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Abstract 

 

My White Picket Fence:  
Experimentation in Theatrical Healing 

 

Holli Christine Gipson, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin,  2012 

 

Supervisor:  Steven Dietz 

 
 In this thesis I define theatrical healing as using theater to practice healing. I 

focus on the creative impulse for and process of two plays: Scavenger Heart and The 

Chronicles of Bad Ass Women. In order to define these texts within the framework of 

theatrical healing I start at the beginning, when and why I first came to theater, and move 

from there to the development and productions of these two experiments. I explain how 

the design of these plays was driven by a conscious, and sometimes unconscious, 

ambition to heal very specific afflictions. I hope this delineation places Scavenger Heart 

and Chronicles on two points along a trajectory of my practice in theatrical healing.  
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MY WHITE PICKET FENCE:  

EXPERIMENTATION IN THEATRICAL HEALING 

THE PRELUDE TO MY JOURNEY  
 “I don’t believe in magic; I believe in healing,” I heard a Presbyterian preacher 

say this to his congregation a year ago. I’m not Presbyterian, I’m not even Christian, but I 

am spiritual. Spirituality has been the lifeblood of my writing since my first short story 

about a duckling befriending an Easter egg. My affinity for mysticism can probably be 

linked to growing up under the advisement of two very extreme and conflicting practices: 

Southern Baptist and Buddhism. Now, you may be asking yourself: how did an ex-

Southern Baptist reformed Buddhist end up in a Presbyterian church? I would say I 

needed to heal.   

Like the church, I believe the theater is a holy place. When I heard those words at 

St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, I was instantly struck by the notion of magic versus 

healing in relation to theater. In theater, we try to make performances “magical” with 

tools like lights, spectacle, props, set pieces, a quick costume change, and the list goes on. 

However, magic is not the goal. Rather magic is another tool for us to transcend time and 

space despite the fact that we sit in the same chair for an hour and a half. This makes me 

ask: if magic is used to make theater, then what is theater used for? My theater attempts 

to heal wounds.   

In this document, I examine how the need for healing has fueled both my life and 

my writing. My body of work, before and during graduate school, serves as 

experimentation in theatrical healing. This term has primarily been applied when theatrics 
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are used during a healing ceremony or event, usually in the context of religion. I espouse 

the term to encapsulate my own process. For me, theatrical healing is using theatre as a 

method to practice healing. The discovery and devising of it has helped me shape my 

goals as an artist and as a citizen of the theater.  

There are three classifications of healing in the western world. Physiological 

healing is restoring damaged tissue, ligaments, organs, or biological systems so that they 

return to normal function. The healing occurs primarily in the body. At the age of 21, I 

tore my ACL. To heal I had knee surgery. Psychological healing is a procedure of 

intentionally processing one’s emotions with the hopes of changing one’s thoughts and 

actions, restoring and repairing both the mind and body in relationship to the external 

world. I go to a therapist to heal from psychological damage. Theatrical healing belongs 

to a third type, metaphysical healing. Metaphysical healing uses the abstract, 

imperceptible world of poetics to heal the mind, body, intellect, and spirit, all as one. 

Like physiological and psychological healing, there are a myriad of ways to injure the 

metaphysical self. Usually these injuries are buried deep and are part of the unconscious. 

For each injury there could be different methods for healing. If used for such purposes, a 

theatrical experience can be an antidote. Some may argue that all the arts can provide 

this, but unlike other art forms theater offers communion, demands presence, and urges 

transcendence.  

Using storytelling and performance as ways of processing and engaging with 

intangible pain, loss, and damage is not a new endeavor. Since woman could speak she 

told stories to excite, to connect, to commiserate and communicate, and all of these verbs 
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are ways of processing. But, you can do these things in many other forums. Storytelling 

doesn’t only take place in a theater. Moreover, there are techniques in applied theater and 

drama therapy that are specifically geared toward healing in a more formal, therapeutic 

way. Theater as therapy is not what I’m suggesting as theatrical healing. Do we go to 

church for therapy? Sometimes. Do we call it therapy? No. We go to theater to be among 

others in the immediate present and hopefully to transcend the confinement of self. What 

I’m suggesting is that theater making and a theatrical show can be a way to practice 

healing.  

During my three years as a graduate student in the Department of Theater and 

Dance at The University of Texas at Austin I wrote four full-length plays and a handful 

of short plays. However, in this thesis I will focus on the creative impulse for and process 

of two of these plays: Scavenger Heart and The Chronicles of Bad Ass Women. 

Scavenger Heart was my first experiment in graduate school and veered from my normal 

method of writing. The play meditates on the subject of a broken heart. Hot off the heels 

of Scavenger Heart came Chronicles, an episodic play that tracks six female outlaws, 

known and unknown, through the first century of Texas history. It investigates a 

complicated vortex in which Texas women are often trapped. I call this trap the White 

Picket Fence Dilemma. The play also challenged my methods of writing and creating 

theater, which I have found is deeply connected to my process in theatrical healing.  

In order to define these texts within the framework of theatrical healing I want to 

start at the beginning, when and why I first came to theater, and move from there to the 

development and productions of these two experiments. I will explain how the design of 
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these plays was driven by a conscious, and sometimes unconscious, ambition to heal very 

specific afflictions.  I hope this places Scavenger Heart and Chronicles on two points 

along a trajectory of my practice in theatrical healing.  
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Do not hurry; Do not rest. 

     ~ Goethe.  

DISCOVERING MY BROKENNESS 
I ran to theater. I didn’t crawl or dip my toes in one at a time; I sprinted. I ran 

from my childhood home, from my home-city, from my home state, Texas, into the arms 

of a theater department at a liberal arts college in a small town in Iowa. It took this 

distance for me to give up my training in athletics and leap into an authentic discipline, 

theater. Eventually, I figured out you don’t have to choose one over the other, athletics or 

arts, but, in the beginning I wanted to immerse in this art form that I had always been 

drawn to and never been able to explore because of basketball practice, a volleyball 

game, or a soccer tournament 5 hours away. I always gave 110% on the court, why stop 

with theater? I was all in.  

However, I was running and committing so fast I didn’t realize I was broken, and 

that my brokenness was part of the reason I arrived at theater. By brokenness I mean that 

a host of traumas had left me, in many ways, stunted. Much like a broken leg may impede 

one’s ability to walk, my traumas left me socially, emotionally and intellectually 

crippled. Socially, I was insanely shy. I could large stretches without speaking at all and 

when I did speak I was sheepish with my opinion on anything. Emotionally, my self-

loathing was debilitating. My lack of self-confidence made it hard to approach any 

performance, big or small, without putting my entire self on the line. Intellectually, I was 

behind. I missed out on the fundamentals of education partially because of these traumas 

and because of negligence. The combination of falling behind in school, my shyness, and 
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being preoccupied with larger emotional processes made it very difficult to catch up. 

There was also an extreme amount of shame, and therefore I never wanted to speak up 

about any of these troubles. Those traumas and the effects of them had taught me how to 

erase myself and after years of practicing that erasure I was comfortable with that status. 

It felt safe and normal. (I’m not under the delusion that this situation is an aberration; this 

kind of past is true for a lot of folks and when you dip into the artist pool, most folks.) 

These traumas broke very specific systems of being—engagement, community, self 

worth, intellectual function—and I didn’t know where or how to move from there. When 

I speak of my brokenness I’m speaking directly to this disconnect of self and the loss of 

self.  

But, surprisingly in playwriting I found a place to insert myself without it being 

me. I found through characters I could speak in ways that I couldn’t in my real life. I also 

found that even though I was behind in school there was an emotional intelligence that I 

gained from my experiences that provided a lot of depth and scope for creative writing. 

Not only that but playwriting gave me an outlet to unconsciously express and explore 

what I was left with after these traumatic experiences: brokenness.   

In college I wrote linear narratives with female protagonists whose obstacles 

revealed them as simultaneously strong and fragile. I followed the standard rule: write 

what you know. These earlier plays were the germs of my practice in theatrical healing. 

Each one of them was in process with my recovery from emotional, physical and spiritual 

damage. Because of the traditional structure of these plays, this healing depended 

primarily on catharsis. Purging emotions for purification can be used in rectifying or 



 7 

investigating damage, but it can also be used for other purposes: to preach a moral, to 

pity, to warn, and/or to terrify. After a couple of years of employing catharsis as the main 

goal of my plays, I became restless. I felt like I was making the same play over and over. 

I lost faith in what I liked about the theater. I no longer trusted nor enjoyed linear 

psychological dramas that depended on empathy for an individual. I knew that I still 

needed the theater, I still loved theater, but something was missing in my process and 

until I found it, I would be despondent.  

I think the fulcrum in my writing was assistant directing The Persecution and 

Assassination of Jean-Paul Marat as Performed by the Inmates of the Asylum of 

Charenton Under the Direction of the Marquis de Sade by Peter Weiss. This was my last 

project at Cornell. I had read about “Brechtian” theater in my theater history courses but 

during Marat/Sade I was involved in a “Brechtian” process, although one could argue 

that Weiss draws from many twentieth century styles. Specifically, what I mean by 

Brechtian style is an aesthetic that draws from epic theater—a concept engineered by 

Bertolt Brecht, a German playwright and poet of the early 20th Century. In epic theater, 

Brecht and other theater artist of this time were interested in provoking rational thought 

as opposed to creating illusion and manipulating emotions, therefore they used distancing 

techniques in both the writing and performing to disillusion their audiences. Using 

similar techniques, Weiss engineers form so that it facilitates large, important questions 

about revolution, instead of focusing on the emotions of revolution. This does not mean 

that emotions don’t exist. Both Brecht and Weiss write extremely resonant plays that 

provoke emotion through their intellectual inquiry and practice. My experience with 
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putting up Marat/Sade play made me distrust my own impulses for linear drama. Was 

linear drama just the way I was taught to tell a story? Why was it my first inclination and 

how did I learn it? I felt like Weiss’s approach was more effective and every day 

challenged my very existence. The other linear dramas now seemed lay flat. I wasn’t 

quite sure how to move forward with these questions but I thought if I was going to find 

answers I needed time and space for them, so I applied to graduate school.   

Two years later, during my visit to UT, I saw The Method Gun by The Rude 

Mechanicals, an Austin-based collective. The play is based on a fictional theater group 

that spends seven years perfecting an acting method after their guru abandons them. The 

team trains to perform A Streetcar Named Desire without the principal characters. The 

climax is a complicated choreographed dance that culminates all the movements of their 

Streetcar performance in rhythm with ten-foot swinging pendulums. The show was 

dangerous, raw, funny, and heartbreaking, but more importantly the play affected these 

emotions through means I had never seen before.  The Method Gun used action and form 

to express a certain dilemma that I can only interpret as the collectives’ own personal 

struggles with shame and risk. The story was about this struggle, but more importantly 

the structure was made out of this struggle. That was the key! How can the experience of 

the play embody the themes and questions of its story?  

Like Marat/Sade, The Method Gun changed what I thought theater could be and 

what I thought it should be. Theater should be dangerously true and courageously 

vulnerable not only with story but also within its framework. Both of these plays had 

done that. However, The Method Gun’s exploration of shame and risk was palpable and 
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relevant to me, whereas Marat/Sade evoked a past— connecting the French Revolution 

with the Civil Rights Movement. With The Method Gun something deep within my own 

aesthetic said: YES!  

After these two experiences, I knew I wanted to change as an artist. I wanted to 

make theater that challenged my assumptions and expectations of form, that called for a 

deeper investigation of my own brokenness within content and structure, that demanded 

more from its audience than witnessing a story.  

It’s a shameful business, being broken. This is perhaps what attracted me so 

deeply to The Method Gun. Coming to UT meant I was coming back to Texas, a region 

that instigated all those traumas. The wounds I thought were closed had only been 

mitigated by distance. This move to Texas also meant I had to break up with my 

boyfriend. For the purposes of this narrative let’s call him Vance. I was, at the time, 

deeply and madly in love with Vance. Truth be told, I asked him to accompany me to 

Austin, to which he sadly (in hindsight, luckily) declined. The combination of my past 

trauma reopening and my broken heart conflated and left me a big sloppy mess. At least 

now I had a path and drive for my creative impulses. From this brokenness and newfound 

inspiration, the seeds of Scavenger Heart and The Chronicles of Bad Ass Women were 

planted.
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  The written word is weak. Many people prefer life to it. Life gets  

your blood going, and it smells good.   

  ~Annie Dillard, The Writing Life 

LAB REPORT #1: SCAVENGER HEART 

I. IMPULSES 
My first semester at UT I took a class called New Play Creation: Conception to 

Rehearsal with Katie Pearl, an experimental theater artist, and Kirk Lynn, a faculty 

member for the Playwriting program and also the resident playwright for The Rude 

Mechanicals. I took the class to study and experiment with new methods of writing, as 

well as to initiate a direct line to the experience that jolted me in a new direction. I knew 

Kirk and Katie’s styles consisted of innovative theater inspired by the avant-garde, 

interdisciplinary arts, and philosophy primarily Ludwig Wittgenstein. All of which I had 

no background but plenty of interest.  

During the class we focused on the process of developing a project versus 

developing or exploring content. Kirk and Katie also asked that the project be somewhat 

of a personal nature. Taking on the challenge, Scavenger Heart began by combining my 

recent heartbreak with a concept. Up to that point, I started writing plays from a character 

description, a voice, a page of dialogue, sometimes a setting. Each time the writing flared 

when I found a voice of an interesting character. Coming into Kirk and Katie’s class I 

knew if I was going to try new forms, if I was really going to challenge the way I wrote 

plays, the first step was starting somewhere wholly new.   
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Vance, my ex, was an artist, primarily a photographer. He also enjoyed random 

games and spontaneous community. He participated in city wide games of capture the 

flag, assassins, and tag. The games would trek through Chicago and take 12 hours to 

finish. I wish I could say this is how we met, the glue that held us together, but the truth 

is I never participated because I was never invited. Another happening my ex appreciated 

was eating meals with strangers.  With his artist friends, he would host random dinners 

called: The Dinner Table Project. The only purpose of the dinner was to bring together 

random people that would unlikely meet otherwise and facilitate lively conversation. 

Unfortunately again, I never attended one of these dinners because I was not invited. He 

always documented the experience and that’s how I participated—making a story of the 

event versus living in the event.   

You can garner from these two activities that Vance was a guy that liked to stay 

connected to his childlike sense of adventure as well as engage with strangers. His 

goofiness and playfulness often reminded me to go back to my own connection to these 

things and yet his childlike selfishness was also a source of disconnect for us. Who can 

ever explain the intricacies of relationships? The important thing inside this context is 

that those two events were the beautiful highlights of Vance’s character that have truly 

influenced me but inevitably the relationship left me with heartache, anger, and a deep 

sense of worthlessness.  

In class, we began to experiment with different processes, including mind maps, 

interviews, philosophical writings, 5-10 minute performance pieces with objectives such 

as offending the audience, audience participation, and placement of audience. Naturally 
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from these exercises my focus for this new project was primarily on the audience’s 

experience instead of a character’s journey. The introduction to this acute attention to 

audience was fundamental to my practice in theatrical healing.    

During one of the word association exercises I connected the image of a 

scavenger animal eating another dead animal (a metaphor for my relationship with 

Vance) and a scavenger hunt. Participating in a game as the text for a show seemed 

interesting for my own process goals. A scavenger hunt was dynamic in audience 

participation, and it related back to the source of my heartbreak. But when I realized that 

a scavenger hunt also served a larger dramaturgical purpose—coupling off in pursuit of a 

common goal—I knew the event could be part of a play.  

On the other side of the equation, I chased the image of the scavenger, which led 

me to a chicken. What if the audience ate a chicken? In essence, nurturing themselves, 

but also contributing to my image of scavenging off another body. Devouring of meat 

became important to the journey of the audience whose actions now assumed over half of 

the play. They were slowly commandeering the play in a way that made them the central 

protagonist. However, I wanted the audience to be rewarded with a conventional story. I 

wanted the traditional theater to meet the unconventional. There needed to be a through 

line for these pieces so I chose the theme that got me there: falling in and out of love. The 

audience’s work could create a love story. I had three events: a scavenger hunt, a dinner, 

and a performed story, all connected by a theme: a broken heart.  
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II. PRECEDENTS  
One of the most difficult challenges for a playwright is translating what we want 

to happen on the stage to a flat sheet of paper peppered with symbols. Knowing the 

unique challenge I would have with writing a text for Scavenger Heart, Kirk Lynn and 

Diana Grisanti, a fellow playwright in my cohort, gifted me two separate issues of Play A 

Journal of Plays. This journal publishes plays that oppose mainstream theater and 

conventional theatrical narratives. Two of the plays in these issues—The Method Gun1 by 

The Rude Mechanicals and The Convention of Cartography2 by David Hancock—helped 

me map out Scavenger Heart.  

I had seen The Method Gun six months prior but I had no clue how one would put 

something that physical and episodic on the page; there were five minute sections without 

dialogue, the actors often went in and out of character, not to mention the 10 minute 

climax comprised purely of movement. What I found in the text was that often times the 

playwright, Kirk Lynn, used very precise, succinct directions where one might expect 

dialogue. Here is an excerpt from the beginning of the play:  

Thomas Graves welcomes the audience to the theatre.  
 
He asks the audience to reach beneath their seats  
where they will find an envelope  
containing a piece of paper and a pencil.  
Then he asks the audience to close their eyes  
and think of teacher who influenced them  
more than any other living human  
whether for good or ill.  
 

                                                
1 The Rude Mechanicals. The Method Gun. A Play a Journal of Plays.  Issue 4. Paper Theater; New York, 
2009.  
2 David Hancock. The Convention of Cartography. A Play a Journal of Plays. Issue 1. New York, 2003.  
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Thomas asks the audience  
to generate an image of this person  
who he describes as their “guru.”  
 
Then he asks the audience to open their eyes  
and use their pencils  
to write their guru’s name  
on the piece of paper that was in their envelope.  
 
Thomas explains that we are going to collect the names  
in a bowl which he will pass through the audience.  
 
He suggests that if anyone can’t think of a name to write down,  
he or she could write the name Stella Burden.  
 
A transparency of Stella Burden is projected  
onto one of the rolling blinds.  
 
(Rude Mechanicals, Method Gun 128)  
 

From this text I learned very simply that directions for rituals can and should be in 

present tense; that paraphrasing how and what an actor says to an audience can be more 

effective than the constraints of dialogue; and that line breaks and paragraph breaks 

contribute to the flow and rhythm of an event. Simple, direct, yet stylistic diction creates 

an ambiance and translates the tone and proceedings of a ritual. Stage directions are 

essential in experimental theater. That’s not to say that the entire play is written this way. 

Kirk wrote dialogue in traditional formatting for scenes that called for it. It was 

informative for me to see a traditional format interspersed with the untraditional, proving 

the two can co-exist to create a whole.  



 15 

Also in reading The Method Gun I realized that some parts of the play cannot be 

captured on paper. For example the glorious climax of The Method Gun is written as 

follows:  

 Elizabeth Johns stands in the center of the stage.  
  

Suddenly, globe lights on the end of ten foot steel poles  
swing down like giant pendulums and crisscross  
all around Elizabeth.  
 
They continue swinging as the company enters into the dangerous  
area of the stage 
and works through the whole of Streetcar  
in among the pendulums without any text.  
 
It is intensely and truly dangerous 
in an earnest attempt to be intensely and truly beautiful.  
 
When the company has completed all of the Streetcar scenes we  
have seen them rehearse,  
everyone leaves the stage but Elizabeth. 
 
(Rude Mechanicals, Method Gun 148)   

  
This discovery helped me see that sometimes the writer can only describe and explain 

what the moment should be: “intensely and truly dangerous/ in an earnest attempt to be 

intensely and truly beautiful.” This brief line explains one of the most inspiring moments 

I’ve witnessed on stage. And while it’s well written, when I read these words I do not feel 

the same complicated astonishment and exhilaration that I felt when I saw the piece. 

Which brings me to my epigraph: “the written word is weak.” I’d much rather be in that 

room with the pendulums swinging than reading about it. I want to write like that—where 

the writing could never do the performance justice.   
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 The other play, The Convention of Cartography by David Hancock, is a beautiful 

one-man show interspersed with video interviews and ends with a tour of installations in 

a trailer costumed as a traveling museum. More than The Method Gun, this text 

resembled the events I was doing in Scavenger Heart. I used several of Hancock’s 

techniques, including some from the following excerpt:   

A few minutes after 8:00 pm, the CURATOR  
enters the tent from the trailer. He is carrying  
a large wicker picnic basket. He places the  
basket on the floor, turns on the lamp takes  
some index cards out of his pocket and  
welcomes the audience—perhaps talking about  
the local weather, a story about why he was  
late for the lecture, the quality of the coffee  
down the street, etc.  

 
He then begins his lecture. During this  
lecture, the Curator makes constant  
reference to his notes, which are printed on  
the index cards.)  

 
CURATOR: Good evening. Welcome to the Convention of Cartography. My 
name is  insert performer’s name . Since this is the first time that I’ve 
brought the museum to  insert town , I thought I’d better tell you a little 
bit about myself.  
 
(Hancock, Convention of Cartography 167)  

 
Even something as simple as the blanks in this piece was crucial for me to see in 

developing my own text. Also the more suggestions that Hancock gives the better the 

reader can ascertain the tone of the piece. Essentially the character’s introduction is 

coming from directions versus dialogue. This also helps to create a collaborative fluidity 

between writer and actor. There’s breath for the actor to engage with the audience on an 
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improvised level. In these situations, the present moment with the audience exceeds a 

memorized line that can often be strained in front of an audience.   

II. THE EXPERIMENTS   
Scavenger Heart had one lab experiment through the Monday Night Lab with 

Professor Suzan Zeder that ran concurrent with the New Play Creation class. In the class I 

was able to investigate, experiment and ruminate on small pieces of the play, while in the 

Lab with Suzan I was able to put all of the pieces together to experience it as a whole. 

Both of these processes solidified that the three events—hunt, dinner, show—created a 

dynamic relationship worth investigating further, but also revealed that a necessary and 

pivotal character would be the person that guided the audience through these events. In 

the Monday Night Lab, Tom Horan, a fellow graduate in my cohort, and I both facilitated 

these events; performing ourselves. Tom was himself—the classmate—as he handed out 

the scavenger lists. I was myself—the writer and classmate—as I carved the chicken. 

This activity made it clear that there was rich territory to discover with these facilitators 

as potential characters. If given a character, they could add texture and specific properties 

to the world of the play. However after trying several flamboyant attempts at this I also 

realized that they can easily distract from the original purpose—audience as protagonist. I 

wanted the primary journey to stay with the audience, so the facilitators could not take on 

too much narrative of their own.  

The following year, with the benefit of the UT Lab Theater, I self produced a 

workshop directed by John Hazelwood, a local director and improviser, and performed by 

Dan Rumney, Lizzie Bracken, Chell Parkins, and Diego Mendellin.  The play had 
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become a theatrical event in three parts guided by The Host. Dan Rumney, a warm and 

brilliant Englishman, performed the central role.   

In the first part of the performance, The Host divides the audience into couples 

and facilitates a scavenger hunt that takes place in the environment surrounding the 

performance space. This could be a campus, the city streets, a hospital building, a specific 

neighborhood, etc; the only rule is that the participants are interacting with the external 

world outside of the theater. Like any standard scavenger hunt, there is a list of items that 

the participants are asked to find, but unlike other scavenger hunts, this list consists of 

objects and stories associated with the subject of romantic relationships; for example: 

“find an item your dream mate would often use in the kitchen” or “call a person you 

know and ask them to tell you a story of a time their heart was broken.” 

The second event is a banquet. When the audience returns from the scavenger 

hunt they are brought back to the theater where a fancy dinner table is prepared for them. 

The Host, along with three assistants, provides the audience with a drink and rotisserie 

chicken. As they partake in food and drink, The Host facilitates a conversation around the 

objects and stories from the scavenger hunt. In the third and final event, The Host and 

assistants perform a long-form improvised love story, using the objects and stories from 

the hunt as prompts for character and plot. Two performers play the main characters who 

fall in love while the other two narrate and play minor characters.    

Inside this structure I found several elements of theatrical healing that deepen the 

participants’ connection to communion, presence and transcendence. The play allows the 

audience to be creative and active. It also urges them to engage with a network of 
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communities—the people in the theater, the people in the environment outside the 

theater, and also the people in their personal circles on their cell phones.   

The invitation for the audience is obvious. They are invited to make the text of the 

play, in fact, their participation makes the play; it is not separate from it. The hunt list 

instigates activity as well as percolates discussion, while the banquet gives space for the 

findings to simmer. In the first act, the audience is collecting objects and stories, while in 

the second act they are retelling and processing the stories.  Together these sections ask: 

what is romantic love made of? How is it lost and found? How has it affected our choices 

in partnership? What is the association between relationship and fantasy? How do my 

answers to these questions relate to others’ answers in my community?  

With these thoughts and actions the ensemble of actors build a new story, a story 

pulled from the audience. Every night I wanted the play to be as unique as the people that 

gathered for it. Like with any great relationship, you get out of it what you put in. 

Therefore, the responsibility of story is mutual between the play and its participants.  

I learned many things from this experiment. For the play to be successful, much 

of the narrative weight hangs on The Host. S/he has to be very charismatic, warm and 

open as well as intelligent about facilitation. S/he has to give him/herself but allow 

significant space for the group. With pleasure, Dan guided everyone in the party through 

each section and never pushed anyone to do something they weren’t comfortable with 

doing or saying. He offered as much of himself as he was asking others to give. Every 

night, to start conversation in the banquet section he would offer a personal love story 

(this is part of the text). I knew that Dan was genuinely participating in the spirit of the 
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play—spontaneous intimacy— because every night his story was different but true. In 

return, others felt the permission to be honest and open.  

For instance on the first night of the run a young man contributed an item under 

the category of  “a homemade item given to you by someone you love(d) or love(d) you.” 

He offered the play a handmade pressed leaf that he keeps in his wallet. His friend gave it 

to him several years ago. He took great joy in sharing his story behind the pressed leaf. 

He and his friend use to play in the leaves together as children and now never see each 

other. That joy was later recaptured in the improvised love story. On that night, raking 

leaves brought the lovers together in the story. Although this is might seem dangerous for 

actors to re-imagine someone else’s story, the actors took the responsibility of that story 

very seriously.  

Another night a participant called her mother to get a story about a broken heart. 

She confessed that she had never even fathomed of asking her mother this question. 

When she called, her mother told her a story about the very first person with whom she 

fell in love. The daughter heard about the first heartbreak her mother ever went through. 

The play became an agent of engagement for their relationship. The daughter was able to 

have that interaction and then during the banquet she was given the option of sharing that 

discovery and processing it with the community.  

These examples also speak to how the play fans out to those that aren’t “audience 

members”. The audience includes a cast larger than the small group that signed up for the 

play. It includes those that are in the community around us, externally and a phone call 

away.   
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The most difficult ingredient of the three parts but the easiest to rehearse was the 

last section, the long-form improvisation. The difficulty came from constructing story 

from two sources: prompts from the hunt and text I provide. In some ways my imposed 

story elements helped structure touchstones for the actors, while others caused big clots 

in the motion flow of the story. Many of my insertions constructed a stilted relationship 

between scenes that were improvised and those that were memorized. For example, after 

the couple meets and falls in love, they buy a pet chicken. In the beginning of the 

rehearsal process the actors memorized dialogue for this scene. They would improvise 

dialogue until one of the characters brought out the invisible pet chicken and then they 

would continue the scene with my text. I learned very quickly to give up my assigned 

dialogue and simply tell the actors that somewhere in this scene a pet chicken must be 

revealed. I let them decide when and who reveals it. This became a crucial anchor to the 

story and by letting go of some of my poetic touches the scene flowed much better. The 

adjustment was what the play needed.   

Through the performances, I held on to some of the monologues that I thought 

were key to the journey of the love story, which appears in this current draft. If I were 

going to produce this play again I would trust the improvisation to create the dialogue 

and map out more plot points like I did with the pet chicken scene.  

IV. CONCLUSION FOR SCAVENGER HEART EXPERIMENT   
My attraction to “experimental” theater stems from my desire to immediately 

connect to life. This play recognizes this want and implores us to engage with the here 

and now. Speak to a stranger; smell the chicken, eat it! Create a story. Otherwise you’ll 
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be stuck in your brokenness. Surprisingly, during the run every audience member 

participated in the scavenger hunt. We expected at least one person to decline, but the 

most resistance was experienced in the act of paring off audience members with 

strangers. Honestly, I personally would have trouble with this aspect of the show. This is 

why Vance probably never invited me to those events. This is why I put it in there, 

because I wondered, why am I so afraid of strangers?  I wanted to interact with this 

question in a safe and fun way by making others confront this fear (passive aggressive of 

me, I know). In fact, most of this play—sharing intimately, risking through interaction, 

improvisation—are all practices of healing for me. Through this process I figured out that 

confronting my own fears head-on is related to theatrical healing.  

Scavenger Heart is many things: a love letter to my ex-boyfriend; a fuck-you to 

my ex-boyfriend; a means for me not to be alone in my heartbreak; a chance to create 

community around being broken and breaking others; and an equation for the dimensions 

of theater. All of these I believe are attempts to create true possibilities for healing, for 

myself and others, night after night. The impulse of this play was my broken heart. I 

wanted to understand it, hopefully to mend it a little (which I did), but also to be a part of 

other’s healing processes. It probably didn’t become a step in everyone’s practice, but the 

important thing was that the performance offered the possibility. 
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[…] there is no reason why some events that have actually happened should not 

conform to the law of the probable and possible, and in virtue of that quality in 

them [she] is their poet or maker.   

     - Aristotle, Poetics  

LAB REPORT 2: THE CHRONICLES OF BAD ASS WOMEN 

I. IMPULSES  
During my first Christmas break at UT I traveled back to Chicago. As a tradition I 

went to Powell’s bookstore in Hyde Park, and in a small, sequestered history section I 

found a book called Texas Bad Girls3, by Lee Butts. It felt like a light guided me to that 

very spot and when I plucked the book out the stacks clouds parted and a chorus of 

Halleluiahs poured down. Not exactly, but if I were to describe any moment of my life 

with such grandeur it would be this moment.  

I flipped through the pages, enthralled by the sections: Pistol Packin’ Mamma, 

Sally Skull; Hag’er High, Chipita Rodriguez; Good Girl Gone Bad, Bonnie Parker, etc. 

Obviously from the titles there was a very specific point of view taken on these women 

but many of the women captivated me. Sally Skull was the first genuine, independent 

Texas cowgirl. She came to Texas with the Old Three-Hundred in the beginning of the 

19th Century. These were the first Americans to settle in Texas. She was a rough and hard 

champion cusser with piercing eyes. At the end of her life, she ran one of the largest 

                                                
3 Butts, J. Lee. Texas Bad Girls: Hussies, Harlots and Horse Thieves. Republic of Texas Press: Plano, TX; 
2001.  
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ranches in Texas, which was quite an accomplishment for a woman. She was also known 

for running The Cotton Road, the primary road used to trade goods for artillery with 

Mexico during the Civil War. She was also known for killing her husbands. This is 

partially how she assumed so much power. Butts paints Sally as a glamorous villain, but 

he gave very little explanation of her motivation for killing. It seems his reasoning was 

she had a bad character flaw.  

The next chapter discussed Chipita Rodriguez, a Mexican immigrant also from 

mid-19th Century. Alongside her father, she ran a lodge for men traveling to and from 

Mexico. The only main tale told about her was that a man was found a few miles south of 

her camp chopped up and in the bag. The lawmen pinned the murder on Chipita and she 

was unjustly hanged. Her ghost is said to still haunt the Texas prison cells.  

Adah Menken and Belle Starr were two characters that were in my first draft that 

I ended up cutting for the second draft, but they contributed greatly to the texture of 

Chronicles. Belle Starr was known as the Bandit Queen, a female Jesse James. In fact, 

she ran with Jesse James for a while. She was known for killing and robbing throughout 

the country, but she was from my own hometown, Dallas, where she had several run-ins 

with the law. Butts explains how she used her feminine wiles to get out of imprisonment. 

A mystery cowboy finally ambushed her, but most people believe that her own son did 

the deed. Adah Menken the most famous actress on Broadway in the 19th Century and 

she hailed from Galveston, Texas. She was an outlaw because she wore a scandalous 

nude leotard every night, despite the social stigma attached to women’s bodies. At this 

time it was “unlady-like” to show your ankles, much less suggest riding horseback naked. 
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She was forever known as The Naked Lady. But, like most of these women, her fate was 

a tragic death. She was found in her dressing room at the end of her run, most likely a 

suicide.   

Etta Place was the love interest of Butch Cassidy and The Sundance Kid in the 

famous gang in the turn of the 20th Century, The Wild Bunch. There is very little known 

about her. In fact the only real facts come from hearsay and one picture she took with her 

husband, The Sundance Kid, right before they fled to South America. She was suspected 

to be from the brothels of San Antonio and was never seen after Butch and Sundance 

were killed in Bolivia.  

During the Great Depression, Bonnie Parker worked as a waitress in a diner 

across from the Dallas courthouse where she fell in love with the convict Clyde Barrow. 

Together they robbed a series of small businesses, killing many victims along the way. 

These kills built to such a climax that the police were constantly on the hunt for The 

Barrow Gang. Astonishingly, they escaped several large police brigades, making them 

national celebrities. They were finally mercilessly ambushed in Louisiana. The police 

pumped their Ford car with 167 bullets to insure their death.  

Lastly, Janis Joplin was a famous rock star in the 60’s that was infamously known 

for her brash and bold style as well as her unconventional raspy, hard voice. She was 

from Port Arthur, Texas and had many difficulties with fitting into the conservative 

conventions of the town and in her home. She left Texas several times to seek a career in 

the music business, always challenging the conventions of a woman’s image. The rock ‘n 
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roll scene also led her to an endless supply of drugs. She was often in and out of rehab for 

her heroin addiction. Her life ended in 1970. She overdosed in a L.A. hotel room.    

What the book did for me was three fold. A history was unraveled, part of which I 

never knew and part of which I knew very little. These women were packaged together 

under the label outlaw. Lastly, a curiosity was born from my skepticism on Butts’ point 

of view. I knew that somewhere in this book was a play that deeply resonated with my 

heritage and my personality—tough, rebellious, feminine Texan battling a pain sowed by 

her homeland.  

Those are ways that the book spoke to me intellectually; emotionally and 

spiritually, my traumas that were connected to Texas began to resonate with the content 

(or against the content) of this book. While reading it, a personal revelation happened for 

me. I could finally appreciate that many of my past traumas were rooted in gender 

politics. I could finally admit that my grandmothers, my aunts, my mother and I have 

been stripped of pride in our bodies and robbed of our own identity. Our assailants were 

the men in our houses, in our workplace, and in our churches. This was a violent act, 

manifesting as a literal and figurative rape. But, the gravest offence, a manipulation that 

still remains a bit mystical to me, was we were made to believe that that rape was in our 

best interest and we were grateful for it. I watched the women in my family fall in line 

with a male’s perspective of who they should be— minimizing violence, scorning 

feminism, distrusting our own instincts, giving up our names and livelihoods for a man, 

being molded into the role of victim.  
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In many ways and for many years I was a part of this cycle. In relationships 

between men and women, women ask men to lift them up and men decide how that 

happens, while men are already lifted and ask women to buttress that height in them. This 

was a hetero-normative phenomenon evident in my experiences and communities. It 

directly related to my dynamics with Vance. After that relationship I was left with 

worthlessness. Looking back on it, I was an active participant in my victimhood. 

Ultimately my own fantasies combined with my feelings of worthlessness were a large 

part of the heartbreak.  

In Butts’ book there was evidence that steps had been taken for independence by 

Texas women but these steps were all but invisible. How did I not know these women? 

And the ones I did know were seen as glamorous rebels. When I read Butt’s words, I saw 

more than rebels. Even though he didn’t write it this way, I saw story after story about a 

Texas woman fighting against the very same traps as the women in family were dealing 

with, only when these outlaws fought back they encounter a tragic death.  

Because of their origin and their rebellion in life, I felt deeply connected to this 

lineage of women. Because of their wrongful portrayal in history, I felt a responsibility to 

them. But what was it that they all shared? What connected them to me? What connected 

them to the women in my family? What was behind their rebellion? I came up with an 

image that connected us all: The White Picket Fence. While at first it was a two-

dimensional image in my head, it slowly became a metaphor for the vicious vortex in 

which these Texas women were trapped in.  
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The White Picket Fence is an image that symbolizes an idea that can eventually 

encapsulate a life-style. That idea is a serene, conventional family life—a large home 

with a wrap around porch, a sprawling backyard with several kids running around 

playing, all framed by a white fence. The White Picket Fence is our rightful throne. Like 

most thrones, it is alluring but also sordid. There is a specific imprint molded on the seat 

and your butt is expected to fill it. This goes back to the victim mold I mentioned with the 

women in my own family. Because this crown is bestowed to women at an early age, a 

strange dynamic is formed in the psyche between wanting it and being repulsed by it. Our 

true desires are always tethered to this idea, and the choices are to rebel or to accept. By 

making these choices you can easily deny yourself complexity and true desires. Women 

are pushed into a binary. You are either inside or outside the fence.  

Butts’ book faintly points to this cycle that causes The White Picket Fence but 

also manifests the vicious manipulation that causes the cycle in the first place. These 

women’s stories were appropriated, told through a man’s eyes, and then presented as 

celebrating Texas women. Like in the hetero-normative relationships I witnessed in my 

hometown, Butts had decided how to lift these women up into the light. Butts’ book is 

not about Texas women. The book is about what a man wants “bad” Texas “girls” to be. 

It’s obvious in his chapter titles: Good Girl Gone Bad; Bonnie Parker. He paints Bonnie 

as an angel fallen victim to the hands of a man, taking away any agency she had in what 

happened between her and Clyde.     

To further my investigation, I spent the summer of 2010 at UT’s Center for 

American History vetting the information in Butts’ book. I found many other books and 



 29 

articles, written by both men and women, reporting various accounts of these outlaws. 

The common thread was the tone in which they were told—each one churned from a 

kitschy, judgmental, romantic male-gaze (including the narratives written by women). It 

became clear that these stories had never been told from a feminist perspective, affording 

breadth and attention to the motives behind the women’s actions. These women were put 

in a box to fulfill a stereotype to help men move more comfortably in the world, and 

arouse them to boot. Let’s call this interpretation the Bad Girl Box. My next quest was to 

bust the Bad Girl Box wide open.  

With the help of a Go-Grant from The Cohen New Works Festival (NWF) 

initiative, I was able to travel across Texas to do on-sight research. I wanted to know how 

these women were seen and/or unseen within their hometowns, which meant that I ended 

up seeing a lot of museums and monuments. I wasn’t expecting the museums to make as 

big of an impact on my creative process as they did. After my adventures when I sat 

down to write, the structure came back to a museum.  This seemed like the perfect setting 

for me to point to the Bad Girl Box while also destroying it. 

In addition to these impulses, my craft objective for the play was to continue to 

grapple with form, as I had done with Scavenger Heart. I wanted to pursue my notions of 

theatrical healing, which at the time were still gleams of a practice. But at this point it 

meant that I wanted to find a unique way to pull the audience into these women’s stories. 

I wanted the audience to be a part of the performance but not as the central protagonist 

this time. Attention to audience and allowing content to influence form had slowly 



 30 

become my new process. Moving forward with these discoveries and goals I had the 

challenge of writing the first draft of Chronicles.     

II. PRECEDENTS  
For inspiration and guidance, I turned to two plays: For Colored Girls4 by Ntozke 

Shange and 9 Parts of Desire5 by Heather Raffo. For Colored Girls is a choreopoem that 

uses dance and poetry to capture the voice and sentiment of black women in America in 

the 1970’s. 9 Parts of Desire is a portrait of different Iraqi women around the world right 

before the War in Iraq. The play builds to the terrorist attack on 9/11. Both of these plays 

contain harrowing female stories, capturing the dialect and viewpoints of women with a 

particular identity and from a specific origin. I’m drawn to these texts because of their 

passionate and brave investigation of womanhood within a political context. Both writers 

embrace the political as personal, which is evident by the way they seamlessly marry 

personal pain to political injustice. So I looked at how they captured the depth and heart 

their characters. I also analyzed how they connect these rich characters to others without 

exchanging dialogue within traditional scenes. What I found was that both writers 

implemented different organizing principles.  

For Colored Girls uses dance and poetry to mobilize seven women from various 

cities. Shange merges the women at the top of the show. She introduces them as 

simultaneously different and the same. She distinguishes the women by the color of their 

costume as well as their home city. At the same time, she bonds them by knighting them 

                                                
4 Shange, Ntoake. For Colored Girls Who have Considered Suicide When the Rainbow is Enuf. Scribner 
Poetry; New York, 1977. 
5 Raffo, Heather. 9 Parts of Desire. Dramatists Play Service Inc.; New York, 2002. 
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with color instead of names. She also employs repetition to emphasize individuals 

creating a collective. She does all of this elegantly in the first few minutes of the play:  

 lady in brown 
i’m outside chicago 
  

lady in yellow 
i’m outside detroit 
 

lady in purple 
i’m outside houston 
 

lady in red  
i’m outside baltimore.  
 
(Shange, For Colored Girls 5)  

All of these elements fused together organize the play while also deepening the meaning 

of their union. These devices establish specific identity and create communion. The rest 

of the play spins off of this entrance, continuing to use dance and smaller poetic moments 

of unity as the connecting tissue for the larger monologues.  

Conversely, Raffo interlaces nine Iraqi women, but never unites them. The space 

between the interlacing becomes smaller and smaller until focus rapidly switches from 

woman to woman. But, the women never unite merge together like they do in For 

Colored Girls. In fact, Raffo suggests that one woman could essentially perform the 

entire play. Unlike Shange, Raffo names her characters and gives them very specific 

characteristics through stage directions. Subsequently, the characters’ language helps 

distinguish their class, age, and location. One woman is an artist staying in Iraq; one 

woman is a refugee in London; another is an American of Iraqi decent. This structure 

creates a breadcrumb effect. The audience picks up the pieces as they go, and looks back 
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to see the path created. Raffo ends with a psychological whirlpool that finally shatters the 

individual, whereas Shange presents the women as whole cloth from the beginning. She 

quilts her characters together using dance, song and poetry as the seems. Both of the 

plays create story inside the monologues, but the effects of the story on the women and 

the way each woman deals with it in the present moment takes precedence over 

horizontal movement of story. I wanted the same effect in Chronicles.  

The first draft of Chronicles leaned heavily toward these two styles. But, a year 

later, moving into the second big draft I wanted to address a present day zeitgeist and for 

that zeitgeist to manifest as the world of the play. I wanted the women’s stories to share 

equal weight with this fashioned world. Therefore, I started to look at texts that moved 

through numerous stories connected by theme instead of character. The text that stuck out 

the most as my guide was another Rude Mechanicals play, Lipstick Traces6. The play 

travels through centuries, similarly to how I jump generations in Chronicles, and creates 

its own inimitable world with the purpose of bridging content.  

 Lipstick Traces investigates the family tree of punk rock by tracking the lineage 

of an idea by means of theatrics and narration. I’ll call that idea the fuck-society-and-

structure idea. The fuck-society-and-structure idea is the spine of their piece; all the 

stories and performances are bound to it. This spine is manifested through a character 

called Narrator. She helps the audience leap from place to place:   

NARRATOR 
To begin a genealogy you must begin with Dada  
And Dada began here in now 

                                                
6 Lynn, Kirk. Lipstick Traces. Rude Mechanicals; Austin, 1999. 
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The sign on the door reads Meierei Bar  
The sign on the map reads Zurich 
Check your watch it’s 1916  
This is the place where Dada was born  
Or the place it came to die 
  

SLIDE: Meierei Bar Zurich 1916 
 
Now without further ado I present to you Hugo Ball,  
Who missed the war by the skin of his teeth 
 
(Lynn, Lipstick Traces 7)  

 

With this text, I learned that transparency can be your friend. I also learned that other 

devices, like the slide in this example, buttress a scene, but also speak to the larger 

aesthetic. The Rude Mechanicals use slides, music, and transient set pieces to build the 

world of Lipstick Traces. Playwright, Kirk Lynn also assigned the movement of set 

pieces to certain characters. The movement and transformation of space became 

particular and specific to the aesthetic.  

Lipstick Traces also evokes the world in a Brechtian style—the same 20th Century 

style I mentioned was used in Marat/Sade. Brecht used alienation to point to the fact that 

as theater makers we are presenting and representing on a stage. The story is not real life; 

it’s a story. But there is real life on stage. We are breathing and moving in the room 

together. This device is not used to simply be clever, but to better facilitate education on 

actual issues and to deepen inquiry and investigation of truth. Often this means that the 

actors are flexible within the structure—maybe playing several things or people—and 

sometimes they’re even pointed to as actors. Lipstick Traces uses this technique in the 

following section:   
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MALCOM 
 Indeed the story you have just seen is true.  
 The name of this particular heretic is John of Leyden— 
  —publicly tortured to death— 

—his corpse hung in a cage over the city of Munster as a sermon in  
itself— 

—the cage is still there— 
—but John of Leyden is gone— 
Thank you Michael [or insert name of actor playing Heretic],  
You were marvelous.  
 
(Lynn, Lipstick Traces 3)  
 

This device presents the Heretic as a myth, as a story we are conjuring the past. It also 

presents the actor as someone performing this story toward a goal. He wants to perform 

this “marvelously,” as does the group. It’s a brief moment, but one that is essential to the 

fabric of the world.  

I wanted to use this same kind of transparent aesthetic in my world. There seemed 

to be a truth involved that says: “hey we’re performing for you and we know it.” I used 

the same unveiling in Scavenger Heart, albeit it wasn’t steeped with the same rich 

characters as Chronicles. But this style resonates with my work. I thought this would 

specifically be useful in folding the women of color into the play, because I could point 

to my own limits when writing those voices. Not only is this important to the themes of 

representation, but it is important to me for my work to be authentic and truthful. If the 

actor playing a Mexican character is not Mexican why not point to that fact? Why 

pretend? Or pretend but don’t push it as truth. There very well may be truth in the text, 

but be honest as to whose mouth it coming from. Truth is relative and muddled, which 
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reflects the crux of the play. After analyzing Lipstick Traces, I had to find my own 

transparent aesthetic and organizing principals.  

III. THE EXPERIMENTS 
I experimented with Chronicles in two stages. First, in the spring of 2011 there 

was a staged reading in the NWF coupled with a Professional Development Workshop 

(PDW) with Suzan Zeder. Part of the PDW was partnering playwrights with a guest 

director. I chose fellow female Texan and another artistic director of The Rude 

Mechanicals, Shawn Sides. I wanted to learn process skills from Shawn as well as 

integrate her style into Chronicles. This was also a great match because many of my 

models for my plays were drawn from The Rude Mechanicals texts.   

This first draft of Chronicles was a monologue play set in a museum built by a 

group of elusive cowboys. The characters I chose to dramatize from my original source 

were: Sally Skull, Belle Starr, Adah Menken, Etta Place, Bonnie Parker, and Janis Joplin. 

When audience members enter into the museum they are given a museum pamphlet 

instead of a typical program. Inside the pamphlet there are fictional narratives of each 

woman, written in the voice of the cowboys who presumably wrote the narratives. This 

was very similar to Butts’ narratives of these women. The audience is invited to walk 

around the “exhibit” on stage, essentially marked off sections containing artifacts (aka 

props) for each outlaw. When the audience is asked to take their seats Sally Skull enters, 

rounds up the other outlaws, and together they declare their goal as “settling some 

scores,” making the cowboys who built the museum the central antagonist.  
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Their separate narratives weave through the space, defying and clarifying what 

has been written about them. Essentially, they put the cowboys’ “facts” up against their 

own truths. This comes to a head with Adah Menken’s story. The women join together to 

recreate one of her famous performances. After the integration, the women transcend 

time periods by playing characters within the narratives of other outlaws. Janis Joplin 

plays Butch Cassidy for Etta Place; Sally Skull plays Edward, Belle’s son; Belle plays 

Dorothy Joplin, Janis’ mother. Taking on other roles creates an outlet for the women to 

play with gender roles but also forces them into pivotal, and usually painful, moments in 

their lives. Finally, this leads them to a new truth about their deaths. A truth they were 

denying or covering up or couldn’t get to in life. The play ends with them repeating the 

cycle of telling their stories, suggesting that they are stuck in this museum.  

I discovered several elements of theatrical healing in this first draft, but I’ll focus 

on the two that I believe were the most prominent: direct address and the structure of the 

museum. Direct address places the women in the present moment. Sally Skull is with 

you, now on this Saturday night in the 21st century. She includes you in her storytelling. 

Much of the humor and melancholy of the play comes from this dance between character 

and audience. This also means that the discoveries rely on the relationship between 

character and audience. Like with Scavenger Heart I wanted to create this give and take 

between audience and actor. The audience is what causes Sally to speak her first words. 

The audience is what makes Bonnie break in her last monologue. The audience holds the 

outlaws accountable to their choices in life and the characters hold the audience 

accountable to a political worldview that shaped these women’s lives. There is an 
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exchange. In Scavenger Heart the audience makes the content and in return is given a 

process and a story; in Chronicles the audience provides the conflict and the characters 

provide stories in relation to that conflict. In return both characters and audience are 

given a process.    

The museum in this first draft functioned as a frame for the monologues as well as 

a way to invite the audience into the world. It was a way for the audience to become 

complicit to the world, and possibly agents of the world. They were given a pamphlet that 

was used within the play. They were asked to walk around the exhibit on stage. They 

populated the play with the characters. At this point, this audience interaction had 

become fundamental to my work and I was happy with that aspect of the first draft. 

However, there were parts of the museum that stopped the motion of the outlaws’ journey 

through their own narrative. This was a way to point to the Bad Girl Box but it was hard 

to break through the box, because the museum created a static setting.  

There is nothing as edifying as having three large audiences at a reading. Every 

time I could feel where the audience became restless, where they laughed, where the 

silences were earned and where they weren’t. People wanted the outlaws to collide 

together sooner. It became pretty clear that the “magic” in the play was when the women 

role-played for each other. This was a big learning moment for me in terms of theatrical 

healing. This “magic” unlocked a greater channel. This was the moment where we 

understood that healing can occur. It is possible to transcend story, our own path and 

travel into others in order to investigate and dig into deeper meaning, deeper inquiry, 
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deeper knowledge of self. In this first draft I didn’t realize that this moment is also 

acutely connected to The White Picket Fence.   

During the next big redrafting I decided to have bodies absorb the function of the 

museum and activate the vibrant stage directions. I wanted to redirect the frame and 

audience interaction in order to create a more complicated relationship between the 

audience and the world of the play. This is when I took up Lipstick Traces. I thought 

present day women could help frame the stories as well as make the museum aspects 

dynamic and alive. Keeping in line with the intention of a museum, I called these 

characters Docents. Like a docent of a museum my Docents were the guide to this world. 

I first explored this design with the character of Janis Joplin. More than anyone her 

opening moments wanted to be framed with context. The more I allowed the Docents to 

frame her the more aesthetic abundance I found. To demonstrate this, here is a sample 

from the final draft:   

A Docent summons Janis Joplin with a bottle of So-Co.   
We hear the clicking of a rotary phone:    
t, t, t, t, t, t,  
     t, t, t,  

 t, t, t, t. 
 
Sign: JANIS JOPLIN CALLS FOR COMPANY, 1970.   
 

DOCENT #6 
Janis made two phone calls before she died.  
The first one to her longest runnin’ lover, Peggy.  
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JANIS JOPLIN 
I 

 
 
  um 
 
   

I  
 
 
   I need you to come up, man.  

 

With this experiment, the Docents slowly started taking over the landscape, soundscape 

and narration. I continued to play with this in the rest of the monologues. I found that the 

Docents created a rustic, handmade texture to the play. This seemed right for the content.  

Also, throughout the PDW and NWF I received concerns that all the outlaws were 

white and there was a lack of representation of other races. Some colleagues believed by 

having a survey of characters I was representing a history, and by leaving out other races 

I was intentionally ignoring an entire part of Women’s Texas History. In many ways I 

was reinstating the same problems I found in my research—creating large bias holes 

through this exclusion. This became a dilemma for me because my process was about 

finding authentic female voices. I am a white woman from Texas. In my opinion, my 

authentic voice is very white. I feared if I reached for voices of color I would inevitably 

reach for stereotypes. Time period was already a big barrier in this writing process and to 

put race on top of that was very daunting. But after the NWF, I had to ask myself the hard 

question: is this defense an easy way out? It became clear that one of two things needed 

to happen. I either needed to cut down the number of women or add women of color.   
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The following summer I wrote monologues for a Latina character and a black 

character. Like I mentioned in the Impulse Section, I had read Chipita Rodriguez story, 

but I kept her out of the first draft because she was innocent of her crimes (not 

necessarily an “outlaw”). I only had one fact about her: she was unjustly hanged. Could 

that sustain the same kind of narrative journey as the other women? Would I need to 

address an entire other level of injustice? Would I create my own injustice by not telling 

her story right because I am white, not even close to Mexican decent. But I decided to 

focus on the night that the man was murdered and see what came out. Also, I couldn’t 

find anything in my research about a specific African American woman, most mentions 

referred only to groups or slaves. I decided to use this absence in our history to launch a 

character, The Unknown Black Outlaw (UBO). I wanted her to speak to a larger story 

about African American history in Texas. As I wrote, I discovered that I liked these new 

characters, and I found a true voice through them. They were removed and stilted because 

of a lack of specific information but rather than shying from this fact I decided to lean 

into it.  

The second experiment was a year later—a production workshop in the 

University of Texas New Theater (UTNT), directed by graduate student Daria Davis. In 

this draft of Chronicles, the path for theatrical healing is imbedded in the structure. The 

play is made up of six steps. Each step is titled: 1) A New Perspective; 2) A Deeper 

Problem; 3) Connecting the Dots; 4) The White Picket Fence Dilemma; 5) Death, The 

Final Frontier? 6) Reconstruction. These steps are the theatrical structure of Chronicles—
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they serve as the working parts or acts of the play—but they also represent a path along a 

healing process. 

In A New Perspective, the Docents and outlaws reclaim history from the white 

male perspective. Specifically, Etta Place, Sally Skull, Bonnie Parker, and Janis Joplin 

fight against what has been written about them. This also launches their separate 

narratives, telling us when, why, and how they rebelled. In A Deep Problem, the Docents 

and outlaws investigate the deeper pain in these four narratives. This investigation 

essentially reveals the larger cost of their rebellion. Also at the end of this section the 

glaring racial dynamics are introduced. Sally Skull’s narrative intersects with the two 

women of color. Delaying their entrance and tying them to a white protagonist is a 

method of exposing my own biases and my own process through the research. I realize 

that this choice can be seen as problematic, but I want it to be. The very subject I’m 

investigating is problematic. I wanted their isolation to be prevalent in the piece. In 

Connecting the Dots, the Docents and the women recognize patterns between the 

outlaws. This primarily has to do with the outlaws’ control over their body and image. In 

these first three steps the women remain on their separate tracks creating a bread crumb 

effect similar to Ruffo’s 9 Parts of Desire, but the Docents are also following this path 

and want the outlaws to collide.  

The Docents discover this need for collision and create The White Picket Fence 

Dilemma Step. The outlaws jump time periods, illuminating the White Picket Fence 

binary as well as investigating significant moments in their own narratives. I also believe 

that this section makes us ask how do we begin to create new platforms? Here are a series 
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of women that only had a binary to work from. Can there be new models? Sally Skull, a 

woman that rejected domesticity, plays a 60’s house-wife, Janis Joplin’s mother, rejecting 

her daughter, then Sally returns to her own daughter’s rebellion of independence 100 

years earlier. Again these women are forced either inside or outside the fence.  

In the Death Step, the outlaws frame each other’s deaths and come to terms with 

their own tragedies. In these deaths there is an implication of our responsibility to these 

women. Why did they die this way? What was the real cause of their demise? Janis may 

have overdosed, but what led her to the overdose? Sally committed suicide, but why? 

What was the world that Sally felt like she had to leave? Bonnie Parker died in the most 

famous ambush in history, but what drove her to this climatic end instead of rationally 

giving up? In the last step, Reconstruction, the Docents and outlaws create a different 

future for these women, allowing us to imagine them beyond their death. In a sense 

together they rewrite history. The process ending with hope and agency was very 

important to me. I wanted to say to a present day audience that it is our job to heal these 

people and our own history.  

This six-step structure forms a tricky triangle between audience, Docents and 

outlaws. The biggest craft question I ran into throughout the process was concerning the 

Docent’s role. Are they the antagonist? Do they have their own journey in the piece? In 

Lipstick Traces, the Narrator has an arc of her own. She loses control of the narrative and 

in the climax she attempts to regain control by mapping out the entire lineage of the fuck-

society-and-structure idea on several chalkboards. This journey was right in Lipstick 

Traces because it activates the conflict of recording history while reflecting the messy 
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spirit of punk rock. The Narrator’s struggle in the climax is the very struggle that the 

fuck-society-and-structure idea grapples with—control. My challenge was to find what 

the Docents function should be in order to reflect and activate the struggles of the 

outlaws.  

During rehearsals I tried several things—Docents as antagonist, Docents as props, 

Docents as sounding boards. For a while I believed the Docents should be similar to a 

Greek chorus. They sing. They dance. They narrate. They are part of the world. They’re 

present. They go on the journey that they want the audience to go on but they also shape 

the experience. They’re not the antagonist to the outlaws but the supporting characters.  

I believe the antagonist of the play is the concept of The White Picket Fence. I 

inject this imagery so that it becomes the central conflict for most of the characters, but 

it’s easiest to track with Janis Joplin. When she was growing up in the 50’s this White 

Picket Fence image and idea was very potent. Can you imagine, Janis Joplin a mother? I 

would venture most people can’t. But, I think she could. I think she did imagine this part 

of herself. Most people think of the surface level Southern Comfort swigging Janis and 

think: she didn’t want a White Picket Fence fantasy. Look at the way she conducted 

herself, look at the way she brutally rebelled against these conventions; the messages in 

her songs argue against this fantasy. Again, keeping her on this binary. I think Janis’ 

performances were live battles of this binary. Her performances were sometimes 

desperate attempts to gain that White Picket Fence on her own terms and other times 

attempts to exorcize that desire. Insurmountable pain fills the schism between this deep, 
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ravaging want and not fitting the mold for that want. I think this gulf of pain is what led 

to her death.  

For Janis, The White Picket Fence is acceptance and approval: If I get The White 

Picket Fence then maybe I will finally be seen by my people, my tribe. Then, I’ll have a 

life that says I can have happiness in family too; and maybe, just maybe, then I’ll be 

loved. Happiness is a gamble when you place your happiness in other people. That 

doesn’t mean that others can’t make you happy but I don’t think Janis lived long enough 

to discover this fully. But she wasn’t alone. She was a part of the lineage of women 

caught in their own relationship to The White Picket Fence.  

This relationship was present but different for each outlaw in Chronicles.  Sally 

gives up her White Picket Fence, but in giving it up she sacrifices a part of herself that is 

able to love openly. She comes to terms with this in her death scene: “What do a woman 

of 45 know / Of happiness? / Or Love?” Sally did extraordinary things and crossed 

enormous gender barriers and yet in order to do this she had to succumb to man’s law to 

the umpteenth degree. In this she was hardened. She lost a softness, an ability to love.  

The ending of my play is very obvious in its theatrical healing. The sixth and final 

step re-imagines the outlaws’ lives. I give them the thing that they could never have in 

real life. Janis openly falls in love with a woman; Etta finds a real, true love; Bonnie gets 

a baby; Sally and Chipita share a meal instead of being subjected to societies roles; and 

the UBO is released from her rigid role of the unknown and finds a real human story. 

While I love these discoveries and these moments in the play, I hope that rewriting 

history isn’t the only way that the play engages with theatrical healing. I hope that 
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through direct address and the structure of the six steps that a deeper healing is in process 

with the play.   

IV. CONCLUSION OF CHRONICLES EXPERIMENT.  
The repeated injustice to the historical narrative of Texas women has been 

harmful to me personally and to other women. Discovering this offense started my 

adventure of writing Chronicles. This kind of misrepresentation and appropriation is true 

with any oppressed group, but I focused on Texas women because I identify with them. 

This is my heritage, and therefore my responsibility to make the history more truthful in 

whatever way I can, which includes all of my limitations as a white woman.  

Ultimately my adventure of writing this play led me to a bigger healing than 

representation and into the identity of women. Going back to the play after this 

production, I think I would ask myself how the Docents can activate the struggle of the 

outlaws. Should their struggle be the same as the outlaws? I don’t think so, but it should 

relate to The White Picket Fence Dilemma. The Docent’s journey should help activate 

women’s struggle in Texas to find the identity of our desires. I’m not sure what the action 

of their journey is yet, but that is the next step.  

This process has made me ask myself the same question I’ve asked these outlaws: 

what is My White Picket Fence? I have rebelled—granted, in little ways that won’t make 

it in the history books. And I’ve played the victim. For a long time, I have based my 

identity off of what I will not be to a man, as well as what I will be for a man. My action 

more times than not are chained to this barometer. I also think my White Picket Fence is 

related to my work. I think it’s deeply related to why I came to theater broken. I continue 
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to struggle with this binary within myself and hope that the work will be an agent of 

change. Maybe the work can tear my fence down.  
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THE CULMINATION OF THESE EXPERIMENTS AND MY PRACTICE 
With these plays I realized that I want my theater to be deeply connected to my 

lifeblood, and not just mine but yours, and not just yours but anyone who will offer me a 

vein. I also want to respect that offering by giving something in return. This is a tall 

order. What I want to give back is a process in healing if you need it. Maybe you don’t 

this time around; maybe, like Janis, you want a cheap thrill. Maybe I can offer that 

instead for the moment. Or, maybe you don’t open your vein but your mouth for a warm 

dinner—great!  Or, worst of all, maybe you open your vein only to find a big fat 

disappointment. Such are the chances of art. But the glorious thing is that it can be 

different every night. It’s a give and take.  

My own need for healing has driven me to write everything I have thus far, and in 

return I believe my plays seek that same aim. Through my experiments I have found 

thirteen elements to theatrical healing. Not all of my plays use every one of these 

elements but since I’ve started experimenting with the practice all of my work includes at 

least ten out of the thirteen elements. My plays that engage with theatrical healing:   

1. derive from the personal need for healing 

2. challenge methods of writing and theater making 

3. use catharsis 

4. provide an implicit invitation within the text for the audience to be active in 

the play 

5. give sharp attention to the audience through dialogue and action 

6. engage with the audiences’ intellect  
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7.  engage with the audiences’ physical body 

8. engage with the audiences’ minds (unlike intellect, mind is composed of the 

emotional self and awareness)  

9. engage with the audiences’ spirituality, usually through ritual 

10. create a relationship between melancholy and humor  

11. use metaphor as a dominant feature  

12. have a goal to rectify or investigate damage.  

13. invent form out of the need for healing 

These elements are tied to my beginning thesis that theater is a unique way to heal 

because of communion, presence and transcendence. Some of these elements touch on 

each of these facets, and the others provide direction toward healing. Scavenger Heart 

and Chronicles are examples of extracting, sifting, mixing and prodding these elements.  

Before I codified theatrical healing, Kirk Lynn once asked me, “Can we ever 

really heal?” In his tone I heard a skepticism that made me doubt healing for the first 

time. I realized I had been walking through the world under the assumption that not only 

could we heal but that it would definitely happen for me. That one day, with hard work 

and valor, I would heal from my seemingly insurmountable pain. With his question I 

could have plummeted into hopelessness—after all this sweat, tears and vigor I may not 

even get the thing I’m working for? But, on the contrary, I was renewed. From doubt 

sprung a newfound force.  

When we think of healing we think of a magic wand wiping away our injuries—

healers hands mending us forever. Healing doesn’t work that way. Healing is not a 



 49 

miracle. It’s a process. It’s alive. It’s continuous—a path, not a destination. I didn’t give 

up on healing; I gave up the idea of “one day”. Theatrical healing is not something that 

happens once; it’s not a close-ended phenomenon, but a practice, like yoga, meditation, 

writing, or jogging. I believe this was my biggest discovery about healing and my 

relationship with theater.  

This work is my effort to answer Kirk’s question with earnest complexity. I will 

continue this quest because it’s vital to me and for my community. My wounds and 

brokenness haven’t gone away, but this doesn’t mean healing hasn’t happened. Mending 

is in the pursuit. After three years I am sharper with craft; I am more present in my 

writing and in my participation in others’ writing; I give my opinion with conviction 

versus shying away from it; and I’ve owned the strength and beauty of my own 

brokenness. This, alongside my experiments, is my proof that my time at the University 

of Texas has been invaluable to my growth as a theater-maker, but also as a person. The 

combination of time and place and people and self and my writing practice have 

expedited, not halted or relapsed, healing.  

The original definition of courage is to tell your own story with your full heart. In 

these plays, I still notice a hesitance to flesh out my own self and my own brokenness 

inside the narrative. As I continue my practice, I will keep pulling back layers in order to 

write something dangerously true, something that truly risks, something that is 

courageous in its vulnerability. Through that enterprise, I will continue to heal.   

 

END OF THESIS. 



 50 

 

SCAVENGER HEART 

By Holli Gipson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Holli Gipson 

1109 Lawson Lane 

Austin, TX 78722 

gipsonholli@gmail.com 

© May 2011 

 

 



 51 

Scavenger Heart 

By Holli Gipson 

 

PLAYERS: 

The Audience - Depending on how intimate you want the  

production there could be 10-20 people 

or 50-60 people.  

The Host - a facilitator, master of ceremonies.  

An inviting, jovial, charismatic man.  

The Sidekick - The host’s assistant.  

The Troupe - 2-5 improvisers.  

 

Part II – the sidekick and troupe act as servers/catering  

staff.  

Part III – the sidekick and troupe take off their aprons  

and become the performers.    

 

PLACE 

Part I:          An empty black box theater.  

Part II & III:   The Stage.  

 

TIME 

Part I & II:     The immediate present. 

Part III:        A fictional present. 
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NOTE: the Host’s text in the first two parts is improvised 

to fit the voice of the production’s actor. I provide 

examples, agendas, and tone but the text is fluid. For 

example: the workshop production at UT had a British host 

and this obviously changed the tone and presentation.   

 

All text in brackets {} are examples of improvised dialogue 

or examples of items that could be from the scavenger hunt. 



 53 

 

PART I: THE HUNT 

 

The Audience enters a space. This could be a 

regular theater space or not. 

 

As the audience files in, THE HOST welcomes 

them.  

 

He informally introduces himself to 

individuals. He uses his REAL name.  

 

He engages in small talk: weather, details 

of his day, riffs on any particularly potent 

news feed. This should be light and social.    

 

Once everyone has entered the space and the 

show is ready to begin, THE HOST summons 

their attention.  
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THE NARRATOR’S INTRODUCTION: {IMPROVISED}  

1) He thanks them for coming.                

 

2) He introduces himself formally; tells a little 

about himself: occupation, city of residence, 

reference to age, etc.               

 

3) He informs them of his role as the facilitator of 

the evening.  

              

4) He outlines the evening: The first part is a 

scavenger hunt, everyone will come back and share 

these items. He assures them there is a performance. 

Do not say anything else about the other two parts of 

the play.  

              

5) OPTION: He divulges his favorite childhood game as 

a way to invite the audience to participate in 

harmless play.          

 

6) He pairs them off for the hunt. He tries to pair 

strangers, or at least someone they did not arrive 

with.  

 

7) He makes a joke about audience participation.  
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THE RULES OF THE HUNT: 

 

THE HOST explains the following rules of the 

scavenger hunt. 

 

1) 45 minute time limit. If you are late you will be 

disqualified.  

2) Objective: To get as many items or stories as 

possible.  

3) Do not open the lists until he rings the start 

bell.  

 

 

THE HOST passes out the folded lists, and 

reminds them once more of the time limit.  

 

HOST 

{On your marks, get set...} 

 

 

THE HOST rings a bell, makes a calling, or 

blows a horn to commence the hunt.  
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THE SCAVENGER HUNT LIST 

1.  A story of a first kiss from a stranger    

Names         

Ages       

Location 

Description   

2.  A replica of an item your dream mate would often use in 

the kitchen.  

3.  A replica of an item that belongs to a pet      

4.  A replica of a hardware item your dream mate would 

either be afraid of OR never want to put down.  

5.  Call a person you know and ask them for a story  of 

when their heart was broken.  

Names          

Ages  

Location(s)           

Description    

6.  A description of a stranger’s fantasy wedding. 

Name          

Ages     

Location     

Description     

7. An item given to you by someone you love or          

that loves(ed) you.     
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As people return, THE HOST holds them 

outside the space until the entire audience 

is back. However, THE HOST can only wait so 

long. If they do not return in the allotted 

time he will continue without them. 
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PART II: THE BANQUET 

 

Outside of the space, or in front of a 

curtained-off stage or space, THE HOST 

welcomes the audience back.  

 

He opens the doors to the original space or 

pulls the curtain to reveal an elegant and 

intimate dinning set-up. Perhaps romantic 

instrumental music is in the background.  

 

There is either one large table or several 

tables with matching tablecloths, matching 

china, and silverware, wine glasses, and a 

dish with a meat cover (preferably silver-

plated for added pizazz).  

 

Also awaiting at the head of the table is a 

woman, THE SIDEKICK, dressed similarly to 

THE HOST. She is abjectly shy; the smallest 

amount of attention makes her blush.  

THE SIDEKICK never speaks unless 

specifically expressed in the script. She 

makes gestures to help facilitate the 

following rituals.  
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INTRODUCTIONS FOR HOST DURING BANQUET:  

 

1) He asks the audience to join him.                                                 

2) He has them sit next to their partners with their 

findings between them.  

3) He introduces THE SIDEKICK as his assistant. She 

gestures: {a wave, a curtsey, a bow}. 

4) THE TROUPE files in and THE HOST introduces them.  
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THE BEVERAGE RITUAL: 

 

THE HOST presents options of white or red 

wine, or water:  

 

HOST 

{To drink we have red or white wine, or for those that 

prefer nonalcoholic beverages we have ice-cold water.} 

 

He conducts introductions around the table. 

Asks for names, then to small details: are 

they married?; where do they live?    

 

During introductions, SIDEKICK interjects:   

 

SIDEKICK 

Red or white? 

 

She has an awkward militant persona for this 

ritual. THE TROUPE pours the requested 

beverage and passes the glass to the right.  
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THE HOST spans the introductions through the 

duration of the beverage ritual. He 

introduces himself again, tells a personal 

story about a time he fell in love. He 

focuses on the falling-in-love part of the 

story not the breaking-up part.  

 

 

 

 

THE TOAST.  

 

THE HOST commences a toast to love. He asks 

each person to think of someone they have 

truly fallen in love with.  

 

THE HOST 

{Someone that has shifted your perspective on life, made 

your heart leap and you groin ache. Got them in your mind? 

Please, lift your glass to that person. Cheers!} 
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THE CHICKEN CARVING RITUAL: 

 

THE HOST thanks them for introducing 

themselves and then introduces one last 

thing...      

 

HOST 

{Now, before we start sharing our findings, we have one 

more introduction: the feast. Tonight we have for you none 

other than roasted chicken.} 

 

THE SIDEKICK unleashes a sweltering, 

scrumptious chicken. A whole chicken-- 

intact.  

 

She carves the chicken.  

 

They continue until everyone has a portion 

of the chicken in front of them. When THE 

SIDEKICK sits, she eats the rest of the 

chicken in front.  
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THE COLLECTING OF ITEMS RITUAL:  

 

This ritual happens simultaneously with THE 

CHICKEN CARVING RITUAL.  

 

THE HOST begins discussing the items that 

the audience brought back. He begins with 

the first item and continues down the litany 

numerically. Here is an example with the 

first item.  

 

The story of a first kiss:  

1) Ask who has the best {story of a first kiss}.  

2) Chooses one pair of partners to go first.  

3) Does another pair want to share. Perhaps he 

collects one more after that if they are adamant 

enough. There should be no more than three items for 

each category.  

4) THE SIDEKICK produces a small tray preferably 

similar to the silver plated meat dish. After the 

story is told {or item explained}, she collects the 

item on the tray. This may take her away from her 

carving in the beginning. That’s OK.  

5) She places the trays on a separate area, perhaps a 

tray stand or a bookshelf. 
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This ritual continues through the litany. 

Therefore there should be 9 trays containing 

items and stories by the end of THE BANQUET.  

 

 

 

Tray Titles in the Order of the Scavenger List:  

First Kiss 

Kitchen Item 

Pet Item   

Hardware Item 

Heartbreak 

Fantasy Wedding 

Gift Item 

 

             

 

 

 

These will be the titles for each tray for 

purposes of the performance. Each 

performance should create their own method 

for the trays: labeling and placement.  
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TRANSITION:  

 

THE Host thanks them for their contributions 

and ends the meal portion of the 

performance.  

 

THE HOST 

{I hope you enjoyed the food and wine. Please continue to 

drink if you wish. Nothing wrong with a healthy buzz to 

simmer the soul.} 

 

 

Now, for the show.  

 

 

Once THE HOST takes on the dialogue for the 

Hank and Cherry Story he becomes THE 

NARRATOR. His tone should slightly change. 

He is now a performer of a play, not an 

event.  

 

His assistant is not as good at 

transforming. She’s remains very shy, thus 

she has little to no lines.  
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PART III: HANK AND CHERRY 

 

THE HOST 

I have for you a tragic tale, a feast of love, a hunt for 

desire. More importantly... 

 

THE HOST turns to his SIDEKICK. They have 

now become something of a magic show or 

carnival show: the magician/tamer and his 

assistant. 

 

THE HOST 

An antidote, of sorts, for the broken hearted.  

 

A stage is revealed. It may not be much of a 

stage; maybe some chairs in the corner, but 

this should be a revealing; the audience was 

not aware of it until now. 
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[SCENE 1: Introductions] 

 

THE HOST 

Let me introduce to you Hank.  

 

Hank is revealed with a laptop. He types 

furiously. 

 

THE HOST 

Hank is a fiction writer. See how he toils over every last 

word. How his brow furrows, his lips purse. His favorite 

word is...     

HANK 

MOIST. 

THE HOST 

Who’s favorite word is 

HANK 

MOIST.  

THE HOST 

You ask?  

Hanks.  

One late night, during one of his formative year, lets say 

nine, his father made him pancakes and eggs for a tummy 

ache. Since that night, Hank’s favorite meal is breakfast. 
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THE HOST (CONT’D)  

Any breakfast food anytime. The only thing he knows how to 

cook: breakfast.  

Let me introduce to you Cherry.  

 

Cherry is revealed with a camera. She flips 

through photos on the LCD screen. She erases 

them all--none are good enough. Perhaps 

these are projected behind her. 

 

THE HOST 

Cherry is a black and white photographer. See how she scans 

with her eyes. How she scrolls with a wince.  

She first discovered the art after inheriting her 

grandmother’s books that no one else wanted. In the 

acquired library were dozens of Ansel Adams manuals. She 

remains loyal to him still.  

Her favorite sound to make...   

 

Cherry clinks with her tongue: click, click, 

click.  

 

THE HOST 

Clucking.  
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Hank and Cherry freeze from their frantic 

movements: Tableau. 

 

THE HOST 

These two people fall in love.  

 

THE SIDEKICK sighs, loudly. 

 

THE HOST 

It is a dangerous game.  

A game of chance, of synchronicity.   

...We must not underestimate the power of chance to 

engender monsters. As you sit with your glasses and empty 

plates I ask of you to allow Hank and Cherry to waft 

through your thoughts and perhaps your hearts a bit.     
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[SCENE 2: Cherry buys them a chicken as a pet.] 

 

The improvisers playing Hanks and Cherry 

create a scene in the middle of Hank and 

Cherry’s relationship. Cherry has bought 

them a pet chicken. The troupe decides how 

this plays out.  
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THE HOST 

So there they were. A little more exposed, pried a little 

more at the joints. But, let’s go back. BC: Before Chicken. 

Let me show you how these two met. They were brought 

together by... 

 

THE SIDEKICK takes an object of her choosing 

from the tray: HARDWARE ITEM. 

 

THE HOST 

{the item; ex: a hammer} 

 

Sidekick hands the item to Hank. 

 

[SCENE 3: Hank and Cherry meet.] 

 

The improvisers playing Hanks and Cherry 

create the scene in which Hank and Cherry 

meet. It must involve the hardware prompt 

from The Host.  

 

At the end of the scene one of the two asks 

the other “out”.  
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THE SIDEKICK takes an object of her choosing 

from the tray: LOVE ITEM. 

 

The Host uses this prompt to segue the Scene 

3 into the First Date.  

 

[SCENE 4: First Date.] 

 

The improvisers playing Hank and Cherry 

create the scene in which Hank and Cherry go 

on their first date. It must involve the 

prompt from The Host.  
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THE SIDEKICK takes an object of her choosing 

from the tray: FIRST KISS. 

 

The Host uses this prompt to segue the Scene 

4 into THE FIRST KISS.  

 

 

[SCENE 5: The First Kiss.] 

 

The improvisers playing Hank and Cherry 

create the scene in which Hank and Cherry 

first kiss. It must involve the prompt from 

The Host.  
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[SCENE 6: Woulds.]  

THE HOST 

They continue to date. They talk about love but in the 

abstract.  

What they would do if they fell in love.  

HANK 

I would... 

CHERRY 

I would... 

THE HOST 

What they would promise to another if they were ever 

committed to someone.    

HANK 

I would... 

CHERRY 

I would... 

THE HOST 

What they would have at their wedding if they were to ever 

have a wedding.  

HANK 

I would... 

CHERRY 

I would... 
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THE HOST 

And now we’ve caught up to the beginning. A couple with a 

chicken. 

    

Scratching.  

 

HANK 

I think I hear something.  

CHERRY 

It’s Elsie.  

 

Scratching continues. This is a lamenting 

sound for Hank.  

 

HANK 

When I was growing up, I lived on a farm. I ever tell you 

that?  

CHERRY 

Hmm.  

HANK 

The whole Mayberry fantasy thing. We knew everyone in town. 

The general store woman gave me free lollipops. “A pop for 

pinch” and she’d grabbed my cheek.  
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HANK (CONT’D)  

My parents lived dead lives Cherry. They were never alive 

until they sold that farm and I didn’t realize it until I 

was 18. My first Thanksgiving home from college they told 

me they were splitting. I looked back on their marriage and 

thought: huh, of course. They were never in love. Even 

their divorce was parched of passion.  

The liveliest things in that house were the creatures, the 

vermin--pests. Raccoons in our attic, snakes in the 

basement. At night they’d move, scratch and I’d fall asleep 

to them like waves.  

If I ever had a place like that, someday, on my own, I’d be 

sure to share it with the living. To feed off life. You 

know?  
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[SCENE 7: A Toast.] 

 

The chicken from the banquet scene should be 

brought into the story to set stage that a 

dinner party has been going on for some time 

now.  

 

Hank and Cherry host a dinner party for 

friends. The occasion should be improvised 

but it should not be their wedding. Maybe a 

promotion, a friend’s birthday, or even 

celebrating the full moon. Have fun with it!  

 

Someone should give a toast. 
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[SCENE 8: WISH BONE] 

 

The guests of the party have all gone home. 

Cherry and Hank are left with the chicken.  

CHERRY 

What would you do today if you knew you only had 24 hours 

to live.  

HANK 

That's a stupid question/ 

CHERRY 

Just answer. 

HANK 

There's no way I could know what I'd really do, so why try.  

CHERRY 

I can’t believe you’re a freakin’ fiction writer.  

HANK 

How am I dying? 

CHERRY 

Heart attach.  

HANK 

I’m twenty five.  

CHERRY 

Your mortal enemy has planted a micro-chip inside your 

chest while you were sleeping and your heart will implode 

in 24 hours.  
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HANK 

Do I have immortal enemies?  

CHERRY 

Come on!  

HANK 

If I do I likely have immortal allies, and they’d get me 

out of this situation.  

CHERRY 

Stop avoiding the question.  

HANK 

What would you do?  

CHERRY 

You’d go see your house.  

The Mayberry one. With the raccoons and snakes.   

HANK 

Why would I do that?  

CHERRY 

We could go see if there’s scratching still. 

HANK 

Someone else lives there now.  

CHERRY 

You could say good-bye.   

HANK 

I did that years ago. I don’t want to talk about this 

anymore.  
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Pause. 

 

CHERRY 

Let’s break this instead.  

 

Cherry fishes a wishbone out of the dead 

chicken. 

 

THE HOST 

Cherry fishes out a wishbone.  

HANK 

I don’t believe in wishes.  

CHERRY 

Just take the other side. You have to close your eyes. I’ll 

count to three and we’ll make a wish.  

 

They close their eyes.  

 

CHERRY 

One, two, three. 

 

They break the wishbone. 
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Hank may get the joint of the bone. If so, 

Cherry’s next line is said out of 

desperation. However, Cherry may get the 

joint of the bone. If so, Cherry’s next line 

is said out of elation.  

 

CHERRY 

I love you.  

 

They kiss. 

 

THE HOST 

I think it’s key to know right at this point of the play 

what happens in the future with these two, because it is at 

this point that anxiety of loss accumulates, not after a 

break up but at the moment of amorous conception. Will it 

work out? Is this the man/woman I will be with.  

 

Ten years later Hank will visit his childhood house. He 

will take his wife but think of Cherry when he hears 

scratching in the walls. 

 

THE SIDEKICK 

But before that… 
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THE SIDEKICK gives THE HOST an item from the 

tray: PET ITEM. 

 

THE HOST 

Yes, before that there is the end.  

 

[Scene 9: Elsie dies.]  

 

The improvisers playing Hank and Cherry 

create the scene in which Elie is hit by a 

car. Hank left the latch open. Cherry finds 

her being eaten by a raccoon--a scavenger. 

It must involve the prompt from The Host. 

In this scene they should use the prompt 

form The Host.   
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THE HOST 

We open the chambers of our bodies, reveal tiny concealed 

gourds, between tendons, under bones, tucked into veins.  

We do this in pursuit of soldering our souls.  

Perhaps we’re soldering an all together different thing. A 

fantasy of sorts; an amalgamation of what was, what is to 

be, and what will never be. 

What are we left with?  

There is no wedding, no children, no shoulder that is 

constant. But... 

SIDEKICK 

But? 

THE HOST 

But, there is something worth salvaging, something that 

remains, that is worth consumption.  

Perhaps the story. This is our gift to you. This is the 

antidote we offer tonight to anyone that has had a 

scavenger heart...or a heart that has been scavenged.  
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THE GOOD-BYE RITUAL:  

 

THE HOST and THE SIDEKICK take hands at the 

center. 

 

 

 

The HOST’S Good-bye’s: 

1 ) Thanks the audience once more. 

2) Instructs them: they can come up and pick up their 

items they want back. Or, if they don’t want them or 

need them then they will keep them as an archive of 

this particular Hank and Cherry story.  

 

THE Host and Sidekick stand by the table and help 

sort through the items, handing them back to 

their owners or finders.  

 

 

 

End of Play. 
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Characters 
   
ACTORS NEEDED: 9-12 W, depending on you.  
 
1-6 Docents– present-day women/woman. They should represent different women of 
color in Texas. They wear cowgirl outfits—the kitschier the better.  
 
Sally Skull – 40’s (1840’s-60’s). An entrepreneur at heart, Sally is a rough and hard 
champion cusser with piercing eyes. Under the auspices of hindsight and foresight, she 
often means the opposite of what she’s saying.  
 
Chipita Rodriguez – mid-late 30’s (early 1860’s) – A chef, Chipita is deceptively  
hard on the outside but completely warm on the inside.  
 
Etta Place – mid 20’s (1900). An enigma, Etta is stunningly beautiful, a tall and  
dark, private person. People, men especially, are drawn to her distance; she tries  
to keep it that way.  
  
Bonnie Parker – early 20’s (1930’s). A run-away, Bonnie is a tiny woman fiery  
and impulsive.  

 
Janis Joplin – mid – late 20’s (1960’s). A rock goddess, Janis is a ballsy, brash,  
unconventional hippie.  
 
Unknown Black Outlaw – mid 20’s (1830’s). A slave, UBO is strong-willed, smart and 
extremely courageous.  
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The World 
This world is dusty, hot, stinky, and under construction. Framing and re-faming, 
constructing and deconstructing, are central actions in the play. The set is a 
theater sandbox full of things that will eventually be used to make other things—
places, sounds, transportation, rivers, roads, etc. In the first production, we used 
wooden pallets, buckets, paint cans, barrels, musical instruments, muslin and 
rope. I expect that every production will find what they need for their sand box, 
but I would implore you to keep the material within the tone of the world and 
that the material be portable for the purposes of on-sight constructing and 
deconstructing.  
 

The Docents 
The Docents are curators of these outlaw’s stories, a chorus that absorbs and 
presents these women at the same time. Every production may choose how 
many docents they want or need. I believe you could do this play with one 
docent, but I have broken up the character into 6 voices for those productions 
that are interested in seeing a group of women take on one voice.  

 
Signage 
Signs are used as action in the play. Again, each production can decide how to 
make and display these signs. The text could be said aloud by the docents; it 
could be projected; it could be constructed in real time somehow.  

 
Text Notes:  
Ellipsis (…) = a suspended moment of fear or recognition that is in the present 
moment for the character. This moment may be reliving a trauma or making a 
discovery.  
 
Dialogue in italics = a Character takes on a different voice in their story.  
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The Starting Point 
 

A door creaks open. There’s a shaft of sun-dusted light.  We 
see the silhouette of a woman wearing pants and a holster.  
She spits—PING!  
She stares down the audience with her hard face and 
impenetrable eyes. She stops on a dime, hands on her 
holster… 
One 

Two 
Three 

She draws from her belt, throws out her arms! 
Her hands are empty, weightless.    
Quicker this time, she pulls from her ankle…empty. 
She closes her palms—as if her hands were full of sand 
slipping through her fingers. She looks out into the 
audience again. She takes a deeper look.  
 
She sees a sign: THE STARTING POINT. 

 
SALLY SKULL 
Texas  
is a land between two worlds,  
my Pappy would say. 
‘Swhy he took us there.  
Land of opportunity, 
a promise he ain’t heard of in a century, he’d say. 

I blasted back,  
You ain’t a century ol’, pappy. You’re only 40 yers.  

He whispered in my ear:  
A minute can pack an hour, Lil’ Sal. Do me a promise: pack your years 
with lifetimes. 

He turned me toward the west 
To fields covered with color I never knew existed.  

Could exist. 
Blues with yellow tips stretching like caterpillars,  

purple balls of fire,  
streaks of furry crimson tails, 

      Wheelin’ whirls of wild flowers.    
 
That moment was at least a year’s worth of livin’.  
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SALLY SKULL (CONT’D)  
From that day forward I made a promise to fill them hours. 
 
But now…in this world, 
I don’t know how to pack the pissin’ time.  
Don’t even got my damn six-shooters.  
But…I’ve never spoke so pretty in m’life.  
 

The Docents enter.  
 
DOCENT #1  
Sally Skull  
 
DOCENT #2 
came to Texas with Stephen F. Austin  
 
DOCENT #3 
and the Old 300.  
 
DOCENT #4 
They came on a grant Austin’s father diplomatically fought for  
 
DOCENT #5 
and subsequently died for  
 
DOCENT #2 
while bringing it back to his people.  
 
DOCENT #3 
The land grant allowed 297 American families  
 
DOCENT #5 
and unmarried men  
 
DOCENT #1 
to settle a colony in a then Mexican province.  
 
DOCENT #4 
The name of his father was… 
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DOCENT #3  
MOSES.  
 
DOCENT #6 
Coincidence? Or fate?  
 
DOCENT #2  
You choose.  
 
DOCENT #5 
Tonight: we’re not interested in myths. 
 
DOCENT #1  
As Texas Women, we want stories—  
 
DOCENT #5 
Not myths.  
 

They all turn to a frozen Sally Skull.  
 
DOCENT #1  
As you can see, we summoned Sally Skull— 
 
DOCENT #3 
The first known female Texas outlaw— 
 
DOCENT #2 
For some answers.   
 

They all turn to Sally Skull’s boots.  
 
DOCENT #6 
It just takes one look; one deep look can unlock an ocean of story.  
 

Their one deep look leads them to Sally’s boots. They 
remove them, pass them around…until they find a home at 
a distance from Sally.  

DOCENT #1   
These were the boots 
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DOCENT #4 
found on Sally Skull’s dead body. 
 
DOCENT #2 
They were stickin’ outta gravel 
 
DOCENT #3 
20 miles outside Banquete. 
 

A spark of hope.  
DOCENT #6 
(re: the boots)  
Just. One. Look.   
 
DOCENT #2 
We are prepared to resurrect as many women as we need 
 
DOCENT #3 
to tell their stories from the beginning of their adventures 
 
DOCENT #4 
to their untimely deaths.  
 
DOCENT #3 
Step by step we’ll get a little closer to… 
 
DOCENT #2 
Understanding.   
 
SALLY SKULL  
Y’all r gonna see some ghost.  
Be afraid.  
Be very afraid.  
 

The Docents sing The Yellow Rose of  
Texax while doing a choreographed country line dance. 
This becomes more like casting a spell, or conducting a 
séance.  
 
A hole opens in the earth. The other five outlaws are 
resurrected: Etta Place, Bonnie Parker, Chipita Rodriguez, 
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Janis Joplin…and surprisingly there’s a sixth, an 
Unknown Black Outlaw.  
They surround the audience.  

 
 
 
 
 
ALL DOCENTS 
There's a yellow rose in Texas  
That I am a going to see  
No other soldier knows her  
No one only me   
She cried so when I left her  
It like to broke my heart  
And if I ever find her  
We nevermore will part  
 
She's the sweetest little flower 
This soldier ever knew  
Her eyes are bright as diamonds  
They sparkle like the dew  
You may talk about dearest May  
and sing of Rosa Lee  
But the yellow rose of Texas  
Beats the belles of Tennessee.  
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STEP 1: A NEW PERSPECTIVE 
 

Etta Place Wears a Pair of Pants 
 

 
Docent #4 reveals the photo of Etta Place with The 
Sundance Kid.   

 
DOCENT #4 
This  
is the only known photo of Etta Place. Those of you that have seen the movie know that 
since this photo, Etta Place has been nothing but an accessory to Butch Cassidy and The 
Sundance Kid…much like the watch she dons in the photo.   

 
We hear a Tick  
  Tick  
 

One thing’s for sure: beauty’s got something up its sleeve.  
 

A Docent summons Etta to the stage with a bucket full of 
sheets. She takes it and creates a crinkled stream of fabric 
with the sheets. 

 
ETTA PLACE  
(Hungry:) What does a stream of steam from a boilin’ train sound like?    
I’d hear from Sundance the glory of heat from a train, but in the back of my mind as he 
talked and talked and talked, I thought: there’s gotta be more to this world than your 
mouth.  

 
Sign: ETTA PLACE WEARS A PAIR OF PANTS, 1899.    
 

The one piece of advice she gave me was:  
Marry a man with a pocket watch, Etta—  
A man with a pocket watch is goin’ places.   

 
By this point, all the sheets are out of the basket. Something 
at the bottom of the basket distracts Etta.   

 
Sundance didn’t have a watch, but after the 100th time he talked about The Wild Bunch, 
something  
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TICKED 
for me.   

Etta reveals a pair of pants.  
 
ETTA PLACE (CONT’D)  
We train the eye awfully well.  
  WOMEN. WEAR. PETTICOATS.  
 
With a rule like that 

Imagine what you could get away with in pants.  
Imagine you were good at it.  

WHO could you fool? 
Men.  
Women. 
The Law. 
Your friends. 
 

History. 
 
What woman needs a man with a pocket watch when she’s got her own pair of pants?  
  
Sundance projected a $50,000 profit in Wilcox, Wyoming—more than the Wild Bunch 
had collected in all their 6 hits bundled together. When he left, the only words Butch said 
to Sundance were:   

Bring back 50 grand or you’re outta the gang.  
 
Sundance snagged $48,000 from the Wilcox train—two grand less than what he promised 
Butch. There was a bank robbery in Wilcox the very same night as the  
train robbery. The bank lost $3,000. The lawmen pinned the loss on Sundance, but 
Sundance didn’t have that 3,000. If he had that 3,000 then he wouldn’t have had to spend 
the night scared of Butch.   
 
Early the next morning, his horse was missin’. He goes to the river, sees a boy standing 
by the bank with his horse. He shouts for him to put his hands up, which the boy does.  
As he gets closer the boy looks familiar.   

Do I know you?  
  Sundance shouts.  
The boy replies by taking off his hat to unveil long dark locks.    
 
The shock of seein’ me in pants caused his mouth to gape so I took that chance to show 
him the $3,000 I stole. The $3,000 he needed to make 1 grand over what he promised 
Butch.  
Those pants gave Sundance the right to beat the tar outta me. 
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ETTA PLACE (CONT’D)  
He looked at the money.  
Then at me. 
Back at the money. 
Back at me. 
He grabbed me, 
and…  

Sundance may hit her… 
 
He kissed me.  
 
That kiss started a trail of want as long and as rapid as the Guadalupe.   

A want for heat. 
A want for steam in the desert. 

A want for speed, 
  and sweat, 
   and gold, 
    and glory.   
 A want for that love that wasn’t afraid.  
 Not even of pants.  

 
Sundance said I had to go back to San Antonio.  
He blamed it on Butch: He ain’t gonna let no woman join The Wild Bunch.  
But, I got a taste of that steam.  
And I was ready to follow that anywhere,  
‘gainst anyone.   
(In her man voice:)  
Butch Cassidy,  

here I come.  
 
Etta leaves in pursuit of The Wild Bunch.  
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Janis Joplin Calls for Company 
 

A Docent summons Janis Joplin with a bottle of So-Co.   
We hear the clicking of a rotary phone:    
t, t, t, t, t, t,  
     t, t, t,  

 t, t, t, t. 
 
Sign: JANIS JOPLIN CALLS FOR COMPANY, 1970.   
 

DOCENT #6 
Janis made two phone calls before she died.  
The first one to her longest runnin’ lover, Peggy.  

 
JANIS JOPLIN 
I 
 
 
 um 
 
   
I  
 
 
  I need you to come up, man.  
 
 
I  
 

um 
 
 
  I  

need you 
 

 
CHRIST! GET HERE, OK!  

 
I won’t start without ya. 
 

We hear a hang up.  
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In the silence, Janis gets more and more anxious.  

 
DOCENT #6 
The second time, she phoned her fiancé.  
 

We hear: 
ttttt 
    ttttt 

 
JANIS JOPLIN 
Yeah,  
yeah,  
the records ripe, baby. Almost there. By the end of the day I was barely able to scream: 

baby  
baby  
baby.  

 
You comin’? Yeah, Peggy’s comin’.  
  We wanna dick, baby. Your dick. 
Don’t give me that shit. This is it, man, this is all.  

(A genuine smile:)  
Yeah, I wanna marry you. Have babies.  
You’re my ticket to a White Picket Fence.  

 
Shut up ‘n get your ass over here. I got some sweet shit here, man. High dollar shit. Have 
the time of our lives.  
  
 I need it.  
 
See you in a minute.  
 

We hear a hang up.  
She hops a little in enjoyment. She sits with her So-Co in 
her lap.  
 

DOCENT #6 
And she waits… 
 And waits… 
  And waits. 

 
Janis’ smile slowly fades to a blank, anxious stare.  
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Sally Skull Learns How to Kill 
 

Across the stage, a Docent displays Sally’s boots, 
summoning Sally. The Docent sets them on display.  
 

DOCENT #1 
Sally Skull killed many men, including 3 husbands. She is known as the Scariest 
Siren in Texas History.    
 
SALLY SKULL 
I couldn’t wear boots  
‘til I was handed to a man.  
 
I ain’t talkin’ no laced up,  
tall-necked heels neither.  
I’m talkin’ honest-to-goodness  
cowboy-roughin’ soles.    
Flat,   Smooth,   Plain    ‘n    Simple.  
 
Boots meant I was grown. 
Boots meant I could walk on any surface  
and not fear  
of rattlesnakes and cactus needles  
or hell only knows what may come. 
I planned to walk miles,  
and miles,  
and miles,  
further than I dreamed of in my boots.  
Boots were freedom. 
 
I was never so excited as when I was awarded my first pair. 
I didn’t know then what I was gonna have to pay for ‘em.  

 
Sign: SALLY SKULL MEETS HER FIRST HUSBAND,  
1828. We see a Docent in the shadows with a cowboy hat  
on, representing Jesse in the distance.   

 
I met Jesse Robinson when I was eleven.  
One day,  
them Waco Tawakoni attacked my family  
strapped us together 
‘n about scalped us all 
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SALLY SKULL (CONT’D)  
when Robinson swooped down  
with his team of gallant men 
‘n plucked us right out  
of that dust bowl of savages.  
Saved the day.  
 
My mamma said she knew then  
I was in love with Jesse Robinson.  
Said a man would make me complete.  
A man like Jesse might even make me happy.   
My Pappy said:  
 
What do a girl of eleven know  
Of happiness? 
Of love? 
 
But, 
for five years 
I did think about Jesse,  
while I churned the butter,  
spun the linens,  
laid the laundry.  
He did put a goober smile on my face.   
He did enter my dreams at night.  
Always, 
walking towards me,  
the sun setting behind his silhouette  
in his hands 
he carried to me  
a pair of  
brown 
leather 
boots.    
 
Pappy passed away.  
Left me  
20 head of cattle,  
2 ox,  
and a wagon with a shot wheel—    
my dowry.  
 
I was sixteen when Jesse came riding back.  
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SALLY SKULL (CONT’D) 
There was no sun-setting silhouette,  
But he did have a rang.  
I had one condition: 
No wedding, jus boots.  
We went to the courthouse the next day:  
Me, Jesse, ‘n my leather soles.    
My dreams came true.  
 

Through the following, Sally puts on the boots. Jesse’s 
cowboy outline gets fainter, until almost non-existent.  

 
Jesse backed one of the cannons that took down Santa Anna. 
Spent 4 years fightin’ for independence 
while I ran the ranch,  
all by m’ lonesome.  
I was in Texas heat-throbbin’ heaven.  

 
Sign: SALLY SKULL IS IMPRISONED, 1843.   

For a moment. 
 

Jesse’s shadow comes back into focus, the lights around him 
growing hotter and hotter.  

 
Jesse came back a hero.  
He’d enter any bar, get a free drink. 
He be getting’ breaks on cattle ‘n horses.  
Shit that ass didn’t need. 
Didn’t deserve.  
Then  
he lost it all 
N came home cryin’, hollerin’,  
Beatin’.  
 
When yer face ain’t yer own,  
ya see the face of nonsense.  
 
Jesse squandered all his breaks 
lost my entire dowry with his bad business.  
But I put up with his tired,  
good-for-nothin’ ass 
cause that’s what a lady does. 
That is until he accused me of adultery. 
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SALLY SKULL (CONT’D)  
Called me a termagant  
in front of the entire town of Gonzales,  
which,  
at the time, 
I thought  
was the worst thang a gal could be called.  
Since,  
I’ve learned  
the worst thang a gal can be called is  
Darlin.  

“Darlin, I know what’s best for our cattle.”  
“Darlin, I know how to run a business.”  

“Darlin, everything we got from your pappy, we will get back.”  
“Darlin,  

  shhhhhhh,  
Darlin’,  

    Shhhhhhhh.”  
“Don’t you lie to me...darlin.” 

 
The judge believed Robinsons’ drunken lips over mine.   
Put me in jail. 
I sat two weeks in a cell— 
nothin’ but a rocker and hole to crap in.  
When I got back to Jesse, 
he started showin’ off the barrel of his pistol. 
Shootin’,  
screamin’ about loyalty.  
So I ran  
With the youngin’s in m’arms.  
Screw bein’ a lady.   
 

Jesse’s shadow cuts off.  
 
Ten-year marriage, two kids, and a fight notch on my belt— 
All for a pair of boots. 
  
Every minute worth it. 

 
There’s a sense of relief until… 
Sign: SALLY SKULL LEARNS HOW TO KILL, 1844.   
A light comes up on another Docent in a cowboy hat. 
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SALLY SKULL (CONT’D) 
After the divorce with Jesse,  
I took up a completely different kinda fella, 
George Scull. That’s with a C.  
Your run of the mill blacksmith, 

Quiet,  
subservient.  

My ticket to a creek-rockin’-kinda life.  
George sold all his equipment—  
his business,  
and land—  
so we could move away from Robinson.   
Take the kids to the coast.  
He was the sweetest man 
until about a year into our marriage,  
when he called me  
Darlin’. 
 
I don’t remember what I said  
But he slapped me ‘cross the face  
With the back of his hand 
And when he turned to say  
“You just don’t get it  
DARLIN,”  

 
Sally draws her pistols… 
 

BANG. 
 
Her hands are empty.  
 

I shot him.  
George Sculls light goes out.  

 
Honestly, I didn’t mean to pull the trigger, 
but a heap of hate sprung from my chest to m’finger.  
Felt like summin’ my heart learned long ago.  
 
That’s when I changed my name from Scull with a C to Skull with a K.   
Didn’t change for no man, ever again. 
 

Sally leaves.  
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Janis Joplin Says Good-Bye to Texas 
 

Docent #5 summons Janis with a copy of The Daily 
Texan.  
 

DOCENT #6 
Janis started her road to fame in Austin, TX.  Her newspaper trail ends with a 
1962 issue of The Daily Texan.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN 
(To Audience or Docent?:)   
Want some, man? Go on! Smack this up. I shouldn’t drink it alone.  
I can, deary, don’t get me wrong. But, I shouldn’t.  
Get it while you can, man.  
Get it while you can!  

 
SIGN: JANIS JOPLIN SAYS GOOD-BYE TO TEXAS, 
1962. 

 
We were partying, see, and this guy jumps up on the refrigerator and says:  

I got the answer to HEAVEN.  
He opens the door to the fridge and walks right in. A line starts forming out the back. So, 
I say: what the fuck, I get in line. When I get to the fridge I see this dude, he’s got junk 
packed in a tiny fridge inside the larger fridge, man. He says:  

What you looking to do? Heaven? Hell? Or Purgatory? 
What you think I picked? Com’on. What would you pick?  
 

I said Purgatory.  
 
He handed me a tiny teal dot and just as I was about to swallow that sucker he turns to 
me, says: 

It goes in your eyeball.  
Fuck me, man. I come from Port Arthur, from a place where you can’t get booze past six 
pm and ya better fuckin forget about Sundays. This fella wants me to put teal shit in my 
mother-fuckin’ pupil?  

HELL YEAH! I dive right in.  
 
An’ man, I can’t remember a thing after that ‘cept flying in the clouds above the mother-
fuckin’ heat. Next thing I know, some dude’s straddling me, going to town, I got a guitar 
in my arms, I’m singing, singing the blues.  
 



 104 

A Docent presents The Daily Texan again. 
 
JANIS JOPLIN (CONT’D)  
At dawn, I walk around the streets of Austin and something catches my eye:  
The Daily Texan.  
My name  
Janis Joplin 
On the front page…What the hell?  
Janis Joplin…Voted Ugliest Man. On. Campus.  
 
Those frat fuck faces voted me Ugliest Man cause I don’t plug ‘em with smiles and 
politeness as I suck their...you know, like we Texas girls do.  
 

Her anger fades; she drops into a sincere pain.  
 
No worries.  
They just playin’ around, like the dicks they are.  
(Convincing:) 
It’s kinda funny, really.  
 

Mamma heard about it. She called and asked:  
“What’d you do to them boys?”   

 
That’s all right, man, cause I hopped in a van with my buddy, headed to SAN 
FRANCISCO!—Where it’s all happening.  
Texas ain’t nothin’. Ain’t nothing worth worrying about.  
 
Peace!  
 

Janis leaves, chasing after a Volkswagen van. We hear a 
BEEP off into the distance!  
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Bonnie Parker Earns a Cigar  
 
A Docent summons Bonnie with a cigar. When Bonnie 
comes she circles it like stalking a long-time enemy.  
Sign: BONNIE PARKER EARNS A CIGAR, 1933.   

 
DOCENT #1 
--J.W. Bucher, a filling station owner, Hillsboro, TX— 
 
DOCENT #2 
--Howard Hall, a friendly neighborhood Butcher, Sherman, TX— 
 
DOCENT #5 
--Doyle Johnson, a car salesman; Temple, TX— 
 
DOCENT #2 
--Deputy E.C. Moore, Oklahoma City— 
 
DOCENT #3 
Those are the four chalked men that earned Bonnie Parker a cigar with The 
Barrow Gang—a group of masterminds that out smarted lawmen across the 
country. That cigar… 
 

Bonnie snags the cigar from the Docent. The power of the 
cigar takes over her for a moment.   

 
…was her ticket to the front page of every newspaper from Texas to Ten Buck 
Two. 
 
BONNIE PARKER 
TELL ‘EM I DON’T SMOKE CIGARS!  
 

She breaks the cigar in two, throwing it on the ground.  
 
Ain’t nothing in this world less refined than a woman who smokes.  
I never put a cigarette in my mouth  
much less a cigar— 
despite what those newsmen said,  
and published. 
Pictures are not facts.  
THE FACT is I had a rose in my mouth.  
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BONNIE PARKER (CONT’D)  
A beautiful silk victory rose.  
Our film was stolen in Joplin  
by lawmen.  
They handed ‘em to newsmen  
and those men pasted a cigar over my rose.  
That’s the God’s honest truth.  
Destroy all this beautiful,  
vibrant red  
with the smell of smoke,  
are you kidding me?  
I’d rather die.  
 
There’s a whole lot more to fear than death, kid-o, 
wouldn’t you say?  
A faulty reputation is one of ‘em… 

an’ loss.  
To lose the thang that makes yer heart beat strongest.  
For me, that was Clyde Barrow.   
An eight toed, chestnut misfit.  
That’s what we called him—Chestnut— 
Cause he had the smoothest Chestnut hair.  
 
There’s a moment  
When you make the choice  
to make the road your home.   
Mine was three months after my first kill.  
 
When Clyde took me from mamma  
I thought we was gonna give it a real honest try at a cozy life.  
On our way, we stopped  
At J.W. Bucher—Hillsboro, TX. 
Closin’ hour.  
Clyde handed me a pistol and tol’ me  
to hold it tight…jus for show. 
First time I held a gun.  
That sweet ol’ man went upstairs for his keys 
‘N’ when he came back down  
I thought he had a gun. 
I thought he’d made a move toward Clyde.  
I thought… 
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BANG. 
 
BONNIE PARKER (CONT’D)  
Blew me back half a foot.  
Ricocheted off the safe and right into Bucher’s chest—  
one hell of an accident.  
 
Clyde stuck me in a church so as I wouldn’t caught with him.  
When the Police found me, they threw all kinds a questions my way.  
All I said was:   
I don’t know no Clyde Barrow.  
I don’t know no Clyde Barrow.  
I DON’T KNOW NO CLYDE BARROW!  
 
Got to the point where I thought… 
maybe I didn’t know him.  
Maybe I dreamed him up to save me from thinking about… 
Anything else.  
 
Took jail time,  
a congressional hearing  
and a whole lotta praying to get me back to mamma.  
I promised her then I was through with Clyde Barrow 
and I was, 
til three months later when Clyde made his way back to me.  
Honked for me.  
‘N I thought:  
that man  
is connected to the road  
in a way I’ve never been connected  
to ‘nything.  
So I jumped right in.  
That was the moment I chose Clyde.  
 

For a moment, she wonders what if she had done something 
different then… 
 

But that’s not my point. My point is… 
(shifts back to sweet:)  
… will you, please,  
       tell ‘em I don’t smoke cigars.  
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Bonnie wasn’t as successful as she wanted to be; she leaves. 
Just as quickly Sally Skull comes into the space, barely 
missing Bonnie. She’s summoned by the cigar, surprising 
the Docents.   
Sally Skull takes the cigar and plants it between her 
fingers—a familiar feeling.  

 
SALLY SKULL  
Well, look-y here.  
Thank ya very much.  
Any body got a match? Any a y’all?  
I’ll jus have t’pretend then… 
 
After my first kill I took up smoking.  
Eventually got pretty famous for it.  
 
Me and my daughter was still on speaking terms  
when she handed me a scratchy tintype 
of a line o’ women ‘gainst a fence,  
each one with a cigar stuck in their mouth 
or planted ‘tween their fingers, 
each with giddy girl smiles ‘cross their faces.  
She said,  
 “They wanna be like you, mamma.  
    God knows why.” 
I know why. 
 

Sign: SALLY SKULL KILLS HER 3rd HUSBAND. 
 

I killed my third husband, Doyle—  
a pretty good worker,  
strong, solid head on his shoulders. 
We got hitched to start a real,  
honest to goodness ranch  
out in Banquete.  
We were business partners.  
‘N we made somethin’ special. 
A business heard all over the state.  
Largest ranch in East Texas.   
But as soon as I found out he was taken  
twice as much  
burin’ out in the stalls  
twice as much gold  
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SALLY SKULL (CONT’D)  
then he’d give me— 
I strangled that man with my riding crop. 
Drowned him in a bucket of his favorite whiskey.  
 
That was the first time in a long time I shot off some tears.  
But maybe them tears came after I’d seen my daughter  
was watchin’ me all the while.  
 
 
Men  
can never be  
artful killers.  
 
They may be quick.  
They may  
hit a can  
50 feet away 
‘tween a tree hole, 
but 
they don’t know the wholeness of takin’ a life.  
If ya can’t make life,  
ya shouldn’t be able to take it away.  
Take take take.  
 
Women  
are born  
outlaws. 
Don’t take much.  
Just walk out your front porch. 
Have a thought of your own 
And 

She pulls from her holsters… 
 

BANG.  
 
…her hands are empty.  

 
The other thing about bein’ a woman is:  
if ya get caught 
they cain’t hang ya.  
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SALLY SKULL (CONT’D)  
I make y’all nervous?  
No?  
Angry?  
Y’all wanna sweet story ‘bout a man? 
Better well come up with one,  
I’m plum out. 

 
Sally leaves.  
 
The Docents return to the line dance steps and a faster 
version of The Yellow Rose of Texas. They have a little 
more rigor and determination in their step.   
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STEP 2: A DEEPER PROBLEM 
 

Etta Place Caught by Butch  
 
DOCENT #4 
Etta Place participated in 3 train robberies with The Wild Bunch before she was  
caught  
by  
Butch.  

 
ETTA PLACE 
Butch riffed over and over:  
“Women aren’t a part of the game; women are never a part of the game; they’re the after 
party.”  
 
Feeling confrontational, which wasn’t in my nature at all, I said,  
 Yeah?  
 
Butch turned and said:  
 “Yeah.”   
 
And I acted out some of that free will I found wearing pants.  
 Yeah?  
 
He stepped a little closer, dug a little deeper: 
 “Better believe it.” 
 
Sundance looked at me like I’d lost my mind,   
but I didn’t let off:   
 You sure ‘bout that? 
 
Butch turned back, this time silenced, which wasn’t in his nature at all. He put his hands 
on his holster, ‘n I couldn’t breathe until I saw the twinkle in his eye. 
 
And then  

we laaaaughed.  
 
It was all forgotten, to everyone except for me and Butch. And Sundance, of course, who, 
at this point, saw the look in our eyes too.  

 
A Docent presents a pocket watch.  
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We hear a Tick 
  Tick 

ETTA PLACE (CONT’D)  
Later that night, Sundance was sleepin’ off his drink. And wouldn’t you know it, Butch 
waltz over. 
   
 “I heard you got married,” he said.  

 Yes,  
 I said, quiet as a mouse.  

   
Docent #4 dangles a pocket watch in front Etta. 

 
He pulled out of his pocket a fancy blue box. In the box lay a watch.  
Later I discovered that it came from a fancy store in New York, designed by a woman 
named Tiffany. But the best thing about that watch was it was a man’s pocket watch.  

 
She puts the watch on and puts it in her breast pocket, 
covering it up.  
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Janis Joplin Says Good-Bye to Texas, a Second Time 
 

 
DOCENT #5 
In San Francisco Janis’ friends raised money for bus faire to send her back to Port 
Arthur. She spent a year at home getting clean. This is what most biographers 
call her Nun Phase. A.K.A. BORING.  
 

Sign: JANIS JOPLIN LEAVES TEXAS A SECOND  
TIME, 1966.  
 
Janis tries to tidy her hair, pulls it back.  

 
JANIS JOPLIN 
Because I’ve been to rehab… 
Because I’ve gone through therapy…  
Because I need more than anything to be in front of a crowd…  
Because I need to feel whole, not “healthy”.  
 

...because…I love you.  
 
I’m leaving Texas! I found me a group, a group worth falling for, a group that 
makes your knees itch, your throat dry, the one that’ll send me to the skies.  
 
Don’t worry, I ain’t gonna forget the lessons.  
I ain’t gonna forget I learned ‘em here, in Texas.  
 

…and…I’ll keep askin’ why I can’t send this to you, mamma.  
 
 

Janis leaves.  
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Bonnie Parker Kills for a Bunny 
 

Bonnie springs into the space without a Docent.  
 
BONNIE PARKER 
Let me tell ya another thing,  
it’s hard work joy ridin’.  
Long, stressful hours.  
Hard to meet new company 
(that you don’t have to kill). 
Sad stretches from the family. 
Missin’ your hometown food: 

Texas beans ‘n rice.  
Ew, homesickness was the death of me.  
 
But, all I ever have to say to Clyde was: 

I need to see mamma summin real bad  
N’ he’d swerve the car toward Texas in a matter of seconds,  
with out a thought.  
Has a man ever done that for you?  
 

Sign: BONNIE PARKER KILLS FOR A BUNNY, 1934.   
 
One day,  
I saw this little pink nosed bunny for sale.  
Second I laid my eyes on him 
I knew he was MAMMA’s.  
She’d die when she saw him,  
She’d jus die.  
I said, Clyde, I need to see mamma!  
‘N ZOOM.  
We high tailed it to Dallas so I could give it to her for Easter.  
 
We got word to the family:  
Meet us at the Grapevine Highway Hill.  
I took the bunny for a play,  
let him hop around.  
 
Two Po’s zoomed past on motorcycles.  
I flung the fluffy boy in his cage  
warned Clyde,  
grabbed a .38  
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BONNIE PARKER (CONT’D)  
 ‘n headed back to the bunny. 
By that time, one a them Po’s had the bunny in his hands,  
I aimed for his noggin.  
Let him go  

I screamed. 
 
He froze  
so tight,  
so hard,  
as if I made him into stone.  
I swear, I channeled Medusa herself. 
You know her?  
I’m a peach compared to her.  
 
I told him a second time: 

Let the bunny go.  
 
That’s when I pulled attention to his hands. 
They were drippin’ red  
from blood.  
 
       I shrieked,  

What the hell you doin’? 
 
He let him go.  
The bunny made a thud on the gravel. 
He was a 
bloody 
mangled 
babe.  
Helpless. 
 
That Po said something,  
maybe he muttered apologies  
but I heard nothin'.  
 

BANG. BANG. BANG.  
 
We ran  
without seein’ mamma. 

She leaves.  
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Sally Skull Builds the Cotton Road* 

 
Sign: SALLY SKULL BUILDS THE COTTON ROAD, 
1861.  
 
The Docents build a row of cotton out of the sheets. 

 
DOCENT #3 
Texas joined the Confederacy in 1861.  
 
DOCENT #1 
They were particularly crucial to the war effort because of— 
 
DOCENT #3  
The Border.  
 
DOCENT #1  
The Confederacy was in need of artillery but The Union blocked off all the ports 
to the South. Nothing could be exported or imported past the Mason-Dixon Line.  
That gave the Confederates one option:  
 
DOCENT #3 
Mexico.  
 
SALLY SKULL 
Roads were scarce.  
And the ones that weren’t,  
weren’t too friendly to the businessman.  
That made Rivers the guideposts for us Texas Pioneers.  
Not time 
Nor distance 
Nor towns. 
It was simpler to say 
Brazos 
--take a left— 
Guadalupe  
--swing right— 
SALLY SKULL (CONT’D)  

                                                
* This account was specifically drawn from The Cotton Road by Frank Fuille. 
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Colorado 
Rio Grande. 
--straight on through.  
Who’d think the thing guiding you 
 is somethin’ that can’t keep still.  

 
The Docents now realize why The Unknown Black Outlaw 
(UBO) has been resurrected. They summon the UBO into 
the space with the cotton.  
 
She comes and plucks the sheets off the structure. She does 
this obediently, but with a secret hope that she’ll be able to 
speak—she just has to pick the right moment.  
 

 
SALLY SKULL  
Killin’ bought me a ticket onto a business venture  
larger than that there ranch I started with Doyle.  
 
A prominent man— 
ain’t one to spill names—  
asked me to lead a possey down to Mexico.  
Exchange cotton for artillery  
for the Civil War.  
 
I’d done that trip a number of times.  
Not with a load like this though.  
--Fifteen wagons with 10 bales of cotton, 500 lbs each.  
Each wagon worth $8,000  
The lot?  
Worth $150,000 in London docks.  
Whew—your talkin’ a 20 man operation  
packin’ some heat.   
I called it  
The Cotton Road.  
 

Sally turns to see The Cotton Road and finally notices 
UBO.   

 
Where’d you come from?  
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UBO plucks the last sheet. She wonder: is this her moment 
to speak? She looks at Sally, no, they ain’t ready.  
 
UBO leaves humming The Yellow Rose of Texas. She 
leaves a structure similar to a raised road. 

 
SALLY SKULL (CONT’D)  
Most my men on the job 
would say this war ain’t about keepin’  
these… 
black men slaves 
but white men free.  
 
I’d seen a lot of wars.  
And I was clear about one thing:  
I wasn’t in the war business;  
I was in the makin’ money business.  
And if that happen to be a part of the war… 
so be it.  
 
DOCENT #1  
The Cotton Road was along what we now call Route 281.  
So, if you’ve been to Texas,  
You’ve probably traveled down 
that  
very  
same  
road.   
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Chipita Rodriguez  
Serves Sally Skull a Taco  

 
Sign: CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ SERVES SALLY SKULL 
A TACO, 1861.  
 

DOCENT #2 
Chipita Rodriguez was the first woman to be executed in Texas. She’s known to 
haunt the prison cells of the women on death row. But before this legend, she 
owned a lodge along The Cotton Road.  
 

A Docent summons Chipita with ingredients for tacos.  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
I make tacos.  
(listing off all the meats:)  
chorizo 
cecina 
bistek 
suadero  
chuleta 
lengua 
carnitas 
sesos.  
(Giving away the secret:)  
The quiet  
is in the sauce.  
This is all I want. 
This  
quiet.  
It is what mi padre wanted 
when he move us to land between lands— 
Texas.  
You are in  
Paraisio, he tells me. 
 
These hermanos y gringos  
come by The Road of Cotton 
They need  
a rest, 
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CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ (CONT’D) 
so I give them  
tacos y bed to sleep, only sleep.  
We need quiet in our lives.  
Don’t you think?  

 
Sally comes into the scene, after a long days travel on The 
Cotton Road. The following conversation should be in 
Spanish. The English translation is in to the right.    

 
SALLY SKULL  
Me pueden dar maldito servicio aca?   [Can I get some damn service 

over here?] 
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
Ahi! Perdoname, Perdoname.     [Oh my! I’m sorry, I’m sorry.]   
 
 
SALLY SKULL  
Cuanto por comida y cama?    [How much for food and 

 lodging?]  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
Espera…usted habla español?    [Wait…you speak Spanish—] 
 
 
SALLY SKULL  
Voy a necisitar comida y camas por cinco.  [I’ll need food and cots for 5.]  
Tengo cuatro vaqueros atras atando nuestro  I have 4 vaqueros in the back  
 carretons y cabellos.     tying up our wagons ‘n horses.] 
 
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
(realizing this is the first woman in her kitchen.)  
Eres una mujer.     [You’re a woman.] 
 
SALLY SKULL  
Tienes problema con eso?    [Got a problem with it?]  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
No. No no no no no.  
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Necisitas un taco!     [You need a taco!]  
 
 
 
SALLY SKULL 
Voy a ver que tienen todo  en orden—  [I’ll make sure they got everything 

in order—] 
 
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
No no no. Sientate!     [Sit!]  
 
(Sally’s not use to taking orders.)  
 
Sientate!  
 

Sally does. Chipita serves her a taco with her special sauce.  
Sally looks at it suspicious.  

 
CHIPITA 
Come! Andale! Come!    [Eat! Go on! Eat!] 
 

 
Sally takes a bite. It’s delicious. But as she eats there’s 
something deeper involved in this recipe. It’s as if Sally’s 
fallen into a chord, like a note of music that causes the body 
to leap into reverie.   
 

CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
(Re: Sally’s expression; she mouths to the audience:)   
The quiet.  
 

Sally has finished her taco. She goes to Chipita and holds 
out her hand in respect.  

SALLY SKULL  
Gracias.       [Thank you.] 
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
De Nada.    
(Taking her hand, not letting go.)  
Ha matado a muchos hombres?   [You’ve killed many men?]  
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SALLY SKULL 
Si. 
 
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
 Tienes hijos?      [You have children?]  
 
SALLY SKULL 
(surprised:)  
Si.  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
Que les dices?     [What do you tell them?]  
 
SALLY SKULL 
De que?      [About what?]  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
De matar?      [About killing?]  
 
SALLY SKULL 
No hablamos de eso.      [We don’t talk about that.]  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
Pero si lo hicieras?      [But if you did?]  
 
SALLY SKULL 
Como mi lecho de muerto o algo?   [Y’ mean on my deathbed or  

something?]  
 
CHIPTIA RORDRIGUEZ  
Si. Que diras si te preguntan:    [What would you say if they  
Porque?       asked you: Why?] 
 
SALLY SKULL 
…you speak English?  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
(busts laughing) 
This is Texas, Parisio. In Parisio you must speak English.  
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SALLY SKULL 
Right.  
 

Chipita gets back on track:  
 
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
What will you say to your children about the men you’ve killed?  
 
SALLY SKULL 
I took up man’s law, insteada God’s.  
Worked out pretty well…for me.  

 
Sally exits the scene.  
Chipita starts, but then breaks character.  

 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
I’m half Latina.  
[Chilean.] (This should be the actor actual ethnicity.) 
Not Mexican.  
I don’t know what Chipita’s life was like.  
And don’t get me started on broken English! 
 
DOCENT 
(unfazed.)  
We need you to go on.  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
I have a boy.   
He helps; I’m so busy!  
He takes care of the beds. The lodging.  
I take care of the tacos.  
Maybe, one day I teach him my secret sauce.  
Mi padre says: men should learn their way in la cocina.  
Maybe my boy will think  
he becomes a man when he works in mi cocina, 
not kill a man.  
Maybe this will be Man’s new law!  

 
Sign: CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ CHOPS UP A GRINGO, 
LATER THAT SRPING, 1861.  
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CHIPITA (CONT’D)  
Mi padre is right.  
I am in Parisio— 
land between lands. 
There is no trouble  
in el Parisio… 
until 
el gringo stays the night  
another night, and another.  
Pero solo 6 centavos por 4 noche.  
Only 6 centavos.  
 
The last night,  
while I make him the tacos con sesos con extra quiet, 
he touches me.  
He tells me with hard breath, he  
LOVES  
my hair. 
Pelo de Mexicana.   
He LOVES me.  
And I learn  
this word— 
the language of Parisio. 
In el Parisio, 
LOVE is Poder. 
POWER.   
I want nothing of LOVE.  
I want the quiet.  
I bring you quiet,  
I say.  
Pero, 
he has no quiet.  
Even though I  
feed  
feed  
feed 
no quiet.  
Only LOVE…  
 
My boy sees el gringo’s   
LOVE 
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on me  
and  
he stab el gringo. 
I tell my boy  
all will be okay.  
I chop el gringo.  
like the seso he eats and eats. 
We put him in a bag  
and throw him in the Aransas River. 
CHIPITA (CONT’D)  
After that,  
there is 
no  
more  
quiet.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The Docents return to their steps, now The Yellow Rose of 
Texas weighs a little heavier.  
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STEP 3: CONNECTING THE DOTS  
 

Bonnie Parker & Etta Place, A Photo Shoot 
 

A Docent with camera: FLASH. 
 This summons Bonnie Parker and Etta Place.  
Sign: A PHOTO SHOOT, 1902. 
Sign: A PHOTO SHOOT, 1933. 

 
ETTA PLACE 
I said, no, I don’t want a wedding photo.  
I want to squeeze through this world unseen. 
 
BONNIE PARKER 
It was Clyde’s idea.   
We wuz already talked about in every newspaper,  
so why shouldn’t we look as dangerous as they painted us.  
We wuz just playin’ around. 
 

Etta takes out her watch.  
ETTA PLACE 
Sundance found the watch. 
We’re taking a photo, he said.  
You can wear this.  
 

A Docent offers Bonnie a cigar. 
 
BONNIE PARKER 
I had a rose in my mouth and a pistol in my hand.  
It was real cute…  
Then Clyde said, here! Try this.   
Chuckled and stuck a cigar in my mouth.  
The whole gang wuz watching me.  
So… 
 
ETTA PLACE 
I posed. 
I owed him that much.   

They both get into their famous pose. FLASH. They freeze.   
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Janis Joplin, An Interview with Dick Cavett  
 
The Second Flash summons Janis Joplin.  
Sign: AN INTERVIEW WITH DICK CAVETT, 1970 * .  
The two frozen women flank Janis in the hot seat.  

 
JANIS JOPLIN 
You’re a real swinger. I can tell by your shoes.  
 
That song I just sang? That song’s about men. Inside my head that’s what it’s 
about anyway.  
 
- - - - - - - - 
 
It’s about…You ever see those mule carts? There’s a dumb mule up there, right? 
And they have a long stick with a string and a carrot hanging on it. And they 
hang the thing out in front a the mule’s nose and he runs after it all day long.  
 
- - - - - - -  
 
…nah….The woman is the mule. Chasing something that someone’s always 
teasing.  
 
- - - - - - - - 
 
Yeah. The man holds the carrot.   
 
- - - - - - - - 
 
Well…they always hold up something more than their prepared to give.  
 
- - - - - - - - 
 
I’m going back to Port Arthur in August, man. Guess what I’m doing?  
I’m going to my 10th Annual High School Reunion.  
Would you like to go?  

                                                
* This interview was adapted by the actual Dick Cavett interview, which you can find on youtube: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BOTEDnQ4Fvk. The actor playing Janis should be stilted, as if she’s 
trying to get Janis’s exact moves, her exact intonations, thus making her mechanic and strange.  
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- - - - - - - - - 
JANIS JOPLIN (CONT’D)  
I don’t have friends either, believe me. That’s why I’m going.  
 
- - - - - - - - - 
 
I’m gonna laugh a lot, man.   
 

 
- - - - - - - - 
 
They laughed me outta class outta town outta the state. So…I’m goin’ home.  
 
- - - - - - - - 
 
Well…I wasn’t gonna tell my class mates. But I guess…now…they know.  
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Bonnie Parker & Janis Joplin, A Tattooing 
 

Sign: BONNIE PARKER GETS TATTOOED.  
Sign: JANIS JOPLIN GETS TATTOOED.   
 
Bonnie raises her dress; Janis exposes her wrist.  
Docents paint hearts and arrows on Bonnie’s thigh.   
 

DOCENT #3 
Bonnie Parker was married. Not to Clyde Barrow. To another convict: Roy 
Thorton. She was 16. As a wedding gift Roy suggested she get a tattoo of his 
name on the inside of her thigh.  
 
DOCENT #4 
(As Roy)  
“That way, anybody try to climb up there they know you’s mine.”   
 
DOCENT #3  
Roy was arrested that same year for killing a man in a bar fight. 
 

They paint three small tattoos on Janis…  
 
DOCENT #6 
Janis had several tattoos.  
 
DOCENT #5 
A small heart on her breast.  
 
DOCENT #6 
A lily on her ankle. A tulip on her wrist 
 
DOCENT #5 
And a secret one that read: One of the Boys.  
 

“One of the Boys” summons Sally Skull. The Docents see 
the last sign and reveal:  
 
Sign: SALLY SKULL BRANDS HERSELF.   
Sally Skull comes down between Bonnie and Janis.  
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SALLY SKULL 
Some things 
you can explain… 
if you frame it right. 
Some, you cain’t.  
 
You might be asking yourself:  
Why does that woman keep gettin’ married 
if all she does is go ‘n kill ‘em?  
You actin’ like I had a choice.  
That question never even popped into m’story til the 20th Century. 
Killin’ was more respectable  
than divorce.  
 
My Fourth Husband… 
I cain’t explain.  
 

Sally exposes her forearm for a canvas. 
 
DOCENT #1 
Isaiah Wadkins 
 
DOCENT #2 
A hot-headed hillbilly 
Another drunkard  
 
DOCENT #1 
A loose cannon.  
 
DOCENT #2 
One night after they killed a vasquero— 
 
DOCENT #1 
one they probably shouldna—  
 
DOCENT #2 
he brands his forearm, then… 
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DOCENT #1 
Handed it to you 
 
DOCENT #2  
and you brand yourself. 
 

They brand Sally’s forearm.  
 
SALLY SKULL 
…I cain’t explain it.  
 
 
 

 
No dance, no song.  
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STEP 4: The White Picket Fence Dilemma 
 

A docent offers Janis the So-Co Janis gave away early.  
Janis violently takes it back.   

 
JANIS JOPLIN 
Give me that. That’s mine, man, get your own. Get your fuckin own!  
(Turns to Audience:)  
Always  

take take take.  
Stop takin’ from me!  

 
The Docents transform The Cotton Road Structure into a 
White Pickett Fence.  

 
My buddy said to me once that I’m the most obvious, 
       best publicized  

homeless person. 
 
 
 
My buddy was right,     
Yeah, 
I’m homeless.  
 
But you know, ever since I left Texas, 
    Texas is all I can think about, man. 
 
 
 
I’m stuck. 
  Stuck like Chuck.  
 
   
 
 
I’m  
(Singing, screaming:)  
   I’M in  

I’m in TEXAS 
       Still.  
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JANIS JOPLIN (CONT’D)  
I need  
 All I need is   

 
She sees the finished fence.  

 
A  
White 
Picket  
Fence.  

The Docents invite Etta on the other side of the fence.  
 
ETTA PLACE 
(To Janis) 
What are you doing here?  
 

Janis crosses to her, changing her swagger. Janis makes 
Butch come to life. She steps a little closer…a little closer 
until they’re nose to nose. She’s now taken on the role of 
Butch Cassidy. 

 
ETTA PLACE  
(To Butch) 
What are you doing here, Butch?  
 
JANIS JOPLIN 
I’m leaving town.  
What are you and Sundance gonna do?  
What you think they’re going to do to you when they catch you?  
I’ll tell you. First: They’ll post that photo of you in the New York Times. Not in the 
wedding section.  
 (whispers in her ear:)   
The Sundance Kid and his mysterious lady….we’re receiving background information on 
her this very second… a chamber maid from... 

 
ETTA PLACE 
I didn’t want to take that picture.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
Ah, it’s beautiful. I particularly appreciate the accessories.  
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Butch releases the watch from Etta’s breast pocket, slowly 
and seductively. Dragging his hand down her breast. Etta 
walks away, releasing herself from him.  

 
 
JANIS JOPLIN 
I’m going to Argentina.  
 
ETTA PLACE  
Where? 
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
South America. Can’t be arrested in South America for crimes in the States. I’m going 
straight. Gonna be a true blue cattleman. Run a ranch. Have a family. Build me a  
(This hits Janis hard.)  
White Picket Fence.  
I’m telling Sundance tonight…if you want me too.  
 
ETTA PLACE  
He won’t go for it.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
Unless he knows you wanna go.  
 
ETTA PLACE  
He won’t listen to me.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
Bullshit. That tenderfoot trailing dog is only good at one thing: Finding a target and 
following it.  
(Beat.) 
Together, we have over 10 grand. You know what kinda land we can get down there with 
10 grand.  
 
ETTA PLACE  
You mean the two of you can get.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
Ah, you haven’t heard of the new  

(pronounced poorly:) Propiedad acto.  
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ETTA PLACE  
(curt:)  
What is that?  
 
JANIS JOPLIN   
Spanish, baby.  
The Women’s Property Act.  
In Argentina, women can own as much land as they want.  
 
ETTA PLACE  
You’re lying to me.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
Am I?  
You’re a smart gal. Look it up.   
 
ETTA PLACE  
So we go with you and then we…live happily ever after.  
 

He gets closer and closer.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
You wanted to jump on board the minute I said Argentina.  
I’m telling him tonight.  
I hope he says yes.  
 

Butch kisses Etta. She pushes him off.   
 
ETTA PLACE  
What are you doing? 
 

He pushes the kiss again. This time Etta kisses right back. 
Pause.   

 
JANIS JOPLIN  
Our little family of three. 
 

Sally Skull is on the other side of the fence. She has taken 
on the role of Dorothy Joplin, Janis’ mother.  

 
SALLY SKULL  
GET OUT OF MY HOUSE.  
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SALLY SKULL (CONT’D)  
I can’t believe you took her to a club. I can’t believe…I just can’t believe you took your 
17 year-old sister to a club! What were you thinking, Janis?  
 

It takes Janis a minute to transform back to herself.   
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
I just…I just wanted to show her a good time, mamma. I wanted her to meet Jerry Lewis.  
 
SALLY SKULL  
You want to make me angry. You want her to be like you and that’s not gonna happen.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
He slapped the shit outta me. You see my face? He told my sister that she’d be pretty if 
she wasn’t tryin’ to be like me. I don’t need it from you too. You know what, fuck Jerry 
Lewis.   
 
SALLY SKULL  
You’re drunk. You’re drunk in my house.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
Oh, don’t act surprised.  
 
SALLLY SKULL  
Get out!  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
What?  
 
SALLY SKULL  
Get out of my house.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
I had a rough day, mamma. My own parents don’t wanna spend time with me. You got 
some excuse/ about a wedding.  
 
SALLY SKULL  
We had that wedding in the calendar for months. I haven’t seen you in years. How was I 
suppose to know you were coming back for your High School Reunion. Never—not in a 
million years!—would I have imagined—  
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JANIS JOPLIN  
Man, that reunion, that reunion was wrong. The guy running the thing gave me a fucking 
tire. A real, fuckin’ huge ass tire, man. Said it was for “coming the greatest distance.” I’m 
a billionaire and they still don’t respect me. Fuck those people. Bunch-a straight-laced, 
dumb mother-fuckers.   
 
SALLY SKULL  
Those are good people. Honest, wholesome people. I just don’t understand… Why do 
you have to be so confrontational?  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
Me?  
 
SALLY SKULL  
Why do you have/ to be 
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
It’s not about me.  
 
SALLY SKULL  
Why/ 
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
Mamma, I’m sayin’, you had to fucking see it.  
 
SALLY SKULL  
Get outta my house. You’re not welcome here anymore.  
I wish I never had you.  

 
 
no BANG…no hang-up…just…silence. 

 
 

 
 
 
Bonnie is on the other end of the fence, now taken the role 
of Sally’s daughter.   

 
BONNIE PARKER 
You ain’t my mother.  
How could anybody call this heathen a mother?  
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It takes Sally a minute to transform back to herself.   

 
SALLY SKULL 
I’m sorry you feel that way.  
 
BONNIE PARKER  
I’m sorry for you!  
BONNIE PARKER (CONT’D)  
I’m getting outta here.  
I’m engaged.  
 
SALLY SKULL 
Ta that fella— 
 
BONNIE PARKER 
YEAH, that fella you ain’t ever met.  
 
SALLY SKULL 
Why you wanna get married? Take your time/  
 
BONNIE PARKER 
Every other mother wants their daughter to get married. Be Happy.  
 
SALLY SKULL 
He makes you happy? 
 
BONNIE PARKER 
(she hesitates)   
Beats the hell outta bein’ here.  
(doubt settles… she turns it on Sally;)  
Just answer me this:  
If you didn’t want me, why’d you ever have me?  
 
SALLY SKULL  
I was told to want you.  
 

With this realization, Sally turns to leave.  
 
BONNIE PARKER  
He’s gonna make me a better home than you ever did.  
(in defense of her decision:)  
I LOVE HIM.  
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SALLY SKULL 
(reminded of Pappy)  
What does a girl of fifteen know  
of happiness,  
of love?   
  

Sally leaves the White Picket Fence. 
There’s no one at the other end of the fence for Bonnie. She 
searches for Clyde.  
 

 
BONNIE PARKER 
Someone should have to play Clyde, god-damn it!  
(breath becomes quick and hard.) 
CLYDE! Clyde? 

 
There’s no one. 
Headlights shine on Bonnie. 

 
DOCENT #2 
PUT ‘EM UP!  
 

Bonnie throws her hands up.  
A Docent binds Bonnie’s hands behind her back with a 
Texas Flag.  

 
DOCENT #1 
You were with Clyde Barrow when he shot the Butcher.  
 
BONNIE PARKER 
No I wasn’t.   
 
DOCENT #2 
We found your prints on the gun.  
 
BONNIE PARKER 
What gun?  
 
DOCENT #6 
The 45.  
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BONNIE PARKER 
I ain’t touched a gun in my whole life. You got somebody else’s prints. Where’s 
this gun? You ain’t gotta gun. What gun?  
 
DOCENT #4 
We know it was an accident.  
 
SALLY SKULL 
It wan’t no accident.  
 

The outlaws surround the Docents surrounding Bonnie.  
DOCENT #5 
It was Clyde that shot him wasn’t it?  
 
JANIS JOPLIN 
I don’t shoot nothin, man.  
 
DOCENT #6 
You know what kinda time you’ll do for killin’ a man?  
 
ETTA PLACE 
I don’t have time to waste.  
 
DOCENT #3 
LIFE.  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
What life? Whose life?  
 
DOCENT #2 
At least 40 years.  
BONNIE PARKER  
I don’t know nothin’.  
 
DOCENT # 1 
You’re a good girl. A sweet girl, darlin’.  
We know you didn’t mean no harm.  
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SALLY SKULL 
I ain’t sweet.  
 
DOCENT # 5 
It was Clyde.  
 
ETTA PLACE 
I’m not getting caught.  
 
DOCENT #1 
Give him up and you go home, clean as a whistle.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN 
Don’t wanna be clean.  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
Don’t want a whistle.  
DOCENT #6  
What d’ya say, Ms. Parker?  
 

Spotlight on Bonnie:  
 
BONNIE PARKER  
I DON’T KNOW NO CLYDE BARROW!  
 

Bonnie Parker breaks her chains!  
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Runaway Montage!  
 

With the help from the Docents, the 5 Outlaws enter and 
exit running from police or worries of their past. This 
should be a complicated choreographed moment of chaos 
and should be accompanied by an up-beat country ditty.   
 
Bonnie runs away with Clyde in a V8 Ford. She interacts 
with a Clyde we cannot see.    

 
Sally runs away on a horse.  

 
Etta runs away on a train with a bag of money on her back. 
 
Janis runs away by shooting up heroine. 
 
Chipita runs away by feverishly making tacos.  

 
This reaches a climax, until they’ve runaway from the 
theater leaving the doors wide open. The stage feels 
strangely empty, filled with the remnants of their mad 
chase.   
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The Unknown Black Outlaw, Texas ain’t so Yellow and White  
 

The Unknown Black Outlaw, with a yellow rose in her 
hair, enters singing “The Yellow Rose of Texas”. 

 
UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW 
(To Audience and Docents)  
Texas  
ain’t so Yellow and White, y’all.   
I know a different version a that song.  
The original version that was covered up.  
A version your granny  
either  
never knew 
or  
ignored. 
Probably because it was a little darker.  

 
The UBO sings to the Audience and to the Docents off 
stage:  

 
There's a yellow rose in Texas ��� 
That I am a going to see��� 
No other darky knows her��� 
No one only me������ 
She cried so when I left her��� 
It like to broke my heart��� 
And if I ever find her��� 
We nevermore will part��� 
She's the sweetest rose of color ��� 
This darky ever knew ��� 
Her eyes are bright as diamonds 
They sparkle like the dew… 
 
Rings a little different on the ear, don it?  
That song was written for Emily Morgan.  
The most beautiful babe in the land.  
Texas’ own Helen of Troy.   
Miss Prissy-Priss herself. 
THE UNKOWN BLACK OUTLAW (CONT’D)  
Half white; half black.  
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What they once called  
Mulatto. 
She was half better than the rest a us.   
She wasn’t from Texas, ain’t even from the south.  
She a Yankee slave, ya’ll.   
Damn sure wasn’t no outlaw.  
She couldn’t last one hour in our Texas heat without wilting.  
Nah, she a brown-noser  
or white-noser  
‘smore like it.  
Or, as the myth goes,  
A HERO.  
She supposedly handed The Republic of Texas their VICTORY.  
And even that don’t get her claim on the only love song in Texas written to a  

black girl.  
I’m sorry mulatto. Let’s keep the facts straight.  
 
(This slowly becomes an invitation to the Docent to tell this story:)  
But…we black folks do have the myth though, 
and even though you’re not interested in myths tonight,  
I might ask:  
what are myths 
if not a brick in the road 
on this long, treacherous path… 
toward…understandin’?   
 

A Texas Flag now becomes a screen, and behind the screen 
we see shadow puppets, all operated by docents* 

 
Emily Morgan  

(Introduce Shadow-Emily puppet)  
rode down to Texas from Connecticut in a wagon,  

 (We see a wagon puppet careening down the hills of Texas.)  
along side her master, Mr. Morgan, and his two blond daughters.  
 (Introduce master and daughter shadow puppets who are lighter than the Emily  

shadow.)  
Crossin’ into the new land, they met Deaf Smith.  
 (Introduce the Hero shadow puppet, also much lighter than Shadow-Emily.)  

                                                
* This myth is cobbled from several sources, but the primary source is the graphic novel: 
Yellow Rose of Texas: The Myth of Emily Morgan by Douglas Brode and Joe Orsak.   
 



 145 

 
UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW (CONT’D)  
Deaf saved the Morgans from a Mexican attack and then escorted them further 
south.  Along the way, Deaf and Emily fell in love, singin’ an ol’ country tune 
under the stars.  
 

Shadow-Emily and Shadow-Deaf sit under the stars.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY  
Why’s they call you Deaf?  
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
What’s that?  

Shadow-Deaf moves to the other side of Shadow-Emily. 
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
Sorry. I’m deaf in my left ear.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
Oh my!   
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
I was searching for silver in the mines when a Comanche whacked me good with his 
hatchet.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
Hard land, this Texas.  
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
Is what you make it. I see Texas as a fresh start.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY  
I see it as Man’s last chance.  
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
Last chance for what?  
 
SHADOW-EMILY  
To get it right. 
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
You sound like a philosopher, Miss Emily.  
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SHADOW-EMILY  
Yet Slavery is tolerated in Texas so that’s what I am. A Slave.   
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
If you got freedom what would you do with it?  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
Freedom is my great dream. I would go back home and live proud as a free woman.  
(Pause.)  
Mighty beautiful song you wuz singin’.   
 

Shadow-Emily and Shadow-Deaf sing together underneath 
an array of glistening stars.  

 
UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW  
The next morning, they mosey along but they were stopped again, this time by Santa 
Anna’s Mexican Soldiers. They ain’t gettin’ outta this one.  Santa Anna… 

(Introduce Shadow-Santa Anna puppet)  
wishes to speak to everyone in the party. In his tent he propositions Emily.  
 

Inside the shadow tent of Santa Anna:  
 
SHADOW-SANTA ANNA 
Enter!  
 

Shadow-Emily enters the tent. She bows. 
 
SHADOW-SANTA ANNA 
Do not scrape to me. I have abolished slavery in Mexico and hope to do so north of the 
border. Every great journey begins with one small step. It’s within my jurisdiction to set 
you free. It would be my gesture of good will to all colored people.  
 

Shadow-Santa Anna is now stroking Shadow-Emily.  
 

SHADOW-EMILY 
You would do that for me?  
 
 
SHADOW-SANTA ANNA 
And for me.  
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The UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW makes a loud scoff. 

 
SHADOW-EMILY 
You’re proposing to me?  
 
SHADOW-SANTA ANNA  
You’re getting ahead of yourself.  
 
SHADOW EMILY 
You were thinking of a more temporary situation?  
 
SHADOW-SANTA ANNA 
The days here may be hot but the nights are cold.  
 
UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW 
Nights up in Texas ain’t cold. Don’t listen to him, girl.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
If becoming your courtesan is a condition of my freedom then thanks but no 
thanks.  
 
SHADOW-SANTA ANNA 
You reject me?  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
Better their slave than yours. 
 
UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW  
Emily whisked outta that tent faster than a chicken from a wolf. Waiting for her 
outside was Deaf.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
When do we reach San Antonio?  
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
Miss Emily, if all works out then I’d like your permission to come-a callin’.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
Callin’ on a Slave?  
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SHADOW-DEAF 
Anything is possible in Texas.  
I got me a hundred acres of land…if I sell half I could buy— 
 
SHADOW-EMILY   
You wanna buy me? I’ll become your slave?  
 
SHADOW-DEAF  
No! I’ll let you go free, so you can go home and live out that fantasy of yours…or 
if you choose you could stay here with me. Marry me.  
SHADOW-EMILY  
Where I’m from colored folks don’t fall in love.  
 
SHADOW-DEAF  
My great dream is for us to get things right in this stretch of God’s good land, 
and maybe Texas could be the shining example for the rest of America. 
 
SHADOW-EMILY  
Maybe the World!   
 

Shadow-Emily and Shadow-Deaf kiss.  
 
UNKNOWN BLACK OULAW 
They finally make it to San Antonio.  

(Introduce a big Alamo shadow puppet that takes up most of the screen.) 
The big Revolution heats up and Deaf works as a dispatcher for the Republic of 
Texas while Emily takes care of the sick and wounded. Together, they hold up 
the Alamo with Davie Crocket, William Travis, and James Bowie.   
 

There’s a short battle scene with the shadow puppets.  
 

UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW 
But, as we all know, they lost the fight. They fled back to their homes. Emily ran 
to the Morgan Mansion to pack up their belongings. There she found Deaf 
waiting for her. 
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
Tomorrow we’re going after him. They outnumber us two to one. We’re low on 
powder and buckshot.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
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But you said we have the best General on the continent. 
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
One of the best. The other is waiting for us on the other side. Their superior 
numbers and firepower will turn the tide. If only Santa Anna could be put out of 
commission.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
Then your dream for Texas would come true?   
 
SHADOW-DEAF 
I don’t want to put all my troubles on your shoulders.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
Some problems a man can’t solve, not even you. That’s when a woman takes 
charge. 
 
UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW 
That morning at dawn Emily Morgan went to the Mexican camp to meet Santa 
Anna. 
 

Santa Anna’s tent appears again.  
 

SHADOW-SANTA ANNA 
Emily! More beautiful than ever. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
I see more clearly now. The anglos with whom I traveled north have treated me 
like trash.  
 
SHADOW-SANTA ANNA 
I haven’t stopped thinking of you.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
I heard Houston give orders to pack up. They plan to cross back to America 
before you attack.  
 
SHADOW-SANTA ANNA 
Smart choice. I would have crushed them. You look nervous. Let me calm you.  
 

Shadow-Santa Anna kisses Shadow-Emily.  
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UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW 
And just when Santa Anna thought he had Miss Yellow Rose herself… 

 
Shadow-Santa Anna starts undressing Shadow Emily. He 
drops his pants.  

 
Sam Houston, Deaf, and the rest of the Texas Volunteers caught Santa Anna with 
his pants down.  

A bunch of soldier shadows along side Shadow-Deaf 
surround Shadow-Santa Anna. He puts his hands up.  
 

UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW (CONT’D)  
And Santa Anna was forced to sign the Treaties of Velasco.  

 
All of the shadows fade except Shadow-Emily. UBO takes 
in the absurdity of the show.  

 
This  
is what we’re fightin’ against. 
 
 
I don’t think there was a Deaf.  
I think Emily Morgan was in that Morgan Mansion with the rest a us, feelin’ alone when 
Santa Anna and his army took us capture. And, I think Emily Morgan turned to 
someone… 
Someone like me, another slave 
And she asked:  
 

The Emily Morgan shadow leans toward UBO.  
 
SHADOW-EMILY 
What are they gonna do to us?  
 
UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW 
And she was scared.  
That’s the truth of it.  
And whether Santa Anna  
raped her  
or  
whether she seduced him  
don’t much matter.  
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Cause whatever the scenario was that we don’t know, 
what matters is:  
her fear was used to conquer.  
 
That’s what I believe.  

 
The shadow puppetry is done. The Docents listen and 
maybe hear:  

UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW (CONT’D)  
A brick in the path…what path is that?  
What is there ta understand ‘bout all that? 
What is understandin’ worth?   
All I know is: 
ain’t no song written bout me. 
  
(to self, trying to remember:)  
My story? 
(To Audience:)  
My story?  
I don’t know it. 
 
You lost it.  
 

 
 
The Flag drops to the ground revealing the outlaws. At 
first they’re stunned to be right back in the space they ran 
away from. For the first time they see each other as 
themselves, there’s a moment of recognition.  
 
 
 
Step 5: Death, the Final Frontier is a container. Before they 
open the container they hand it to the Outlaws and join the 
audience or mirror the audience.  
 
The outlaws open the container. There are 5 signs inside.    
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STEP 5: DEATH, THE FINAL FRONTIER (?) 
 

Chipita Rodriguez Hangs 
 
 
SALLY SKULL 
They found the gringo Chipita killed 
in a bag 
‘bout 10 miles south of Chipita’s Lodgings.  
They take Chipita custody. 
The whole time she says: 
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ  
I mean no trouble.    
I kill no man.  
I make taco.  
 
SALLY SKULL 
(Interrogating Chipita) 
We know he was stayin’ with you.  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
I mean no trouble. 
I kill no man.  
I make taco.  
 
SALLY SKULL 
Your boy? He up and left?  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
I mean no trouble. 
I kill no man.  
I make taco.  
 
SALLY SKULL 
(Back to Audience) 
But those fellas  
don’t speak Spanish.  
Don’t trust Chipita.  
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Sign: CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ IS EXECUTED, 1963. 

 
 
SALLY SKULL (CONT’D)  
The Judge sentences her to death. 
The State of Texas hangs Chipita on a mesquite tree outside her kitchen.  
 

A noose is revealed.  
 
I was still traveling the Cotton Road.  
But now,  
I was wanted.  
For those murders with Wadkins.  
 (She shows her branding. She wipes it off.)  
Didn’t think they’d catch up to me.  
And even if they did…what’d they do to me?  
Then  
I saw her;  
my last time  
coming up the Cotton Road. 
A woman hanging from a tree.  
 
(To Chipita:)  
¿Qué haría usted?     [What’d you do?]  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
I mean no trouble. 
I kill no man.  
I make t--  
 
SALLY SKULL 
(Interrupting:)  
No me vengas con eso.     [Don’t give me that.  
Quien me va a hacer esos tacos magicos,  Whose gonna make me those  
eh?        magic tacos, huh?] 
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
How do you do it, Sister Skull.  
How do you take life and not care?  
How do you live with this sin?  
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Sally has no answer.  
 
Chapita dead.  
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The Unknown Black Outlaw Accounts for Unknown Black Deaths 
 

UBO reveals her own sign again: THE UNKNOWN 
BLACK OUTLAW ACCOUNTS FOR UNKNOWN 
BLACK DEATHS.  
 
UBO takes the noose in her hands. She looks out to the 
audience, to the docents.  
 

UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW 
The first woman to hang… 
We still adhere to the rules of lynching  
if you think she was the first woman to hang  
in this land between lands.  
 

UBO is surrounded by the shadows of the hundreds of 
women lynched in Texas.  
 
UBO is dead.  
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Etta Place is Alone 
 
ETTA PLACE  
Family of three…?  
 
BONNIE PARKER 
Etta Place disappeared in 1907. She was last seen down in Bolivia with Butch and 
Sundance.  
 

Sign: ETTA PLACE IS ALONE, 1907. 
 
ETTA PLACE 
In South America 
I killed a man.  
 

bang. 
 
I 
Watched  
his life seep out of his chest,  
his mind pull from his skull.  
 
Butch soaked up pride as if he were standing in a puddle of it. Where’d he get all of that 
pride?  
Sundance stayed away from me…I didn’t give attention to him. Him, I pitied. He was 
nothin’ but a sad little dog lickin’ me and I never liked dogs.  
Butch was a longhorn I spent too much time wrestling with.  
 

She takes off her watch.  
 
I followed…love?...adventure…? so rapidly… 
I had no clue what they were.  
 
I threw his watch back in his face and ran.  
 
For the first time I was alone.  
I camped out, made a fire, stripped down to nothing but my underpants and burned them.  
 
I burned the blood,  
Burned the life of a wife and lover 
Burned the landowner, the rancher, the family of three.  
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ETTA PLACE (CONT’D)  
I want to go back to San Antonio.  
Back to the streets of San Antonio, when the washing of sheets in the river and longing to 
be on the road was a daily joy.  
Back when yearning made me move in a subtle daydream.  
Back when want was not of the past but of the future.  
 
I never saw them again.  
 

Etta is dead.  
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Bonnie Parker is Ambushed 
 
BONNIE PARKER 
When you’re seekin’ vengence 
ya make a line a people straight ahead of ya 
n’ ya kill ‘em.  
(Shooting all the men she shot in her life.)  
Ping,  
Ping,  
PING!  
Ya keep yer eyes so straight, ya miss the line a people that’s started behind ya. 
The mothers.  
The fathers.  
The children of the people you killed—  
a line longer than the line in front. 

A line so long that when ya finally wanna take a breath, it’s impossible.  
 

Sign: BONNIE PARKER IS AMBUSHED, 1934.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN 
Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow were ambushed by the Dallas Police on a Louisiana dirt 
road. Afterward, hundreds of people came to witness their death, taking what they could 
as souvenirs.   
 
BONNIE PARKER 
I sit in the car,  
Clyde next to me,  
a pistol between us. 
 
His hand takes my leg,  
pulls my skirt 
stops at the top of my knee. 
We both look at my tattoo.  
It says 
Roy and Bonnie  
with hearts and arrows.    
My life before Clyde. 
 
I cover the sucker up. 
Clyde lifts my skirt again,  
holds my leg,  
takes my tat. 
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BONNIE PARKER (CONT’D)  
In two minutes 
we’ll look up 
see Irvin’s truck  
with a popped wheel  
on the side of the road.  
In two minutes  
we’ll stop.  
In two mintues 
we’ll hear a halt,  
and before we’re able to blink  
a hail of fire will come crashin’ down.   
 
But b’fore those two mintues 
Clyde takes my tat.  
holds my past in his palm.  
Cradles it,  
like the baby I never had.  
 
 
I         couldn’t         have         babies. 
I could never be a mamma.   
Almost did with Roy 
But there were complication and that was the end that.  
 
That wasn’t written in no papers.  
 
Screw the papers!  

Screw Roy!  
   Screw every woman ever able to bare a child! 
   
I didn’t stay on the sidelines.  
I wasn’t about to sit  
and stew  
and think 
and wonder 
why, 
why,  
why. 
I met Clyde 
‘n he took all those why’s away.  
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BONNIE PARKER (CONT’D)  
(softer:) 
But 
when Clyde took that tat in his hands,  
for the first time,  
I saw 
no tattoo, 

no print in the papers, 
    no kill, 
     no broken womb 

can top acceptance.  
 

For two minutes 
I saw myself 
 What I could have been… 
  Clyde and me with a White Picket Fence 

What I had been in my twenty-three years on earth. 
For two minutes,  
 I accepted what I was dealt...but then there was what I had done… 
 
We see Irvin’s truck  
with a popped wheel  
on the side of the road.  
 
We stop. 
 
We hear a—  
 
SALLY SKULL  
HALT! 
 

A hail of fire comes down on Bonnie Parker. Exactly 167 
rounds should go off, which will take some time.  
Bonnie holds her breath and closes her eyes through the 
sound, as if taking a breath under water.  

 
The blast is done. She finally breathes.  
The silence is filled with her huffing.  

 
BONNIE PARKER  
I saw 
you. 
All a you. 
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I saw  
Gazing at our bodies 
Taken pieces of our car. 
Promenading us to the city   
I saw  
you.  
Pullin’ bullets outta our Ford 
you 
reachin’ in our tomb 
you 
Pickin’ at my dress 
you 
Pullin’ out Clyde’s Chestnut hair. 
you 
Dippin fingers in my blood. 
I saw you.  
vultures 
you. 
Americans pickin’ off America’s greatest outlaws. 
All those kills 
is my reckonin’ 
with God.  
That’s between Him‘n me.  
‘Sgot nothin’ to do with you.  
 
N’ all o’ you I stacked behind me 
You  
Father 
You  
Mother 
You  
child.  
You… 

She finally breaks.  
 
Lucky sons of bitches. 

 
But,  
I’ll bet my soul, 
You  
didn’t ever have a Clyde. 
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Sally Skull & Janis Joplin DRAW! 
 

Signs: SALLY SKULL DRAWS! 
   JANIS JOPLIN DRAWS!   

 
SALLY SKULL 
Horsdroff… 
    JANIS JOPLIN 
    They never came.  
 
Horsdroff… 
     
    My people 
 
Horsdroff… 
     
    My people.   
 
 
My last husband.  
I called him  
Horse TROUGH.  
     
    I never had no people. 
     
If I was gonna run  
I had to kill him. 
He knew too much.  
 
     
    I was a lone cowboy.   
 
 
I was tired.  

 
    A lone star.  
 
 
I was huffin 
     
    A desperado. 
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SALLY SKULL  
I was… 
    JANIS JOPLIN 
    Desperada?  
    (cackles)  
 
Damn, I was old. 
     
    Nah—desperado.  
    O’s belong to women too.  
 
I promised Horsdroff  
I’d show him m’ riches,  
down in Mexico.  
 
     

I called my people.  
Peggy:  
I  

    um 
I  
CHRIST. Get here.   

 
He took the bait.  
     
    Michael:  

baby, baby, baby,  
    you’re my ticket.  
     
I packed up the hosses. 

 
 
I bought and loaded up smack.  
Set it on the side of the bed.  
Nice, nice. 

 
And we took off.  
     

5 minutes, go by 
 
We stopped 
20 miles outside Banquete.  
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JANIS JOPLIN  
10 minutes 

 
 
SALLY SKULL 
He already had to fill his canteen.  
Horse TROUGH 
     

30 
 
I waited for that ass  
to take care of his business.  
‘N I saw a damn eagle 
not five feet from my nose. 
   

I should wait.  
They were comin’ over.  
They said…they were comin’.  

 
That eagle looked hard 
His yellow eyes  
recognized me. 
‘N I swear,  
he said 
 “Tell me, 
 
What do a woman of 40 know 
Of happiness?  
Of love?  
 
(Pause.)  

 
 
I  

 
Horse Trough came back  
wailin about peein’ on a fish 
The eagle took off.  
     
    Couldn’t 
 
I tol’ him   
It was either  
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him 
or me. 
    JANIS JOPLIN 
    I  
     
SALLY SKULL 
He confessed he hadn’t drawed  
before in his whole life.  
So I had to teach ‘im.  

 
(can’t wait any longer.)  

     
    I’ll tell you how to do it right.  
 
Stand straight  
with a bit a bend in your knees. 

 
 
You have a knife, a spoon, a lighter,  
a lemon, cotton, ‘n a belt.  

 
 
Both hands ready.   
Here’s the kicker—  Here’s the kicker— 
He only had one little pistol.  
     
     
    You’re packing two hits.  
 (RE: her holster) 
Always pack  
ONE,  
TWO.  
    One with the heroine  
    The other…morphine.    
(re: ankle) 
sometimes three.   
     
    Throw a knife-tip of powder in the spoon. 
 
Put your hands  
above your holster.   
    Add lemon juice.  

Water.  
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Not on your holster, 
that’s cheatin’ now.  
    JANIS JOPLIN 
    Take a hit with the first syringe…morphine. 
 
SALLY SKULL  
Your finger tips just above 
Hoverin 
 
     
    Heat the spoon 
 
Like a dog in front of a bowl a grits 
Waitin for his command 
     
    When the stuff has dissolved you stir.  
 
 
Turn around.    
You stare ‘im down. You stare ‘im down. 
 
 
One     
    And 
 
Two    
  

   Through the cotton 
 
Three 
 
Draw    Draw 
 
Sally pulls from her holster 
—empty.  
 
    
  
    Check the syringe for bubbles.  

Then belt up your arm.  
 
Nicked him above the shoulder.  
He barely got his pistol out.  
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So I said, let’s try again.  
It’s all in the fingers.  

JANIS JOPLIN 
Make a fist.  

 
SALLY SKULL 
Bend those knees.  
It’s all in the knees.  
 

 
Pump the vein.  

 
One 
    

Stick the needle 
 
Two 

 
Blood runs.  

 
Three 
 

Then 
 
DRAW.    DRAW. 
 
Sally pulls from holsters again. 
--Empty— 
 
 
I shot him in the leg.  
He got a shot off this time. 
Damn near hit my boot.     

 
 
Push the piston halfway. 

 
Told him,  
a lil higher.  
   

Move the syringe a little to the left.  
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One 
     

JANIS JOPLIN  
Push the hit  

 
SALLY SKULL  
Two 
         

into the vein.  
 
Three  
 

Drrraaaaawwww.  
  
Sally’s hit in the chest.  
 
 
 
 
He shot me.  
     
    Blood runs. 
 
In the chest.  
    
    Untie the… 
 
He takes m’ money 
belt.     belt. 
 
Full a nuthin but 
gold candy 
I give the neighbor kids. 
     
 
    Pull the needle out.  
 
Said, now you know  
 
    And wait 
how to draw. 
     
    Wait for it.  
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He shot me again.  
   

 
JANIS JOPLIN 
Everything everything everything fades.    

 
Christ,  

     my White Picket Fence.  
 
     
 
 

A hang up.  
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There should be a long silence, a deathly silence to any 
production.  
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STEP 6: RECONSTRUCTION 
 

 
 
A Docent gets up and walks around the dead bodies.  
She tries to make sense out of them. Perhaps a few others 
follow her. 

 
 

 
She takes one of the objects: the watch or cigar or boots. She 
places it on the stage. The other docents join in. They make 
a shrine or effigy out of the objects-- the watch, the boots, 
the cigar, the white picket fence, the flag, and the taco.  
 
 
 
 
A Docent adds a huge question mark to the container.  

It now reads: “Death, The Final Frontier?”  
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What if Janis asked Etta to Dance?  
 
Sign: WHAT IF JANIS ASKED ETTA TO DANCE?   
Sweet, country music plays.  
 
Janis goes to Etta, wakes her up. Etta’s startled. Janis gives 
her a hand for comfort.  

 
JANIS JOPLIN 
Don’t worry, I ain’t gonna try n put the make on you, dear.  
Unless, that’s you want.  

 
They look at each other—a recognition…a remembered kiss.  

 
ETTA PLACE  
Do I know you?  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
I know you.  
 
ETTA PLACE  
You do?  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
I’ve looooved you.  
 
ETTA PLACE  
You have?  
(Janis nods.) 
Was it True Love?  
 
JANIS JOPLIN 
…I think so. Sure!   
 
ETTA PLACE  
How do you know?  
 
JANIS JOPLIN 
I’d do anything not to hurt you.  
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ETTA PLACE  
(taking Janis’ arm)  
Hurting yourself hurts me.  
 
JANIS JOPLIN  
Ha! … What’s true, man?…The only true I got right now is you. Fuck Love. It’s 
gotten me nothin’ but trouble.  
(This hits Etta as True.)   
 
(Re: Music) 
Wanna dance… 
 

Janis offers her hand to Etta, Etta accepts. They dance. 
Drawn to each other, they kiss, and then make-out fiercely, 
as though it were the last moment of their life. 
 
They exit the stage, barely able to keep their hands off each 
other.  
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Why Can’t Bonnie Parker Have a Baby?  
 
 

Sign: WHY CAN’T BONNIE PARKER HAVE A BABY?   
Bonnie Awakens and Docent #3 presents Bonnie with a 
bed.  
 
She accepts.   
 
The other docents bring in a baby swaddled in a Texas 
Flag. They hand her the baby. The lights change to 
theatrical lighting: she’s now in a home.   
 
 
Bonnie’s breathless. She feels a forgiveness she’s never felt 
before. It’s overwhelming.  
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What if Chipita Rodriguez and Sally Skull Shared a Meal? 
 

Sign: WHAT IF CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ AND SALLY 
SKULL SHARED A MEAL.  
Sally Skull and Chipita Rodriguez sit at a table together 
and eat an imaginary meal.  
 

CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
Not enough seasoning.  
 

Sally Skull pulls from holsters… 
 
The Docents fill her empty hands with small salt and 
pepper shakers.  

 
SALLY SKULL 
Salt? Pepper?  
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
…both, please.  

 
Sally fixes Chipita’s food.  

 
 
CHIPITA RODRIGUEZ 
Gracias.   
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Can the Unknown Black Outlaw Be More?  
 
Sign: CAN THE UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW BE 
MORE THAN A REPRESENTATION OF 
OPPRESSION?  
 
Behind that sign is another sign.  
Sign: MORE THAN AN INDICTOR?  
 
And another.  
Sign: MORE THAN A MOUTHPIECE FOR THE 
STORIES WE’VE LOST?  
 
A 180 year old memory comes to her:  

 
UNKNOWN BLACK OUTLAW  
There was a boy I useta play with. 
We practiced kissin’ in the corner 
when we thought no one was lookin.  
 
He said he couldn’t give me nothin’ but kisses. Made him mad.  
He wanted to give me something I could take with me.   
I said: whatever he gave me he could take back and that would hurt even more.  
 
Next day, he comes back.  
He took some scissors to his hair. Said:  

“can’t take hair back. Once it’s cut, it’s cut forever. It’s up to you to keep it.”  
 
She reveals a lock of blond hair from her pocket.  

 
He was white. I loved him ‘nyway.  
(RE: lock)  
It reminds me how to Love like an outlaw.  
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A Finish Line 
 
 
The Docent’s take off their kitschy cowboy shirts, you can 
decide what if anything is under them, but the stripping of 
kitsch and representation is what is important.  
 
One by one take pieces of the shrine… 
 
Putting on Sally’s boots (or a boot)…  
 
Pocketing the watch… 
 
Smoking the cigar… 
 
Eating the taco… 
 
Using the Flag as a cloak… 
 
 
Carrying a piece of the White Picket Fence on their back.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
END OF PLAY.  
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