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o call the prolific director/writer/choreographer/
performer Ken Roht a theatrical savant implies he
knows not what he does—that he's an idiot savant to
boot. He might be the first to agree.

"l don't know any-

eerily beautiful pieces at the Los Angeles Theatre Center
and in New York until his death from AIDS in 1995.
Whatever debt he owes his past, Roht doesn't rest on lau-
rels but keeps pushing himself to greater and stranger

thing," Roht says over din-
ner in Silver Lake. He's talk-
ing about the un-premedi-
tated similarities between
his play Echo's Hammer,
playing its world premiere
at The Theatre @ Boston
Court through June 4, and
works of Beckett, particular-
ly Waiting for Godot which
he's never read or seen.

When it is suggested his

profession of ignorance is overstatement or false modesty, he
rejoins, "Oh, you think I say that 'cause it's interesting? I feel
like I say it just to be honest. I can make a show; beyond that I
just don't know about theatre."

What Roht doesn't know about theatre hasn't prevented
him from making some of the Southland's most vibrant and
eclectic stage works, from the annual Evidence Room holiday
spectaculars (Peace Squad Goes 99, Splendor: A 99-Cents
Only Store Wonderama) to a playful dance séance at a former
library (Growing With Ghosts at the Eagle Rock Arts Center),
from an "existential" opera (Last Resort staged recently at
REDCAT) to a dark choreo-
poem (He Pounces also at
Evidence Room).

His radically

diverse back-
ground
explains a
bit of the
high-con-
trast
Roht
style. A
SoCal boy
who learn-
ed song and
dance with the
squeaky clean
touring troupe, The
Young Americans,
Roht later got an
extreme avant-garde
education from the late,
great Iranian émigré theatre
auteur Reza Abdoh, who staged
a series of harsh, transgressive,

heights.

As Jessica Kubzansky, co-artistic director of The Theatre
@ Boston Court, raves, "He's a brilliantly inventive artist. So
much of it is in his mind but when you've seen enough of the
work he's created, you're excited about the journey that
mind is going to take, and what's going to emerge."

Like all of Roht's work, Echo's Hammer is an uncatego-
rizable hybrid of song, dance, design and speech—with
perhaps a bit more of the latter than we're used to from Roht.
It's not that he's skimped on verbiage in previous pieces,
necessarily, but his words have typically been sung to the
music of frequent collaborator John Ballinger. Ballinger is on
board for this journey, too, but on paper at least Echo's
Hammer looks more like, well, a play than Roht's previous
theatrical efforts.

"There's a lot of text," he concedes. "But it's also
through-composed [with music] and there's a dance every
five seconds."

Originally commissioned by the now-defunct Audrey
Skirball-Kenis Theatre Projects for its 1996 Common
Ground Festival, Echo's Hammer centers on a pair of artists,
Pon and Deedo, who are also lovers, and addresses the ways
creativity and passion can give way to complacency.

"It's about these guys really grappling with their differ-
ences; Pon is approaching the piece from an intellectual,
sort of glory-seeking way, and Deedo's a sensualist, sort of
in love with the process," Roht explains. "They're working on
a sculpture and that's the gimmick of this show. The work
gets built throughout the whole piece and becomes func-
tional—a moving, kinetic sculpture."”

The Pon-and-Deedo pairing was modeled on Roht's
own long-term relationship at the time, which was founder-
ing over similar issues of control and domination. Was Roht
the circumspect, sensitive Deedo in that affair?

"No, I was more the megalomaniac who didn't know
how to control himself, thank you," Roht says with a rueful
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laugh. By now, years later, Roht feels he's "graduated to

Deedo"—not only because he's grown as a person but
because he doesn't feel as adversarial in his art, either.

"At the time I wrote this, I was much more paranoiac
about how I would be able to sustain any kind of integrity,"
Roht explains. Abdoh had recently died, and Roht says he
still wasn't sure how to integrate the harshly oppositional
aesthetic his mentor imparted to him with the eager-to-
please musical theatre styles he also loved. So, in Echo's
Hammer, he contrasts the "old-time faux-Italian craftsman's
world" of Pon and Deedo with an "awkward, obnoxious"
straight couple who represent the "voices of the inane col-
lective unconscious." He even has the latter couple, Frank
and Cheryl, in Habitrail tunnels, like caged hamsters.

"The premise is that mediocre culture infiltrates the life
of the artist and affects it, or diseases it even," Roht says.

This doesn't sound like the Roht we know. His best work
samples pop culture and consumer detritus with as much
unthreatened glee as it cites forbidding avant-garde styles.
Indeed, it has seemed as if his work's special mission has been
to surf the line between inspiration and appropriation,
between kitsch, the kitchen sink, ebullience and aggression.

"At this point I take full responsibility for my relation-
ship to society and art," Roht says. "In the final analysis, Pon
is sort of blaming society, like, T'm here despite you!' That
just is so backward, really. I feel strongly that I was a victim
but I've transcended that and found my place."

One place he found for his work was Evidence Room,
the hip downtown-adjacent space where his 99 Cent holiday
shows have become a beloved fixture. These crowd-pleas-
ing fantasies have been notable not only for Roht's playful
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choreography and Ballinger's zippy scores but for the cos-
tumes (by Ann Closs-Farley) and sets (by Keith Mitchell),
comprised entirely of items donated by the official sponsor,
the 99-Cents Only Store chain.

Roht says, though, that 2004's Peace Squad Goes 99 will
probably be the last one. "Last year was very hard and very
big, and I thought, I can't do that again," Roht says. "I'm not
going to top that too soon. I think the only way I can top it is
to make it sort of gorgeous, in another way."

Is Roht, heaven forbid, maturing as an artist? Is his work
retreating from the giddy, the bouncy, the extreme?

"It has to," Roht says. "My nervous system is not what it
was. I'm waking up to opportunities that are less frenetic and
less bombastic. Echo's Hammer is beautiful; Last Resort was
beautiful."

The opera Last Resott, in fact, is a sort of sequel to
Echo'sHammer, in which Pon and Deedo reconnect after the
apocalypse. More than a few fellow theatre artists have
pointed out to Roht that these two are reminiscent of Didi
and Gogo, the bantering clowns of Beckett's Godot.

It's a coincidence, Roht says—or perhaps an instance of
"channeling." The names have less than exalted origins, he
explains.

"Pon was the word 'pawn,' an Everyman," Roht says.
"And Deedo is a bastardization of dildo."

Now that's more like the Ken Roht we know.
ECHOOSAMMER
ContinuesThurs.Sat.,8 pm; Sun.,3 pm; endsJune4
Tickets: $30
TheTheatre@ BostonCourt
70 N. Mentor Ave., Pasadena
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