghdad and finally, the titular character, the “Tiger” living in the 

Baghdad Zoo. 

Marine Corp Combat Utility Uniform 

To learn what a U.S. Marine would have worn at this time historically and at this location 

geographically, I followed several paths. I searched the Internet, read books on military 

uniforms and weaponry, worked with a military costume historian and got family photos 

of my nephew who actually served in Iraq. I needed to learn an entire new vocabulary in 

order to understand all of the layers of clothing worn “from the skin out” by members of 

the United States Marine Corp. I learned the Marine Corp Combat Utility Uniform 

(MCCUU) is the typical battle dress for all deployed Marines. The color of the MCCUU 

depends upon the climate of the terrain. Our marines would be in the “desert” color and 

would wear the MARPAT (short for Marine Pattern) digital camouflage pattern. 

 Once I felt I had thoroughly educated myself about this new world, I went to work 

finding these articles of clothing and protection, from the correct underwear to the body 

armor and helmets. Side note: One of the Marines has his hand bitten off during the first 

scene of the play. I had to research ways to create a believable prosthetic hand that the 

actor could use for the rest of the play. Later he is shot in the stomach and must bleed “on 

cue.” All of these moments of violence needed to be carefully designed and implemented 

during the process of production. 

Iraqi Dress 
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As with the military dress, I needed to learn an entire new vocabulary when it came to 

dress several of the indigenous Iraqi characters. I worked with a friend who knew the 

dress of people from Iraq and who knew where I could find these items of clothing. I was 

surprised to find shops selling all manner of dishdashas, thobes, hijabs, and abayas right 

in my neighborhood! I was amazed that I had never really noticed these shops before, 

never taken the time to explore the microcosm of culture right in my back yard. 

Designing for the theater continually pushes me out of my “comfort zone” and that is one 

of the reasons I love my job so much. 

Leper Woman 

Once again, I was faced with creating a character that was outside of my area of 

expertise. While the character wears the traditional abaya worn by many Iraqi women, 

this character needed to not only show obvious signs of late stage leprosy, she also lived 

in an abandoned leper colony out in the desert. This meant that the make-up design had to 

provide prosthetic pieces for her face to mimic the ravages of leprosy all while allowing 

for jaw movement so that the actress could speak her lines. 

 While several costume shop artisans worked on the prosthetic pieces, another set 

of artisans worked to create a costume that fulfilled two important visual missions. First 

of all, the full-body abaya had to look as if it had been worn for many years out in the 

elements. Secondly, the presence of the character of the Leper Woman is a bit of a 

surprise and a mystery. I felt her costume needed to visually represent not only the 

realism of a weathered garment, but juxtaposes this “hyper-realism with the fantastic.” I 

did this by hand painting and distressing the garment in shades of complementary colors 
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of violet and ochre. Rather than using a standard black abaya I bought “off the rack,” I 

designed and built a garment that pushed the color and texture of the garment into a more 

magical realm, giving a visual cue that we were no longer dealing with pure realism. 

The Tiger 

David Girard and I quickly agreed that the “Tiger” of this piece was not a literal 

tiger and the costume could not be literal in any way. Before I could start the journey of 

imagining this costume, I looked at many photos of healthy tigers in the wild and abused 

tigers in filthy zoos. I constantly referred back to photos of Alice Gatling, the amazing 

actress who was to play our Tiger. I wanted to be sure that Alice had the range of motion 

she needed and I wanted her to be comfortable in whatever garment was finally designed.  

 I found in my personal collection a two-piece outfit from Morocco that was just 

odd and exotic enough in its cut that it was not possible to place its origin. The pants and 

tunic were neither male nor female. The cut was loose and comfortable. I scoured fabric 

stores in NYC and Philadelphia to find the right fabric to create this outfit. I chose a 

loosely woven silk in beige and then hand painted colors in the many folds of the tunic 

and trousers. These folds and the painting within the folds became the “stripes” of the 

tiger without being literal. 

The colors I chose to paint into the Tiger’s fabric were the same violets and 

ochres that I used on the Leper Woman. I chose these complementary colors because they 

would help the costumes “pop” forward from the set, which was bathed in many shades 

of beige (the sand) and grey (the cement walls). By adding these colors to the costumes I 
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helped the lighting designer pull the characters forward, differentiating them from the 

sets when it was necessary. 

I worked with both Alice and a professional wig designer to create a wild 

silhouette of hair streaked with grey for our Tiger. Alice and I felt that this look helped 

give the impression of a wild beast and a “ghost” tiger, and at the same time, saved her 

from having to cut or alter her own hair in any way. 

In Conclusion 

 I learned so much on my journey designing Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo! I 

learned about many new worlds and new vocabularies. I connected with family and 

friends to learn from them. I had the awesome experience of meeting and working side-

by-side with a new director, new designers, new actors and new technicians. I got to be 

part of bringing this amazing play to Philadelphia for the first time in history. I am so 

very grateful to have been part of this production. Looking back on this experience, I can 

say that working on this production of Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo reminded me 

why I choose to be a theater designer.  
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Figure 21: KEV, Costume Rendering, Marie Anne Chiment 
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Figure 32: TOM, Costume Rendering, Marie Anne Chiment 
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Figure 33: MUSA, Costume Rendering, Marie Anne Chiment 
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Figure 34: TIGER, Costume Rendering, Marie Anne Chiment 

 
 



 

 90 

 
Figure 35: UDAY, Costume Rendering, Marie Anne Chiment 
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Figure 36: HADIA, Costume Rendering, Marie Anne Chiment 
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Figure 37: WOMAN 1, Costume Rendering, Marie Anne Chiment 
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Figure 38: WOMAN 2 (Leper Woman), Costume Rendering, Marie Anne Chiment 
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Figure 39: GIRL (Prostitute), Costume Rendering, Marie Anne Chiment 
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Figure 40: MAN, Costume Rendering, Marie Anne Chiment 
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Properties Design 

I don’t think anyone in Philadelphia would argue the fact that Amanda Hatch is 

the best properties designer in the city. We’re incredibly lucky to have her working with 

us at Temple, and I was exceedingly blessed to have her working on Bengal Tiger at the 

Baghdad Zoo. Amanda is a consummate artist, is well versed in how a story gets told 

effectively on stage, and thusly, develops her properties design based on those principles. 

Seriously, you would be hard-pressed to find a properties designer who takes what they 

do so seriously, and enjoys it as much as Amanda does. She’s also a great person. Bonus! 

For Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, she fully understood that I wanted to keep 

stage dressing, properties and hand props at a minimum. However, there are several props 

in the show that are not only vital, but also incredibly unique. First, she needed to find us 

a gold-plated semi-automatic pistol, the talismanic gun, originally Uday Hussein’s that is 

passed from character to character. In addition, she needed to create Uday’s brother’s 

severed head, admittedly in a bag, but the Adrienne is not a small space, and I wanted it 

to be as graphic as it sounds. It was important that it looked very real. Obviously, there 

were several other props and set pieces she needed to acquire, but those two were real 

doozies. Yet, she took on the challenge with poise and a smile.  

As far as set pieces, I had really only one caveat. Because we 

were doubling furniture for certain scenes, I had a very specific idea 

about the chair we would use. It needed to be simple, utilitarian, 

stark. I tried to give her an idea of a chair I used in another show, and 

hoped – probably wishful thinking on my part – that she could find 

Figure 41: Yes. The 
exact chair I was 
thinking of 
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that chair. To my surprise, she was absolutely able to get the exact chair I was talking 

about. Amazing! In Figure 9, I’m including another picture, which includes the severed 

head in a bag, and is a bit of a preview of unexpected things to come. 

 

 
Figure 58: Not Charlie Demarcelle as Uday Hussein holding Amanda Hatch’s creation of Qusay Hussein’s 

severed head 
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Casting 

Casting can make or break you. No doubt about it. So much time and energy goes 

into the design process and everything else related to a theatrical production, but if you 

make a casting mistake, particularly for a crucial role, you’re dead in the water. I knew 

this before grad school. I’d like to think that I’m really good at casting. As an actor, I 

have a very good sense of what a person can bring to a performance through their 

audition. I read actors really well. I also tend to stay away from auditioners that I perceive 

to be “problem actors.” What I mean by that is this: I keep my room safe and free. I like 

to create an environment where everyone can get along, respect one another and as such, 

be at their most intuitive selves to create the best possible characters. I create the same 

space in an audition. Problem actors are those actors that fail to leave their outside lives 

outside of the room. A lot of directors can make the mistake of not seeing that from the 

get-go. That’s my specialty. 

I can also tell within a few moments into an audition the level of an actor’s 

training. I can usually tell what their “tell” is. When you play poker, every player has a 

tell. A tell is something that is physically manifested in the way the poker player bets big 

hands. It’s also something that can crush a player that plays against other players more 

versed in exploiting their tell. Actors can have the same issues. Usually it is an 

unconscious, sometimes repetitive physical or vocal tick that bespeaks an actor’s lack of 

clear action in what they’re playing. Over time, I’ve got to be pretty good at figuring out 

actors’ tells, and have avoided making casting mistakes based on, not just my gut 

instincts, but by what I’m seeing just beneath the surface, both physically and 
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psychologically. I’ve been able to avoid actors that have proved problematic for other 

folks. I’ve also discovered some diamonds in the rough – actors that other directors didn’t 

give the time to develop. Auditioning is not acting, and as such, some good actors fall 

through the cracks. I like to find those folks, dust ‘em off, and put ‘em up on stage. 

Usually, it works out for me. 

In casting Bengal the Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, the first person I sat down with 

was Professor Robert Hedley, Chair of the Department of Theatre at Temple, and as far 

as I’m concerned, the Gandalf Grey of the Philadelphia theatre community. Bob only 

speaks the truth, and I had an idea about casting I wanted to throw his way.  

As I discussed, Liz Carlson and I had approached Bob at the end of our second 

semester to develop a class based on twenty-first century theatrical forms. We covered 

Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo in that class and Bob had seen the original production 

on Broadway with Robin Williams. I had read through the play several times and for 

some reason, Alice Gatling’s voice started to creep in. I immediately went to Bob, and 

wanted his thoughts. I realized that Rajiv Joseph described the Tiger as a man, but I 

wasn’t convinced that it needed to be gender specific. I also had worked with Alice on 

Tarell McCraney’s The Brother/Sister Plays the previous semester, and knew she was an 

incredibly talented actor, and force of nature on stage. I needed to know, however, from 

Gandalf, if he thought this could work. I had imagined, somehow, that it would be a very 

long conversation, and I would have to justify a casting decision like that on several 

fronts. Surprisingly – or not so surprisingly in retrospect – Bob said one thing: “I think 

that’s a brilliant idea.” Done. Tiger? Check. Now, on to the rest of the cast. 
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Casting Considerations 

Once I knew I had Alice, I had hoped I could get a few of our exceptionally 

talented grad actors in the fold. This proved to be more delicate than I originally 

anticipated for a variety of reasons. Suffice it to say, casting Tim Dugan and Charlie 

Demarcelle proved to be a bit of a challenge. Initially, I had considered Charlie for the 

role of Tom, the marine who has his hand bitten off by the Tiger, but I couldn’t see Tim 

in the role of Uday, no matter how many times I played it in my mind. Tim and I have 

worked together several times, and I had, at that point, recently directed him in a 

production of The Merry Wives of Windsor. He’s an excellent actor, who is an asset to 

any production, and is very hard working and great to have in the room. Yet, I just 

couldn’t see him as the sociopathic Uday. Charlie, on the other hand, is a wonderful 

character actor, a chameleon, who is great with dialects, and is exceptional at 

disappearing into a role. I also didn’t believe that Charlie would read well as a marine. 

Tim, on the other hand, already looked like a marine. Tim also carries a bit of tension as 

an actor, but I thought it might be something I could exploit in the rehearsal room, 

because Tom is also a character that carries a lot of tension and gravitas given his 

circumstances in the story of the play. Interestingly enough, while vacationing with my 

family a few weeks before my auditions, both Tim and Charlie called me the same day 

inquiring as to whether I would consider them for the show. Ka-Boom! I had three 

professional Equity actors to anchor my thesis production which would be seen by the 

Greater Philadelphia community in downtown Philadelphia during the Fringe Festival. 

My casting was beginning to take shape. 
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A Note on Casting for Ethnicity 

 I’m not really sure how much thought was put into casting ethnicity when the 

department chose Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. Obviously, there are several Iraqi 

characters in the play. Yet, as a department, we don’t have any actors of Arab descent. 

Casting Arab actors in any city is problematic. Why? There just aren’t that many Arab 

actors. According to Professor Firat, my early language and cultural consultant on the 

play, it’s just not that integral a part of their culture. This isn’t to say that there aren’t a lot 

of great Arab actors out there. There are. There just aren’t many in Philadelphia. If you’re 

a good actor of Middle Eastern descent, you’re either working in film in television in Los 

Angeles, because there are jobs there, or you’re in New York City.  

Also, as Professor Firat pointed out, theatre, as we know in the United States and 

Europe, is a predominantly Western medium. This isn’t to say that non-Western cultures 

don’t have some kind of performance-based tradition, but in Arab cultures, theatre is not 

as relevant of a medium for a variety of cultural and anthropological reasons. I had a long 

discussion with Professor Firat about my concerns casting Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad 

Zoo. Being of Arab descent herself, she allayed my concerns. She explained to me that 

Iraq literally is the cradle of many civilazations. It is multi-ethnic, made up of Arabs, 

Kurds,Turkomans, Assyrians, and a variety other races and cultures coalescing 

throughout time. She also told me to keep in mind that there are Turks, Kurds, Armenians 

and Russians to the north; there are Persians, Punjabis, Sindhis, Pashtuns, Indians and a 

variety of Asians to the east; and there are Palestinians, Arabs, Egyptians, and Northern 

Africans to the South and West. In the Middle East, there is no dominant race. There is 
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no dominant color. There are very dark-skinned Iraqis and there are very light-skinned 

Iraqis. In many pictures from my research, Uday Hussein looks almost Italian.  

Even the term Arab isn’t relative to race. The majority of Arabs are categorized as 

Semites, although Arabs can include Caucasians, Africans, and Middle Easterners, and in 

many cases, with ancestral origins in North Africa, the Middle East, even Europe. 

Professor Firat appreciated my sensitivity to diversity in the theatre, but she said 

something that was ironic coming from a Professor of languages: Cast the best actors. Go 

figure. 

 Even still, I made a concerted effort to cast ethnicity. I contacted every Arab-

based organization on Temple’s campus. I also reached out to other directors in the 

Philadelphia area, including Seth Rozen, Artistic Director for Interact Theatre Company 

(a theatre that casts diversity in nearly every production) and KC MacMillan, an 

Associate Artistic Director of Lantern Theater Company. KC, in particular, discussed 

how difficult it is to come by Arab actors. I also sent out notices to nearly every college 

and university in Philadelphia in hopes that I might find more actors of Arab descent that 

others had somehow missed. My search, although extensive, didn’t exactly prove fruitful. 

Then, Peter Reynolds, the Assistant Chair and Head of Musical Theater for the 

Department of Theatre, passed along a headshot and resume to me. 

 Peter sits through the Greater Philadelphia Annual Auditions hosted by Theatre 

Philadelphia, the leadership organization that administers the Barrymore Awards and 

works to build awareness of professional theatres in the Greater Philadelphia area. Every 

year, theatres across the Delaware Valley gather together to audition local actors. It takes 
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place over three days with an additional day to look at talent from college actors. It's 

quite a long process that involves seeing, literally, hundreds of actors. Out of all those 

actors, Peter, fully aware of my plight, was able to identify a single actor of Arab descent 

by the name of Ibrahim Miari. A single actor out of hundreds. Was it possible I may have 

found my Musa, a role, I felt out of all others, really needed to be grounded in the 

specific ethnicity Rajiv Joseph was asking for? 

 As luck would have it (and lets, face it – working in the theatre sometimes 

depends on luck), Ibrahim was going to be performing his one-man show, “In Between”, 

on Temple’s campus the very next week. I couldn’t believe it. In hopes that this was truly 

kismet, I got tickets to see the show, and decided that if I were impressed with his acting 

ability, I would seek him out after the performance. 

“In Between”, Ibrahim’s semi-autobiographical one-man show, portrays the 

complex nature of his Palestinian-Israeli identity. It also requires him to play multiple 

characters, carry a lot of text, and really dig deep into his own insecurities. Although I 

picked up on a few of Ibrahim’s “tells,” there was nothing in his performance that told 

me I wouldn’t be able to work with him. I talked to him after the show and he was very 

engaging, and we immediately connected as theatre artists and educators. We exchanged 

contact information, but I decided to hold off contacting him until after my auditions. 

Considering how much I blanketed Philadelphia in search of Arab actors, I figured I’d 

wait to see what I did or didn’t have after the auditions.  
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Auditions 

Although I had my three grad actors, I still kept the auditions as open as possible. 

Other than Alice, I had made no pre-casting decisions in so far that I couldn’t change my 

mind if someone walked into the room and knocked it out of the park. For the two roles 

of Tom and Uday, I still read undergrad actors for those roles. I auditioned in my usual 

fashion, giving adjustments, testing the actors’ abilities in raising the stakes in a given 

scene, pushing them to dig deeper. I also used a couple techniques particular to the play. 

For females specifically, I had a headscarf ready to have actors wear to see if they could 

pull off the Arab ethnicity, and if they were comfortable with it. Having Professor Firat in 

the room for auditions proved to be incredibly helpful. I also invited a former student of 

mine, Abdurrahman Albasairi, to sit in as well. They were my eyes for who could 

possibly pass for Iraqi, as well as my ears for who could pull off speaking Arabic. Arabic 

is an exceedingly difficult language for English speaking actors to pull off because, as I’ll 

discuss in the next chapter in more detail, it requires actors to work somewhat against 

their training in how they pronounce vowels and the three-consonant root of many of the 

words. It is guttural, from the throat, and can be very tricky.  

I’ll go through my casting process character by character:  

Kev 

I had an idea that I would cast Darryl Gene (DJ) Daughtry for the role of Kev, but I also 

wanted to keep my options open. Both DJ and another actor I’m fond of, David Glover, 

really gave great auditions and were both called back for Kev. During the callbacks I 

gave them both adjustments, and they both responded really well. It was in the 
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interrogation scene (Scene 3 in the play) when Kev emotionally falls apart where the 

decision became relatively easy. Although David, a U.S. Army Reserveman, understood 

the given circumstances of the scene from a tactical standpoint, he didn’t quite reach the 

emotional highs and lows required in the scene. DJ killed it. He just killed it. I love when 

actors make casting so simple. 

Tom 

Tom is also another character who is literally falling apart at the seams. There were a few 

actors, namely Ken Sandberg and Daniel Barland, who were able to come close to the 

machismo of this particular U.S. Marine, but again, couldn’t quite hold a candle to Tim 

Dugan’s take on the role. This is merely based on Tim’s more extensive experience more 

than anything else. I’m sure both Ken and Dan will make fine actors as they continue 

their training. 

Iraqi Woman 1 / Iraqi Woman 2 (Leper) and Hadia / Girl  (Prostitute) 

I called back several women for the two roles that make up Iraqi Woman/Leper 

and Hadia/Prostitute. This was very difficult set to cast. Part of the issue was, again, 

trying to cast women that could play Arab. The other, more difficult part was both 

language and dialect. The callbacks for these particular roles took place over two nights. 

On the first night, the casting came down to Kayla Tarpley and Jamie Brooks. 

Unfortunately for Jamie, I had heard some disconcerting things about her behavior in 

rehearsals for another show on campus. I can also attest to the fact that my actor-radar 

was giving me a bad feeling about casting her. Kayla, on the other hand, has an excellent 

reputation in the department for being an incredibly hard worker, and a total pro. From an 
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acting standpoint, they were just about dead even. Each had certain advantages over the 

other. They both brought a youthful energy to the role of Hadia, but were able to switch 

into an edginess essential for the role of the Girl (prostitute). This goes to show that 

sometimes it isn’t just talent that’s going to get you cast, but the kind of professional 

reputation you can bring to the table. In this case, Kayla won out. 

 The next night were callbacks for the Iraqi Woman / Leper role. At the time, I was 

convinced this would be the most difficult track to cast. Both roles are entirely in Arabic. 

I needed an actor who had a felicity with language. I didn’t require the actors to audition 

in the Arabic language. That would have taken up too much time. The English translation 

is in the script, so I asked that they attempt to do the scene with a dialect, just to give me 

a sense of their vocal skill. In another room, I had Professor Firat doing a quick workshop 

with actors on Arabic, and she would report back to me and let me know who she thought 

would be able to handle learning the substantial amount of Arabic required. I then asked 

the same actors to come in and do one passage in Arabic, outside of context. 

When I was thinking of actors for the role of the Iraqi Woman and the Leper 

Woman, I really thought that Isabella Fehlandt would certainly nail the part. She had a 

very exotic look. She was tall, formidable, striking in appearance. At the initial audition, 

when we put the headscarf on her head, it was really amazing how seamlessly she 

stepped into the culture of the Middle East. Yet, her audition was problematic. She was 

not as prepared as I would have liked. She had obviously not read the play. Yet, she had a 

great look, and I had worked with her before, so I gave her the benefit of the doubt and 

called her back in the hopes that she would come in to the callback and win the role. 
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As the night went on, it became very clear that the Arabic was going to be a major 

hurdle for these young women. Then Stephanie Ioazza walked into the room. I’ve always 

thought Stephanie was talented, but had never cast her because she was never quite right 

for what I required. I knew her acting teachers really loved her and had heard that she 

was an incredibly hard-working and industrious actor. When she came in, she asked if it 

was ok if she could read the role in the way it was written; she wanted to do all of the 

Arabic. The scene we chose, was again, Scene 3. I was flummoxed. As impressed as I 

was that she wanted to make the attempt, I was really concerned that she would fail 

miserably. The stakes in the scene are incredibly high. A U.S. Marine is pointing a gun at 

her and her husband, unable to understand what they’re saying, while Musa, the 

interpreter, is trying to navigate a very dangerous situation.  I told Stephanie that I really 

wasn’t requiring anyone to speak in Arabic for the purposes of the auditions. Yet, she 

insisted. I sighed, figured, “her funeral,” and grudgingly let her do the scene in Arabic. 

 Stephanie blew us away. I had two native Arabic speakers in the room with me. 

They were wildly impressed. They kept it in until the group left the room, and then 

Professor Firat immediately looked at me and said, “I don’t see how you cannot cast her.” 

I looked over at Abdurrahman and he nodded profusely. In comparison to the rest of the 

young women I called back for the role that evening, frankly, it wasn’t even close.  

Musa and Uday 

Here is where casting became a bit of a negotiation. I had a few young men of 

Arab descent come to audition. Two of them were from a non-majors acting class taught 

by Professor Dan Kern. The other student was an FMA kid who was interested in acting. 
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Although their attempts were valiant, they just didn't have the chops, nor emotional 

quotient required to play Musa or Uday.  

 In Uday’s case, I already had Charlie Demarcelle slated in the role if I needed 

him. Charlie is an incredibly talented actor who, as I said, could pull off playing Uday, a 

somewhat fantastical character to begin with, so casting a non-Middle Easterner felt like 

less of a problem. Charlie’s dialect skills would serve him in the role, and I knew that 

Marie would costume and style him appropriately.  

 In the case of Musa, I approached my thesis advisor, Doug Wager, about reaching 

outside of the department and casting Ibrahim Miari. I knew, given that Ibrahim is a 

professional, although non-equity, that he might want to be compensated accordingly. In 

the end, we were able to work out something that worked for both Ibrahim and the 

department. Peter Reynolds was looking for another instructor to teach the Creative 

Spirit. I had taught the class and understood the demands. Ibrahim has his MFA in Acting 

from Boston University, and at the time, was a guest lecturer and adjunct professor at the 

University of Pennsylvania. In putting our heads together, we were able to kill two birds 

with one stone. The department offered Ibrahim an adjunct position for the fall semester, 

and Ibrahim accepted a role with Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. 

 Casting Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo proved to be quite a challenge. Yet, in 

retrospect, I’m glad that I took the pains to put together the cast I ended up with. To say 

that I enjoyed this special group would really be an understatement. This cast really 

gelled, enjoyed working with one another, and as the production went into performances, 

was very prepared for some incredibly unanticipated events. I’m not sure any other cast 
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would have been able to handle the challenges these folks faced with such composure. I 

was really very lucky. I am also really good at casting. 
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CHAPTER 6 

REHEARSAL PROCESS 

 

 In the following Chapter, I will walk through my experiences with the Rehearsal 

Process for Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, from initial tablework, through our 

rehearsals, into our technical week, dress rehearsals and single preview. 

 

Developing a Rehearsal Aesthetic 

I am a big believer in setting up a safe room. In that spirit, our first readthrough 

involved only the cast, myself, my assistant director David Glover, my stage manager 

Sam Dugan, my dramaturge, Bonnie Balding and my Arabic language consultant Asma 

(Luna) Alghamdi. Luna is a recent emigrant from Saudi Arabia who I met briefly on 

Temple’s campus in June of 2014. She is an adult student who is studying creative 

writing. We immediately connected and she agreed to work on the production in a 

cultural capacity, as Professor Firat wouldn’t be as available in the fall as she had been in 

during the spring semester.  

At our readthrough, I tried to avoid any customary long-winded spiel, as per Jon 

Jory. I made sure to welcome the actors, told them how brilliant I thought the cast was, 

and how lucky I felt to have such talented artists in the room. After going about business, 

I made sure to point out that Sam Dugan, our crackerjack stage manager, had provided 

each actor with a coffee cup with their own name, and provided a Keurig coffee machine 

for our first couple weeks in the Rehearsal Hall. I also gave them a chance to meet and 
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greet, get comfortable with one another, and introduce themselves to the group, and tell 

us one thing that may surprise us about them. This proved to be a lot of fun, as each 

person had a real interesting story, and you could feel any early tension seep out of the 

room. 

Once we got through the pleasantries, I began by asking a lot of questions. Why 

this play now? What were the actors’ individual experiences, if any, with 9/11 and 

subsequently, the Iraq War? How had it affected their lives? It was fascinating that most 

of my cast was in grade school when those towers went down, so my experience, as well 

as Charlie’s, Tim’s and Alice’s, was quite different from DJ’s, Stephanie’s, Kayla’s, 

Bonnie’s, Sam’s and David’s due to the age disparity. Ibrahim’s experience was even 

more surreal in that he was in Israel at the time of the attacks. Luna kind of trumped us 

all. She was living in Saudi Arabia under a relatively oppressive government when it 

comes to women, so her experience with the Iraq War was incredibly fascinating and 

wildly different from the rest of us living a world apart. In one day, we were truly able to 

view the world of the play from a wide array of perspectives.  

We also talked that first day about how each actor responded to the events in the 

play. What was their response to their character’s individual journey in the play? We 

talked a lot about the characters’ backgrounds, their histories, and I asked that each actor, 

individually, to begin to develop his or her own character backgrounds based on what we 

knew from the play.  

I like to use some of Katie Mitchell’s approach from The Director’s Craft when 

discussing the given circumstances early on in the rehearsal process. It’s proved helpful 
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in previous work, to establish a common language with the actors in the collective 

process. I also ascribe to the idea that a director is merely a facilitator, a guide, gently 

prompting actors so they make the discovery. What are the story’s immediate 

circumstances? What are the facts? What happens before the action of the play? What do 

we know? What don’t we know? Where can we fill in the blanks? We talked about the 

genre, some of the ideas in the play, and some of the theatrical conventions Joseph uses. 

This helped in also developing a vocabulary for we were all comfortable with.  

Readthrough 

 A lot of directors will tell their actors to “avoid acting.” I’m not sure that is 

always helpful. Perhaps it's a way to take the pressure off, but this was a confident group. 

I like to let actors do their thing the first time they read a play aloud. The only thing I told 

them was to read the English translation for now where they would eventually be 

speaking Arabic, and to “have fun with it!” 

It’s always a revelation hearing a play read aloud for the first time. I like to close 

my eyes and listen, but I’ll also intermittently jot down notes, particularly if I’m hearing 

something in a new way. That happened a lot with this play. The interchange between DJ 

and Tim revealed a lot of that relationship to me, the aspect of not only brothers in the 

field, but the way Kev looks at Tom as an older sibling, and how, although he tries to 

avoid it, the way Tom treats Kev like his dumb little brother. This was also juiced by the 

age difference between DJ and Tim. I was also intrigued by Alice’s reading. She was 

really tentative, kind of taking it in as she read. It wasn’t by any means bad, just 

unexpected. She was really navigating the text – I appreciated that. Charlie is always a 
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fun actor to listen to – he has a wonderful felicity with character and text, and you could 

see that his wheels were already turning. When we were doing our initial Q and A, he had 

expressed an honest apprehension to the role of Uday due to the ethnicity and not 

wanting to offend anyone. This was understandable and laudable that he raised it to the 

whole room. Yet, he never let it affect his reading. His honestly was really key in 

everyone beginning to trust one another. DJ’s energy was infectious. You can tell he just 

loves being in a room with a group of actors, and my other two undergrads, Kayla and 

Staph, really fed off that energy and grew more and more confident as the reading 

progressed. I was excited hearing it aloud, and could see great potential in the group I 

assembled.  

We continued with more tablework after the readthrough, and the actors and 

myself found more specificity in the questions we were asking. We discussed some of the 

dramaturgy I provided, and it really did prove fruitful, as it seems I was able to get the 

actors all the information they needed to understand the world of the play over the 

summer. Given that, we really began to chart out the action of the play, and we all were 

on the same page. 

Tablework and Dramaturgy for the Actors 

Our first week of rehearsal was spent either at the table, or in other rooms doing 

integral work to make this play live. Over the summer, I had individual conversations 

with actors – what I’d like to call pre-tablework. A lot of times it was conversations over 

the phone as I was out of town, or in the case of Tim, over coffee while Macbeth was up 

and running (I was directing Tim in the title role in July, prior to the start of our 
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rehearsals for Bengal…). This paid dividends once we began to tablework the show. 

Every one came in prepared, and had very specific points of view. They were also very 

interested in the many facets the play, and were game for exploring some of the 

conventions we discussed. 

In the case of Tim and DJ, we analyzed a lot of the language and discussed the 

nature of transaction in their relationship. They were characters that seemed to constantly 

need something from one another, or from other characters in the play. In Tom’s case, 

Tim really delved into Tom’s life back home, the fact that he probably came from a 

broken home (filling in those blanks!), and really didn’t have much to go home too. We 

discussed why the golden gun and toilet seat were his way out of that world; they were 

mythic possessions, and he would go to great lengths to secure those items.  

DJ had a great sense of Kev, but it took a little work for him to embrace the life of 

a marine. It was a bit of an alien world for him, so we talked about using some of the 

dramaturgy to explore that world in addition to working with David Glover on the 

physicality of trained military personnel in country. He has an excellent physique, so it 

took him little time to adapt. He was also very game to exploring some of the Epic device 

that come to define his character later, as in his “letter” to Tom, and his prayer in the 

desert.  

Ibrahim had a great sense of his character, and the world he comes from. That part 

of the world is a place Ibby knows very well. Between him and Luna, I gained a lot of 

information that proved fertile later on in the process. We talked a lot about gardening, 

the artistry of it, and why Musa makes the choice to become a translator for the Marines. 
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Again, I discussed transactional language with Ibrahim and how he uses it, particularly 

later in the play.  

Charlie and I discussed some of the dramaturgy as it relates to Uday Hussein. We 

had both researched Uday Hussein and had seen the 2011 movie The Devil's Double that 

details the life of the man who was forced to become Uday Hussein’s body double. We 

agreed to stay away from Dominick Cooper’s performance as a template, merely viewing 

it for autobiographical reasons. As Charlie said, there wasn’t much to say. “He was a 

sociopath, so I should probably play a sociopath.” Yet, Uday is mythic, the original 

procurer of the golden gun. The character is bigger than life, so making sure some of the 

Epic commentary provided by the character was clear was paramount. It also allowed 

Charlie to make daring choices that he knew, in the way the character is constructed, that 

he could get away with.  

Alice and I had a great time working together, particularly in discussing why this 

Tiger exists in the play. We discussed the given circumstances of the tiger’s life, how it 

gets to Baghdad, how old it is, how long its been in that cage. Having worked with Alice 

in the Brother/Sister Plays trilogy, I knew I needed to ease my way into Brecht and how I 

wanted to employ some of the Epic devices I felt were integral to the performance. Alice 

is seasoned and exacting, and as such, she’s not always open to trying something slightly 

unorthodox or unfamiliar to her process if she feels it's a waste of time. This isn’t to say 

she won’t, but I wanted to be sure we got on the same page started to experiment with the 

Tiger. 
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Stephanie asks lots of questions. I tried, best I can, to answer her questions with a 

question. Leading her to better questions. She would gobble up any dramaturgy I’d hand 

her. She was fascinated with a piece of dramaturgy I particularly enjoyed, Erasing Iraq: 

The Human Costs of Carnage. Between that book, and her burgeoning friendship with 

Luna, her knowledge of the culture and region became nearly encyclopedic. We also 

began to work on how the injuries as a leper would affect the way she spoke. This was 

two-fold issue, because she would also be speaking in Arabic. Yet, Steph was always up 

to the task.  

Kayla and I talked a little bit on the life of a fourteen year-old under Saddam’s 

regime. As you can imagine, it’s also difficult to find dramaturgy that is specific to a 

fourteen-year-old girl’s life in pre-Iraq War Iraq. Ibrahim and Luna proved to be 

incredibly valuable in these discussions, because they had a better sense of that world. I 

also provided her with documentation on the growing problems with prostitution in war-

torn countries, as well as anything specific Bonnie could find on Iraq. 

Interesting note: most of the dramaturgy Bonnie was tasked with once we started 

rehearsing had more to do with the women in the play, something I may have given a bit 

of short shrift when doing my initial dramaturgy. Bonnie’s work proved to be crucial as 

the days and weeks progressed. It was really a treat to have a dramaturge who is so 

interested in the process from all angles as I can attest that Bonnie is, both as an actor, 

dramaturgy, and perhaps, future director.  

 

Maximizing Time: Multiple Rooms, One Common Purpose 
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Due to the truncated rehearsal process for this show, I developed an aesthetic that 

I use when directing Shakespeare. I like to use multiple rooms for rehearsing and 

maximize the amount of work done in limited hours. We split the Rehearsal Hall in half 

the first week, and also used the lower and upper lobbies as well. Usually, most Temple 

productions have a six to eight week rehearsal process. Even with coming in a week 

before the term started, we still only had four weeks to rehearse, then a week for tech, 

then voila! Opening night. So, using this method to maximize the work, particularly the 

first week when no one had class and we could work a true 36-hour week of rehearsal, 

proved to pay dividends in the long term. 

 

Main Room Work 

The main room work consisted of tablework and ultimately getting the play on its 

feet. I used the first week to clarify actions and focus some of the more complicated parts 

of the story points that were either unclear to the actors, or were heightened in the world 

of the play. We also used this time to flesh out more of the characters’ backgrounds, 

continued to ask questions, continued to work with the dramaturgy and flesh out the 

boundaries of the world of the play. 

 

Military Training 

David Glover, my assistant director, immediately began to work with Tim and DJ 

on military training in the other half of the Rehearsal Hall. Although David is an Army 

Reservist, and the characters are U.S. Marines, a lot of the philosophies, particularly in 
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working with gear, are very similar. When there were any questions from the actors, or 

myself David was sure to research the correct protocols. The first day of work with David 

and actors Tim Dugan and DJ Daughtry, was a crash course in basic training. After that, 

David began to work with Tim and DJ on the protocols of clearing out a room, holding a 

gun properly, the order in which you dress in your fatigues and gear, etc. He was also 

very helpful in answering any and all questions both DJ and Tim had. If he couldn't get 

the answer, he had enough friends in the military to almost immediately get an answer. 

David also went through my dramaturgy online to make sure I was on the right track with 

respect to anything having to do with the U.S. Marines, and even worked with the fellas 

once they were going into fittings with my costume designer, Marie Anne Chimkent. 

 

Dialect Training 

Almost immediately, Diane Gaary came in and began to do dialect work with the 

actors. With respect to Ibrahim, it was just finding the correct Iraqi dialect. Ibby already 

has a bit of a Palestinian dialect in his every day speech, but Diane was able to hone it for 

a more specified Iraqi dialect. With Charlie, she also worked on the correct Arabic 

dialects, although as Uday professes, he’s been schooled in Switzerland, and as such, is 

slightly Westernized, so Diane and Charlie kept that in mind. With Tim and DJ, we 

collectively decided where they hailed from. In Tom’s case, he refers to growing up in 

Michigan near the end of the play. We decided that, given Tom’s apparent economic 

hardship, he probably grew up in low-income situation somewhere near or around 

Detroit. DJ decided that Kev was from somewhere near Philadelphia, and so Diane 
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worked more with DJ on his vocal patterns and revisited a lot of the training he received 

in classes at Temple.  

Diane also worked with the other actors on vocal training, using signature 

techniques such as Alexander and Feldenkrais. A lot of the methods Diane uses are very 

actor friendly. She is also a lover of punctuation in text as much as I am, and was really 

great at getting the actors to pay very close attention to it. She would remind the actors to 

vocally and physically touch base with open healthy powerful use, to listen to each other. 

With the younger folks, she would insist the actors play with consonants in lines to get 

timing, resonance, and intelligibility. 

There were times she would encourage the actors to run through the tips and tails 

of the scenes in fast motion using various body energies and crazy oddball 

interpretations. Diane’s work paid dividends, particularly for our undergrads. As they got 

more confident, the levels in talent in the cast began to balance out quite nicely. I have to 

give Diane a lot of credit for that. She was a great resource for this production. 

 

Arabic Language Training 

As Luna would say, the challenge of Arabic is in the script, and by this I don’t 

mean the play, but the writing itself. Arabic has an alphabet of 28 letters. Although, for 

English speakers, it takes a little getting used to reading right to left. Ibrahim teaches 

Arabic and Hebrew at UPenn, and as he pointed out, most of the letters in Arabic have 

four different forms. This is dependent on whether they stand-alone or come at the 

beginning, middle, or end of a word. Arabic consists of a three-letter root system for 
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word building. The three-letter root isn’t exactly a word, but more a general idea or 

concept. The different prefixes, vowel additions, and suffixes can make it into a person 

who is doing something, the place where they’re doing it, the general concept of “why” 

they’re doing it, and on and on (and on and on and on...). The vowels, themselves, are the 

little marks or scratches above and below these constructions. It is an incredibly 

formidable language, but once you understand how it is structured, and how it works, it is 

incredibly beautiful. 

The difficulty for actors speaking in Arabic is that many of the noises are 

attributed to the back of the throat. This, in essence, goes against a lot of the vocal 

training most actors are getting, and, as Diane and I understood, could lead to poor vocal 

health in speakers that were non-native. This was most particular to Stephanie. Her entire 

track was in Arabic, and as such, she needed to be incredibly careful. Luna also 

understood this, and her and Diane worked in concert with one another in several 

sessions with the actors. They worked well with one another and developed shorthand 

with which to approach each actor, their vocal idiosyncrasies, and the needs of character. 

I have to be honest. I became enamored with the Arabic language and peppered 

Luna with questions about the structure, pulling several passages from the script. It was 

incredibly helpful because it allowed me to really approach the scenes that were in Arabic 

in a way that I could really direct action. I was no longer overwhelmed with the language, 

and began to understand where the stresses needed to be, the points of emphasis. This 

was not only particular to the interrogation scene, but also Kev’s prayer in Arabic, as well 
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as Steph’s later scene as the Leper Woman. It wasn’t just enough for the actors to know 

the Arabic, they really needed to understand it in context, and as such, so did I.  

 

Staging and Rehearsal Techniques 

Once we got through the first week, we began to get the play on its feet. Staging 

the first scene in particular was dicey, and the actors really committed to getting off book 

as soon as possible so that we could do constructive work on it, and develop it. In 

subsequent scenes, we continued to develop the action of the play, and clarify, clarify, 

clarify. I really pushed the actors to dig deeper, particularly DJ and Ibrahim, as I wasn’t 

really buying their respective breakdowns in Scene 2. We revisited some of our 

dramaturgy, and we discovered that each character, each in their own distinctive way – 

including the Tiger – suffered from one form or another of Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD). In my initial dramaturgy, I provided a lot of information on the 

symptoms of PTSD, and as such, unpacked some of the issues these characters were 

possibly going through, reliving, and how that affected their needs and wants. How did 

the psychological trauma affect the actions they were taking moment-to-moment, beat-to-

beat? Ibrahim was still reticent. To illustrate the trauma his character was responding to, I 

showed him another piece of dramaturgy. 

In late, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) conducted a survey to determine the level of trauma experienced since 
2003 by Iraqi refugees living abroad - who numbered 2.4 million at the time. Of 
the 754 Iraqis interviewed in Syria, every single person - 100 percent - 
experienced a traumatic event in Iraq. (Otterman, 2010, p. 17) 
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Ibrahim came in the next day; a light bulb had gone off. It paid dividends in Scene 2. He 

was beginning to physically manifest what was boiling under the surface. In Scene 3, it 

also aided in him trying to balance Musa’s confusion and agitation with Kev’s own 

meltdown. He was finally giving DJ the provocation he needed to play Kev’s actions 

juiced by his own fractured psychosis. In Scene 5, we get PTSD personified in the Tiger 

haunting Kev, and in Scene 6, we also get PTSD personified in Uday haunting Musa. The 

actors were fully beginning to realize how in crisis their characters were. It was leading 

them to take more risks, and make more dynamic choices. 

After our first week of rehearsal, we were really able to lay the groundwork to do 

some wonderful experimenting. Charlie and Ibrahim were very interested in doing some 

Laban Movement as a way to unpack some of the psychological torture Uday uses on 

Musa. I was absolutely game, and gave over the room for them to play. This was crucial 

as Ibby could, at times, be a difficult actor. He indicated an awful lot, and I just didn’t 

believe him a lot of the time. I could see that Charlie was feeling the same way, so I was 

open to just about anything that would get Ibby to a place where he ground himself, but 

still play the tortured pathos so integral to the character of Musa. I gave feedback, all 

positive, and Ibby’s physical ticks started to melt away. We revisited some of this work 

throughout the rehearsal process any time I thought Ibby’s performance began to slip, or 

became mannered. It was also helpful for Charlie, allowing him to explore a more 

dangerous side of Uday.  

Tim, Charlie and I collectively did a semester of Chekhov technique with 

Professor David Ingram, and DJ also has experience with Chekhov technique, also 
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through Professor Ingram. I let each of them individually develop something akin to 

psychological gesture with their respective roles. This paid wonderful dividends in Scene 

8 where Kev’s character comes back to haunt Tom. Both DJ and Tim were able to play 

with a lot of images in the rehearsal process that helped them connect to the psychology 

of the characters in that scene. At one point, DJ stalked Tim, almost like the Tiger. It was 

a piece of movement that helped develop a somewhat Epic vocabulary in how we ended 

up staging the scene, particularly when the Tiger and Kev really begin to inundate Tom. I 

also employed some Epic strategies in how DJ would actively compose his “letter” to 

Tom earlier in the scene, as well as latter prayer in Arabic. The physical score we 

developed his letter proved hilarious, and gave the scene a grotesquely funny edge and 

added to the contrapuntal motion of the prayer. 

In earlier scenes, the Chekhov technique helped ground the actors’ actions, 

particularly when Tom comes back to Iraq to get the golden gun from Kev in Scene 3. I 

threw out some metaphors with Tim, terms like “rust in the gut,” or “mouth full of nails,” 

to play with the levels of tension between the two of them.  

I was lucky to have both Stephanie and Kayla in a Grotowski workshop with Bob 

Hedley that semester. Although we weren’t too far into the work at that point, some of it 

was useful in later rehearsals in the physical life each of their respective characters 

embodied. This was most specific to Kayla’s young Hadia, walking on her toes, looking 

up at her brother, looking up at the beautiful topiary. As a dancer, Kayla is light on her 

feet, and this was helpful for her in developing a character much younger and more naïve 

than herself. For Steph, she really committed to a painful gait for the Leper Woman, yet 



 

 124 

was able to ground her in a way that accentuated her otherworldliness the role so 

represented. The vocal work Steph began to develop in Grotowski training also gave 

more nuance to Leper Woman that was increasingly different from her earlier Iraqi 

Woman. I kept pushing her to keep finding specificity in each character. Ultimately, she 

was able to make a clean delineation between both characters, amazing considering their 

both speaking Arabic. I believe she found that voice in Professor Hedley’s workshop. 

 Ibrahim had also done a lot of Grotowski work in Israel, and was very game to 

explore where and how he could use it, particularly in the physical life he wanted to 

embody in the scenes that Uday was tormenting him. His scuttling on the ground away 

from Charlie was found through exploring some of those exercises in addition to some of 

the Laban work they began to use as a warm-up for their scene.  

Using a lot of these techniques I have developed through my own training, and by 

maximizing some of the training the actors were adept at proved not only worthwhile, but 

also helped us develop a very specific physical vocabulary and vocal terminology once 

we got into working some of the longer sections. It was also a lot of fun, and I could see 

that the actors were responding very positively to all the exploration we were able to do. 

This cast was in excellent shape, and worked their asses off. 

 

Playing with the Tiger: Employing Epic Devices in a Rehearsal Setting 

Alice and I spent a lot of time with one another working her monologues. I like to 

give actors who have huge swaths of text the attention they deserve. I’ve seen far too 

many directors try to direct actors in monologues with a room full of people. I find that 
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detrimental to the actor’s process, and disrespectful to their work as artists. As I said, I 

wanted to ease Alice into the world of the Epic. As such, I started by sending her “Street 

Scene,” Brecht’s essay that summarizes some of his theories on acting. According to 

Brecht (1950), a person who witnesses a traffic accident merely re-enacts the events (a 

demonstration) in a non-emotional manner, in order to relay the information to others. 

This person deliberately does not recreate a perfect imitation of the event, but 

demonstrates in a way that encourages a logical detached view of the situation for the 

observer. In rehearsal, Brecht often encouraged his actors to precede their lines with ‘he 

said…’ in order to remain objective about their role in the play. It’s interesting to note, 

that when the Tiger tells the story of the lions escaping in Scene 1, and subsequently of 

the little girl missing half her face at the top of ACT II, he/she is saying an awful lot of 

“he said” and “she said.” Given what we know about Brecht, Kaufman and Joseph, I 

decided to see if we could apply some of this technique to Alice’s work, not just in the 

Tiger reinterpreting the situation with the little girl, but in Alice reinterpreting the Tiger.  

When we first began some of the monologue work, Alice’s interpretation seemed 

dour, and she was making it way too important, heavy-handed. As such, the Tiger just 

wasn’t funny. The Tiger was in such crisis that a lot of the social and political 

significance behind what he/she was saying was getting lost in a maudlin reading, not to 

mention the comedy. Of course, I couldn’t say that to Alice, so I asked her questions. 

Brecht (1950) notes, “the demonstrator’s purpose determines how thoroughly he has to 

imitate” (p. 123). To determine that, we needed to determine what the character wants. 

Then we’d better understand what the author intended. What is the Tiger looking for? 
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Who is the Tiger looking for? Why does the Tiger want to know where the lions are? 

Why does the Tiger ask so many questions of the audience? Does the Tiger expect an 

answer from the audience? Is it an audience the Tiger is talking to? Why is there an 

audience for this Tiger to talk to in the first place?? This really began to unpack the piece 

for Alice in a way that began to make sense. First, we decided to give the little girl a very 

specific voice. A very little girl voice. There would be no doubt it was a little girl, and the 

audience, just by virtue of hearing the voice, would easily picture this little girl the Tiger 

spoke of. Then we developed a gestus for the little girl, looking up, and arms wide, ready 

to take in the world. It was simple, but wildly affective (and incredibly funny).  

We also discussed the life of the Tiger, but not in any way that was specific to a 

living, breathing tiger, but as if the Tiger were human, and how the Tiger viewed the 

world around him/her. Did the Tiger resent being kidnapped and put into captivity? Why 

does the Tiger suddenly feel guilty for feeding on the young and innocent? How does the 

Tiger respond to this newfound self-awareness? Does this change what the Tiger wants? 

Alice really started to respond to these sessions, and began to develop a Tiger that was 

sardonic and full of piss and vinegar. The Tiger had a very distinct point of view. The 

Tiger had attitude. The Tiger was pissed. Tiger was funny. The Tiger wanted answers. 

NOW. The Tiger was really demonstrating for the audience how tough it was to be a 

dead Tiger walking around in a war-torn Baghdad, but in a way that Alice began to 

unconsciously step outside of the Tiger. She was revealing the actor, challenging the 

audience’s preconceived notions, socially intervening. As I had hoped, the Tiger became 
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the audience’s conduit, and Alice was becoming the Tiger I had heard in my head the 

first time I pictured her in the role. 

Eventually, Alice got in front of an audience, and… Wow. But, that’s for a later 

chapter. 

Myth in Practice 

 Directing myth in relation to the actors was a multi-faceted process. Part of what I 

wanted to accomplish was in my staging, and how it related to the design, the creation of 

theatrically magical moments. I also tried to generate compositional staging that would 

effectively illustrate the power dynamics between characters and their respective cultures. 

Using elements of the Epic, I hopefully captured some of the universal themes, germane 

to the world of the play, that Rajiv Joseph is aiming at. Certainly, many of my 

conversations with Alice with respect to her character, and her own sense of the spiritual, 

helped us develop a character out of a postmodern myth. Alice’s street smart Tiger that 

spouted existential theories gave the character a contemporary, yet allegorical edge. 

Casting a woman proved vatic as well, because I responded more to the mystical sense of 

the Tiger as animal spirit guide, yet somehow also lost in translation.  

As a cast, we talked a lot of the myth of media and a consumerist society, how it 

also affected the dire choices everyone makes. Steph and I really expired how the Leper 

Woman could operate on a mythic level. We discussed whether she was dead or alive, 

ultimately deciding that she resided somewhere in between, hovering between ignorance 

and loss, and acceptance and understanding. Tim and DJ were firmly entrenched in the 
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mythos of war, of service and of the U.S. Marines. Charlie created a mythic Uday 

Hussein, a character so evil, we can’t help but be compelled to watch his every move. 

 

Designer Run and Final Weeks 

We had a pretty successful designer run. Once the designers got to see the play on 

its feet, they were really excited to get into the space. The actors worked hard in the short 

two and half weeks we had rehearsed. The designers could see that and they could see 

that we had a show. They were inspired by the work of the actors and couldn’t wait to get 

to work. My thesis mentor, Doug Wager, came to the designer run. His notes were really 

helpful. His biggest caveat was the relationship between Kev and Tom. He wasn’t sure 

DJ understood the relationship, and how much Kev really needed Tom, how, in essence, 

in love he was with Tom. Doug said “make Scene 5 a love scene, a chase.”  

Doug’s note proved incredibly beneficial in rehearsals our last week before tech. 

Unfortunately, we were in the Barton Hall Classrooms for most of that week of rehearsal 

(the true bane of my existence), but I took the opportunity to go back and work specific 

sections of the play. I really wasn’t concerned with running the play. I knew if I got in a 

couple more decent runs in prior to tech, we’d be in excellent shape. So, I recalibrated my 

schedule and used the time to clarify action, shape scenes, develop better pacing, work 

transitional (and transactional) moments, and point up some of the bigger events in the 

play. Our last week of rehearsal before tech was really instrumental to the success of the 

play. We made a lot of new discoveries I’m assured we wouldn’t have made if we were 

just running the show. The actors appreciated the reps, and as such, I got them to push 
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harder, dig deeper, to keep finding the nuance within the scene, to continue developing 

the mythos of the play. 

In staging Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, I tried to avoid flat planes, and 

almost exclusively work in diagonals, use counter crosses, and never moving actors 

around arbitrarily. In the Rehearsal Hall, we were able to really explore the compositional 

spacing within the play. Although we didn’t have doofers for the walls, (a term that refers 

to a rehearsal prop or piece of scenery that is stand in for the real prop or piece of 

scenery), I was able to break the space up for our specific locations, and opening it up for 

the scenes in the topiary garden. Unfortunately, sometimes there are things beyond your 

control as we found out when we moved into the Adrienne. 

 

Tech Week: Big Problem Solving in a Tiny Space 

Once we moved into the Adrienne, there was an excitement among the actors and 

production staff. The actors were in love with the space, and were excited to see the set. 

However, there was a fair amount of spacing I had to do on the fly. As I said, our 

rehearsal and tech schedule was slightly truncated, and as such, a lot of my respacing was 

done during cue-to-cue. The sight lines in the Adrienne also proved to be problematic, 

and the far down right and left areas were really a no man’s land. I thought I had 

anticipated this, having seen shows at the Adrienne and visiting the space prior to 

rehearsing the play, but the result was still a little jarring. 

In the rehearsal hall, we also taped down the throw from 3 projectors that would 

project on the jersey wall/topiary units so that actors knew how to fluidly navigate around 
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them when the topiary were live. This was most specific to Alice as the Tiger spends the 

most time in the topiary garden. However, my projection designer alerted me that we had 

to settle on a different model of projector, so the projectors all had to be switched around. 

This led to completely different throws – which meant completely restaging a lot of the 

Tiger’s monologues whenever Alice was upstage of center in front or near the topiary 

walls. 

In addition, we lost nearly six feet of upstage room due to where the cyc 

(cyclorama) lights needed to live. This was unexpected, and in turn this moved our back 

wall down stage six feet, and subsequently our jersey wall/topiary units much farther 

downstage. Again, this affected the throw for the digital projectors. And again, this 

affected a lot of the staging upstage of center (which little by little was becoming a 

smaller and smaller space). 

The arch units moved incredibly fluidly. However, they were thicker than we 

anticipated. We also didn’t have doofers in the Rehearsal Room, so we didn’t anticipate 

the kind of downstage space they would eat up when placed in front of one another to 

create a single doorframe. This affected a lot of the diagonals I had worked into the 

staging and ate up the little space I had down right and down left. We also had to be 

incredibly careful in moving them due to certain lights upstage and certain lights 

downstage.  

The cyc also proved problematic because throughout tech there were electrical 

issues in the upstage patch, which would intermittently take out the up left bank of cyc 
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lights. Liz and her master electrician, Nicole Rolo, were working on it constantly 

throughout the week.  

Suffice it to say, you never know what you can expect when moving into a new 

space. Yet, everyone really stayed in great spirits throughout the week. Our cue to cue 

went relatively seamlessly, and Michael’s video projection work was absolutely 

spectacular. The actors came out to watch the first cue, and when they got to see how it 

worked, and subsequently how the topiary would be displayed, they all applauded 

Michael.   

Liz Philips and I had a bit of a difficult time communicating throughout the week. 

She struggled in the space, and her lighting was not as striking as what I had seen in her 

renderings. I was a little concerned about the flatness. It was also a somewhat 

uninteresting palette. The cyc had no texture in any scene. We had agreed that our 

mystical world would include a blue palette, but in space, the color just looked 

uninspiring. There wasn’t really anything magical about it and it lacked any of the 

deeper, more interesting blues and violets from her renderings. I kept encouraging Liz to 

take bigger risks throughout the week. She added some side lighting to add a little more 

texture to the cyc, which helped a lot. The problem with the blue palette for the world of 

magic was that it was a terrible color to light darker skin tones. Many of my actors, 

particularly my African American actors, just absorbed the blue light, and as much as I 

like shadows, I’m more interested in seeing the actors’ faces. I realize that Liz was 

frustrated, but she had a difficult time articulating what was frustrating her, or posing any 
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real solutions other than a single word or phrase here or there. It was the one negative 

experience I had the entire week of tech. I just wasn’t sure how to communicate with her.  

As far as everything else during tech, we really enjoyed ourselves. John Eddy and 

Britt Plunkett, my technical director, did a great job incorporating a lot of my notes 

throughout the week, giving some of the scenery more texture, grimier, more bullet holes. 

Marie’s costumes looked fantastic, and the few notes I had, she handled with grace. 

Amanda’s props rocked; her golden gun was awesome, the severed head truly disgusting. 

Michael Long and Mark Valenzuela got along famously, and understood how to work in 

concert with one another. The transitions became more and more nuanced every time 

Michael edited and Mark’s sound cues followed suit. We collectively discovered a lot 

about how the imagery used in transitions functioned. Michael and Mark could edit pretty 

efficiently on the fly, so I was able to intricately craft the video and sound in a way that 

was experiential; it contained a lot of the mythic vocabulary I was interested in 

demonstrating in the context of this play; there were moments where it felt like an assault 

on the senses, particularly the opening cue. Very cool. 

 I was never worried about Sam Dugan, my stage manager, calling such a 

complicated show. I haven’t said much about Sam, but that is illustrative of the kind of 

stage manager she is. She is efficient. She is fun. She completely gets the job done. She 

had already demonstrated throughout the rehearsal process that she was more than 

capable.  

My actors: What a great group! They were patient throughout, and by the end of 

our second night of tech, everyone was a bit punchy. Charlie Demarcelle, sensing this, 
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had us laughing so hard at one point, where we were all literally wiping tears from our 

eyes. This cast was a gift from God, from Allah, from whomever. Either way, I certainly 

blessed.  

Dress Rehearsal 

Dress rehearsals are always strange and awkward experiences. It's the first time 

the actors really get to experience the show in its fullest, wearing costumes for the first 

time, bleeding on-stage, in the moment, for the first time, carrying around a severed head 

in a bag for the first time, experience the heft, the weight of said head. It's also the first 

time the production staff gets to see the show it in all its glory, or lack thereof. Dress 

rehearsals are rarely very good, and ours was no exception. The keystoning on one of the 

projectors got messed up for some reason, so from the first cue, we knew, one of the 

projectors was not going to really do its job for at least through the first act. Obviously, 

there are blown cues – you expect that. The actors, however, were another story. They 

were miserable. It started in the first scene. As I’ve said, the first scene of the play is 

incredibly tricky. Alice went up on a line, and suddenly it was like an avalanche. Cues 

were dropped, half a page skipped, and the energy just fell out of the play. DJ and 

Ibrahim picked it up in the next scene, but couldn’t maintain. I had a few faculty 

members in the audience that night, and the actors were very aware of it. They knew the 

first scene got screwy, so everyone took it upon themselves to “fix” the performance. 

This culminated into everyone pushing too hard, and ultimately, yelling nearly every line. 

The guiltiest parties were Tim and DJ, but mostly Tim. Tim, when he feels pressure, is 

the type of actor that will push and start to reinvent in the moment. Not always a good 
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idea. Sometimes that energy can be helpful, lifting the other actors up, get things back on 

track. In this case, it turned into an all out yell-a-thon. Most of my notes that night were 

in caps as if I was responding accordingly.  

 Professors Hedley and Wager both attended the dress rehearsal, and subsequently, 

gave me notes. Bob, in particular, pointed out the lack of connection between Tom and 

Kev, similar to Doug’s earlier note. He had the same note. Why is everybody yelling? He 

also noted that the lighting was deceptive. It wasn’t helping establish a mystical quality to 

when the dead return to walk the space. It wasn’t establishing one world versus another. 

Doug’s notes were more big-story notes, training the audience’s eye on the hypereal 

versus the fantastic, touching the mind through the senses, etc. Both Bob and Doug’s 

notes were helpful, but I was already seeing a lot of what they were seeing that night. I 

sent the actors home and slept on it. 

 My crew also needed extra attention. If the walls were going to establish 

locations, they needed to move more effectively and with purpose. I had my stage manger 

call them early in the next day, and scheduled time for them to rehearse the transitions 

over and over and over. They were really great about it, wanting to get it as fluid as 

possible as they understood that the transitions were part of the aesthetic, and as such, so 

were they. Again, I lucked out in having a very hard working backstage crew. 

 

First (and only) Preview 

 The next day, I decided I needed to be as positive as possible in giving notes. I 

didn’t want to alienate the cast. They had worked so hard up to this point, and I also 
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understood that they had their first Preview that night. I didn’t want to spook them into 

thinking their show was horrible. So, I gave the notes in as positive as a fashion as 

possible. Tim got a little rankled when I talked about being careful about yelling, that it 

was demonstrative of generalized anger and lacked specificity, so we worked some of the 

scenes where I felt it was most prevalent and that made him feel a lot better, and clarified 

some moments that he still was somewhat unclear about. I also restaged the entirety of 

Scenes 1 and 10. The actors were a little surprised that I would go to such lengths mere 

hours before a preview. I looked at them and said, “well, it was my shitty staging to begin 

with, so no worries – you’re all incredibly talented, so I know you’ll make it work.” I can 

only hope they appreciated the self-deprecating manner in which I regarded my staging in 

both scenes, and that they wouldn’t put any unnecessary pressure on themselves. In 

reality, the staging didn’t work in Scene 10 because of the limitations in the adjusted 

dimensions of the space. The lack of space right and left, and what I lost upstage forced 

my actors to work more laterally then I had intended. In 10, it was a big problem because 

of the amount of actors in the scene. I needed to create a better, and more interesting 

composition for a scene that lives in several worlds. 

For Scene 1, I just needed Tim to look at DJ. He had a tendency to play 

everything out, justifying it by the fact that he’s guarding a Tiger in a zoo. Yet, I needed 

him to connect to DJ, and DJ to connect to Tim. We (the audience) also needed to see 

where they would fail to connect. A lot of the play hinges on characters lost in 

translation, not just linguistically, but on a profoundly human level.  
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 The change proved to be serendipitous as our Preview audience really responded 

to the opening scene. This really launched the show, and you could see how it affected 

the actors’ energy. They were definitely juiced by finally getting an audience, and 

responded accordingly. And Alice… dear lord, Alice. She destroyed (in a good way) her 

monologues. She was getting exit applause, and by the end of the play, got ‘em up on 

their feet. We were finally ready to open. 
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CHAPTER 7 

INTO PERFORMANCE 

 

 In the following Chapter, I will walk through my experiences with the 

Performance Process for Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, from opening through the 

second weekend.  

The Opening Weekend I Never Saw 

My opening night for Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo was a surreal experience, 

not only because it was my thesis production and I had been working on it for nearly nine 

months. It was surreal because I ended up performing a rather large role in the show that 

night. And not as the director, but as an actor in the production. Allow me to explain. 

That afternoon, my cast, designers, production staff and I were invited to speak at 

the THR 1087, the undergrads’ performing arts practicum class they have every Friday. 

We had gone through the design process of the show, and I started to wonder where a few 

members of my cast were. I had understood that Tim and Alice would be unable to 

attend, but Ibrahim was going to try to make it. However, he got stuck in traffic. Charlie 

also said he would pop in, but also wasn’t there. I began to get a little rankled that they 

were skipping it. Just as I was about to excuse myself to call Charlie and Ibby, Charlie 

entered the stage right door of the wing of the Tomlinson Theatre, came up behind me 

and said that he needed to talk to me immediately. I asked him if it could wait, and he 

said it could not. I was almost annoyed, but then I saw the look on his face. It was 

something serious. Charlie and I went out into the hallway between the scene shop and 
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Tomlinson, he looked at me, and said, “my brother just died.” Then he fell into my arms 

and began to sob uncontrollably.  

As I held my actor, I realized immediately that there was no way he was going on 

stage that night. I asked him what he needed to do and if there was anything I could do. 

He needed to get in touch with his wife. At that moment, one of the other grad actors, 

Leah Walton, a very good friend of Charlie’s, came walking in. I told Charlie what my 

plan was, and told him he needed to go be with his family. I then handed him over to 

Leah, and told her to take him home. Immediately, I ran into my colleague Liz Carlson, 

and told her what happened, and that I needed to meet with her and Doug immediately in 

his office. We got to Doug’s office, and I informed him that I would go on in Charlie’s 

place as Uday for opening. We discussed other alternatives, none of them good, as I was 

probably the only person that could possibly pull it off given my proximity to the show, 

and the fact that I am a professional actor. I had already had some experience going on as 

an understudy under less than desirable circumstances. I then asked Liz if she would 

rehearse with me for the next four hours to get me up to speed. She said she’d do 

anything I needed. She’s a peach. 

I got in touch with my cast, informed most of them what had transpired, and 

asked, if possible, for them to come to the theatre as soon as conveniently possible. I got 

in touch with my stage manager, informed her of what was going on, and she 

immediately headed down to the theatre as well.  

I ran down to the costume shop, and informed Marie what was happening and she 

asked if I had suit worthy of Uday Hussein. In fact, I did. I had purchased the suit from a 
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production of Twelfth Night I had done prior to moving to Philadelphia. It was sharkskin, 

tailored, and appropriate to the character of Uday Hussein. She grabbed a few other suits 

and made her way down to the theatre. She asked if she needed to bring anything else. I 

told her eyeliner, black pancake for my hair, and a fake mustache.  

As I drove, I called Diane Gaary and did about the fastest one-on-one dialect 

coaching possible. Diane was in Connecticut, but was extremely helpful in giving me the 

signature sounds of the dialect. This was done while I was driving Steph Ioazza, Kayla 

Tarpley, and myself to the theatre. It's a wonder I didn’t kill us all. 

Once we got into the theatre, Liz and I immediately began to work. I did Uday’s 

first scene (which consists of what may as well be an eight-page monologue with few 

interjections from Musa) three times, and then attempted it off book. We then moved on 

to Uday’s second scene, thankfully less text, but just as challenging dramatically. We 

continued to work each scene, back and forth. Little by little I got off book. 

Ibby then arrived, and we began to work through the staging, which proved less 

difficult because, well, I staged it. We worked and worked and worked. Then, I asked that 

everyone clear the room, and I continued to work for another hour and a half. Then I 

went and got dinner, script in hand. 

Sitting in the dressing room, putting on a fake mustache, and getting ready to go 

on stage was not how I envisioned spending my opening night for my thesis. My heart 

was with Charlie and his family; my mind was on the play. My actors respectfully kept 

their distance, letting me prepare as best I could. As I applied the mustache and makeup, 

a character that I was oddly familiar with began to emerge.  
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Once in costume, an ASM came downstairs to give us our five-minute call. Five 

minutes! I kept looking back at the script, pouring over the words. I thought to myself, 

“you directed this! You love this scene, you’re going to be fine,” as well as “what the hell 

are you doing? Are you crazy?? You haven’t been on stage in a long time! You’ll RUIN 

your own thesis show!!!” Then Alice knocked on my door, and asked me to come out and 

pray with her. 

Now, I’ve never been a religious person, and my thoughts on god and the afterlife 

are, admittedly, complicated. I’m not necessarily a non-believer, but I’ve never been a 

big fan of organized religion. I did, however, believe in the power of communal myth. I 

also understand that Alice has a deep and devout faith in her God, and I respect that. And 

at that point, I figured I’d try anything. But, it wasn’t only me. The entire cast was in a 

circle, including Ibrahim, who was raised both as a Jew and a Muslim. He even practiced 

Buddhism for a time. I figured, well, if he’s game, how could I not be? So we all joined 

hands, and Alice prayed for me, she prayed for Charlie and his broken heart, and she 

prayed for our cast to see this through. She called out her “Father God, Father God!” and 

impressed upon him that it was of the utmost importance that he protect us all this night. 

If I hadn’t been wearing makeup, and worried my eyeliner was going to run, I would 

have been balling. I also couldn’t break for my cast. I needed them to see the “no big 

deal” David Girard. They were being strong for me, so I really needed to be strong for 

them. And for Charlie.  

Now, Uday doesn’t come on until the very end of ACT I, so I had to sit in the 

dressing room and listen to my entire first ACT. It was actually an eye-opening 
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experience. As a director, I constantly tell myself to listen to my plays, not just watch. 

Listen. Close my eyes and listen. Finally, I had an opportunity to do that, and it revealed 

a lot. The pacing was really good. The audience was wonderfully responsive. I could 

sense where it dragged, where the actors were, perhaps, not as connected to the language 

versus other beats in the play.  

Finally, it was my turn to walk on stage. As I walked up the stairs, I was quaking 

in my Stacy Adams. I walked backstage, and got into place behind one of the pieces of 

Jersey wall/topiary. I could see the audience. At that moment, a serenity I have never felt 

passed through me. I realized, “you’ve done this before. You remember this man, this is 

old hat for you. No worries man. This is what you do.” I walked on stage, and didn’t miss 

a beat. I was Uday, torturing Musa, forcing him to find the darkness within himself, 

mocking him, ridiculing him, tormenting him. It was so much fun. I really had forgotten 

how much I enjoyed acting. I exited, the lights went down, the final projection and sound 

cues played – end of ACT I. The audience not only clapped, they cheered. It really was 

quite wonderful. Obviously, an opening night audience is going to be packed with a lot of 

family and friends, faculty and theatre folks. Ours was no different, but it still felt good. I 

didn’t let my cast down. I didn’t let Charlie down. He could mourn his brother and be 

secure in the knowledge that his back was suitably covered.  

In the second ACT, my final scene with Musa also went pretty well. Although, by 

then, I had already crossed the Rubicon. It was, somehow, less thrilling, less dangerous, 

but alas, that’s the theatre. When we went out for our curtain call, I felt odd. Then Tim 

Dugan bumped me back out on stage for another bow. The audience was standing at that 
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point. I sincerely hoped it was more for my direction than what I had just done. I’m still 

not sure, but we got a lot of standing ovations after that night, so I’m secure in the 

knowledge that I directed a pretty decent production of Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo.  

 

Now I only had to perform the role of Uday four more times.  

 At the reception following opening, the comments were entirely positive. Many 

faculty members were effusive, generally supportive, lots of smiles and tears. Bob 

Hedley made me quite verklempt. He told me he was very proud of me, and amazed at 

the progress the show had made since he saw it during our dress rehearsal, only three 

days prior. I barely made it through a toast to my cast and crew, thanking them for 

trusting me, and supporting me in a time of dire need. It really was an amazing evening, 

although bittersweet that Charlie couldn’t be there to celebrate with us. 

 

Second Week: Growth and a ReReturn to the Stage 

By getting the chance to listen to my show during the opening weekend, it 

allowed me to make some tactical adjustments to the show. This was most particular to 

the scenes between DJ and Tom. I knew there was a lot more to mine there. I needed Tim 

and DJ to really commit to use the language more effectively in defining their actions. 

The only problem was that I was now an actor in the production, at least through the 

opening weekend. Still, I tried to give notes as delicately as possible, through talking 

through the show over drinks, passing a few written notes here and there, or slipping in 

an innocuous comment that I hoped would germinate in the actors’ brains. It seemed 
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many of my notes were appreciated. The actors understood my investment in their 

success, and responded accordingly. 

The show grew and grew. Alice had full command of the audience, and 

understood completely how to finesse the Tiger. She was Epic. Ibby was really 

committing to “going there,” and finding a depth that I was frankly surprised he was 

ultimately capable of. Tim and DJ started to find beats within beats, and their scenes 

really grew. Steph’s Leper Woman was a revelation, and Kayla’s Hadia broke hearts.  

Charlie returned to the show the following Wednesday. The fact that, as Uday, he 

carries around the severed head of his brother in a bag was not lost on me. I decided to 

call him and Ibby in early that day to work their scenes. I also had a conversation with 

him the night before, to feel him out and make sure he was comfortable returning to the 

show. I was a little worried, because he was so bereft over his brother’s tragic passing, 

but he is made of Teflon. It didn’t affect his performance in the slightest, and I was glad 

to see him back in the role. I can say that I enjoyed playing Uday. He is a terribly vile 

character, but the bad guys are always the best characters to play. Yet, I cast Charlie, and 

once I got to see him again Wednesday night, I could see why.  

The final weekend was bittersweet. I really hated to see it end. The cast really hit 

their stride once Charlie returned, and I took a night off from the show. I slept. A lot. 

Then I performed the role of Uday one more time so Charlie could go to his brother’s 

funeral. Once again I was reminded how different acting is from directing, and I can 

honestly say I will never again take that for granted.  
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The last show I saw was the Saturday matinee. It was a treat, and the audience 

was very receptive. I was glad to see that the cast wasn’t pushing too hard, or taking 

advantage of the play, something that unfortunately happens all too much over the life of 

a run. They were professionals throughout. Again, I really do rock at casting. 
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CHAPTER 8 

REFLECTION 

 

I think what makes theatre different from other mediums is not only the 

emotional, but also the available sensory aspects of a live performance. Sensory theatre is 

something I’ve always been interested in both, experiencing, and exploring. If certain 

images, smells, sensations, etc. can transport us, how can I harness that phenomenon in 

the theatre? Only through the exploration of myth can I discover sensory representations 

that an audience will collectively respond to, and I do mean mutually, in a way that it 

happens concurrently with the presentation. I believe, with my production of Bengal 

Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo, I was able to accomplish some of that goal.  

By harnessing the technology available to me, I attempted to develop a sensory 

vocabulary in my production, an assault on the senses. Was I successful? Perhaps not 

entirely, but I’m not sure I would do anything differently, other than find more exacting 

specificity in composition in my staging. Some of that had to do with time, some of it 

with space, but as I develop as an artist, I need to continue to develop and expand my 

theatrical vocabulary, and articulate it more effectively to actors. I can be crisper in my 

direction in design. I can also continue to explore and harness the modern conventions. I 

also want to continue to explore an aesthetic that has social implications, and as such, 

become a better citizen artist. 

"One thing that comes out of myths, for example, is that at the bottom of the 
abyss comes the voice of salvation. The black moment is the moment when the 
real message and transformation is going to come. At the darkest moment comes 
the light." (Campbell, 1988, p. 45-46) 
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Our discussions during our Myth semester on the moment before a play begins 

really resonated with me – the fact that there are precious few moments in the theatre 

where the slate is entirely clean between performer and audience, giver and receiver. 

There is nothing like that moment of pure and total expectation. The audience’s intuitive 

mind’s are at their most malleable. This extraordinary power to open up an audience—to 

set up a situation where they are encouraged to see, feel, sense and know the possibilities 

of live theatre — can be transformational for them and for the world around them. We 

should constantly be inviting them to step into this place of power. In the theatre, success 

hinges on creating a situation in which they become the creators.  

As I’ve progress through grad school, I’ve had to continue recalibrating my idea 

of one universal question. What is theatrical? Certainly spectacle can be theatrical, but if 

it isn’t a shared experience between the storyteller and the receiver then its only 

spectacle, and doesn’t transcend that communal relationship we should always strive for 

as artists.  

Culturally, of course, we are constantly invited into the depths of ourselves by the 
plays, paintings, sculptures, and buildings of past centuries. Art can be a cure for 
narcissism. The words "curator" and "cure" are essentially the same. By being the 
curator of our images, we care for our souls.” 
(Moore, 1994, p. 64-65) 
 

This concept of curating was integral to my process in Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo. 

I collected an incredible amount of visual research for the show. I suppose I curated to 

cure the images seared into our consciousness from 9/11 through the Iraq War, and its 

unfortunate, and continued aftermath. I wanted to the audience to collectively respond to 
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the madness of the play, and the imagery and composition I tried to develop, and 

understand that it is a chilling reflection of the world we’ve created and refuse to deal 

with. It is a reflection of us. It is our myth. 

 I received several emails and notes from friends and colleagues congratulating me 

on the show. One anonymous colleague, in particular, put into words how I guess I’d 

want a typical audience member to respond to the work:  

I want to congratulate you guys on a really great performance last night. I have 
been ruminating on the piece all morning and wanted to express how much has 
stayed with me. It is quite an undertaking and the themes are vast and ask the 
biggest questions about our existence, even in the shortest of sentences. It is an 
important piece to put out into the world and clearly has layer upon layer of 
excavation of intellect, spirit, heart, and instinct. Bravo.  
 
Also, in the wake of the recent tragic event in Charlie's life (and that grief touches 
all of you in a profound way I'm sure), I was struck while watching the piece by 
the ideas that surround our culture on grief, loss, and longing, and how we can be 
so ill equipped to help each other through it. We are taught many debilitating 
myths around the grieving process itself - things happen for a reason; give it time 
and it will heal; keep busy; distract yourself; grieve privately; be strong and move 
on; etc... 
 
As I watched the characters move through this play, I was thinking about how 
there are no absolutes in grief, but there are reactions so universal that all people 
will experience them on some scale, which made me think about the idea of 
"Getting Complete" versus "getting over it," which also has so much to do with 
both our training to be free as actors and human beings... 
 
I know that so many of us are haunted by the events of the world, questions of 
"why," and feelings of longing; and your show, in a powerful and unique way, 
asks us to examine that from many different angles- loss of trust, faith, safety, 
control, one's physical body, sanity, loss of relationships and "knowing" with 
one's self, others, God... and how do we find meaning and freedom within all this 
chaos... what do we cling too? What are the prayers, whispers, and screams that 
we offer up and out? Your work was an inspiring reminder that we do have the 
potential to heal each other with our questions, with every choice we make in our 
interactions, and through our art. Thank you. 
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As a storyteller, I can make it my mission to appeal to a common humanity. When an 

audience is able to recognize their own selves and stories within the broader context and 

narrative of a piece of theatre, they are able step into the collective and truly learn 

something about themselves and the world they live in. Theatre can be a very powerful 

tool. In essence, if I use that tool well, I will be an effective storytelling animal. I hope 

I’ve started that with a Tiger who just wants to understand its place in the universe, 

something we’re all trying to comprehend every day. 
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Scene Who Scene	  Title Sounds	  IN	  Scene Start End	  

1 Tiger,	  Tom,	  Kev KABOOM • Sounds	  of	  Baghdad
• Ostrich
• Gunshots

2 8

2.1 Musa,	  Kev	   WHAT	  IS	  BITCH? 9 13
2.2 Musa,	  Kev A	  GOLDEN	  GUN 13 15

3.1 Woman,	  Kev,	  Musa,	  ManWHAT'S	  IN	  THE	  BOX 16 19
3.2 Woman,	  Kev,	  Musa,	  Man

, Tiger

I	  KILLED	  YOU 19 22

4 Tiger WHY	  AM	  I	  HERE • Sounds	  of	  Baghdad?
• Bombs
• Call	  to	  Prayer
• 2nd	  Call	  to	  Prayer
• Bombs

23 23

5.1 Tom,	  Kev Big	  Macs,	  No	  pussy 24 26
5.2 Tom,	  Kev Do	  you	  have	  the	  gun? 26 28
5.3 Tom,	  Kev,	  Tiger Suicide	  Watch • Underscore	  for	  Tiger's

Entrance?
28 33

5.4 Kev,	  Tiger A	  Tiger's	  kill • Maybe	  begin	  underscore
INTO	  transition	  from	  Kev's	  
sawing	  his	  hand	  off	  (or	  
death)

33 34

Transition	  5-‐6:	  OUT	  of	  Kev's	  Suicide	  INTO	  Uday	  haunting	  Musa
6.1 Uday,	  Musa Knock,	  Knock • Jeez,	  I	  dunno	  -‐	  do	  we

underscore	  Uday's	  ENT?
35 37

Transition	  4-‐5:	  OUT	  of	  Monogogue	  into	  PTSD	  Kev	  and	  PTSD	  Tom	  (Does	  Call	  to	  Prayer/Bombs	  take	  us	  into	  next	  s

cene?)

• Out	  of	  transition,	  we
might	  want	  ambient	  sound	  
• Possible	  underscore	  for
Tiger's	  Entrance?

Transition	  2-‐3:	  OUT	  of	  two	  characters	  with	  individual/personalized	  breakdowns	  INTO	  a	  Night	  Raid	  (Script	  
indicates	  the	  following	  "	  chaotic	  sounds	  of	  soldiers	  pounding	  on	  the	  doors	  of	  a	  home.	  Yelling,	  screaming,	  
furniture	  being	  overturned."

	  -‐	  

ACT	  1	  OPENING:	  Sounds	  of	  MEDIA	  overlapping,	  perhaps	  with	  an	  Arabic	  Hip	  Hop	  underneath,	  and	  a	  building	  
drone	  underneath	  all	  of	  it	  that	  gets	  progressively	  louder

Transition	  3-‐4:	  OUT	  of	  Kev	  completely	  melting	  down	  /	  facing	  Tiger	  INTO	  Tiger's	  Monologue

• Outer	  room
• Outer	  room	  out	  on	  Kev's
entrance	  (outer	  door	  
closing?)
• Possible	  underscore	  for
Gun	  reveal?
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6.2 Uday,	  Musa King	  Midas? • Possible	  Underscore	  INTO
Transition	  from	  Uday's	  
"Topiary!	  I	  love	  this	  topiary!	  
You	  are	  the	  real	  artist,	  you	  
know	  that	  Mansour?"

37 38

END	  OF	  ACT
INTERMISSION

ACT	  II	  OPENING

7 Tiger,	  all	  dead Say	  Something • OPENING	  ACT	  II	  Sound
Cue,	  might	  transition	  into	  
an	  Underscore	  at	  the	  top	  of	  
Tiger's	  Monologue

39 40

Transition	  7-‐8:	  Perhaps	  something	  that	  works	  similarly	  to	  our	  1st	  cue
8.1 Girl,	  Tom,	  Kev,	  Musa Getting'	  Off 41 48
8.2 Hadia,	  Musa Take	  Me	  To	  Your	  Garden 	  •	  underscore	  can	  bring	  us	  

into,	  and	  continue	  through	  
this	  scene	  -‐	  simple,	  but	  
slightly	  etheareal	  perhaps?	  
"Arabia	  (My	  Daugter	  Mix)"	  
from	  Arabica	  mayhaps?

48 50

8.3 Kev,	  Tom,	  Tiger,	  Uday, HadiaPussy	  Rocks • may	  be	  some
underscoring	  in	  here,	  
perhaps	  at	  "We’re	  broken,	  
man.	  You,	  me,	  Tiger.	  It’s	  like	  
we	  fell	  through	  a	  prism…"

50 52

8.4 Tom,	  Musa She	  was	  too	  young 53 57
Transition	  8-‐9:	  OUT	  of	  "A	  deal	  is	  made,"	  into	  a	  prayer

9 Kev,	  Tiger Kev	  Prays,	  the	  Tiger	  Pounces	  •	  Underscore	  on	  Kev's	  
prayer

58 59

Transition	  9-‐10:	  OUT	  of	  A	  Prayer	  INTO	  out	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  the	  desert	  -‐	  think	  the	  Wild	  West
10.1 Musa,	  Tom,	  Leper Where's	  My	  Bag • Gunshot

• Possible	  underscore	  after
gunshot	  to	  the	  gut

60 64

10.2 Tom,	  Leper,	  Kev Death	  is	  Peaceful • Possible	  underscore
during	  Leper's	  last	  moment	  
/	  Tom's	  death	  -‐	  this	  may	  
start	  earlier	  in	  the	  scene

64 67

Transition	  10-‐11:	  OUT	  of	  Tom	  dying,	  into	  a	  burned	  Garden
11.1 Musa,	  Uday,	  Hadia The	  Sun	  Was	  Going	  Down? 	  •	  Underscore	  on	  Hadia's	  

ENT,	  possibly	  even	  before
68 71
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11.2 Musa,	  Tiger Are	  you	  God? • As	  much	  as	  I	  want	  sound
for	  Tiger's	  last	  monologue,	  
I'm	  more	  interested	  in	  the	  
silence.	  Now,	  if	  that	  silence	  
includes	  sounds	  from	  
Baghdad,	  I	  may	  be	  talked	  
into	  a	  cue	  ;)

71 72

END	  OF	  PLAY:	  This	  is	  a	  cue	  that	  will	  reveal	  itself	  in	  Tech	  -‐	  Again,	  I	  have	  a	  feeling	  that	  silence	  may	  be	  the	  best	  choice
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