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Liz Engelman, blessed with a great sense of timing, has been known to get on a crowded elevator with a friend,
roll up her sleeve to bare her forearm, and stage-whisper, "It's dramaturgy. He says I have dramaturgy."

She's right. It does sound like a horrible skin ailment.

She's also right to admit that she's got it.

One of the most distinguished dramaturgs in the country, Engelman has helped bring new plays to life on major
stages from the McCarter in Princeton, N.J., to the Intiman in Seattle. Past president of the Literary Managers &
Dramaturgs of the Americas, she is based in Minneapolis, handy to the artists' retreat she founded and runs at a
place called Norm's Fish Camp.

But she's leaving Eden behind this week to come to St. Louis, where she's dramaturg in residence for HotCity
Theatre's GreenHouse New Play Festival.

The simple fact that Engelman is coming is a good measure of how the festival has risen to national prominence
in just five years.

The first year, about 60 scripts were submitted for consideration; this year, there were about 300, said HotCity's
managing director, John Armstrong. Furthermore, he said, "the quality of scripts that we receive has gotten a lot
better" over the years. He thinks that dramaturgy is the main reason why.

Authors around the country are eager for a chance to evaluate their scripts with someone of Engelman's stature,
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as well as to see their work get "on its feet" at staged readings, with professional actors and directors, before a
live audience.

But what, exactly, does a dramaturg do?

In the case of a new plays festival, Engelman said, she does whatever will help.

"I hate that feeling of, 'I'm Liz, and I'll be your dramaturg tonight,'" she explained. "So I've made sure the writers
and I have had conversations. It's good to have a phone date before you meet to find out what the writer wants to
get out of the process.

"Sometimes, a writer just wants to tweak a scene. Another writer might want to crack open a big question in the
play: Is a character clear? What about the motivations? What are you exploring, and what am I receiving? Are
they the same thing?

"I remind the writer that most audience members won't have the luxury of knowing what you are trying to say.
So let's make sure that the story being communicated is the one you are trying to tell."

Is there a living in that? You might be surprised. Engelman, who grew up in Baltimore, says she owes her career
to a canny high school teacher who recognized an unusual ability to look at a detail and expand from there into a
bigger picture.

"She said I should be a dramaturg," Engelman recalled. "Of course, in high school that meant writing program
notes for the school plays."

But as she continued her studies at Brown and then Columbia universities, her fascination grew. She always
loved the theater but wasn't sure how she'd fit in. Engelman says she has no interest in writing plays, didn't want
to direct and "would rather run down the street naked than act."

But as a dramaturg, her hand in the creative process may prove as valuable as any of those more familiar theater
artists.

Dramaturgy as an established art, rather than a friendly assist, came into flower about 30 years ago, Engelman
said.

"In the 1970s and '80s, more and more regional theaters popped up. That's the birth of the dramaturg," she said.
"Many regional theaters have a dramaturg or literary manager on staff. Many of them started as scholars or
actors or writers. Of course, if we have a meeting you can fit us all around the table at a restaurant — well, a big
restaurant."

Although dramaturgs are strongly associated with new plays, they are often called to work on plays that are
well-established, or productions in which the writer is unavailable (perhaps permanently).

Say a director decides to set "Romeo and Juliet" on the moon. The dramaturg might look at everything from
questions of lunar gravity to the clarity of the concept to Elizabethan cosmology — all the while keeping
Shakespeare's poetry at the forefront.

Whether it's the Bard or a new author, Engelman explained, "the dramaturg is the advocate for the text."

Posted in Arts-and-theatre on Sunday, June 20, 2010 12:00 am Updated: 12:42 am. | Tags: Liz Engelman,
Hotcity Theatre, Centene Center, Greenhouse New Play Festival, John Armstrong, Judith Newmark, Theater,
Dramaturgy
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