


OLIVER MAYER: THE SOCIALLY ENGAGED
ARTIST WITH A CAUSE

Up close and personal with a critically acclaimed

playwright

By Michel Khordoc

riically acclaimed

Los Angelas

playwright and

Professor af

Dramatic  Writing

at USC Schoal of
Theatre, Oliver Mayer is readying to
bring fo the theater stage his new
work, Yerma in The Desart.

The play is inspired by Federico
Garcia Lorca’s play YERMA, but
brings the story into an immediate
presant imformed by current issuss of
immigration, racism, sexual identity
and gender insguality.

Larca himsedl means so much in this
historicalpolitical’cultural moment for
us, He was murdered in 1936 by
Spamnish fascists for baing gay, and for
being a cultural lightning rod for the
times who wrale aboul characlers
fighting the constraints of cultural and
paolitical fascizm,

Though fascism has not overtaken
our counlry (yel), these themes are

back in our daily lives making
headlines. Sexual difference,
child-bsaring, chamging and

hypocritical roles of men and women
iparficularly among folks of calor),
Power in the workplace, and Shifting
rezlaticns Bebween men and waomen al
work and in the bedroom—these are
Maver's big themes, and with Yerma
In The Desart they fuse with Lorza to
speak loudly towards liberating us all
from paolitical constraints and cultural
extremism,

Mo stramger to provocation Mayer,
already in his 20s ignited a firestorm
with his confroversial play "Blade to
the  Heat® about a  1850's
nobody-turned-championship  boxer
forced to confront his own sexualily
after a dethroned chamgpion accuses
hirm of belng gay.

Mayer himself was more often than
nol  accusediomored 1o be gay
becaussa of the PECLIrTing
homesexuality theme in his plays
And while Mayer, who is married to
the talented Latina actress Marlene
Farte, might not be gay butl holds the
LGBT community close to his heard
and chase 0 home as his molher has
been with har pariner for owver 20
vears [since the passing of Mayer's
dad).

A lalented  playwright,  Mayer
continwously excels at  delvering
socally-engaged  artiste  creations
that ultimately represeni a rich
historical record of the multicultural
landscape of our sociely and tha vary
socio-politico-economic issUEs
affecting it

With this new play, Mayer gives us a
cautionary faka thal reminds uws lo
afand together,

The Lasbian News caught up with this
talented playwright - one of the most
influential faces of Los Angelas Arls &
Theater community — to falk aboui
Yorma, Women, and the rale of the
artist in times of Trumpiam.

LESELAN NEWS: Can wou tell us a
little bit about Yerma in the Desert?
What is the story about?

OLWVER MAYER: I's a mew play
aboul a woman desperale for love
and sexual expression. Yerma g
dying for intimacy with her husband,
wiho refuses to give her what sha
needs, The plot follows that painful
mysbary.

When Federico Garcia Lorca wrote
"erma" in 19305 Spain, it was a
shocking portrayal of female desire
thal infurialed e macho Fascisis
wiho were about to s=ize power, Full
frank sexualily was like Kryplonite o
Generalissimo Franco.

My "Yarma in the Dasar” brings
elements of the Lorca play to ouwr
presenl Amercan mamenl as we
ourselves tester on the edge of
Fascism, and as our expressions
{sexual and otherwiza) feel more and
more under fire, Hopefully our play
will be Kryplanite to Trumpism.

LM: What
wanting o

was your impetus for
give Lorcas’ Yerma a

modarn varsion?

OM: For one thing, Lorea is a
playwriting god: he can ook
Shakespeare in the eyve, and gihve
Sophocles a faw poinbers. But his
"erma® has haunted me for & long
fime. We now are beginning lo
understand and define gender and



sexuality, not to mention types of
attracton, imoways that better descnibe
who we really are. In the way thai
Fulitzer Prize winning playwright Nilo

Cruz  took Tolstoy's nowvel “Anna
Karening" and created "Anna in the
Trapics® 1o ey 1o beller understand
Cuban American identity, I'm taking
“verma® and using it to try fo
understand the bBehavioral patlerns
and power relations that stll make
problems bebwesn lovers, and thal
create a toterm pode of power that
extends beyand the bedroom Into our
aconomic and societal dentifies.
These are quaestions worth asking.

LM Fedenco Garcia Lorca was an aul
'\-'-"i'.""r wihin tragica
issassnated Tor his homossx

A '] P e o - - & " {r-
Wha aribes do  yo draw

behwesn hia time and now' s Aow have

we evolved, ar noty

i W have evolved in many ways,
and wel here we are agan—al a
moment of nabional danger, with
people In posibons of power who
would limit us in 50 many ways if they
cowdd. By being out, Lorce showed
future generalions how 1o be leadess
in @ dangerous tims. Bui the Spanish
Fascists nat only murdered him bt
silenced his work for generations in
Spain. The scars are still there, The
slakas wera high, Tha slakes are high
noww, and it is essential for artists to be
fearless and oulspoken whenever
possible.

Fascists past and prasent are scarad
of sexuality because it cant be
comralled, the laws of altiraction
reveal that the fascist =system is
unsexy and out of touch. Lorca

outlived his silencers because his
message 15 universal, compassionale
arnd life-affirming. It appeals to our
inmate sense  of  freedom,  I'm
appaaling o thal parl of us mow.

LM Yol {ackle a variaty of

- e T 1 '} k  § i ‘4] S Te]
socio=poltcal topics that are makmg

headlines righl now such as gandear

Inequality and women emposamment

Whals vour inspiration Mo
Invchead n the
hink 11 beslomngs
should mare men

cauze o move the nee

el
movement? Do you

b
o women only ar

Obd: As an artist, | must be involwed
where the drama |s: And the drama in
this country has always been race,
ethmicity, gender and sexuality, [
nerver geld wriler's Block (knock woodl)
because there's atways something






dramatic and meaningful to write
about, and ahlways so much al stake.
“ferma in the Desert" opens the
frame ta show us the lives of people
we don't often get to see on stage:
custodians, public safely officers, staff
who clean up afler us, whose jobs are
supposed to make them invisible. But
lhwair dreams and secrabs, thesr fears
and desires, are real. | kope I'm
awake when il comes 1o using my an
to opean the frame. It is somathing |
check myself on just about daily. | call
it my compassion guolient: Am | ready
to take on the injustice im the world
with an cpen hearl and mind? Am |
willing to listen o what's really going
an’ That's harder than it sounds,

LM: "Yerma in the Deserd” has a very
subfle “lesbian™ theme mnning
nrowghoul the play, Can you el us
miore abouwt it7?

OM: The play investigates how the
women charactars hate and love and
dream aboul one anathes. In my play,
Yerma identifies cisgender. Bul she
begins to see that her chalces may
ned have o bea writlen in slone.

Her best friends, and warst emnemiss,
are the women she works with. The
passion she feels when around them,
and the inbmacy when they share
their dreams and secrets, is strongear
than anylhing she has with Juan,

Having a child iz ane reason for her
commitment to straight marriage, but
when an important woman in her life
cannacts har with a ferllily doctar, sha
realizes that she can have the child
wilhoul Juan, Yerma has the chance
to re-make her life choices. But of
course Juan |s letting go that easilyl

LM: Whal is your personal conneclion
to the LGETO commusnity?

OM: 've fried to be an ally, | have a
long conmection to LGETO primariby
through the theatre, | was on the
artistic staff of The Mark Taper Forum
when Tomy Kushner's “Angels in
dmaerica” firsl came to be, and |
leamed & great deal from him during
the developrment and production of
that milesiona.

My own play "Blade fo ltha Haatl®
pushed gender and sexuality to the
very edge through a poriraval of
Latinx boxers, gay and straight.

Of the thiry plays | have writian o
date, | keep coming back to sexual
identity as a way 1o undersiand whal's
really going om with my characters.

LA: How do you see the LGBTO
community moving  forward  under
Trump presidency?

OM: There's going to be troubls.
Trump himself seems neutral around
LGBTO indraduals, but he's sald his
presidency to the Ulra Right, who
would  regulate  every  Amesican
bedroom if they could.

Wiclence goes hand in hand with their
totalitarian views of governance. |
expacl a frontal aitack on what they
would call *morals” at any point, but
there's strength in numbers, in hisiony,
and in being right. | say don't cower,
don't run. Some fights are worth
fighting.

LM: Your wife, Mardene Forte (who is
quite a prolific “working® aciress) is
co-directing this play. This is noi the
first time you team up with her. What
dex your Ehink her arbstic contribaulion
will add to your play? And what is it
AUl her on a professional evel thal
you find attractive?

Ok Marlene Is the not-so-secret key
ta my artistic success and happiness
in life! | often tell her that | wrote roles.
for her before | ewer met her |
dreamed her, and then she came true
to my life, A mamage betweesn an
actor and playwright has a kind of
natural fit; she flat out inspires me,

LM: ¥What do yvold hope 1o accomplish
with wour work; what's the messaga
wau want your audientss o leave the
thealer willh'?

CHA: You wrile plays b iry I move the
world. James Baldwin said that "the

LM: Your plays are known to have a
recurfing  homasesuality  theme a8
well as a strong focus on women.
What is the @ngine thal drives vou o
be socially-emgaged? Why do you
seem to always stand wp for the
“undendogs™7?

OB My spintual godfathers in the
theatre ara William Saroyan and Luis
Valdez, two underdog California

writers who are nothing if nol socially
engaged,

My obsession with sexuality is
gametting | cannot deny. And | think
you can fairly accurately judge the
quality of a  writer—whichewer
gender—by Uheir female characlers,
So many writers forget to give the
women in their  slories  three
dimensions, dreams, sacrets. fears,
and agency. | work hard to make sure
thal naver happans in my plays.

LM: Tell us more about Urban Theater
Movement’?

O Urban Theatre BMoverment (LT}
i LA's most diverse young theatre
company. Last year, | wrote "Blood



Match” -- based on Lorca’s "Blood
‘Wedding,” directed by Edgar
Landa—and Marens  played  lhe
towarimg role of the Maother With
“verma n lhe Deserl” she will be
co-diracting with Edgar.

UTM commissioned bolh plays. I'm
writing roles expressly for company
mermbaers, and Marlene is exciled o
menior them through the process.
Marene was a founding member of
LAByrinth Thealra Company in MYC,
whose members include  Philip
sSeymour Hoffman, John Orliz, Judy
Reyes, Sam Rockwell and David
Zayas, among others

She swears that UTM reminds her of

thv earky LAB. Thatl's good anowgh far
me. But | think UTM is destined to

blaze it own unlorgetiable path in e
American Theatre scene.

whal | the
n this warld?

LM In
ultirmalte: rale of an arlis

YOUr  Opinio

Oh: E. E. Cummings says It best
“Ahways the beautiful answer who
asks the more beautiful guestion.®
The arlist asks wilh all their hear,
mind, soul and intelligance, with all
thvie pagsion they cin muster,

LM: What

e o collaborate with'

farmake writer would wou

OM: One day | want to direct Maria
Irene Fornes' musical play “Sarta® --
that would bea cool.

LM: What's in store for Ofiver Mayer in
20187
O On March 22 2018, my play

"Membars Only" opens al LATC,
produced by Jose Luis Walenzuels
and The Lating Thealer Company, IS

a big deal for me, because it's the
geguel 1o "Blade 1o the Heal®—20
years later, not only for the sunviving
characters from the first play, bt for
me the writer.

The firsl play ended arcund 1962, 5o
this begins in 1982, that fateful year
when AIDS was named, Hopefully,
peopla will feal the pumping heart of
that time through my characters, the
wirkl of bowing, amd thal amazing
music. Also, people can see a scene
from “Blood Malch” al LATC [Mov 2-4)
in a late-night microtheater festival
that's part of the larger Encusntro
(Mo 2-19),

LiK: How can peop

by ickeds

e gat more info

about the play and

OM: Yerma in the Desert will perform
al the Greenway Gourl Theatlern 544
Morth Fairfax Avenue (one block from
Canter's)

We play from MNovember 17 to
December 16. We perform Fridays al
Bpm, Saturdays at 2prm and Spm.

Call for tickets: {323) 673-0544 or find
us online at

W gresnwaycourithealne. orgiyarm
(=
LM vwhat 15 your favorite guoate - the
one that helps you gaing through hard
times’t

O "A person is a person through
other persons.” Desmond Tutu

LM What i the OMNE guesiion Wil
wigh we would hawve ssked you!

OM: Where did you find swch a great
dog?

WINSTON!

Chocolate Labrador Re-
triever « Adult + Large

Winston was found on the
streets of Long Beach;
starving, dirty and dehy-
drated. He was only 38
pounds and needed
rescue. We jumped in to
save him and today he is
a happy & healthy boy
looking for a forever
home. He is about 7
years young and loves
attention!

DON'T MISS OUR
FUNDRAISER IN

West Coast
Animal Rescue

Long Beach, CA
3 westCoastanimalRescue
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