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Playwright-director John Rosenberg brings his series of long-form interviews with varied creators 

and theater peeps to Phindie with an extended interview of Tina Brock, artistic director of Idiopathic 

Ridiculopathy Consortium. 

John Rosenberg: Who are you? 

Tina Brock: Philadelphia resident for over 30 years.  Introverted. Theater-goer, a classic movie fan. 

Best day: reading a play, drinking coffee, visiting a museum, seeing a play, acting in a play. 

Sports and dance lover — to play and to observe, especially snow skiing and gymnastics (in earlier 

times) and ballet.   Enjoy the films of Joel and Ethan Coen, Wes Anderson and Tim Burton and 

many others. Best outside the US vacation: London and Paris, to visit my son in school; favorite 

inside the US vacation: New York City, often as possible, to visit my son, now out of school. Love all 

forms of music.  Drawn to structure: life, design architecture. Find comfort in those areas. 

John Rosenberg:Why did you say it like that? 

Tina Brock: Seems as though knowing how a person chooses to move through their day, where they 

are most comfortable tells you a lot about who they are. 

John Rosenberg:How did the company land on the name of Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium? 

Tina Brock: Was employed as a Standardized Patient in the late 1990’s, a student gave me (my 

case) this diagnosis.  When I deconstructed the language it seemed a suitable name for a company 

whose mission was absurdism. Idiopathic: “no known cause of origin”: Ridiculopathy: not a legit 

word, from the word radiculopathy (pertaining to the radicular bone) 

John Rosenberg: Were there other names in the running? 

Tina Brock: No.  This was the title of an early play I wrote, a farce set in an infertility clinic, entitled 

Idiopathic Ridiculopathy. 

John Rosenberg: What happened in it? 

Tina Brock: It’s been years since I’ve read it, so not sure if what I’m remembering was the real deal 

or the play, but I remember a farce involving many doors, switch ups of samples delivered to the 

wrong hands in and a mysterious government agent. 

John Rosenberg: What do you think was your first brush with absurdism? 



Tina Brock: A car accident in high school that, while more horrific than absurd, certainly featured 

an existential, surreal, storyline that defined the years that followed. 

A less dramatic though still important early impression was the double fire baton twirling in the 

band front in high school which was at once terrifying and ridiculous. 

John Rosenberg: Does your personal life mirror the work you choose to produce? 

Tina Brock: It’s not so much the steps of my world every day, it’s the lens through which I see the 

world that appears to be different.  The world often (pre the last election, more so know) seems 

terribly out of kilter. I discovered Eugene Ionesco, Franz Kafka, Samuel Beckett — those worlds 

seemed true to me, not off-kilter. 

John Rosenberg: How does IRC go about deciding on their seasons of work? 

Tina Brock: I keep a running wish list of plays and authors of interest, depending on where the 

world is, what the feeling is, depends on when the play is right for consideration.  Depending on 

who else is producing what’s on the list and what the IRC can add to this community given the slate 

of work already on the table. For 2019 and moving ahead, reading plays outside the traditional 

absurdist canon, to mine for absurd elements and situations ripe for interpretation through the 

IRC lens.  We added a third show to the 2019-2020 season, a hope moving ahead is to have one 

“traditional more firmly rooted in absurd canon”, one “out there farce/wacky absurd comedy”, and 

one “there’s nothing remotely absurd about this play” play to see where there might be chances to 

illuminate the absurdity. 

John Rosenberg: That is interesting you choose plays which don’t seem to have any absurd elements. 

It seems a great check on the company to continually prove yourselves and not rely on a set canon. 

What are some of the plays you have produced that fit this model? 

Tina Brock: The Eccentricities of a Nightingale by Tennessee Williams 

The Enchanted by Jean Giraudoux 

Leocadia by Jean Anouilh 

Madwoman of Chaillot by Jean Giraudoux 

Paradise Park by Charles Mee 

John Rosenberg: What absurd elements did you pull out of them? 

Tina Brock: We highlighted the fantastical elements, used puppets + tapped into the nuttier sides of 

the characters, hired the right actresses/actors who could bring those aspects to the forefront. 



In The Enchanted by Giraudoux, we used puppets instead of the school-aged children the script 

called for, and beefed up the mystical side through design elements 

In Eccentricities, there’s a scene featuring a church group meeting where there is great effort to put 

on airs, a meeting that goes very wrong – here I wanted to cast people with the right sense of 

humor and sensibility.  Also staging the show in a location where the surroundings influence the 

absurd aspects of the text. Eccentricities was staged at Bethany Mission Gallery the collection of 

outsider art resonated/framed the story and lifted the more absurd scenes off the ground. 

Elmer Rice’s Dream Girl takes place in NYC in the 1940’s – we’re staging this in a neo-Gothic 

Church that has the bones and scale of NYC, the best way to get the feeling of grand scale 

architecture/existential questions the play calls for on a tiny budget.   Because the play deals with 

living one’s life in the present, not missing opportunities, there’s a resonance that happens when the 

text is spoken in a Sanctuary. 

Paradise Park by Charles Mee takes place in an amusement park, so we amplified those 27 (or so) 

scenes in the amusement park with the confines of Walnut Studio 5, which was an absurd 

endeavor. (no wings or backstage proper) 

John Rosenberg: What has been the closest you have come to imagining something in your mind and 

seeing it manifest in reality? 

Tina Brock: When I used to be in competitive gymnastics we used visualization to guide us through 

maneuvers in warm up, say on the balance beam or floor exercise.  At the end of the day, I try and 

visualize the best case scenario for what I feel may be difficult or challenging events the next day – 

this helps to focus my mind and a plan to move through, almost like a horse with blinders on?  At 

times there’s so many issues and decisions just to keep the company moving ahead (first three show 

season in 13 years) + the desire to expand the staff and company, which requires more grant 

writing. It’s all overwhelming at times and I need to imagine big, though need to be able to turn the 

ideas into practice actionable pieces or I will get swamped.  Imagining the steps of the outcome 

helps me to deal with the anxiety. And then it allows for letting go and seeing how the day/the 

work/the difficult issue plays out. 

John Rosenberg: How did you move from competitive gymnastics to acting? 

Tina Brock: I wasn’t good enough to continue competitive collegiate gymnastics, so combined my 

love of ballet and dance in college which led to theater. 

John Rosenberg: What are you striving for in competitive gymnastics? In gymnastics, I know there is 

the ever elusive perfect score, but many times or every time I watch the Olympics, the focus of the 

commentary is pointing out the flaws in performance. 

Tina Brock: Gymnastics was about working on mastering a sport that I realized I could only go so 

far with – I knew I would not be a big league college competitor, though I was able to tackle 



technical challenges, some anxieties and challenge myself to go as far as I could.  I enjoyed being 

part of a team working towards a goal. It was the same with ballet – being part of a company of 

people each doing their part to make a greater thing. The pointing out the flaw thing can go with 

the territory – certainly in ballet and in gymnastics my coaches were solely looking to improve the 

form, and in doing so, in improving the structure, this allowed greater passion and channeling of 

feeling.  It is also an aspect very prevalent in the way I direct, an aspect that not everyone 

understandably is excited about. I love the specificity of gymnastics and ice skating though 

appreciate most when the artistry is not purely technical, but shows the personality and artistry of 

the athlete. 

John Rosenberg: What are you striving for in your performance as an actor? 

Tina Brock: To connect as fully and truthfully with myself, and those on stage as I can; to continue 

to explore those avenues to see where they lead in each performance, and to translate that to an 

audience in a way that they can understand the character in service of the storytelling. 

John Rosenberg: What do you think about when you are acting? 

Tina Brock: Recently listened to an interview with Irish actress Lisa Dwan.  She likened her 

work/process in the short Beckett pieces as feeling “elemental”.   I identified with that 

characterization – of finding and holding on to the place of being that is right in that zone –the 

intake of information through the senses and then the response, through language and feeling and 

expression.  Just being right there on the edge. After all the work has been done, the lines have been 

learned, the letting go place in that space where the mind isn’t interfering with the process. Of 

course other information is coming through – “Oh lord, my dress is unzipped, or “what is that 

annoying thing hanging off the back of my dress?” (it was a chicken bone, unknowingly picked up 

in an alley, preshow, but more on that later) and those thoughts have to be dealt with.  But mostly 

I’m striving to experience the character and the world for the first time and work dee per each time 

to explore the connection with the other characters and myself. It feels like jumping off a cliff every 

time. 

John Rosenberg: What do you do when you are on-stage and things go wrong? 

Tina Brock: Try and integrate the mistake so it’s not evident it’s a mistake; the remedy depends on 

how colossal the mistake. But usually just integrate and invent a solution. 

John Rosenberg: Do you attempt to change the energy or you have to accept it? 

Tina Brock: The energy when you realize the mistake – that moment when your mind is dealing 

with the event is the most fun because it’s so spontaneous and nerve wracking. 

John Rosenberg: How do you direct yourself in your productions? 

Tina Brock: Mostly I work often and early before rehearsal begins, a lot by myself at home, 

rehearsing the lines having recorded the whole play on my iPhone.  I play the scene as if my scene 



partner were in the room, focusing on working as deeply as possible in those outside rehearsals so 

when we’re in the room I can gauge my progress.  If I have questions, I check in with others in the 

scene, outside eyes. Generally you can see where it’s all headed, you can feel it. If there’s work to be 

done I go back to the drawing board and refine the approach and test it out at the next rehearsal. 

This means learning the lines very early so that I’m ready to explore the depth of the scene. 

John Rosenberg: How do you communicate with actors you direct? 

Tina Brock: I’m not the best communicator with language — better at drawing the note or showing 

it in the body.  Have used the blackboard at rehearsal at times to draw the pattern desired — as in 

a football play. For blocking, it’s easier to demonstrate the move or the feeling by way of dance  – 

to communicate it though my body, because you get emotion and form – which can be annoying to 

people. It’s the conundrum Ionesco alluded to — that language is an insufficient vehicle for 

communication. 

John Rosenberg: Is there a classic movie you have never seen and you know you have to see it but 

refuse? 

Tina Brock: Animal House. 

John Rosenberg: I don’t know who in their right mind would consider that a great movie. What do 

you think happens in the movie? 

Tina Brock: I don’t suspect it’s at all a great movie. I’ve heard people call it Classic, though not in 

the sense of best movies of all time, more because it’s identifiable and part of the culture. 

My guess is the plot is the title: hijinks ensue between fraternities, people drink too much, jump out 

of windows and get nuts. 

On the original question, (you know you have to see it but refuse) there’s no classic movie that I 

refuse to see; it’s more I haven’t seen some important ones because time hasn’t permitted. As my 

mom was getting near to the end of her life, we would watch Turner Classics and really bad old 

westerns together, which revealed how valuable this activity was on many levels, artistically and 

personally. 

John Rosenberg: Do you have a code you attempt to live by? 

Tina Brock: Do the work 

Keep showing up 

John Rosenberg: How many different versions of you are there (that you are aware of)? 

Tina Brock: Several —  probably three, depending on how stressed I am. 



John Rosenberg: Who are the members of IRC that keep things competent and comfortably absurd? 

Tina Brock: These are performers who have worked with IRC before, who instinctively understand 

what we are trying to do and who understand what the author is trying to do. There have been so 

many over the years, though these people we have worked with recently: 

Jane Moore 

John Zak 

Bob Schmidt 

Tomas Dura 

Paul McElwee 

David Stanger 

Sonja Robson 

Kirsten Quinn 

John D’Alonzo 

Robb Hutter 

John Rosenberg: Do you ever apply for a grant by sending in a banana and a check for $50,000? Is 

applying for grants in itself an absurd endeavor for you? 

Tina Brock: No, but that’s a great way to pay it forward! 

John Rosenberg: Yes it is. 

Tina Brock: On one hand it helps to think through in writing what makes the work matter to you 

and to others, but on the other hand the hours that go into it I often wish could just be put towards 

making the work better. 

John Rosenberg: What IRC production do you hold in the highest regard? 

Tina Brock: Many, thought for different reasons at different stages in the company’s growth and in 

mine — some for being bold on a budget; some for taking huge risks at an early place the 

company’s growth; some for pushing the boundaries of the performers and myself as a director; 

some for presenting absurdist texts that were incredibly difficult to interpret; some for the ability 

to choreograph massive casts and massive amounts of chairs in Walnut Street Studio 5; some for 

pushing myself and the cast to new depths as performers; some for the sound design; some for the 



feat of fitting difficult shows in more difficult spaces; some for the audiences who make the show 

greater than the sum of its parts.  Each one has had it’s special gains and reasons why it was 

successful. I’ve never thought about a show at the end of a run, “gee — that experience I could have 

done without.” Aspects of the experience, sure — but the totality of it, no. 

John Rosenberg: What are some of the stranger things that have happened during productions? 

Tina Brock: Once I played Nell (Hamm’s mother) in Endgame.  Since there was no trap in the 

theater, we had to get into the trashcans before the house opened.  I spent time in the can with a 

book and a book light and a cup of coffee. After Nagg and Nell died, unbeknownst to me, the coffee 

cup fell over late in the play, there was only just a bit left, and the liquid oozed out of the bottom of 

the can and began to run down the floor, leaving a puddle in front of the trashcan.  As though Nell 

was decomposing. 

John Rosenberg: I thought you were going to say you fell asleep in the trashcan in the production of 

Endgame. Do you remember what book you were reading?  

Tina Brock: Ha!  No it was the opposite.  Being in the confines of the trashcan compressed the 

experience making it more emotional, heightened in every way.  The limitation, the claustrophobia, 

the structure, did interesting things to the work. It was also interesting to hear what audiences 

would talk about in preshow for Endgame without knowing anyone was in the trashcan listening. 

I do remember — reading a book called Flow. 

John Rosenberg: Do you say Macbeth in a theater? 

Tina Brock: I don’t think I ever have though that seems pretty strange that I wouldn’t have. 

John Rosenberg: What have you never done? 

Tina Brock: Gambled 

John Rosenberg: Who are some of your favorite actors to work with? 

Tina Brock: Many, many IRC folks – all for different reasons, all bring interesting and exciting 

perspectives to the stage, and who are in it for the group and the experience 

John Rosenberg: Is there a colossal absurd text you have not tackled yet? 

Tina Brock: Footfalls, Rockabye, and Happy Days all by Samuel Beckett 

A Delicate Balance by Edward Albee 

John Rosenberg: What is (being) stressed (for) you like? 



Tina Brock: It feels like too many roads converging at once: (usually in rehearsal, not as a 

performer, as a director) the inability to process the flood of information coming in as to which is 

the biggest issue that needs to be solved first. And then, how to communicate that direction is a 

clear way.  Which I believe comes from a worry about the amount of feet on the ground and 

whether we can pull off the show, not because of vision, because of lack of finances for proper 

support. I long for the day where an AD and support staff can help that process. When I can 

breathe, and let the information flow, there’s nothing causing stress — support will help make that 

possible; it’s what we’re working towards in 2019. 

John Rosenberg: What impact have your productions had on the people who come to see your work? 

Tina Brock: Audiences seem to appreciate what we bring to the party; IRC audiences are 

terrifically curious, loyal, very supportive.  They enjoy talking about the experience, how they 

interpreted the production, the choices in casting and design. I hope we are introducing people to 

works they might not experience otherwise; we are certainly trying to select works that might not 

get produced if we don’t do them. 

John Rosenberg: How much do shows typically cost IRC? If that is privileged information, you don’t 

have to tell me the truth. 

Tina Brock: Between 20 – 25K, the truth 

John Rosenberg: Was there a group of writers who were considered absurdist before the 20th 

Century? I might be asking the question clunky, but obviously the idea of the meaningless of life had 

to have been in the realm of human thought or belief. What changed or resonated or was so 

revolutionary with writers such as Albee and Beckett? 

Tina Brock: Certainly Kafka, Alfred Jarry (Ubu Plays) and other writers were alluding to the 

questions of the absurdity of existence long before, though I’m surmising that the war had a lot to 

do with the lens through which we began re reevaluate our lives and the meaning. In these works 

the form was so different, the play with no plot, no resolution. It seems a little like now – how the 

political situation has resulted in people reevaluating their choices and how they move through 

their lives, what’s important, what they care about.  And how meaning often comes in between the 

lines, not on the line. 

John Rosenberg: What patterns of behavior in your life you recognize? 

Tina Brock: 

Needing security by way of structure 

Liking predictability in certain things, like food — tend to eat the same things 

Love repetition towards mastery 

Need a lot of sleep 

That I just need to get on with it without needing permission 



John Rosenberg: What adorns the walls of your home? 

Tina Brock: Books; a bonsai tree on a shelf, old clocks that don’t work, a photo from Eugene 

Ionesco’s book cover Notes & Counter Notes; a sketch of a pond my brothers and I used to skate on 

in Warsaw, Indiana; a graphic print of Buster Keaton, a black and white photograph of the canals 

in Amsterdam; color photographs of Paris.  Photographs of great grandparents. 

John Rosenberg: Is your son interested in following your path as an actor, director and producer? 

Tina Brock: Hmm, he hasn’t indicated that’s a path, though he pulled off a fine Willie Loman in his 

high school production.  He possesses many talents: good writer, a great eye towards film and 

theater, it will be interesting to see where they surface in his life.  He was hugely helpful in high 

school as a third eye on the IRC’s work. 

John Rosenberg: What do you think my son’s name is? 

Tina Brock: Caleb 

John Rosenberg: No. Do you remember the first time you realized you were going to die? 

Tina Brock: Yes, as a high school sophomore, a car accident in which by all reasonable measures, I 

should have been dead, given the circumstances and the way the accident unfolded.  I remember 

thinking, “well, this is it.” 

John Rosenberg: What is for dinner tonight? 

Tina Brock: Grape leaves, Gouda, and Tzatziki. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Absurd is “the new Normal” in 2017: Interview with Tina Brock, artistic director of IRC, 

Philadelphia’s only surreal theatre 

by Henrik Eger 

February 2, 2017 

Given the recent absurdities of America’s most surreal presidential election, I asked Tina Brock, 

Artistic Director of the Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium (IRC), Philadelphia, PA’s only surreal 

theatre company, to talk about the role of contemporary events on the production of surreal theatre 

in 2017 and the years to come. 

Henrik Eger: Recent events have shaken the US and the world. How do you see the role of your 

Theatre of the Absurd in the past and going forward? 

Tina Brock: Much of our work in the last decade—with the exception of Eugene Ionesco’s 

Rhinoceros—focused on the existential crisis of the individual. The election created a new crisis. As 

result, our artistic responses need to adapt. What’s called for is a different tool in the absurdist 

arsenal. We need to draw attention to the seriousness of the existential challenge we all face. It’s now 

a group effort. 

Henrik: I vividly remember your Rhinoceros stampeding across the stage. This drama has often been 

associated with the rise of demagogues. Your production hit the nail on its historical head—even 

before things changed last November. 

Tina: We presented Rhinoceros in a somewhat different time, but Ionesco’s play remains a chilling 

commentary on conformity in the midst of chaos and the struggle. Our current daily life is very 

similar to that of the play—people not knowing what to believe, whom to trust, or who is on their 

team. 

Henrik: Much of the world of the surreal presents harsh realities in form of dreams and nightmares. 



Tina: In planning the IRC productions, I try to provide a space where people can feel a reflection of 

their own experiences. When I saw Ionesco’s The Chairs for the first time, decades ago, I felt 

comforted knowing there was a playwright who felt the same anxieties of existence. 

Henrik: Given the dramatic changes in the US, what do you want to do next? 

Tina: We’re running for cover from a world we cannot make sense of on so many levels. In a 

post-truth world, what is the baseline? In a country that now seems to be dismissing the historically 

smooth transition of power, what do we use to ground our anxieties? 

In the past, I veered away from the works of Fernando Arrabal, specifically Picnic on the Battlefield, 

which is set in wartime. The stage is covered with barbed wire and sandbags, which I felt created an 

overly violent tone for the experience I hoped the audience would have. 

However, we are now considering far more overtly political works from absurdist playwrights along 

the trajectory of Arrabal, including Vaclav Havel and Slawomir Mrozek. 

Henrik: Before the election on November 8, 2016, you and your IRC actors were working on a 

number of hilarious satires from The Onion—and then something happened. 

Tina: The pieces chosen for our Raw Onion fundraiser (from the Commentary section of The Onion, 

with permission) were published well before the election. However, we faced an enormous challenge 

in putting together an evening of post-2016 election humor in just a few days. 

What we had to rethink for the show post-election was the content of the pieces—some opinions and 

commentaries that registered as funny pre-election were suddenly tragic post-election, so we 

dropped those commentaries and substituted others. Consequently, our annual Onion evening 

morphed into a totally different show. 

Henrik: How did you handle this unexpected situation, given that your show had to go on? 

Tina: After election night, our program had to be significantly altered. Many of the Onion pieces in 

the show were either dropped or switched out as they had the opposite of the desired effect. They 



killed the forward momentum of the comedy. The jokes were simply not the right ones at that time. 

They were tragically unfunny as they now had become reality. 

Henrik: During the turmoil that followed the election, it seems as if all conversations in America 

centered on the most absurd of all characters in US presidential history. Particularly at a satirical 

show, one might expect a strong reference to that shocking event—yet, you seemed to have avoided 

the obvious interpretations. 

Tina: There were several reasons for my decision to avoid those automatic responses. Our nation 

made a statement loudly and clearly on Election Day. The sense of loss and astonishment was 

overwhelming. All discussions, jokes, and conversations circled back to Trump. 

As a producer, my job was to respond by way of comedy. My choice to cut or drop certain sections of 

the text was a decision to respect the rawness of our audience. People were still reeling from the 

outcome. If the producer isn’t responding to the overall gestalt of the evening, then that producer is 

tone-deaf, asleep at the wheel, and driving off a cliff with a very small company in tow. 

Henrik: Entertaining the audience and generating urgently needed funds for a small theatre 

company while the country is grieving must have been a difficult task. 

Tina: We have been performing a new version of The Raw Onion annually for seven years. This time, 

it was the timing of the content, rather than the content itself that made it difficult. After the election, 

the show needed to be a place where people could come together and regroup—not endure more of 

the same depressing tone we were already experiencing. It was too soon for a political rally. Rather 

than screaming at the audience about the obvious pain, we staged a wake cloaked as a comedy show. 

The election created a new crisis. As result, our artistic responses need to adapt. What’s called for is a 

different tool in the absurdist arsenal. We need to draw attention to the seriousness of the existential 

challenge we all face.  

Henrik: Given the pain you spoke to, how do you see Absurdist Theatre as a way of creating some 

relief, perhaps even some tikkun olam, or healing of the world? 

Tina: We need tools for surviving when daily developments are unexplained, absurd, or even 

threatening. One response is to fight the machine through parody or satire. Another response is to 



look inward and ask how we can create a space that will allow people to contemplate the anxieties of 

daily life and laugh at the same time. 

Henrik: Tough choices, but at least you’ll have a devoted audience who value humor in the absurd. 

Tina: Absolutely. Laughter is important. We appreciate having a supportive and sophisticated 

audience who value the humor and who understand that it allows some distance from the uncanny. 

In Samuel Beckett’s Endgame, Nell observes: “Nothing is funnier than unhappiness, I grant you 

that.” 

Sitting in communion with others is important, especially in absurdist plays, which often allow a 

unique connection between the stage and the audience. We come together for two hours a night and 

are comforted that the extreme anxiety we are feeling is real and important. 

Henrik: Could you give an example? 

Tina: Take Ionesco’s The Chairs, just before the Orator enters. The Old Woman and the Old Man 

actually expect that the visitor will be the one to explain the unexplainable. The absurdity of the 

image opens so many possibilities as to how you interpret the Orator. The hopes of a lifetime depend 

on the man behind the door, much like our current political leaders. That moment is priceless. 

Henrik: With a new Trump administration, you may come up against this wall: “Wouldn’t 

entertainment make more money? You don’t need grants. Just present programs that pay for 

themselves!” 

Tina: The last lines of Rhinoceros speak to the importance of resistance: "I’ll put up a fight against 

the lot of them, the whole lot of them! I’m the last man left, and I’m staying that way until the end. 

I’m not capitulating.” 

Henrik: Is there anything else you’d like to share? 

Tina: Ionesco said, “Fear separates us. Dreams and ideologies bring us together.” 



Beckett left us this challenge: “To find a form that accommodates the mess.” I take his charge to 

mean, “Find a play, a setting, and an environment that illustrates the deep anxieties and fears people 

have. Invite them to share that experience.” 

~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Independent coverage of Philadelphia theater and arts“Casting call” for the chairs in 

Ionesco’s THE CHAIRS: Interview with IRC artistic director Tina Brock 

by Henrik Eger 

September 11, 2016 

The Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium brings Eugene Ionesco’s hilarious, 

controversial, absurdist classic THE CHAIRS to the 2016 Fringe Festival. We talk to 

director Tina Brock about the show. 

Henrik Eger: What draws you to Ionesco in general and to his CHAIRS in particular? 

Tina Brock: It’s great fun to direct and perform his work, as he is asking for total 

commitment to the emotional choice, pushed to paroxysm. He takes situations to the 

extreme to illustrate a point. His sense of comedy and tragedy in grappling with the 

existential dilemma is wonderfully balanced. Ionesco finds hilarity in human foibles, the 

games we play to bring meaning to our short time on this earth and our tendency to 

defend our day-to-day decisions with great ferocity. Dismantling the ego can be 

hilarious—a recurring theme in Ionesco’s work. 

Eger: Ionesco’s masterpiece premiered in Paris in 1952, where it saw more productions 

in the years to come. The English-speaking world did not take to his work 

enthusiastically until decades later. What do you think accounts for that initial 

resistance? 

Brock: Participation in an Ionesco event is more like a sport. There is great stimulation, 

so much coming at you—sound, lights, emotion, language. It requires letting the 

experience hit you without trying to analyze each moment, which can be frustrating. At 

the same time, in a small venue, The Chairs is akin to watching a World Wide Wresting 

match. Ionesco doesn’t write the well-made play with a tidy ending and characters that 

immediately make sense to us. There is work involved in being an Ionesco audience 



member, which may be more than people want to sign up for when paying admission. 

For me, Ionesco serves it all up on a pretty nice platter. It’s active, emotional, funny, 

tragic—and all very relevant. 

 

Eger: THE CHAIRS could be seen as an attempt to bring hope to a post-WWII society. 

Tell us about the things you did to convince the audience that the guests, symbols of life 

and survival, have arrived—even though we never see them. 

 

Brock: Making each of the imaginary people real to us was useful. At times we had 

performers stand in so we could play the scenes with real people, and then imagine 

them in that position. When I was a kid, I’d line up all the dolls on the bed and deliver 

an overblown lecture about some meaningless thing I was interested in. It felt very 

much like those days. 

 

Eger: I heard that IRC went so far that your designer actually had a casting call for the 

chairs. Is that true, or only a piece of surreal theater rumor? 

 

Brock: Yes, it’s true. Set designer Lisi Stoessel actually had a casting call for the chairs in 

the show. We selected the ones that conjured types of people, and then attached an 

imaginary person to the chair. Since the audience members only see the chairs on stage, 

it’s important they leave an indelible mark—that they become the people. Ionesco wrote 

that the proliferation of objects was a powerful theatrical tool. This concept works to 

maximum effect in THE CHAIRS. 

 

Eger: Ionesco introduces a living orator on stage, but, unbeknownst to the audience, 

makes him deaf and mute. How did you handle this complex situation? 

 

Brock: It’s important that the Orator understands what he is trying to say and 

communicate that with all his will. He doesn’t anticipate that he will not be understood, 

so Tomas Dura must play the importance of delivering the Old Man’s message with as 

much clarity and stakes as he can. 



 

Eger: What do you see as the overall theme in Ionesco’s plays, and in THE CHAIRS in 

particular? 

 

Brock: Ionesco’s ongoing theme in his works—about how language, both written and 

spoken, can be a faulty tool for communicating real meaning—is evidenced in this play 

in many ways. The meaning between two people in a conversation is largely shared 

through the emotional content in the conversation—the nonverbal responses and the 

tone of the conversation. Ironically, the emotional communication in the play is easier 

to latch onto as a through line, since there is fairly universal understanding of what 

those emotions are. 

 

Eger: Tell us more about the use of emotion versus the analytical in this play? 

 

Brock: As long as we are clear in our delivery, the audience will be able to follow what we 

are feeling about the moments—one reason you can see this play performed in any 

language and understand what is transpiring. These characters don’t spend a lot of time 

analyzing their thoughts or situations—they simply feel a certain way and they act on 

that feeling. Ionesco uses some fun examples in THE CHAIRS of the potential banality 

of cocktail party conversations, the breaking down of communication, which seems 

particularly appropriate in this time. 

 

Eger: Sexuality is no longer as big a taboo in the US as death and suicide, especially in a 

society that constantly pushes permanent “improvement and growth”—not allowing 

anyone to leave this life of their own volition, including aging couples in their suicide 

attempts. How do you interpret this complex situation in THE CHAIRS? 

 

Brock: There is a lovely story in the play of the woman convincing the man that his 

message is important, and that “he has no right to keep his message from the universe.” 

I love this aspect of the play—that we have a duty to use our talents, to share them with 

the world, to teach others, and to live as a clean burning engine if you will—that we have 



gifts that want to be revealed to the world, and that it’s our own egos getting in the way 

of stopping ourselves from following the path. 

 

Eger: Could you give an example? 

 

Brock: Sure. It’s a hilarious turn that once the Old Man decides he will share his 

message that he then doesn’t have the confidence to tell his own story and hires a 

surrogate. The Old Woman then becomes very afraid of the thing she set into 

motion—that what she wished for complicated their very simple humble existence. 

 

The old couple reach this conclusion in the play—that their stories have been told, that 

they have achieved their goals, and that they can now depart in good conscience. What’s 

disturbing is that Ionesco entrusted this important message to a character who wasn’t 

able to articulate it well. 

 

Eger: Ionesco wrote how all-important the ending of his play was, even though it’s the 

exact opposite of a tangible conclusion, when he wrote, “The last decisive moment of the 

play should be the expression of . . . absence.” 

 

Brock: Ionesco gives clear instruction on the final sound cue, aided in large part by a set 

filled with empty chairs and haze—breeze blowing.  

 

Eger: Could you share some hilarious moments with us that occurred during your 

rehearsals? 

 

Brock: Hardly hilarious, but appropriately ridiculous. I developed shingles early in 

rehearsal. Imagine trying to cart around 50 chairs on stage in two and a half minutes 

with crazy nerve-ending pain. It’s not a situation that clears itself quickly. We’re 

laughing now, though it wasn’t too funny at the time. 

 



And every night there’s the show going on backstage—a very small space, which stores 

all the chairs: our chair wrangler, Sam Eli, and the Orator, Tomas Dura, and I, all 

tripping over one another to get every single chair on stage in a very short time. A classic 

Three Stooges Routine every night. Seriously, we are going to tape it, it’s so ridiculous. 

 

Eger: What have you planned for IRC, Philadelphia’s surreal theater, for the 2016 fall 

and winter season? 

 

Brock: David Ives’ Lives of the Saints at L’Etage in November, and Jean Giraudoux’s The 

Enchanted at Walnut Street Theatre Studio 5 in February 2017. 

 

Eger: Is there anything else you would like to share? 

 

Brock: It’s frustrating that Ionesco gets characterized as “silly” by some people. His 

dramas are anything but—particularly in this day and age. Thank you for your 

thoughtful interview—you’re a toughie. I appreciate your probing questions as THE 

CHAIRS is not only a hilarious, but a thought-provoking play. 

 

Eger: Tina, the real toughie is the artistic director with shingles who, after auditioning 

chairs as if they were actors, then, with the help of cast members, schlepped around all 

50 chairs—in rehearsal after rehearsal.  

 

[Walnut Street Theatre Studio 5, 825 Walnut Street] September 6 –25, 2016; 

fringearts.com/eugene-ionesco-chairs. 
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Phindie 

Inspecting the Circus Sideshow of Government: IRC director Tina Brock talks Gogol 

by Henrik Eger 

The characters in Nikolai Gogol’s The Government Inspector lack love and sympathy for others. It’s this absence of 

empathy among members of the ruling class and their irresponsibility, corruption, and unwillingness to take positive 

action which led to protests by Russian conservatives in the reactionary press when it was first produced. 

 

Gogol had become famous through his short stories. He abandoned his first few plays, fearing censorship of the ruling 

class. In 1835, he asked his friend Pushkin to send him an idea of something very Russian that Gogol wanted to turn 

into a satirical play. “My hand is itching to write a comedy. . . . Give me a subject and I’ll knock off a comedy in five 

acts — I promise, funnier than hell. For God’s sake, do it. My mind and stomach are both famished.” 

 

In this two-part interview, Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium (IRC) director Tina Brock shares facts and her 

insights on Gogol’s unique showcase of despicable government officials. 

 

Henrik Eger: Tell us a bit about the philosophy of the Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium [IRC], Philadelphia’s 

popular theater of the surreal, and how it relates to The Government Inspector by Gogol. 

 

Tina Brock: The IRC mission statement reads, “producing and presenting plays that explore and illuminate the 

human purpose . . .”—with an emphasis on examining our spiritual connection to the world, and those we have 

relationships with, and how our philosophies, beliefs, and ideals influence the decisions we make. Particularly in 

Inspector, the ways in which we jump to conclusions about people, make assumptions without the benefit of enough 

information, and how those judgements may have disastrous consequences, spreading like a wildfire into the 

community. 

 

Eger: As the IRC director, what intrigued you about Gogol’s The Government Inspector? 

 

Brock: These questions prompted me to tackle this play: Why do we fail to ask enough questions of people in lieu of or 

in addition to accepting the stories they tell of themselves? It seems it takes much longer to come to know a person’s 

character given social media. Inspector was written nearly 200 years ago, when the delivery of a letter bearing crucial 

news took days to arrive. Perhaps people were so excited to receive news, the idea of questioning the messenger was 

secondary to the event of receiving. Today, information is exchanged so rapidly, it seems the task of stopping to think 

about the message, the messenger, and the context has been lost by the wayside. With ever more paths of information 

with many messengers in the mix, taking time to raise pointed questions when necessary is a necessity in order to try 

and make sense of it all. 

 



The investment of time in getting to know people long enough to see their behaviors over the course of time, to 

experience and watch the decisions that shape their character, and to allow the chance to evaluate content in addition 

to presentation is a task that takes time. When fear enters into the equation, when people in positions of power 

become afraid of losing their interests, then anxiety fuels the proceedings and the act of questioning, contemplating, 

and verifying before passing along the fear baton is lost. Farce ensues and we’re off and running in an absurd 

situation. We see it every day. 

 

The Inspector plot centers on two town gossips, Bobchinsky and Dobchinsky, who spend all of their time traveling 

from the Inn to the Market where they sell the meat pies and French Brandy Kegs, excited about the latest piece of 

information they can pass along to the townspeople. They make it an art to be the first to have the information and 

squabble over who is the first to deliver, who can get the details right when telling the story. They push each other to 

be first to share the news. It is based on Bobchinsky’s observations that the new young man in town, Khlestakov, is 

indeed the government inspector, based on some shaky observations. The townspeople buy his gossip, don’t ask a 

single question, and the wildfire has been ignited. 

 

Eger: Given IRC’s philosophy, how easy or difficult is it to find plays that are truly surreal and yet speak to us in our 

own time? 

 

It’s easy to find works that speak to the existential dilemma of reconciling man’s desire to be omnipotent, with the fact 

that we have limited time to find our purpose and to create meaning in what we do. Playwrights Ionesco and Beckett 

address the existential crisis head on, allowing the audience to rest in the crisis through feeling, requiring you to 

submerge in the angst and also, hopefully, the humor. 

 

Eger: You have consistently featured international playwrights, this time Gogol, a Russian Ukrainian. What made his 

work stand out for you? 

 

Brock: His writing is hilarious. He has a beautiful understanding of human behavior and how our fears drive us to 

extreme circumstances and how chaos results. Gogol asks that we jump on the locomotive, hold on tight, and go along 

for the ride, realizing the preposterous chain of events that a simple set of assumptions can ignite. The difference in 

Gogol’s work from the later absurdist authors is that we don’t light on that existential feeling during the course of the 

play as we do in Beckett or Ionesco; rather, we expose the folly and the ridiculous situations that create the farce. 

The existential questions raised in plays by absurdist authors are particularly potent and resonating with audiences, 

they are timeless. Perhaps because world events are so hard to fathom, atrocities so great, audiences seem keenly 

interested in looking inside, celebrating and examining those questions: how can I bring more meaning to what I do? 

How do my choices affect those around me?  So there’s the personal aspect, the looking inside and asking how we can 

contribute in a more meaningful way, and there’s the system outside ourselves and how we affect that process. The 

political system has become a circus side show. How do our differences in politics and beliefs lead to such disastrous 

consequences, and how much healing might happen if people were to take the time to have a conversation and listen 

with the intent of understanding, not judging, and hold each other and our leaders accountable without being 

branded troublemakers. As Ionesco said, “It’s not the answer that enlightens, but the question.” 

 



Eger: We are going into the presidential election this year with a lot of angry people: Republicans who believe that it’s 

all the fault of “the government,” while Democrats tend to blame the greed and corruption of the corporate world. 

How do you connect your production of The Government Inspector to these deeply seated fears in the US? 

 

Brock: People are angry because their voices aren’t being heard. They are tired of being marginalized, tired of being 

told they don’t know what they are talking about, and they don’t have the intelligence or understanding to propose 

solutions to simple and complex problems. We are all people. We live, work, eat, play, have ideas how to solve life’s 

dilemmas—and try to solve problems. You don’t have to be a specialist in any discipline to propose a solution or be in 

charge of change. People need to ask questions and leaders need to provide answers or admit they don’t know the 

answer. And we need to get over the social stigma that can go along with demanding straight clear answers and 

accountability. It’s the accountability piece that’s very distressing. Certain people in society, because of rank, privilege, 

and order, have an automatic hall pass to do whatever they please in the name of advancing their particular agenda. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

September 20, 2015 



Phindie 

When an Actor Cannot Move, the Director has to Jump In 

Tina Brock is the new KING in the sold-out final performances of Ionesco’s classic 

 

by Henrik Eger 

 

“Performing Ionesco is a sport,” declared Tina Brock, artistic director of absurdist theater group 

Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium, in a recent Phindie interview, unaware that she and her 

theater would get tested severely when Robb Hutter, the lead in IRC’s production of EXIT THE 

KING, hurt his back and ended up at hospital. Tina Brock had to make a quick decision: “So I’m on 

as the King—both last night and today. Not exactly the way I was hoping to take out this show, but 

here we are!” 

 

Before the final show today, she shared the following: “The King’s back had been giving him stop and 

start fits throughout the run of the show, though [it] seemed to be under control. I received a text 

yesterday in the early afternoon that Robb was lying on the floor, unable to move, he was in such 

excruciating pain…. We were trying to solve the problem through texts as he waited for the 

ambulance to arrive. [He] was admitted to the hospital for testing and released later last night.” 

 

She continues: “We talked about what to do, with a full house, closing weekend, many of our loyal 

audience waiting until the final weekend to see the show. After many considerations—since I knew 

the text, have played Ionesco before, [and] understood the material—it seemed the best course to 

have me wear the Little Lord Fauntleroy wig from Ondine (worn as the King) and give it a go. The 

script became the King’s scepter and off we went. 

 

“The cast was able to move me around on stage where the King needed to be, since he’s losing his 

mind and faculties anyway. Funny how all the blocking goes away when you are suddenly in the play 

instead of on the other side of it, directing the action. 

 

“It’s always a joy to perform Ionesco, regardless of the circumstances: to say his words, to exist in the 

world, is a gift. Since the King in Exit is losing all his capacities, so it all sort of seemed to work.” 

 

She ended her note with “Hugs and wish me strength,” and added this PS: “running off after the 

show, while the crew loads the set out tonight, to fundraise for WHYY, beginning at 6:30 pm. Happy 

life.” 

 

Speedy recovery, Robb Hutter, from all of us—and on with the show. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Phindie 

Performing Ionesco is a Sport 

Interview with EXIT THE KING director Tina Brock 

by Henrik Eger 

 

Philadelphia’s favorite absurdist theater troupe, Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium, is Fringing 

all Festival long with Eugene Ionesco’s EXIT THE KING. Henrik Eger talks to director Tina Brock 

about this intriguing production.  

 

Henrik Eger: What made you select EXIT THE KING with its fin de siècle atmosphere, its look at 

death, dying, and decay? 

 

Tina Brock: There is the Seize the Day theme. Life goes by quickly, particularly in our rapidly moving 

modern world. To focus on the essential and weed out the distractions is an art. There is a meditative 

quality about the last third of this play—a meditation on life and the end of life, on the roles we take 

on to keep the structure in place, the roles that we need in order to feel secure. 

 

I also saw the play as a comment about valuing the time we have, and living for each day. The 

sections about time passing so rapidly struck a chord. 

 

Eger: You seem to have a personal connection to EXIT THE KING. 

 

Brock:Exit the King intrigues from the theme of honoring our elders, for trails blazed, and the 

wisdom of experience. This journey is happening in my family presently, and it informed the process. 

It’s painfully difficult, though beautiful and important to experience all of those conflicting elements 

at one time. 

 

It seems the greatest gift you can give someone is to simply be there, which is the hardest thing when 

there’s literally nothing you can do to change the outcome. The idea of sharing the same space when 

“the end is near” takes on a new meaning—though, really, we never know when our time will come. 

 

Eger: The plays that you have presented during these past ten years always seem to have a wider 

social and, perhaps, even political relevance. 

 

Brock: In turbulent times, examining what matters to us most seems key, so as not to get caught up 

in the frenzy. This play interested me as not only in the singular journey of one man and the people 

around him, but the effect on the whole Kingdom and how, when the leader of a system cannot lead, 

the effect on the whole is systemic. Who steps up to do the necessary but difficult work of 

shepherding the person to the next place? How does the system react within? 

 

Eger: You chose a great team of actors. What did they bring to these roles? 

 

Brock: Performing Ionesco is a sport, really. The form requires the precision of a skilled group of 

team players: it’s highly technical, requires sufficient pace, vocal and emotional clarity, and physical 



precision. It’s more akin to volleyball than theater—which can be quite disarming to performers 

when you invoke the sport analogy. It’s one that Ionesco himself frequently used to describe the thrill 

of watching live theater at its best, commenting that it was like an exciting sporting event. 

 

Eger: Lighting added greatly to this production. 

 

Brock: Andrew Cowles understood the magical, ever-shifting mood that is Ionesco, translating the 

metaphysical into light and shadow, making the light a character–which is exactly what Ionesco 

asked for, namely that the elements be equal to create an experience larger than the sum of the parts: 

lights, sound, performers, costumes, and set design. 

 

Eger: The costumes cracked me up, all beautifully done for this surreal piece. 

 

Brock: Erica Hoelscher’s knowledge of costume history is immense. She researches and uses that 

knowledge, combined with her artistic sensibility. Her ability to understand performers, who they 

are as people, before they become the characters, informs her design. Erica takes into consideration 

the person she is designing for, and always builds on their strengths and individualities. Once that 

basic design is in place, we decide then what elements can be amped up to express the specific 

eccentricities of the character. 

 

It’s a tricky balance, designing for this form. Costumes can easily veer off into absurdity for the sake 

of silliness, with no connection to the character traits behind the choices. Erica understands how the 

historical informs the themes. We share the same work and artistic ethic and a desire to take risks, 

despite a small budget. 

 

Eger: Tell us about the inspiration behind the magical sound work. 

 

Brock: I’m affected by and sensitive to sound and music and how it ignites my mood and creativity. I 

begin work on the sound very early, and it is often the first element completed before the staging. 

This [approach] informs the direction for the characters and serves as a touch point for the play. 

When I run into blocks about direction, I come back to the soundscape. 

 

Eger: The audience was laughing a lot—even in the face of a King Lear-like loss of power and life. 

 

Brock: I want to be entertained at the theater. And there are many ways to accomplish that. One way 

is also to be challenged, goaded, and required to think about life and the choices we make. It’s 

important for me to experience the work of many different artists and ideas: dancers, visual artists, 

musicians, writers and filmmakers—and to be exposed to entertainment that makes me 

uncomfortable and challenged. I want to be exhausted after having seen a show. 

 

Eger: And how does EXIT THE KINGaccomplish that? 

 

Exit the King doesn’t lend itself to entertainment as in “you’re going to forget your troubles and 

escape to Nirvana,” but there is a comfort to me in tackling the subject head on. It’s a disturbing play, 

no doubt, but so is living in our modern world. Once it’s a given that life is finite, and that “we 



haven’t the time to take our time” (Queen Marguerite), then every move becomes important and 

considered. 

 

For me, this is entertainment of the highest order: it asks the questions, poses the issues, and allows 

us to bring ourselves to the table—hopefully leaving changed in some way. 

 

Eger: Ionesco’s world is filled with constant contradictions, puzzling paradoxes, and absurdities that 

show the ups and downs of life. 

 

Brock: As King Berenger says in his conversation with his Maid Juliette about the beauty of life, “It’s 

beautiful to be bored, and to not be bored . . . .” That’s what the plays the IRC chooses ask of our 

audience. 

 

Eger: Tell us about audiences that love surreal theater. 

 

Brock: Our audiences are an interesting, curious, spectacularly risky group, comprised of all ages and 

disciplines. What you will get with this experience is the “Anticipatory Ionesco Excitement”—a 

feeling that “something special will happen, and we will create it together.” It’s theater where 

everyone is trying to make sense of the insanity, coming together to share 90 minutes of 

reverence—and that’s the key—sharing the 90 minutes. We are changed for having been there 

together. It’s fabulous. 

 

Eger: How ready do you think Philadelphia is for surreal theater the way IRC presents it all year 

round? 

 

Brock: Very ready. 

 

Eger: Is there anything else you would like to share? 

 

Brock:  Eugene Ionesco said, “It’s not the answer that enlightens, but the question.” 

 

Eger: Thank you, Tina Brock. Ionesco also said, “Ideologies separate us. Dreams and anguish bring 

us together.” Your productions do precisely that. 

 

[Walnut Street Theatre, Independence Studio on 3, 825 Walnut St., 3rd floor] September 1-20, 2015; 

fringearts.com/eugene-ionescos-exit-the-king. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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TINA BROCK AND HER ABSURD THEATER COMPANY TAKE ON KAFKA 

Posted June 7th, 2013 

by Monica Rocha 

 

Nobody told Tina Brock that starting a theater company was going to be this way. 

 

The Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium, producing Kafka’s The Castle at the 2013 Fringe Festival, 

did not go through the typical track that many theater companies go through: clicking with 

like-minds at school, then building a company upon graduation. “Ours is not that story at all.” 

 

Currently on the Clinical Skills Evaluation Board by day and directing theater by night, Brock came 

to theater indirectly; she studied journalism in college and took classes in theater and dance before 

she moved to Philadelphia. After a job at WHYY radio, she found herself with the other two founders 

of IRC at George DiCenzo‘s scene study class at what used to be the Triangle Theater. “I used to get 

the critique, ‘You’re really right for this absurdist stuff.’ And I would think, ‘What does that mean?’ 

and it probably has something to do with the existential anxiety that I feel 24/7,” she laughs. 

 

Thus began the Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium. “The consortium is a couple of us, and then it’s 

more than a couple of us. I’m the producer and artistic director with another colleague who does 

more of the technical part, and then it’s a group of actors who tend to be consistent in this 

ensemble.” 

 

These actors also come from and contribute with a variety of backgrounds. “We work with a mix of 

disciplines: several have graduate degrees in theater, some with dance, music, philosophy, English. 

The writing is very musical, so experience in dance or with an instrument is common.” 

The actors themselves are sort of nomadic, yet their unique individual processes mix well under the 

direction of Brock. In all of its manifestations, the consortium has consistently produced about two 

shows a year. 

 

“There’s a form to the work–and a way of working on it that together–that we’ve developed and 

experienced with. This process isn’t necessarily the way most people would work if they were going 

to work on something like American Realism.” 

 

“Absurdist theatre” works as shorthand to describe the content of the plays, but Brock is quick to 

qualify the label that Martin Esslin used to pool together authors like Arthur Adamov and Eugene 

Ionesco together in the fifties and sixties. “It’s not so much a title; it’s more a list of attributes that 

the work seems to have in common.” 

 

And how does one process absurd, existential, or nonsensical theatre? 

 

When the consortium first started, “We just got on our feet and just tried to work through the 

material because so much of it is not plot-driven. It’s like an episode of Friends; little happens. It’s 

about an emotional state that fuels the action or non-action . . . it wants to be visceral and not 

cerebral.” 

 



Her challenges come with directing those who are not naturally inclined towards anxiety. “I come to 

the character by way of the movement, because that’s when I find the emotional trajectory of the 

character. But for other people they don’t find it first from that place. They come from a logical, 

cerebral place, which is just as valid of a place.”  Brock came to her style by way of her own 

experimentation and initiative, so it’s natural that she respects each of the individual processes in her 

directing. 

 

In casting, Brock has a preference for people who already have an existentialist streak themselves for 

good reason. “It’s hard to ask people to be anxious. Anxiety is not a state that people want to be in. 

It’s not a place anyone chooses to reside, it’s hard on the body and mind–it can be tricky to 

authentically create and sustain.” 

 

Another challenge involves the give and take between audience and performer in a little space.”One 

of the reasons we work in a small space is because I want the audience to feel the loop of it. That’s 

where humor comes in order to really trim the edges off of it.” 

 

Balancing the immersive and the intimate becomes especially important when you figure in the 

electricity generated by anxiety-provoking plays.  “If the character’s energy is too sprawling or 

generalized, the play loses shape. . . .There’s no hiding in your head in this material. We have to bring 

it onto the stage so the audience feels it.” 

 

This year’s performance marks the fourth theater production of Kafka’s surreal work ever, and uses 

the adaptation the Manhattan Theater Ensemble did in the early 2000s. Meticulous about set design, 

Brock has produced a play that is visually captivating in order to communicate how “the castle is out 

there” within the limits of a twenty-four by eighteen foot space. 

 

What we get out of a play like this are the experiences that enable us to become better, or at least 

more interesting people. Whatever it does, a cringe followed by a laugh can apparently do wonders in 

the weighty business of existing. 

 

“Here you have the best of Monty Python, and you still have the depth and the philosophy of Kafka, 

who I find hilarious.” 

 

–Monica Rocha 
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PVLA CLIENT PROFILE: 

IDIOPATHIC RIDICULOPATHY CONSORTIUM 

 

It’s all in the name. Formed in May 2006 out of the artful mind of Tina Brock, Case Developer for 

National Board of Medical Examiners, the nonprofit Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium (IRC) has 

been relishing in the artistic abstract and unconventional since its inception. “Bringing good 

nothingness to life,” the IRC is an organization committed to preserving and presenting the classic, 

lesser-known works from resident authors of the “Theatre of the Absurd,” notably Sartre, Beckett, 

Genet and Ionesco. 

 

Ironically enough, as Brock explains, the concept for using “idiopathic ridiculopathy” in their name 

was actually born out of a medical diagnosis she was given to act out some odd years ago; before 

founding her theatre company, she worked as a standardized patient acting out maladies for medical 

students at the University of Pennsylvania. “Basically,” she said, “it means you have a problem with 

your arm, and we have no idea why,” speaking of the unusual condition. Appealing to a lover of 

dense wordplay, this specific generality was chosen to express the wonderful disutility of language: 

the unique human ability to speak many words, yet say very little, if anything at all. As Brock asserts, 

“language can bring us no closer to understanding.” 

 

This notion of a communicative paradox is a theme often visited by Brock and her colleagues within 

their productions, and, until their organization’s arrival, was largely a motif unvisited by the 

Philadelphia theatre community. Thus, aiming to fill this void and articulate the unintelligible, the 

IRC was established. 

 

One document a nonprofit never wants to be unintelligible is its bylaws. IRC contacted PVLA in late 

2011 with draft bylaws and board member expectations, wanting to ensure its compliance with 

Pennsylvania nonprofit law and best practices. IRC was matched with PVLA Volunteer Ken Burman, 

Esq. for pro bono legal aid. 

 

IRC productions are performed in an intimate setting for heightened connectivity with their 

audience, and specifically emphasize physical comedy, clowning and vaudeville elements to convey 

their stories. Experiencing this profound connection personally during two visits to the theatre, 

Burman had no problem assisting this organization in nailing down its governing documents. 

Characterized by IRC Board member Gail Furman as “amazing… involved and enthusiastic,” Burman 

created a constitution for the organization that reflected their goals in the midst of varying opinions. 

As a result of this fine work and enthusiasm, Burman still has strong ties to the organization, holding 

the title of IRC legal consultant. 

 

Currently playing at Walnut Street Theatre, the Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium presents the 

play “Paradise Park” written by Charles Mee and directed by founder Tina Brock. The play boasts a 



magical, dream-like amusement park experience, and can be further researched on the IRC website: 

idiopathicridiculopathyconsortium.org. 
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The Philadelphia Inquirer 

Ridiculopathy as a Life Pursuit 

by Daniel Rubin 

 

 

When the houselights rose and the audience at the Society Hill Playhouse on Tuesday evening 

roared, Tina Brock stepped forward for a bow and the chance to catch her breath. As the Old Woman 

in Eugene Ionesco's play The Chairs, she'd sprinted for 80 minutes, dragging furniture, climbing 

window ledges, and seducing imaginary guests in a tattered wedding gown and scarlet athletic socks. 

 

"Brilliant," The Inquirer's Toby Zinman wrote of Brock's direction, "breathtakingly brave" of her 

acting. What's amazing to me is that Brock wasn't asleep on her feet. Her production, one of the stars 

of this year's Live Arts/PhillyFringe Festival, is testimony to the idea that it's easier to dedicate your 

life to the theater of the absurd if you have a steady day job. Brock's workday Tuesday had begun 14 

hours before at the National Board of Medical Examiners in University City, where at 7 a.m. she was 

meeting with doctors and preparing test cases for future physicians. By day and by night she creates 

puzzlers of the human condition. The office job "is the discipline," she says. "It provides the social 

support, it gives structure to the whole catastrophe, as it's consistent and, of course, it pays my bills." 

The catastrophe she refers to? It might be that it took 200-plus hours of rehearsals to make the show 

a success, or that although her company, which produces two pieces a year,has a $25,000 annual 

budget, she's always paying herself last. 

 

We were talking in the garden of 3750 Market St., where the National Board of Medical Examiners is 

based. Brock has worked there for three years. Before that she created similar cases for its 

osteopathic equivalent. And before that, she starred as a standardized patient - remember Kramer's 

temp job on Seinfeld?- acting out maladies for medical students at the University of Pennsylvania. 

That work provided more than funding for her artistic life; it provided a name for her three-year-old 

theatrical company, The Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium, which goes by the motto: "We bring 

good nothingness to life." "Idiopathic ridiculopathy was actually a diagnosis I was given to act out," 

she said. "Basically, it means you have a problem with your arm, and we have no idea why." This 

specific generality appealed to a lover of dense word play. "The name suggests how wonderful it is 

that we can communicate and have no idea what we're saying," said Brock, 50, who lives in Bella 

Vista with her 14-year-old son, Liam. "Language can bring us no closer to understanding." That's a 

theme expressed in many of the plays by Ionesco, Beckett, and Albee that she favors. 

 

"So many words, so little meaning," she said brightly. "The works I like are often about the banality 

of everyday conversation. You know when you go to a party and people aren't really talking to each 

other?" Brock is tiny, with large pale blue eyes and bobbed hair that she dyes bright red. She looks a 

little like the blonde with pin-straight hair I used to see on WHYY TV12 fund-raisers. That was when 

she worked for the station in public relations and had so much fun on camera during its marathon 

pledge breaks that in 1990 she signed up for an acting course at the Wilma Theater. That led to more 

classes and shows and commercials in Philadelphia and New York, a life that wound down five years 

ago, when she started working full time on medical cases. Growing up in Indiana she used to stage 

summer extravaganzas in which reluctant friends, relatives, and family pets starred. But in school 



she charted a more practical course, studying journalism, then communications. Finding her love 

late in the game - she was 47 when she started her theater company - might help explain the sort of 

theater that grips her. Ionesco was nearly 40 when he wrote his first play, The Bald Soprano. These 

difficult pieces make more sense as you get older, Brock said."You have to have lived a bit to get 

them." 

 

Contact Daniel Rubin at 215-854-5917 or drubin@phillynews.com. 
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Fake news in the flesh - Tina Brock and IRC interpret the pages of the Onion 

by Bruce Walsh (bruce.walsh@metro.us) 

 

 

Tina Brock relishes the nuances of performing and directing absurdist theater. Sitting in front of a 

foamy cappuccino at the Green Line Cafe in West Philly, her speech races along, as she attempts to 

articulate the complex intellectual concepts of absurdism. She is, after all, the founder of Idiopathic 

Ridiculopathy Consortium, the only theater company in the area specifically devoted to the absurdist 

genre (writers like Sartre, Beckett, Genet and Ionesco). But as an actor, perhaps the most riotous 

laughter she ever received was when she performed an op-ed piece by one of the fictional characters 

in The Onion newspaper: “Why Do Porn Actors Have To Use Such Foul Language?” “It’s really 

important that you get actors with a specific sense of humor,” she says of “Raw Onion,” her 

company’s one-night-only marathon of monologues culled from the Onion’s pages. 

 

“It’s the same people that find the paper funny usually. Because you really have to commit to the 

bizarre details these people care about.” The idea emerged five years ago, while Brock was looking for 

material to perform in an acting class. The monologues — like “Why Can’t I Sell Any of These F—ing 

Bibles?” and “Who Do I Have to Blow to Win the Bancroft Prize?” — were so infectious for both 

performers and viewers alike that Brock began to think they had a future on stage. Atage Cabaret 6th 

and Bainbridge streets Sunday, 6 p.m. and 9 p.m. $20, 215-285-0472 www.idiopathicridiculopathy 

consortium.org “It just works better to get out of the way and let the material do the work and deliver 

them almost sincerely.” RJ White, on performing text from the Onion.nd, judging from the 

reception, she was definitely onto something. But at least thus far the Onion has only relinquished 

the rights for one night a year. 

 

“I didn’t mess with the columnists like Smoove B, because I think those characters are beloved by 

certain people, and to me you shouldn’t meddle with something someone is so connected to,” 

explains Brock. “I went to [the Onion] with a very specific thing: the opinion section only. Every 

week it’s somebody wailing on about something or other. I told them I didn’t want to change them, 

but I wanted to bring them to life.” Seventeen actors have been assembled for this “Raw Onion,” and 

Brock says she only chose actors that she can be sure will approach the insanity with a serious work 

ethic. “The use of language in the Onion – the way it can be meaningless or cancel itself out is so 

similar to absurdism,” she says. "These are absurd characters on some level. The ridiculousness with 

which they’re expressing themselves is completely absurd.” ' 



 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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ECCENTRICITIES OF A 
NIGHTINGALE 
THEATRE 
By Robert Nichols 

Eccentricities of a Nightingale costumes designed by Erica Hoelscher. 



When Eccentricities of a Nightingale debuted on Broadway in 1976 after being 

tweaked for 25 years, Tennessee Williams brought to the stage a story about 

outcasts that was seen as an amalgam of anguish and poetry. Costume 

designer Erica Hoelscher created a languid and reserved atmosphere of the 

South with her creations for a September run of performances at 

Philadelphia’s Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium (IRC). 

The action takes place in the early 20th century in Glorious Hill, Miss. Alma 

Winemiller, a sensitive and lonely woman, has become increasingly restless 

and aware of her idiosyncrasies and traits that cause her to stand out. 

Controlled by her stern minister father, who is embarrassed by her unstable 

mother, she makes a final, and almost desperate, attempt to win the man of 

her choice—John, a doctor whose social-climbing mother frowns on his 

attachment to Alma. The play focuses on the revealing why Alma and John can 

never be a couple and how their futures are deeply impacted by their pasts. In 

the end, there is to be only one truly beautiful moment between them—for 

neither can break the ties of family and position that draw them apart. 

The Philadelphia production took place in the Bethany Mission Gallery as part 

of the city’s annual Fringe Festival.  

“We always have a Fringe production,” says Hoelscher, professor and chair 

of theatre at Lehigh. “We’ve become something of a cornerstone for the 

Fringe. We also have strong grass-roots support from the community. We can 

take any play and make it absurd by the way we interpret it and stylize it.” 

Because the consortium lacks a home space, designing costumes required 

Hoelscher to have a mobile studio. She handled all construction for more than 



20 costumes. She loaded a mirror and fitting kit into her car and often handled 

fittings during rehearsals.  

“It’s very hands on,” she said. “I don’t do the design, then pass it off to 

someone else. I produce them. One of the things you have to do as a designer is 

be skilled at pulling from a variety of sources to make things work.” 

Hoelscher, who is also the consortium’s associate artistic director, loves 

staging these productions. Williams’ script was perfect for the festival, a 

citywide celebration of artistic innovation and creativity in performance. Each 

September, the festival spreads across Philadelphia neighborhoods with more 

than 1,000 artistically daring performances. Absurdist theatre deals with the 

ineffectiveness of language to communicate, with man’s reaction to a world 

apparently without meaning or people’s inability to deal with unseen forces. 

The IRC develops seasons that expose the Philadelphia region to rarely 

produced, yet renowned plays that explore these human conditions. 

“What I love about absurdism is that every absurdist playwright refutes the 

fact they are absurdist because they refute all definition,” she says. “They will 

not be categorized and put into any umbrella. To me, this is what gives the IRC 

permission to ‘absurdize’ any play we want. In the theatre, characters are 

constantly trying to define themselves and understand their surroundings. In 

absurdism, those efforts fail hilariously, allowing us to laugh at the foibles and 

frailty of life.” 
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THE CHAIRS 
THEATRE  
By Robert Nichols 

 
The Idiopathic Ridiculopathy Consortium performed at the Philadelphia Fringe 
Festival  

As part of the Philadelphia FringeArts Festival, the Idiopathic Ridiculopathy 

Consortium (IRC) presented Eugene Ionesco’s’ classic The Chairs, Sept. 6-25 at 

Walnut Street Theater, with costume designs by Erica Hoelscher. 



Ionesco’s one-act play involves an elderly couple living in a lighthouse. The 

man has a message for the world and has invited everyone to come hear it. 

Many guests arrive, invisible to the audience, but with whom the couple has 

conversations.  

“There are many layers to this play,” says Hoelscher. “It brings in aspects of 

our contemporary world, particularly the difficulty we have connecting with 

one another. As is common in absurdist plays, these characters are abysmal 

failures at communicating, yet in a very tender way, what they don’t say 

conveys meaning to the audience and strikes a universal chord.” 

With just three main characters, the script presented Hoelscher with 

costuming challenges. Design choices had to be made with a specific intent in 

mind, she says. “Everything has to be perfectly fitting; nothing can be there 

because ‘it’ll do.’” 

The production is a revival of a staging the IRC presented 10 years ago. “The 

Chairs really put the IRC on the map,” says Hoelscher. “It was the initial 

production that got the IRC a lot of attention. In recognition of this, it was 

remounted for the Fringe Festival.” 

Now in its 20th year, the FringeArts Festival is one of Philadelphia’s signature 

fall arts events with progressive performances from artists across the globe. It 

features hundreds of dance, theater, visual art, music and spoken-word 

performances in traditional venues, but also on street corners, cars, galleries, 

cabarets and restaurants. The festival’s performances and complementary 

events span a wide range of genres, often pushing limits beyond traditional 

artistic boundaries.  



For this production, the set was repurposed to a new space. The original 

performances were held at Society Hill Playhouse, but this production was 

staged at Walnut Street Theater. The original designer was brought back to 

make it work in the new space, and Hoelscher designed a revised version of 

costumes for the play. The revised costumes were created in tandem with the 

actors’ interpretations of the characters in rehearsal workshops and design 

meetings. 

“The idea is there’s a seamless integration and a process of discovery made 

based on experimentation with what you have available,” says Hoelscher. “The 

process works for this play because there are only three actors, all very familiar 

with the absurdist genre.” 

Not only was Hoelscher the costume designer, but she also serves as IRC’s 

associate artistic director, a role she assumed in 2015. Hoelscher has designed 

IRC productions since 2010 and has worked on many plays with Tina Brock, the 

consortium’s co-founder and producing artistic director. Brock wanted to 

bring a new voice as the IRC envisions itself for another 10 years, Hoelscher 

says.“Ten years is a huge accomplishment for a small company—to survive for 

that long and be actively producing. And they’re expanding, now doing staged 

readings, more work in the community to get audiences involved. The next few 

years will be exciting. It will be telling as to whether our work pans out and is 

something we can continue.” 
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RHINOCEROS 
THEATRE  
By Robert Nichols 

 
Designer Erica Hoelscher teamed recently with the Idiopathic Ridiculopathy 

Consortium (IRC) theatre to develop costumes and scenery for a production of 

Eugene Ionesco’s Rhinoceros.  

The Philadelphia-based IRC specializes in absurdism, where the main theme is 

the inadequacy of language to communicate. In Rhinoceros, inhabitants of a 

small, provincial French town turn into rhinoceroses over the course of three 



acts. Ultimately, the only human who does not succumb to this mass 

metamorphosis is the central character, Bérenger. The rhinoceros suggests 

competition between people; characters refuse to be bettered even if it means 

becoming a rhinoceros. They chase after ways to distinguish themselves, the 

ultimate conformation and unifying factor. 

Hoelscher costumed 15 characters and wanted rhinoceros masks because she 

believed that a contemporary audience would want real and tangible three-

dimensional experiences. She researched previous productions that had 

approached the idea of the rhinoceros in different ways. Some were creative, 

almost a found object-type rhinoceros, while others were more realistic in the 

approach. Throughout the course of the play, more and more characters turn 

into rhinoceroses until the end of the play when only one character is left not 

transformed. At first they believe it is a disease, but it increasingly becomes 

clear that it is a choice people are making. As more people become 

rhinoceroses, becoming part of the crowd becomes hard to resist.   

“I was trying to figure out what to do with these rhinoceros masks, because I 

wanted there to be a physical, tangible way the actor turns into a rhinoceros,” 

she says. “Over the course of the play, rhinoceros heads start appearing around 

Bérenger and they get increasingly elaborate until they are incredibly ornate. I 

wanted something real that would make a connection for the audience between 

themselves and the rhinoceroses.”  

Hoelscher wanted a mask that would aid the actors in their transformations 

and add shock value to the show. She consulted with Brian Slocum, manager of 

the design shop in Lehigh’s Wilbur Powerhouse, as to how best to fabricate 

molds. Slocum suggested that Hoelscher speak with Lisa Glover ’13 ’14G, a 

student in Lehigh’s technical entrepreneurship master’s program. Glover, who 



received her bachelor’s degree in architecture, recently launched an online 

crowd-funding effort, a 3-D paper velociraptor built by folding a high-quality 

paper board. As Glover’s dinosaur entrepreneurial efforts were catching the 

attention of national media, Hoelscher spoke with her about collaborating on a 

rhinoceros mask.  

Several revisions were needed before the pair found the right prototype. The 

mask is similar to origami. The computerized CAD program and the laser 

cutter create the shapes in cardboard, then it takes two hours to fold, 

manipulate and glue together. The cost is in developing the pattern and 

perfecting the prototype, she says, which is essential as each actor needs 

several masks to accommodate for damage during rehearsals and 

performances. Hoelscher says Glover’s design has potential beyond 

velociraptors. 

“Lisa’s process has a lot of applications to the theatre. It’s a matter of 

materials and how they become kinetic. I’ve seen her wear her large dinosaur, 

and there’s tremendous opportunities for her to collaborate with costume 

designers in the theatre or in other businesses.” 

 




