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The Vagina Monologues and V-Day Benefit Performances”
The Vagina Monologues, a play which celebrates women and their vaginas, seeks to build communities of women, through professional productions as well as through benefit performances linked with a charity, V-Day.  The Vagina Monologues has become a cultural phenomenon, raising awareness about women’s issues on a global scale.  The play strives to create a sense of community by insisting that all women are linked through their biology, while simultaneously minimizing the differences between women that emanate from race, class or sexual preference.  The play also fosters an unusually intimate, “friendly” relationship with its audiences, who, I will argue, are pre-disposed to be supportive of its aims and forgiving of its shortcomings as a theatrical production.  Ensler and V-Day’s insistence on the importance of both fundraising and conscious-raising over aesthetics, I argue, works against the stated goals of creating communities by detracting from the shared experience that comes through theatre-making.  
I want to begin by giving a little historical background to the play and the V-Day Organization.  In 1996 Eve Ensler, having interviewed a variety of women about their vaginas, performed The Vagina Monologues off-Broadway, where it won an Obie in 1997.  It continued as an Off-Broadway and touring production, featuring three constantly rotating celebrity actresses, until 2003.  The play also has been performed around the world, in such locations as Kenya and the Philippines.   In 1998 the first V-Day took place, which was a celebrity benefit performance of The Vagina Monologues.  Proceeds went to various charities committed to ending violence against women.  In 1999, V-Day began to act locally, and Eve Ensler generously made the rights of her script available to universities and communities who may perform the play as long as the proceeds go to local women’s charities, with an additional 10% earmarked for a different  international charity each year.  Each of the performance texts, the original piece Ensler performed, the touring script written for three actresses, and the ever changing V-Day script are to be read slightly differently.  I will in this paper be looking primarily at the V-day script of the play.

Ensler interviewed over two hundred women to create a text comprised of a multitude of voices reflecting upon their vaginas.  Though she speaks of “protecting” the integrity of her subjects’ stories, (Ensler xxv) thereby giving the impression that this is a docu-drama, textual evidence indicates that these interviews have largely been re-configured and heavily edited into a fictional context.  Many subjects, for example, have said that they do not recognize themselves in monologues ostensibly written from their point of view.  The “reality” of these voices is accentuated in performance by the actresses sitting on stools, reading from index cards, and generally resisting the appearance of acting, but rather, engaging in the sharing of personal stories.  The V-Day Benefit productions often have one actress for each monologue in the play, which potentially causes confusion, as audience members may believe that some or all of the performers have experienced the stories they tell.  It is not uncommon for spectators to speak to an actress after a performance to offer comfort and say that they have experienced something similar.  In that respect, the distance between the women who were interviewed, the actresses who perform stories based on their lives, and the writer Eve Ensler, is collapsed.  The spectators are therefore more likely to respond sympathetically and to feel a more personal relationship with the actresses than might occur in a “traditional” theatre piece.  

The 2002 HBO production of The Vagina Monologues features a “vulva puppet,” which can be seen as a metaphor for the way the vagina ventriloquizes what women want in the play.  If ventriloquism is literally “belly-speak,” this is “vagina-speak.”  For example, in the monologue, “My Angry Vagina,” a woman states that her vagina is angry about a variety of indignities, but she herself makes no such claims.  The woman articulates that her vagina “wants to read and know things and get out more…. It wants kindness.  It wants change… it wants to stop being angry” (73).  These are all desires linked to women’s cultural oppression.  Perhaps women’s subjugation is more safely challenged by the vagina itself, distancing women from the act of resistance and thereby defusing the argument.  Reducing the female body and indeed, women in general, to the vagina relegates women to a reproductive and sexual bodily function.  This is one of many examples within the play in which women are defined by their vaginas, as an attempt to accentuate commonalities within the gender: “women are all the same, we all have vaginas.”  This biological essentialism collapses the differences that exist between women, such as race, sexuality and class, and attempts to encourage a connection, a friendship, between audience members that goes beyond merely a shared theatrical experience.  

Ensler’s message has a strong link to the radical feminism of the 1970’s, sometimes referred to as cultural feminism.  As Jill Dolan explains in The Feminist Spectator as Critic, “The revelation of women’s experience and intuitive, spiritual connection with each other and the natural world is idealized as the basis of cultural feminist knowledge.” (7)  This connection with other women is valorized within The Vagina Monologues, and in this respect, the play resembles Consciousness-Raising groups from the seventies, in which women would reflect upon their own experiences and relate them to larger political issues.  Charlotte Canning in her book Feminist Theatres in the U.S.A. argues that CR became popular as the women’s movement began to fragment, as a way to insist that all women were the same, no matter what their background was.  As Canning puts it, “Experience testimony was encouraged as unifying, rather than differentiating; difference was viewed as counterproductive.” (Canning 44-45)  The Vagina Monologues reifies this by insisting that all women should feel a sense of unity because they have experienced similar indignities linked with their biology.  Like the plays in the seventies in which “the audience was treated like an extended CR group,” (Case 65)  the female spectator of The Vagina Monologues is encouraged to respond to intensely personal stories and to reflect upon her own oppression and innate strength as a woman.  This intimate relationship is furthered by the structure of the play: all monologues are delivered directly to the audience, never to any of the woman on stage.
This play seems to adopt an “Everywoman” standpoint, and focuses upon encouraging ordinary women to accept themselves and their bodies.  However, the Central V-Day events, held each year in such venues as Madison Square Garden, usually feature a performance of the play enacted by A-list celebrities.  This detracts from the shared experience between the audience and the performer, because the cultural oppression and body image of a celebrity will be of a very different nature than the average spectator.  Ensler herself has said ‘Look, I used to be one of those activists who said, “Ask the grass roots people to speak; bring the real people on.  Here’s the deal: no one came.  So you have to make a decision: what is worth what?” (Dominus)  Ensler’s mission is to create popular theatre, because she wants to make as much money as possible for charity.  In so doing, she is willing to compromise her stated aims and again place the Hollywood image of woman onstage, inviting the female spectator to make comparisons.

Another impediment to our reading The Vagina Monologues as building communities of women is that the most violent and disturbing narratives in the play are owned by women who are in some way “other” to our culture.  This potentially creates a situation wherein the most “excessive” images of violence can be jettisoned by the viewing public who cannot relate to the specifics of these stories.  For example, one of the most disturbing monologues is entitled “My Vagina was My Village” and is told from the perspective of a survivor of a Bosnian rape camp.  The experiences of gang rape and physical mutilation are extreme and distressing, but so distant from the experiences of the average theatre-going public, that it risks positing sexual violence as something that only happens to foreign people in distant countries.  Rape, sexual and physical assault are endemic in our society and touch everyone, yet these narratives are more distant to the average theatre-goer than those reflected in the rest of the monologues.  It is problematic for us as a culture to assume that the real violence, the serious violence occurs elsewhere, which might also suggest that insidious forms of sexual crimes such as date rape are comparatively insignificant.  Not reflecting in the monologues that middle class women suffer sexual violence, or indeed suggesting that other cultures are more inherently violent, makes it easier for the spectator to keep the horrific nature of these crimes against women at a safe distance, therefore rejecting this sense of community Ensler is trying to build. 

In 2002, HBO produced a version of The Vagina Monologues which avoided some of the problems I have mentioned.  Firstly, the play is interspersed with actual “vagina interviews” so that we can see real women’s stories not re-written by Ensler (though of course, these too may have been heavily edited.)  These interviews also implicitly suggest that the other monologues in the play are actual women’s stories.  Also, in this version, a wide variety of women discuss their experience of sexual violence, reminding us that it can indeed happen anywhere.
THE VAGINA MONOLOGUES VIDEO
1:00 interviews only

2:00 Interviews contextualized

2:40 Vulva Puppet

Though the highlight of the V-day celebrations is the play, I will argue that it is not produced with the same standards as we would apply to commercial or university theatre.  Production values are seen to be less important than the fund-raising activities built around V-day.  College Campaign participants are in fact discouraged from placing too much of their own artistic “stamp” on the piece.  As the V-Day Organizer’s Handbook states, “We encourage you to have as few rehearsals as possible.  […] Participating in a V‑Day production is supposed to be fun, educational and empowering, not a burden.”  (Organizer’s Kit)  After my experience co-directing this play at the University of Hartford last month, I would argue that this approach has a detrimental effect on those interested in creating feminist theatre.  One of the benefits of rehearsing is the explorations of the text which occur in practical workshops.  Through rehearsal, theatre becomes a collaborative process in which actor and director work together, finding what creates meaning in the script.  By insisting that rehearsing is a burden the organizers are not only assuring that the play will not be technically proficient, it also deprives the cast of the experience of discovering what is empowering about their own and each other’s work.  
The V-day organization also insists that anyone who wants to be in the play should be given a part, resulting in average cast sizes from 20-40 and significantly reducing the amount of work that can be done with each actor.  Since rehearsal time is necessarily short, it is often the case that most of the rehearsals are comprised of the director working individually with each performer, further alienating the actresses from each other’s experience.  Even if a director wished to do more intensive work with the cast, the final script, which changes every year, is not made available until so late in the process, that focused work would be difficult, if not impossible.  
How then, to introduce the idea of a community of women into a play which, by its nature, features almost no interaction between the women on stage?  Elaine Aston in her book Feminist Theatre Practice, discusses the importance of activating the feminist script.  She highlights the significance of acknowledging that a cast of women does not necessarily mean the play is feminist, and that particular care must be given to highlight gender issues within the play.  Ellen Donkin and Susan Clement have written, “In no case does a production…guarantee a feminist statement.  There is the ever-present danger that, without certain checks, we will reflexively reproduce the very gender and racial stereotypes that we ought to be challenging.” (Donkin and Clement 35) As co-directors, Christine Lissitzyn and I worked to activate the feminist text in order to create a production which was as thoughtful as it was entertaining, while accentuating the collaborative theatrical process.  At Chrsitine Lissitzyn’s suggestion, we had almost all the performers remain onstage throughout the production, so that we could see their responses to each other, creating a dialogue of laughter, tears and shared glances between performers that does not exist in the individual monologues.  In addition, there was one technique I used for a particular monologue that was intended to accentuate the piece as a shared experience between women.  Pat Morelli, Director of the Center for Reading and Writing, has for a number of years performed in the piece, “I Was There in the Room,” which Eve Ensler wrote about witnessing the birth of her granddaughter.  It relates an experience that is clearly more than just the grandmother’s story, but, presented as a monologue, the voices of the mother and daughter remain silent.  I wanted there to be a sense of shared experience and therefore, community in this monologue.  One solution would have been to break the monologue into sections as has been done for the so-called “list” monologues, in which different performers list, for example, what their vagina would wear if it got dressed.  These group monologues, rather than creating a strong sense of community, create no real interaction between performers. 

(Hand out document)
For “I Was There in the Room” I decided to have the mother and the daughter speak at the same time as the grandmother, to blend with certain words as she spoke them.  This is not a complex directorial move, but I think it is a significant one.  As you can see from the text, lines which specifically refer to the physical experience of the mother, such as her pushing in the last stages of labor, and the physical aftermath, are spoken by the “mother” character.  The daughter speaks when the language of a child is used, such as the line, “Alice in Wonderland spoons,” and when the monologue refers specifically to the baby’s body.  I happened to play the role of the mother and since my job was to heighten certain words the grandmother spoke, I had to pay very close attention to the words Pat Morelli was accentuating, and from there we made further explorations into the text as a collaborative experience.  From rehearsal to performance, the monologue was a shared one.  
Fund-raising is put forth by V-Day as the underlying reason for our performances.  The Organizer’s notes state that we should “get creative” in our fundraising efforts, even as we are encouraged to not get too creative in our theatrical productions.  This may well be short-sighted, because if new explorations are not made into the text, eventually, the audience will not want to see a play which is has nothing new to offer each year.  If the considerable amount of information provided by V-Day for producers of the play gave creative suggestions regarding staging the piece, not only would the work become more rich and varied, it would also become more appealing to those in the theatre community, who are unused to working on such a restricted model of performance.

Though this is arguably the most successful avowedly feminist play ever produced, there has yet to be a significant scholarly work published on this piece.  Does its popularity disallow it from serious theatrical study, or are scholars reluctant to critique a work which is ideologically and technically flawed but has done much for the feminist cause?  I would like to discuss briefly what it means to “dislike” The Vagina Monologues, and whether or not that implies being “unfriendly” to the communities of women to whom it speaks.  In her unpublished thesis, Jennifer Kokai writes that “women who adopt a critical, academic lens through which to view The Vagina Monologues and V-Day are seen as betrayers of the women onstage.” (Kokai 78)  The unusually close relationship forged between audience and performer seems to resist critique.  Because V-Day is such a prominent movement, so inextricably linked to ending violence against women and girls, to be critical of it can seem to suggest a lack of support for the charities it benefits.  And this support is substantial: in its first six years, V-Day has raised over $20 million for women’s charities. (V-day website)
As I myself critique The Vagina Monologues I am also well aware that I am speaking to some friends and colleagues in this audience who worked on the production with me, and I want to accentuate that I am proud of what we achieved.  Our performance made approximately $6,000 for women’s charities, an accomplishment that directly affects women much more than any other feminist plays I have been involved with.  In addition, after having taught this play three times in a variety of classroom settings I can also say that it is the single most effective play I have taught in terms of raising student interest and awareness of gender issues.  The title of this paper could perhaps have been, “How I learned to stop worrying and love The Vagina Monologues.”   One could argue that although the monologues provide a narrow view of feminism, and fails to stage a community of women in performance, it has the potential to open up more fruitful dialogue between women after the curtain is down, creating a sense of community through shared experience.  In the end, I would say that it is infinitely preferable to experience The Vagina Monologues and its arguably flawed feminist message than to reject it wholesale.
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