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I had a sublime experience a few weeks ago watching Mandy Patinkin as Prospero in THE TEMPEST at Classic Stage Company in New York.

What I remember most is his utter concentration throughout the show. He performed on stage with almost religious reverence, and I use “religious” in the sense of being in awe of the power of the everyday and using his allotted time and trust in a responsible and wholehearted way. From watching this performance, I got the impression that Mr. Patinkin views life as a sacred trust and responsibility. 

Under Brian Kulick’s direction, all the actors played the show barefoot, which somehow gave an inkling of greater vulnerability and made a powerful statement. For many lines, Mr. Patinkin positioned himself with left leg lunged forward, back leg pushing forward onto the ball of its foot, arms outstretched as if in supplication. He thrust himself into the task of re-ordering his world. He took this position of power quite a few times throughout the show as an integral part of his characterization. It highlighted Patinkin’s utter focus on becoming Prospero, and Prospero’s utter focus on achieving the ends of his manufactured drama as he prepared to leave his life on his island of exile.

I felt that I perceived the working of Mr. Patinkin’s soul in his body. That is one of the wonders, I think, of being in existence. It is registering the perception of being in control of one’s own existence as a soul within a body. That he served as the vehicle to communicate that existential experience to me, is extraordinary.

As I looked into the actor’s eyes and thanked him after his performance I felt that I was looking into deep brown oceans, like having a view of the earth from space, but with brown water with deeper brown swirls instead of blue. It occurs to me now that I may have fallen in love with him during the course of this performance, because I am truly describing the symptoms of being enraptured with one who has just become the beloved. Isn’t interaction with one’s beloved what makes one perceive the world in a new and different way? This is what Ferdinand and Miranda experienced in one another’s company. 

I can truly say that I gazed upon Mr. Patinkin in this play. I gazed upon his performance, and into his gaze, his bodily attitude. Their grace--  yes, grace and beauty – was expressed through every movement, especially the dance of the wedding of Miranda and Ferdinand in Act III, in the very center of the play. Every movement of his elevated my sense of wonder.  

To create the wedding dance, the Actor’s feet played in patterns on the floor -- the weight deliberately placed, now pressing, now lightly brushing -- the bulk of a hefty and powerful man danced expressly with a studied control. His eyes were closed meditatively throughout almost the entire dance, which surprisingly allowed – or more correctly, resolutely caused -- the other actors to fall in around him  -- the King, the Duke, the juveniles Miranda and Ferdinand and servants, the subhuman Caliban, and the spirit Ariel.  Human and non-human alike, high and low, good and evil, moved into and around his powerful presence.

To new music by Christian Frederickson, they surrounded, then fell into line before and behind him, splitting into ranks to the right and left like a well-designed and well-timed fountain. And always, the center – the centerpiece, shall I say? – was Mr. Patinkin, the core, the balance, his strength and inner peace -- yes peace -- radiating out to form the vortex of movement around which the others circled in orbits, each according to his own design like planets around a sun. 

I must also say that Nyambi Nyambi’s Caliban also created a sublime experience for me, especially through his very deliberate, particular diction, not inelegant in its sound, which slowed down time on stage, and gave me the feeling of entering into Caliban’s own experience of a time frame (a monster’s existence) seeming to twirl in a different orbit than our own earth’s. 

While many actors share their way of acting, of doing lines of stage, I felt that Mr. Patinkin shared with me his way of being on the CSC stage and I perceived it. In sharing a piece of theatre as an audience member, it is infinitely more satisfying to take part in an actor’s being, when he offers it to you.

In the wedding dance in this TEMPEST, as the other players deferred to the gravity of Mr. Patinkin’s Prospero, he was an example of someone living, breathing and moving in integrity like a rock among whom and around whom the river of life flows. 

Because of Mr. Patinkin’s gravity, and yet his lyricism, I was reminded of the power of a well-and resolutely-lived life. How a stance, a positioning of the body and soul – how we choose to move within and with them – will force the world to flow around us in a certain way. It is simple, and it comes from within. The intention within and the attention within that flows through the body, shapes the space that we take up in this world. Being within one’s self and within the world at the same time leads to impeccable beauty and grace. It is a reward to experience from this within, and a gift to others when they perceive it from without. 

Poetry comes from poetry - rhythm, weight, balance, the dance of life, expression and meaning. Prospero’s onstage play – his dance of life -- became sublime, and Patinkin’s sublime performance gave me a vision of an enlightened everyday experience. The everyday can become sublime, and we can be reminded of the sublime in the everyday. And doesn’t full engagement in our own dance of life remove us from our own islands of isolation?

I saw that I both am, and can continue to be the environment, the rock, and the space in and on my stage of life, my river of being, and my existence on this tempest-tossed island of a planet. Mr. Patinkin gave me reassurance for in my own journey in the theatre, the work I do, the dreams I hold, and the decisions I make. 

Viewing this TEMPEST was a radiant and peaceful experience for me, one I will carry within and use as a touchstone for a very long time. 

