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" Roger Babb in his 2010 dissertation, Joseph Chaikin and the Winter Project: Ways of 
Working, gives a detailed and analytical account of Chaikin’s post-Open Theater work from 
1976 to 1983.  Due to lack of documentation during the Winter Project’s time, much of the 
information is gathered through interviews and sparse notes, but Babb brings a unique 
perspective to this academic text.  As an academic he takes a more objective viewpoint — 
mainly through analysis and comparison with other text that theorized around Chaikin’s work — 
but he fully integrates his subjective viewpoint as a participant and actor in the Winter Project 
during the last two productions.  His dissertation shows insight into the Winter Project’s process 
and gives technical explanations of exercises, but the most revealing aspects of his work are 
the explanations and ponderings around three essential elements of Chaikin’s work during this 
period: Creative Waste , emblems, and the role of the Dramaturg.  By investigating these three 
elements and the trajectory of the Winter Project over its eight year tenure, one can see that its 
untimely closure was the consequence of not understanding its core elements."
" In order to understand these three elements, one must first understand the genus and 
structure of the Winter Project.  After ending the Open Theater in 1973, Joseph Chaikin worked 
as a freelance artist until 1976 when he received funding from the national Endowment for the 
Arts, Peg Saantford Foundation, and the New York State Council on the Arts to create an 
experimental theater workshop (Babb 20).  Meeting for two months in winter, The Winter Project 
consisted of a group of twenty artists — writers, actors, musicians, composers, etc. — who had 
previously worked with Chaikin.  Some notable names were Paul Zimet, Tina Shepard, Sam 
Shepard, Jean-Claude van Itallie, Ronnie Gilbert, and Will Patton.  In Open Theater fashion they 
would begin the day with physical and vocal warm-ups, notes from Chaikin, and group 
exercises.  After the break they would present works-in-progress from individuals and small 
groups.  These works were the pure investigation of the participants in the workshop ranging 
from texts, to compositions, to states of presence, “but if it did not stimulate or interest Chaikin, it 
was soon abandoned” (32).  This positioned Chaikin as the artistic authority of the project, a 
position he often hastened to claim in the Open Theater.  His main interest during this time was 
the voice, saying “Our voices are ample to ask for the salt to be passed and to talk on the 
telephone but the extreme condition of eroticism, of the harpest rage, of the most ecstatic 
changes that we move through, even in the passing moment, go unexpressed” (20).  While 
Chaikin wished to have an open workshop for individual exploration, he inevitably guided the 
research toward his own aesthetic and theoretical interests.  However, many of the participants 
expressed their excitement of feeling of freedom in the initial two years, that I call the creative 
waste period."
" Creative waste is a term coined by the group’s dramaturg, and Chaikin’s closest 
collaborator, Mira Rafalowicz.  She exalts the creative waste period, expressing “[i]n the first two 
years we had the luxury of just playing.  What I like to call creative waste.  You get to play 
around a lot and you have the luxury to throw away a lot.  And then you learn by what you don’t 
want” (25).  During this period there was little to no documentation about what happened day to 
day and there were no productions scheduled, instead focusing on the pure creation process.  
Without the pressure of putting this often unfinished work in front of an audience, the group was 
free to discover and explore any aspect of theatrical expression that interested them even 
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though, as Corey Fisher stated, “[t]here was a clear sense, the subtext was: Let’s do stuff that 
Joe likes.  Let’s get Joe excited and inspired so he will be forthcoming and talk.  There was a 
sense of offering.  It was clear which work he responded to, and it became clear when he did 
not want to see it anymore” (32).  This contradiction between creative freedom and dictatorial 
decision making seems like it would limit a process, but makes sense when one thinks about 
how to structure an open workshop.  If there is too much freedom then a complacency may 
arise because the group is going in too many directions.  This makes Chaikin’s presence and 
ideas essential as the group narrows their search as time goes continues.  Funneling each idea 
down to its essence comes up later in the discussion of emblems, but perfectly identifies the 
aesthetic of the Winter Project.  Furthermore, one cannot deny Rafalowicz’s influential 
statement on this process:"
" Collaboration is not to be confused with equal input or democratic procedure.  In reality "
" some people’s input is more inspired or inspiring.  Often actors are on different levels of "
" acting experience and consciousness.  Once we start modeling work, decisions are not "
" made by democratic voting procedures, but finally by those who have taken the " "
" responsibility to watch rather than act (32)"
The Winter Project would further go down this road as they moved away from process oriented 
toward product oriented experimentation.  In 1978 the New York State Council insisted that if 
funding were to continue they needed to produce shows for the public.  This ended the period of 
creative waste and resulted in five public productions over the next five years.  "
" During the Winter Project — even though writers were present for the creative waste 
period — there was no playwright, making Rafalowicz’s presence essential to the creative 
process.  In tandem with her work in the Winter Project, Rafalowicz developed a manifesto for 
the dramaturg’s role in devised creation.  The following steps come from her 1978 publication in 
Theater.  Step 1: Questions, Step 2: Development and Shaping of material, Step 3: The piece 
begins to emerge, and Step 4: Actors take authority in performance (Jonas, 159).  During the 
creative waste and production process, Rafalowicz was the second-in-command after Chaikin, 
sitting right next to Chaikin in all rehearsals and talking to people well after rehearsal was over.  
While there was no playwright, her role was to take all of the information — text, movement, 
states, improvisations, etc. — and piece catalog them.  Chaikin acted as the expressive source 
while she acted as the structural source during the process.  Instead of the traditional role of the 
dramaturg where they would research the time-period or check definitions of words, she acted 
as the collector of material or the keeper of the puzzle.  This dramaturgical role, combined with 
the way Chaikin shaped the exploration directly influenced the aesthetical structure of the 
Winter Project’s productions, specifically in their use of emblems.  "
" Chaikin and Rafalowicz were uninterested in creating classical narrative structures, 
instead veering toward “a collage of scenes an images with no obvious linear connection 
between them” (Babb 37).  At the center of this collage structure was Chaikin’s use of emblems.  
Emblems — or the Open Theater’s “Phrase” exercise — was originally created by Chaikin so 
the actor could remember an improvisation.  An emblem is a distilled phrase that Babb connects 
to Brecht’s gestus, “an attitude, or single aspect of an attitude, expressible in words and actions” 
(47).  These emblems became the building blocks for the production’s construction.  Each scene 
would be an essentialized image or phrase around an idea, and then layered among other 
emblems in order to create contrasting images, rhythms, texts, etc.  Chaikin believed that “[i]f an 
emblematic part of an action is played out, with the actor living in the action, there is a 
resonance beyond what there would be if the entire action were played out.  The spectator 
completes the action from the part of it which is being performed” (50).  The emblem itself 
becomes something that both the actor and spectator can see, hear, feel, allowing them to exist 
in the same space with something to communicate about. When a clear emblem is created, 
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then Chaikin and Rafalowicz were able to mix and match them together.  Chaikin was the 
creator of emblems, and Rafalowicz was the collector, allowing the group to organize the 
material into a public production.  This emblematic work was intended to be open interpretation, 
as the Chaikin never wanted to present prescriptive works.  The presentation and clashing of 
emblems around a them created work that allowed the audience to stay in discussion with the 
actors about their meaning and importance.  "
" Before fully connecting these three elements, it is important to overview the progression 
of the five productions.  The first production, Re-Arrangements, investigated love and 
relationships.  It’s importance lies in that it marks the Winter Project’s change from a process 
oriented group to a product oriented group.  While the production achieved critical acclaim, it 
launched the group into a new structure of producing shows during the two month winter period 
instead of freely investigating theatrical concepts.  The following two productions, Tourists and 
Refugees 1 and 2, gathered the most critical acclaim, eventually awarding the group with an 
OBIE award, marking them as a notable theater company.  All three of these productions shared 
material generated in the company showing a progression of recycling material through multiple 
productions.  This recycling technique would continue throughout the company’s tenure, and 
expressed both the stature of the emblems and the possible stagnation of the company’s 
aesthetic.  Their fourth production, Trespassing, was the first time Joseph Chaikin wrote the text 
for a production, and brought in an outside actor — Gloria Foster.  Foster was a revered method 
actor at the time, and had separate rehearsals with Chaikin, creating a rift in the company.  
Many of Chaikin’s long-time collaborators viewed this as a turning point in the project, saying it 
felt the least like their work of any production.  Trespassing also marks Babb’s introduction into 
the company.  He notes that “[d]espite the fact that [he] had worked with Chaikin as a teacher 
and been a professional actor for ten years […h]e was unprepared for the experience of putting 
a performance together in five weeks of rehearsal with an ensemble of performers who had 
worked together for years” (78).  The final production Lies and Secrets/Trio was a revue of 
previous work by the project, further emphasizing the recycling nature of the production 
process.  With luke-warm criticism from the public, this marked the end of the Winter Project, 
although Babb lists three other reasons Chaikin ceased production: the inability to raise 
sufficient funds, the constraint on experimentation from a two month rehearsal process, and a 
division between Chaikin and Rafalowicz that she was not credited enough for her work on the 
project (92-94).  It is these reasons that connect the previous three elements, and show that 
even though the Winter Project’s productions were losing critical credibility, it did not have a 
natural end to its progression.   "
" One of the main differences between the Open Theater process and that of the Winter 
project was the time each group had to rehearse for productions.  The Open Theater often 
rehearsed for a year, while the Winter Project had two months at the most to produce work.  
However, the Winter Project had the benefit of maintaining the work and collected vocabulary of 
the Open Theater by containing a core group of artists through both.  In this case, and by 
viewing the recycling technique of emblems from one production to another, the Winter Project 
in its entirety resembles a year’s process in the Open Theater, and correlates directly to 
Rafalovicz’s four step dramaturgical process. The creative waste period acts as the initial 
investigations for the company.  What are they interested in?  What are the questions they have 
about theater or life?  The first jump into productions, spawned by the New York State Council, 
is when they begin to develop and shape the material.  The first three productions contained 
many of the same emblems and they even created two separate productions based on the 
same material of Tourists ad Refugees, culminating in the third step.  The piece starts to 
emerge.  The OBIE award may not have been the group’s goal, but solidified the Winter Project 
as a company that made outstanding work.  This did not mark their peak, but showed that the 
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work of the past five years had not been in vain.  However, with the drastic change for 
Tresspassing, by dividing the company in two, and ultimately creating a final production that 
contained no new material, the Winter project never entered the final stage of Rafalovicz’s 
structure: letting the actors take authority. An ideal outcome would be a Winter project that 
produces and continues on its own without interruption.  This further emphasizes that 
Rafalowicz’s influence was not fully explored."
" Many members of the project tried to restart it, but ultimately failed.  Tina Shepard and 
Paul Zimet went on to create their company Talking Band, Mira Rafalowicz died in 1999, and 
Chaikin suffered a stroke in 1983, leaving him to never form an ensemble afterward.  The Winter 
Project was a victim of misconstruing its own timeline.  Each production was not an isolated 
event that only had two months to rehearse under the pure direction of of Joseph Chaikin.  The 
Winter Project began from Chaikin’s passion, was organized by Rafalowicz, and through the 
artists present, created a five year production with almost two decades of rehearsal time.  """""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""



Melcher �5

Works Cited"
Babb, Roger. Joseph Chaikin and the Winter Project: Ways of Working. SaarbruÌcken: LAP, "
" Lambert Academic, 2010. Print."
Jonas, Susan. Dramaturgy in American Theatre: A Source Book. Echuca, Vic: Echuca Historical 
" Society, 1996. Print.


