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Abstract 

Through application of research in semiotics, Postmodernism, and body image, I directed Madeleine 

George’s The Most Massive Woman Wins, a one-act play which challenges the connotation of the term 

“massive” and depicts the struggles of four women with negative body image. This research focuses on 

the sign systems of the actor’s body within the stage space theorized by Antonin Artaud and Peter 

Brook. Additionally, this research includes analysis from feminist critics Susan Bordo and Kathy Davis on 

the signification of the female body in society, the construction of negative body image, development of 

eating disorders, and the solutions women seek in cosmetic surgery. With specific examples from my 

production, I illustrate the powerful signifying potential of both the actor and the space in creating a 

lasting image, which Peter Brook refers to as a “kernel.” Statistics show many college-aged women 

suffer from negative body image and eating disorders. In addition to the pressure felt by women to 

conform to “societally established standards of beauty,” today more than ever men are experiencing the 

same pressure. Therefore, The Most Massive Woman Wins is an especially relevant play to produce at 

The University of Arizona. 
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Introduction 

The term “massive” possesses many definitions and connotations. Mass is “a unified body of 

matter with no specific shape”; mass is also “a grouping of individual parts or elements that compose a 

unified body” (“mass”). In Physics, mass is “the quantity of matter constituting an object.” Mass is not 

the same as an object’s volume – for example, a human body’s mass does not directly relate to its 

shape. Initially, George’s use of the term mass seems to refer to the weight of a woman. However, by 

using the term massive instead of heaviest or fattest, George is complicating the meaning, allowing for 

many different interpretations of the concept of mass. These definitions inspired my interpretation and 

direction of Madeleine George’s The Most Massive Woman Wins. The production was fully staged in the 

Harold Dixon Directing Studio on May 1st, 2015. Featuring performances by Ellie Boyles, Alexandra 

Totillo, Mary Outcalt, and Sydney Werry and lighting design by Domino Mannheim. I found The Most 

Massive Woman Wins through a search for one-act plays written by women that would allow me to 

explore the semiotics of Postmodern theatre. Focusing on Antonin Artaud and Peter Brook, dramatists 

who have influenced Postmodern theatre, I explore the necessity of semiotics to the director’s process. 

English director Peter Brook states “A director is not free of responsibility – he is totally 

responsible-- but he is not free of the process either, he is part of it” (Brook 108). An individual director's 

process varies, but regardless of style, the director is most responsible for the visual communication of 

the play through staging. Jean Alter raises the question: Does a director interpret meaning or create 

meaning (252)?  By distinguishing interpretation and creation, the director's process is being divided into 

two activities. Interpretation is abstract and associated with theory; creation is concrete and associated 

with a practice. Antonin Artaud and Peter Brook are both theoreticians and practitioners. A director 

creates meaning through construction of signs, specifically the signs of space, or what Artaud calls 

"spatial poetry," and the actor's body in Postmodern theatre.  
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Madeleine George’s The Most Massive Woman Wins is an example of Postmodern theatre and 

the play’s use of the word “massive” requires research in body image and the actor’s body as a sign as 

well as an unconventional reading of the term “massive.” The Most Massive Woman Wins’ most 

essential element is the depiction of mass. Stripped of its connotative relationship to the word “fat,” the 

term “massive” allows for focus on the matter of the body itself, rather than its connotation of shape 

attached by society. Directing this play also requires an understanding of the influences on 

Postmodernism and its traits. Both interpretation and creation are essential to staging The Most Massive 

Woman Wins. By applying my research of body image, semiotics, and Postmodernism, I use the actor’s 

body and space as primary signifiers of meaning for the play. The production highlights the actor’s 

bodies as signs and their existence within the stage space. The production will explore the serious issue 

of negative body image while juxtaposing the issue with humor and challenging the definition of 

“massive.” The sparse stage will allow the audience to focus on the bodies of the characters and the 

blocking of the action will signify each character’s construction of body image and search for 

purification. For the final scene, I will use the actors’ bodies in space to signify the creation of the most 

massive woman: the unification of the characters connected through their hunger. 

Postmodernity in The Most Massive Woman Wins 

The most accurate definition of Postmodernism is an extension of and reaction to modernism. 

As Ihab Hassan explains in “Toward a Concept of Postmodernism,” literary terms, like postmodern, 

“[serve] only to confirm the irrational genius of language” because “a new term opens for its proponents 

a new space in language” (116). The term postmodern is useful because it allows for discussion and 

exploration of artistic movements with similar characteristics. Postmodernism, however, is especially 

applicable to theatre and specifically Madeline George’s The Most Massive Woman Wins.1 

                                                           
1 Hereafter referred to as MMWW. 
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In Condition of Postmodernity, David Harvey pinpoints a few characteristics of Postmodernism 

that are especially pertinent to MMWW: “time-space compression, signifiers, […] and intertextuality” 

(16). Harvey also cites the notion of Dionysus, the Greek god of Drama and a “destructively creative” 

power, as an especially accurate view of Postmodernism (16). Because Harvey defines Postmodernism 

with an analogy to theatre, the concept is especially applicable to theatre. As a “creatively destructive” 

movement, Postmodernism seeks to continually break apart and recombine conventional codes, 

resulting in unstable sign systems (McHale 49-51). Postmodernism alters Modernism’s schematic 

approaches to thematic content. Hassan illustrates these schematic differences with a chart, listing the 

traits of Modernism and Postmodernism (121). The chart includes many shifts that are useful to theatre, 

but the most pertinent to The Most Massive Woman Wins, is the shift from focus on the signified to 

focus on the signifier. Modernism displays a tight relation between signifier and signified, producing a 

clear signified meaning. Postmodernism focuses on the signifier itself allowing signs to potentially signify 

multiple, ambiguous meanings. Ambiguity in Postmodernism allows for the potential plurality of 

meaning and requires the audience to synthesize their own interpretation of the play’s message. In 

order to focus on the signifiers of the characters and depict the societal influence on women’s body 

image, MMWW relies on fragmentary structure, implied second person pronoun, spatial and temporal 

displacement, juxtaposition, and intertextuality.  

 MMWW asks how a “massive woman” can win in a society that constructs a negative body 

image for women, forcing them to resort to cosmetic surgery, self-harm, and eating disorders to 

conform to “societally established standards of beauty” (George 278). With emphasis on the characters, 

MMWW approaches the subject as a postmodern text. The play employs a non-linear, non-Aristotelian, 

fragmentary dramatic structure. The action begins in a liposuction clinic in the present time. The action 

then shifts from collective scenes in the liposuction clinic, to flashbacks, to monologues, and to a 

fairytale inspired ending. The play is punctuated by nursery rhymes and whistles which provide 
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transitions between scenes. The nursery rhymes and gym teacher’s whistle signify childhood’s influence 

on construction of body image. The whistles also signify an external force exerted on the characters to 

shift between scenes. The script states that there are light shifts to aid in transitions, but my production 

relies solely on the rhymes and whistles to indicate a shift in action. Due to the frequent shifts in action, 

the play’s structure is fragmentary. The action only depicts snippets of the characters’ pasts, leaving the 

majority to be filled in by the audience’s imagination.  

Much of the filled in information will be based on the spectator’s own experience with their 

body image through the play’s use of the implied second person. Much of the dialogue is direct address 

and the characters are aware of the audience. The use of direct address is an example of 

Postmodernism’s use of the second-person pronoun “you.” Direct address and “the second person 

functions as an invitation to the reader to project himself or herself” into the play (McHale 224). The 

monologues and much of the dialogue are addressed to the audience as not only an invitation, but an 

obligation for the audience to project themselves into the characters’ experiences. 

Postmodern texts often employ spatial and temporal displacement, to remove context from the 

signifier (McHale 60). In MMWW, the setting is initially a liposuction clinic, then transitions into an 

unspecified, temporally removed setting during the flashbacks. Each flashback focuses on one 

character’s past experience, without providing any time or location for context. The other characters 

morph into shadows of the people of the focus character’s experience. By removing any temporal or 

spatial context, MMWW focuses on the characters as signifiers.  

In Postmodern Fiction, Brian McHale describes Postmodernism’s “strategies for constructing and 

deconstructing space,” including juxtaposition (45). The play relies heavily on juxtaposition of humor 

and serious thematic content. George states in her notes, “it is important that the play be established 

humorous from the outset” (271). This juxtaposition is a device George uses to explore the devastation 

of negative body image and the humor of the female body. Rarely does the female body have the 
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opportunity for humor, such as fart jokes and penis jokes available to the male body. George is allowing 

the female body to explore its existence as a humorous object while simultaneously an object of 

discrimination. The humor does not reduce the gravity of body image, but in fact highlights it making it 

more approachable for an audience. At the performance, the audience found many of the lines 

humorous, especially Sabine’s monologue. Without George’s note, the play could easily become a 

monotonous, somber lamentation about the horrors of negative body image.  

In addition to juxtaposition, the play relies heavily on intertextuality in its use of nursery rhymes 

and fairytales. Harvey states that “intertextual weaving has a life of its own” meaning that the use of 

intertextuality layers the play with meanings attached to the rhymes and fairytales. The childlike rhymes 

and fairytales signify the childhood factors that contribute to negative body image. The audience may 

have their own associations with these rhymes and fairytales, which complicates the signified meaning 

allowing for ambiguity. 

Due to these postmodern traits, especially ambiguity, MMWW exists comfortably within the 

genre of Postmodern theatre. Whitmore states “Postmodernists believe that the world is encountered 

in fragments and that each person experiences it differently. There is, in their view, “no universal 

meaning to a work of art” (56). MMWW allows for a variety of interpretations because the focus is on 

presenting the signifier, not communicating clear signified meaning. MMWW’s fragmentary structure, 

implied second person pronoun, temporal and spatial displacement, juxtaposition, and intertextuality 

create ambiguity and emphasize the signifiers of the characters. The most important signifiers of 

MMWW are the characters. Therefore, my production and research focuses on Antonin Artaud and 

Peter Brook’s theories concerning the semiotics of the actor’s body.  

Development of Postmodern theatre 

Director Martin Esslin, famous for his writing on The Theatre of the Absurd, states in The Field of 

Drama that “A dramatic performance must, at the most basic level, be regarded as essentially a process 
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by which information about the actions that are to be mimetically reproduced is conveyed to the 

audience” (qtd. in Whitmore 4). The Theatre of the Absurd is an early example of a postmodern 

theatrical movement especially in its use of disjunctive language, temporal and spatial displacement, 

ambiguity, and its rejection of Realism. In Directing Postmodern theatre, a helpful survey of postmodern 

director’s use of semiotics, Jon Whitmore cites Esslin for his definition's acknowledgment of a dramatic 

performance’s dependence on communication of sign systems. The Theatre of the Absurd was 

influenced by many dramatists, including Antonin Artaud, and its experimental nature continues to 

influence dramatists today.  

Martin Esslin states in The Theatre of the Absurd, Artaud’s “real importance to the Theatre of 

the Absurd lies in his theoretical writings and practical experiments as a producer” (Esslin 382). Antonin 

Artaud (1896-1948) was a director and theorist originally aligned with the French surrealists, before he 

was “expelled” due to his radical ideas (Wilson and Goldfarb 375-376). Artaud's Theatre and Its Double 

was mostly overlooked in his time and he did not enjoy success in applying his theory to practice with 

The Cenci (376). Artaud desired to reject the conventions of contemporary theatre and valued non-

Western theatre for its ritualistic performance. In the preface to The Theatre and Its Double published in 

1938, Artaud criticized the decline of contemporary life. A “cultured, civilized man [is someone who is] 

informed about systems, who thinks in systems, forms, signs, and representation” and Artaud criticizes 

theatre based on these traditional codes arguing for a theatre stripped of its traditional form and 

returned to its ritualistic origins (Artaud 2).  Artaud then outlines his demands for “The Theatre of 

Cruelty” and his intended use of visual sign systems. Artaud is only rejecting common theatrical 

conventions of his time, not the use of signs systems altogether. Artaud desires a new language of 

theatrical sign systems. In “Theatre of Cruelty: The First Manifesto” he places importance of visual sign 

systems, but explains these signs must be organized, combined, and interconnected so that the density 

of signs creates a complex meaning. Artaud specifically addresses two visual signs: theatrical space, or 
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“spatial poetry,” and the actor's body (Artaud 26, 72). Artaud's prescriptive manifesto demands a new 

theatrical code that is an early resemblance of Postmodernism. Although his “endeavors ended in utter 

failure and mental collapse […] in some sense, he triumphed” in his influence on Postmodern theatrical 

movements (Esslin 385). 

Despite Artaud's lack of success in practicing the Theatre of Cruelty, he was highly influential to 

English dramatist Peter Brook. Peter Brook is a contemporary director and theoretician whom Whitmore 

cites frequently both for his theoretical writings and his postmodern productions. Expanding on the 

Theatre of Cruelty's ideas, Brook argues for continual renewal of theatre because eventually even avant-

garde movements lose their shock value and become accepted theatrical conventions (Brook 53). Brook 

also expands on Artaud's “spatial poetry” in Empty Space (1968). Brook details experiments with actors 

performing action signs without text, which was influenced by Artaud (49). Brook emphasizes the two 

strongest visual sign systems are the space and actor: “I can take any empty space and call it a bare 

stage. A man walks across this empty space whilst someone else is watching him, and this is all that is 

needed for an act of theatre to be engaged” (9).  Brook is stating that the only elements required for 

theatre are an actor’s body, a stage space, and an audience—everything else is superfluous. Both Artaud 

and Brook stress the importance of the actor’s body as a sign within the theatrical space. These theories 

reflect the postmodern focus on the signifier itself and the removal of contextual signs, which allow for 

ambiguity. Therefore, for my research I have isolated these three elements to analyze how MMWW 

communicates ambiguous meaning to an audience through actor’s body in a stage space. 

Semiotics and Directing Postmodernism 

Before discussing the actor’s body in space, a brief summary the study of semiotics, or sign 

systems, applicable to this project is necessary. The founders of semiotics were 19th century philosopher 

C.S. Pierce and linguist Ferdinand de Saussure. Both analyze “means of communication as conventions” 

understood within codes, particularly in the study of language (“semiotics/semiology”). However, 
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semiotics has since been applied to many disciplines. Saussure originally distinguished the terms signifier 

and signified. Later, Pierce categorizes sign in three categories: icon, index, and symbol. An icon 

resembles its referent, like a pedestrian sign indicating a pedestrian crossing. An index is associated with 

its referent, like blood signifying a bodily injury. A symbol is arbitrarily applied to its referent, like the 

color green symbolizing envy. For directing, these classifications of signs, especially the icon, are useful. 

Saussure emphasizes the “linear nature of the signifier” in his exploration of linguistic semiotics 

(Saussure 70). The signifier “unfolds” in time and therefore “represents a span” that is “measurable in a 

single dimension,” or a line (70). Speaking about general semiotics, Saussure explains that visual signs 

may be simultaneous and linguistic signs cannot be overlapped, but occur in a “chain” (70). However, in 

theatre, meaning is conveyed to the audience through aural, linguistic, and visual sign systems 

simultaneously. The theatrical space allows for a more dense production and communication of signs 

than most art forms. Therefore, an understanding of the semiotics of theatre is essential to directing. 

Applying semiotics to Postmodern theatre, Whitmore explains that a single signifier may create 

multiple meanings, or signifieds (6). Additionally, a sign possesses a denotative meaning as well as a 

connotative meaning, or associated meaning created by feeling towards the sign (6). The word “mass” is 

an example of a linguistic sign in MMWW that carries a stronger connotative than denotative meaning. 

Initially, the audience expects “massive” to mean with fat or overweight. However, because George 

states that all the women do not need to be overweight, she is giving permission to challenge and break 

down the accepted notion of massive. Approaching mass with a denotative definition, my production 

challenged the notion of a massive woman with the actors’ bodies. For an object to have mass it only 

needs to have matter—therefore, every body is massive. Mass can also denote a collection of bodies 

into a group. This definition is equally applicable to the play’s ending that depicts a formation of the 

women into a whole, unified body. By returning to the denotation of massive, the play allows for a new 

signified meaning of the term. 
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Meaning can be affected by connotation and further modified by combination of signs. Theatre 

is unique in its reliance on a “polyphony of competing and overlapping signs that belong to many 

systems: verbal, paralinguistic, gestural, clothing, proxemic, color, and sound” (Alter 93). However, 

when signs overlap they may also conflict and cause ambiguity (95). In MMWW, the linguistic sign of 

massive and the visual sign of the actor’s body, if it is not considered fat by the audience, is an example 

of conflicting, ambiguous signs. This “superimposition” of signs can complicate the overall meaning 

conveyed, but also provide the opportunity for a complex, dense message (Alter 95). The disparity 

between linguistic and visual sign systems concerning the character’s bodies will require the audience to 

reinterpret the meaning of massive. As director, I applied the concept of overlapping, dense sign 

systems to create ambiguous visual signs that the audience must decode. 

Artaud believes theatre requires an efficient use of signs: “The show will be coded from start to 

finish, like a language. Thus no moves will be wasted” (Artaud 75). Whitmore agrees, arguing that a 

director should consider “a performance as a code to be 'read' [which] is more complex than simply 

'telling the story' which is a typical” approach of a director (11). Telling a story implies passivity and is 

only interpretive, actively coding a performance with signs creates meaning. In Figure 1 

“Communication model,” Whitmore explains the process by which a director communicates meaning to 

an audience by diagramming the relationship of the terms source, transmitter, signifier, receiver, 

meaning, and code (25). The source is the “imagination” of Madeleine George, the transmitters are the 

actors, the signifiers are the signs produced by the actors, the receiver is the spectator, and the meaning 

is the understanding of the signs. As director, I guided this process by interpreting the play and creating 

visual signs with the actor’s body in space through blocking.  

Some 20th century directors believe the director is the true theatre artist or “master-director” 

(Alter 256). This point of view is problematic because it strips actors of their importance as sign 

producers. Actors are active sign producers that are guided by the director's vision. Alter points out that 
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“directors can never fully control production of their signs” because they are inactive or absent at the 

time of the performance (Alter 254). The absence of the director at the time of performance requires 

her to guide the actors in their sign production and create visual signs chiefly through staging during the 

rehearsal process. Therefore, a thorough understanding of the sign producing capabilities of the actor 

was essential in directing MMWW, which relies heavily on the signifier of each character’s body. 

The Massive Body as a Sign 

Before analyzing the sign systems of the actor’s body, it is necessary to analyze what a massive 

or fat body signifies in Western culture. Amy Erdman Farrell’s book Fat Shame: Stigma and the Fat Body 

in American Culture articulates the fat body’s signification through history and is “an exploration of the 

meaning of fat” (5). Until the 19th century, the fat body was a sign of wealth, then became a sign of 

greed and corruption (Farrell 27-31). In today’s society, with conflicting problems of obesity and 

negative body image, Farrell observes that fatness became negative as a result of the supposed health 

risk linked to obesity (26). However, fat is not just a condition of the body or health concern, but is a sign 

of one’s character flaws or lack of morality (39). Citing historical documents, Farrell explains that the fat 

body is seen as “lazy, gluttonous, greedy, immoral, uncontrolled, stupid, ugly, lacking in will power” and 

its meaning was “intertwined” with health issues (34). Yet “there is less consensus in the medical field 

regarding obesity that in popular understanding—society consider fat bad” (Farrell 26). While obesity is 

considered a health concern, Farrell argues that fat stigma is much more dangerous and destructive 

“because it leads to discrimination against fat people” (176). 

In a survey conducted in 1987 by the National Association for Fat Acceptance (NAAFA), 60% of 

overweight women in North America have been “denied employment based on appearance” (Poulton 

128). This workplace discrimination is present in MMWW, during Carly’s flashback of her job search. The 

other characters portray three bosses. One says “I demand that every member of the family be in peak 

physical condition,” despite Carly affirming, “I can do this job” (George 279). Another says he cannot 
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hire a woman of Carly’s “stature” due to the “aesthetic atmosphere I am trying to cultivate” (279). 

Carly’s body signifies a lack of ability, despite her being “in food service all my life” (279). In my 

production, Outcalt slapped Boyle’s butt and Werry put her arm of her shoulder suggestively. I directed 

them to do this in order to layer signs of sexual harassment on top of the fat discrimination many 

women experience in their careers. 

Along with the NAAFA, many activists, artists, and writers strive to redefine the fat body and 

promote the acceptance of all bodies. In FAT!SO? Because You Don’t have to Apologize for Your Size 

(1998), Marilynn Wann encourages women to reclaim the word fat, stripping it of its connotations and 

returning it to an adjective like tall or short (Farrell 138). George’s title functions similarly in its use of 

the word massive. By using “massive” instead of “fat,” George is reimaging this label of women. The play 

does not offer any answers on who is massive or what woman wins. Instead, it depicts the construction 

of negative body image, its effects of the women’s lives, and the solution women seek to alter their 

bodies. George clearly possesses an extensive understanding of how the fat body is viewed in 

contemporary society and the dangers of negative body image, eating disorders, and cosmetic surgery. 

Susan Bordo, feminist philosopher and critic, analyzes the construction and views of women's 

bodies in society in Unbearable Weight. Unlike the play, Susan Bordo does attempt to come to some 

conclusions about the image of the female body and eating disorders. Women in “advanced industrial 

societies” are far more likely than men to develop eating disorders (Bordo 44). This type of society is the 

setting of George’s play. McHale explains that Postmodernism is most “interested in the social and 

institutional consequences of technological innovation” (66). In MMWW, George is exploring the social 

consequences of a media driven culture and the invention of cosmetic surgery, specifically liposuction. 

The play does not focus on liposuction, but rather presents it as a solution many women choose to alter 

their body. Among the many facets of body image Bordo addresses, three aspects she analyzes are 
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central to this play: the causes of negative body image, women's inability to view their bodies 

realistically, and the feeling of responsibility for one's physical appearance.  

In the play, the characters experience flashbacks to their adolescence which constructed their 

body image. Carly was excluded from a jump rope game in elementary school. For this production, she 

watches silently, separated from the other three girls playing jump rope. When she asks: “C’ai play too?” 

Rennie responds “She’s too fat for jump rope” (George 274). Sabine is humiliated in middle school 

during a scoliosis check. The other girls stand separately commenting “Oh gross, look, she’s getting 

boobs” (276). Rennie, who develops bulimia in high school, is excused from dodgeball, the other girls 

comment “She can’t play dodgeball, she’s ginormous!” (277). additionally, in Rennie’s monologue, she 

reveals that her mother would give her “Slimfast” at 12 when she wanted peanut butter (288). Once she 

developed an eating disorder, her mother accepts her and begins taking pictures of her again. These 

experiences are reflective of eating disorder statistics on the website of Anorexia Nervosa and 

Associated Disorders (ANAD) which states: “86% report onset of eating disorder by age 20; 43% report 

onset between ages of 16 and 20.6” (“Eating Disorders Statistics”). Bordo explains that feminist thought 

considers eating disorders as less biologically or pathologically based and more learned through and 

“triggered” by society (Bordo 44). The plays supports this argument, portraying the adolescent causes of 

eating disorders and negative body image as teasing and parental pressure. Rennie is the only character 

who suffers from an eating disorder. However, all the characters suffer from negative body image and 

are unable to see their bodies realistically. 

The play stresses the fact that women of all body types suffer from negative body image. George 

states in her notes that “All four women do not need to be overweight” (271). Therefore, I did not base 

casting on body shape, but rather on the actor’s ability to communicate character. However, despite not 

casting on body type, the actor’s body size was pertinent to the meaning of the play. If the play is casted 

with all four overweight actors, it might reinforce the notion that these women have something wrong 
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with their bodies and should indeed undergo cosmetic surgery. By using actors of varying body types, 

the production implies that negative body image is mostly an internal issue. Regardless of body type, 

women often feel they are inadequate. BIDS, commonly known as body dysmorphia, is a “viseo-spatial” 

defect which makes a person unable to realistically see their own body (Bordo 55). Bordo cites statistics 

that “95% of women who show no sign of eating disorders describe themselves as one quarter larger 

than they are in reality” (55). This statistic reinforced the relevance of the play to nearly all women.  

Because each character sees their body as imperfect, they feel a responsibility to change their 

appearance. Responsibility for physical appearance is referred to often in the play. When the girls are 

criticizing Sabine’s body during the scoliosis check, Carly states “It’s her fault cause she always eats two 

desserts at lunch” (George 276). Later, during Sabine’s thesis defense a professor argues, “As every 

person is responsible for his own attitudes about himself, it should be a simple matter for a person to 

alter his image of self, should it not?” (278). Sabine also states in her monologue that she’s “made a very 

adult decision. If I can’t change the world, I have to change myself” (286). These women are in the 

liposuction clinic to alter their image, however the notion that one is responsible for changing their 

appearance is not only an issue in the play. Bordo cites actress Sarah Gilbert, who had rhinoplasty at 17, 

explanation that “I think it's important to be attractive to yourself. Your body just kind of gets in the way 

of what you try to do. So if you're concentrating that much energy on your body, then just change it so 

you can move on and deal with the intellectual” (Bordo 55). Gilbert's statement reflects a common 

attitude towards cosmetic surgery in contemporary society, where search for happiness is a common 

reason for cosmetic surgery.  

Kathy Davis examines the trend of cosmetic surgery, explaining that bodies used to be “god 

given” and “immutable” (173). But with the invention of cosmetic surgery, postmodern society 

considers bodies “costumes” to be changed in our search “to become who we are” (173-174).  Some 

view cosmetic surgery as empowering because it allows women to externalize their identity as a new 
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form of expression. Davis cites performance artist Orlan, who uses cosmetic surgery as an art form 

(Davis 168). Some, including Orlan, view cosmetic surgery as a feminist act and assertion of identity 

(176). However, this view of cosmetic surgery makes Davis “uneasy” because it ignores the suffering and 

risks of surgery. For Davis, cosmetic surgery is problematic not only for its dangers, but also because it is 

a male technology that physically changes the female body and promotes the notion that bodies must 

conform (178-180).  

 

The use of cosmetic surgery to modify the body is introduced immediately in the play with the 

characters sitting in a waiting room at a liposuction clinic. The character believe their lives will be better: 

Carly’s husband won’t call her fat, Cel will stop her erratic behavior, Rennie will be accepted by her 

mother, and Sabine will fulfill her sexual desire by getting laid. The medical nature of the setting is 

signified by the hospital gowns the women wear during their monologues. The play does not confirm 

whether or not the characters get liposuction. The cast and I discussed this question during our table 

work session. We decided that because the characters are so deeply dissatisfied with their bodies and 
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believe liposuction will improve their lives, they will indeed go through with the surgery. However, it is 

likely they will not find satisfaction with their bodies. George implies this lack of satisfaction by 

suggesting the playout music be Aretha Franklin’s “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” (270). 

Susan Bordo's research also illuminates an underlying cause of eating disorders and negative 

body image. Bordo cites Orbach who states: “anorexia represents one extreme on a continuum on 

which all women today find themselves, insofar as they are vulnerable, to one degree or another, to the 

requiring of the cultural construction of femininity” (Bordo 149). Most women have some tendency 

towards eating disorders whether it is bulimia, anorexia, strict dieting, or simply watching what they eat. 

ANAD's statistic show “25% of college-aged women engage in bingeing and purging” and “In a survey of 

185 female students on a college campus, 58% felt pressure to be a certain weight, and of the 83% that 

dieted for weight loss, 44% were of normal weight” (“Eating Disorders Statistics”).  These statistics 

further confirm the plays accurate reflection of real societal issues. While the play was written in the 

nineties it is still relevant today, if not more so due to the internet’s destructive influence on women’s 

construction of body image. The audience of my production was largely college-aged, so there could not 

be a more relevant play to stage on a college campus. As Sabine argues in her thesis, “conformity to 

societally established standards of beauty, has a much great impact on women’s lives than on men’s” 

and stresses its relevance, “I think you’ll find this is quite a relevant topic for investigation” (278). 

Indeed, in the 21st century, men are experiencing more pressure to conform to a certain physical 

appearance than ever before. While George focuses on women’s bodies, the play resonates today with 

men and women whose body image is constructed by “two-dimensional images” (278). 

Iconicity of Massive Actors 

Although actors and the director collaborate in the production of signs, the actor is the key sign 

producer in the live performance: actors are “both signs and as producers of signs” (Alter 262).  Artaud 

refers to the actor as objects onstage that are “raised to the dignity of signs” and must be turned into 
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“legible” symbols (Artaud 72). An actor’s body is such a powerful producer of sign, that directors must 

be sure to utilize the body to its full sign producing potential.  

The actor has a range of sign systems for use including gesture, facial expression, voice, and 

body type. Directors focus on the visual signs of the actor’s body and the body's functions in the staging 

process. The actors’ body is primarily an icon because it is understood to be inherently similar and 

mimetic to the character being portrayed, yet still distinguishable. McHale explains that, although 

Postmodernism tries to dismantle understood sign systems, mimesis remains important because “the 

imitation must be distinguishable from the imitated” (28). Because theatre is a mimetic process, 

mimesis in Postmodern theatre exists, but the distinction between the imitation and the imitated is 

greater. Due to the ambiguous nature of Postmodern theatre, there is more space between the icon of 

the actor and the character, so the fact that it is imitated is more obvious.  It is important to 

acknowledge that in the theatre two distinct characters, spaces, and times are present: the theatrical as 

well as the fictional (Atler 92).  While theatre is an immediate art form, it is replicating the actions, 

words, and characters of removed time and place. For this reason, Alter argues iconicity is maximized in 

the theatre with the icon of the actor’s body because it resembles the character while remaining 

mimetic (92). George does not give any physical descriptions for her characters other than costume. 

Therefore, because the actor’s body is understood as an icon for the character, the actors’ bodies had a 

large influence over the audience’s understanding of the characters. For my production I have cast four 

women who I found exceptionally able to serve as an icon for the characters. I cast Alexandra Totillo as 

Sabine, Ellie Boyles as Carly, Mary Outcalt as Cel, and Sydney Werry as Rennie. 
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(Alexandra Totillo as Sabine) 

Sabine is 25 years old and is “extremely hard on herself” (George 271). She does not get sad, but 

rather gets angry (271). Sabine has a Ph.D. and wrote a dissertation titled “’Image of Women in Cold 

War and Post-Cold-War-Era Media Colon Self-Denial and Self-Esteem” (277). Sabine understands 

construction of women’s body image very clearly, but is still susceptible to negative body image. In her 

monologue she asks: “How can I be so smart and so stupid?” (286). In rehearsals, Totillo explained her 

interpretation of the Sabine’s education and Ph.D. research in an attempt to better understand her 

relationship to her body. Totillo approached the character’s education as a coping mechanism to deal 

with her own low self-esteem. In the scene when she defends her thesis, a professor states “It seems 

you are getting a little emotional about this. I can understand why– the subject hits a little bit close to 

home for you” (278). This line proves that people perceive Sabine’s body as not conforming to 

“established standards of beauty” (278). Sabine also displays characteristics of a “split brain” 
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personality: she wants be a “full blown sexual threat,” but simultaneously acknowledges this desire’s 

contradiction to her “feminist morals” (George 286). I chose Totillo for this role based on her ability to 

commit confidently to Sabine’s anger and sexuality. Totillo effectively served as an icon for Sabine, an 

educated woman plagued by negative body image. 

 
(Ellie Boyles as Carly) 

Carly is 31 years old and “talks hard and fast and never gets sentimental, but she loves her kid” 

(271). This description led me to seek an actor who could portray a woman older than herself (the actors 

who auditioned were all 18-22 years old). I chose Boyles for her ability to embody a 30 year-old woman 

through her gestures, speech, and demeanor. In rehearsal, Boyles told me that she saw Carly as a 

determined woman, stuck in a relationship with a rude and insensitive boyfriend. Carly explains that her 

husband “told her she was too fat for steak” and left her a “liposuction ad” with as “signed blank check” 

(274). Carly’s demeanor suggests that she is tough, but she still desires to obtain the physical 
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appearance her husband and society considers beautiful. Boyles was able to effectively serve as an icon 

for a woman who is stuck in her life and resorts to liposuction to better it. 

 
(Sydney Werry as Rennie) 

Rennie is 17 years old and “the only bulimic,” who “laughs a lot to disguise her fear” (George 

271).  As the youngest character, I casted Werry because she was able to portray a 17 year-old based on 

her appearance, demeanor, and speech. Werry’s voice is capable of portraying a character who 

describes a past rape and development of an eating disorder with a disguised, humorous tone. In 

rehearsal, Werry stated that she believed Rennie desires to please her mother over anything else. In her 

monologue, Rennie explains that her mother made her eat Slimfast and did not take pictures of her until 

after she developed an eating disorder. This eating disorder made her so weak that her prom date raped 

her because she was too weak to stop him. Werry effectively served as an icon for Rennie, a young 

woman whose weakening eating disorder developed through parental pressure. 
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(Mary Outcalt as Cel) 

Cel is 26 years old and “not crazy” (George 271). George is careful to emphasize that she does 

not relive lighting herself on fire, but simply “tells us about it” (271). Cel is easily the most ambiguous, 

complicated, and difficult to understand of all the characters. Cel’s experience could be perceived as the 

most severe due to her self-immolation. I cast Outcalt as Cel based on her ability to externalize her 

experience and explain it to the audience, not simply relive it. Outcalt is a very talented actor who 

understands the nuances required to achieve this. In rehearsal, Outcalt explained she believed Cel likely 

married young and was never understood by her parents or husband, which is supported in the text. 

Additionally, Outcalt approached the self-immolation as both a habit and solution. The play explains that 

her verbally abusive husband believes her unusual behavior is due to her fat, because “the blood cannot 

spend as much time in the brain” (280). This pseudoscientific explanation shows that her husband is 

trying to understand her behavior. The character Cel is the most ambiguous character of the play. 
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Outcalt served as a very effective icon for Cel, a woman who is so deeply unsatisfied with herself that 

she attempts to light her body on fire.  

Artaud explains “The muscular movements of physical exertion are a likeness, a double of 

another exertion, located in the same points as stage acting movements” (Artaud 100). It is accepted 

theatrical convention that the actor shares physical movements and traits with the actor, allowing the 

spectator to understand characterization. However, the icon of the body also signifies the life of the 

character and these signifiers of life can be very simple. Most obviously, and most importantly, the 

actors signify the fictional life of the characters of the play. A simple sign of life is the index of breathing. 

Artaud focuses on breathing as a body's main signifier of life stating, “voluntary breathing incites the 

spontaneous reappearance of life” (103). Breathing can also be read more complexly based on speed, 

depth, or volume to indicate the character's emotions.  In Cel’s monologue, Outcalt breathed heavily 

and quickly to signify her realization of her self-immolation. In Sabine’s monologue, Totillo used breathy 

speech to signify her anger and frustration with herself. The use of breath is quite simple, but essential 

to acting. A mannequin onstage might resemble a human being, but without breath, it does not fully 

signify a living fictional character.   

 
(Cel’s bird gesture) 
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In addition to indexes of life, Artaud emphasizes the necessity of a powerful physical language of 

the body including gesture. When Cel is directly addressing the audience as her husband yells for her, 

she begins flapping her arms like a bird.  Outcalt stood center stage and moved her arms like a bird, 

signifying her desire to fly away. Boyles and Werry stood downstage, mirroring her gesture, signifying 

Cel looking at her body in a mirror. This gesture sign was intended to be ambiguous, because Cel has not 

yet articulated her connection with the idea of a bird. She says later in her monologue that she wants to 

“fly” and after lighting herself on fire, tells the 911 dispatcher “I was cooking a chicken. It escaped” 

(George 291). For Cel, being a bird is an escape from her body and Outcalt used the same gesture in her 

monologue. The gesture layered with the references to chickens and birds signified to the audience Cel’s 

desire to escape her body. Another powerful gesture was used when Rennie is describing bingeing on a 

wedding cake and then purging: “I threw it up all over the kitchen floor and walked out the back door 

into the night” (289). During a preview, an audience member told me they were confused whether or 

not Rennie made herself throw up or threw up because she was ill. While the dialogue is ambiguous, I 

wanted to clearly communicate the fact that Rennie was bulimic, so I asked Werry to add the gesture of 

sticking her finger down her throat to signify forced purging. 

The body is capable of signifying meaning through movement of the body in addition to gesture. 

Whitmore explains, “A precise orchestration of performers’ movement can pinpoint the age and health 

of a character” (105). In the scenes from childhood, I directed the actors to portray the first scenes as 5th 

graders, the second as 7th graders, and the third as 10th graders. This specificity in direction manifested 

well and clearly signified the progression of age from scene to scene. In the first scene, the actors were 

playing jump rope and utilized bouncy, light movements to mimetically reproduce the movement of a 

young child. The next scene depicts a scoliosis check where two girls are gossiping about Sabine’s body. 

They stood with cocked hips and crossed arms to reflect the sassy movements of seventh grade bullies. 

The third childhood scene depicts Rennie sitting out of dodgeball. The other three actors stretch as if 
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they were preparing for gym class, while pretending to chew gum to signify high-schoolers. I blocked the 

scenes and communicated the age of the characters to the actors, but I relied mostly on the actors’ 

instincts to effectively communicate the age of in the flashbacks.   

Movement also signifies objective of the character. The actor's body may move quickly, 

awkwardly, directly to a location, intensely, or rhythmically (Whitmore 100). These elements can signify 

a range of emotions, subtext, or characterization. I took special care in rehearsals to match the actor’s 

movements to their subtext and objective. For the monologues, I gave the actors blocking that 

correlated with shifts in objective. For example, Carly loses her temper with her daughter saying “She’s 

got no goddamn spine!” motivating her quick, intense movement upstage to kick a block out of 

frustration (George 281). This movement was motivated by the dialogue and worked in unison the 

frustration Boyles was communicating. I approached all the monologues’ blocking in this way, because 

unmotivated movement is superfluous and confusing. During these monologues, the other actors 

remain upstage on their blocks, but continue to listen signified through their bodily movements, 

gestures, and shared lines. 

 Movement is largely motivated by an objective, but Whitmore points out that the movement of 

actors can be more abstract and perhaps unmotivated, forcing the audience to decode the abstract sign 

(Whitmore 127). I use circling to emphasize the scrutiny women’s bodies receive. Examples of circling 

included Carly’s flashback to her job search, when the three bosses are scrutinizing her body, Sabine’s 

thesis, when the professor tells her she should have picked a different topic, and when Totillo plays Cel’s 

husband as he is yelling at her for her erratic behavior. I used the abstract circling movements 

metaphorically to signify the surrounding and oppressive nature society has on women.  

Movement is a sign system that belongs to the actor's body which is capable of signifying 

character information, objective, and metaphorical, ambiguous meaning. In blocking the transitions, I 

used actor gestures and movement to signify a shift in character, time and place. For the most part, my 
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blocking was intended to clarify and specify the character and plot. While the actor’s body in MMWW is 

the primary signifier, it exists within the stage space. Therefore, an equal focus on spatial sign systems 

was necessary to my production of MMWW. 

Massive Actors and Spatial Poetry 

The actor’s body is only an icon within the theatrical space. Peter Brook once stated in an 

interview that “An empty space entails the elimination of all that is superfluous” (qtd. in Whitmore 114). 

Artaud demands there be no set, the lighting technology to be renovated, the stage be abolished, and to 

remove any barrier between actor and audience (Artaud 68). Artaud desired to “recover the […] unique 

language half-way between gesture and thought” (68). Artaud elevates the importance of the theatrical 

space above text, because the “stage is a tangible, physical place” and it requires a “physical language” 

that appeals to the senses, through which thoughts can be expressed that “escape spoken language” 

(25). My production’s use of space was influenced by Brook and Artaud’s approach to stage space as 

poetic and meaningful. 

Postmodern theatre has many potential formats for staging a production including proscenium, 

thrust, arena, alley, surround stage, found space, and converted space. Each has its own dramatic 

advantages and logistical disadvantages. Whitmore explains that each also involves the audience to 

different degrees; proscenium is the least interactive and environmental space is the most interactive 

(117). This production took place in the Harold Dixon Directing Studio, a small proscenium format studio 

with 66 seats and simple lighting. The studio is small in mass and volume, appearing slightly two 

dimensional, and has a wide but shallow shape. These spatial signs will create a feeling of intimacy 

between actor and audience, while maintaining a small degree of separation. The format’s implicit 

integration of the audience into the play is especially useful for MMWW due to the implied second 

person through direct address. Additionally, I use the aisle of the audience seating for a few scenes, 

including the scene where the characters are offering food as they imitate their mothers. This heightens 
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the audience interaction because the actors inhabit the same space as the audience, requiring them to 

shift in their seats to see and, as Artaud demands, removing barriers between audience and actor. The 

format of the staging is not always decided on by the director, but the director must consider the 

signified meaning and potential of the space when creating other visual signs. 

After the format of the stage space in decided, a director then manipulates the elements of 

space including mass, volume, dimension, and shape of a space to enhance the play (Whitmore 120-

121). The density of mise-en-scène, including actors and other objects, is based on the director's 

personal preferences, the demands of the play, the nature of the space, and the budget of the 

production. Peter Brook prefers an empty space free of clutter, for my production, the stage will be very 

sparse and free of superfluous objects with only four actors and four blocks. The ground plan is simple: 

Four blocks will be lined up upstage, equally separated, for the actors to sit on. The blocks vary in shape 

as the women’s bodies also vary. The blocks serve mostly for seating in the waiting room, but are also 

utilized in the monologues, and in the end as platforms to raise the actors above the stage. The density 

of the stage will be sparse. The actors’ bodies, four blocks, and some magazines will be the only objects 

present. This will allow not only for faster transitions, but also emphasize the signifier of the actor’s 

position in the space.  

The spatial placement of actors creates emphasis drawing the audience's focus to a particular 

actor. Body position, position on stage, levels, isolation, and movement across the stage all are 

techniques for creating emphasis (Whitmore 130). Emphasis is a stage convention, but is also partly 

natural – a spectator will look at the closest or quickest moving object naturally. For the monologues, 

the actors spend much of their time isolated in down center position. This is the strongest position in 

the studio because it is closest to the audience and every section of the audience has a clear view of the 

actor.  
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I have also made very specific use of space in the monologues by placing certain objects in 

specific places for the actors to imagine. An example of this is Rennie’s monologue. As she describes 

each “picture” of her to the audience, instead of showing a prop photo to the audience, I have her 

isolating each photo to a specific area. This concept was Werry’s idea and I believe it works well to 

illustrate the experience to the audience. When she describes the photo at the Met, it is stage left. The 

photo of her going to prom is center stage, and her mother’s wedding photo is stage right. This concept 

allowed Werry to interact with the “photo” as three dimensional object. With specific spatializing of the 

absent photos, the actor was able to better understand the monologue and allowed the audience to 

peek into the “photo.” Positioning of the actors in the monologues emphasized the individual 

characters. However, in the group scenes, the proximity of the actors was equally important. 

Proxemics is defined as the “study of space as it relates to physical distance between people” 

(Whitmore 121).  Productions may employ dense proxemics to create “tension” or sparse proxemics the 

audience to focus (122). Edward Hall classifies distance relationship in four categories: “intimate, 

personal, social, and public” (123). Applied to staging, this allows the director to create meaning by the 

relative distance of actors (124). However, there is also opportunity to modify these distances to create 

tension and convey a complex meaning.  

For my production, the actors are spaced out evenly upstage at the beginning. They are at a 

public distance because they are in a waiting room. During most of the play they remain at a social 

distance, only touching for the hand games. When they change into their hospital gowns however, the 

spacing becomes personal. They return to a wider spacing for most of the monologues to signify that 

each character’s story is separate. Then at the very end, they are spaced in personal, almost intimate, 

proximity to signify their connection and accumulation into the most massive woman. This close 

proximity empowers the women, who are in their underwear at this point, signifying the necessity for 

supportive female relationships in strengthening body image. Proximity, or spatial relationship, of actors 
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and other objects in space can be iconic or symbolic-- literal or metaphoric. My use of Artaud’s “spatial 

poetry” was mostly metaphorical. I contrasted the distant spatial relations between bodies, to signify 

the character’s isolation in the childhood flashbacks, with the close proximity in the ending image, to 

signify the creation of the most massive woman. 

Both Peter Brook and Antonin Artaud stress the importance of spatial sign systems in the 

theatre. Peter Brook desires a sparse space to eliminate extraneous signs. Artaud regards the space as a 

potential for strong meaning and poeticism. By understanding the signified meaning of the space a 

director is working in, they become better aware how the spatial signs affect the other visual signs 

coded in the performance. Throughout the rehearsal process, I was acutely aware of the meaningfulness 

of space. I use space to signify location, relationships, focus points, and to connect the audience more 

intimately with the actors.  

Peter Brook’s Kernel 

Due to the ephemeral nature of a performance, the impact of the signs will eventually fade from 

the mind of the spectator. But an active spectator will retain a “central image” or “kernel” with which 

they can reconstruct the meaning of the performance after it has ended (Brook 136). In a desire to 

create a kernel for the audience to remember, I will emphasize the final moment when the four women 

stand unified and naked, elevated on blocks, which signifies the creation of the “most massive woman.” 

The ambiguous ending is an adaptation of the Brother’s Grimm’s fairytale “Rapunzel.” George is imbuing 

meaning into the play with the intertextual use of a classic fairytale. Rapunzel’s mother and father lived 

near a garden and could see the beautiful rampion, or radishes, over the wall (Grimm). The woman 

desired the rampion and, in an attempt to please her, her husband went to fetch it. The next day she 

craved them again and he went to the garden again, but ran into the Enchantress who said he could 

have as many as they liked, but must give her his child. The husband consented out of fear and Rapunzel 

was given to the Enchantress and trapped in a tower. The ending of MMWW implies that Rapunzel’s 
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mother’s hunger is was not simply appetite for survival, but a deeper more complex desire. The final line 

of MMWW is Rennie’s “This was no ordinary hunger” (292). The final word left with the audience is 

“Hunger,” which is the central concept of the play. Bordo explores the concept of feminine hunger 

through analysis of diet advertising in Western society. A major concern for women promoted through 

advertising is the notion of control. A woman must control her appetite which will in turn control her 

physical size. Hunger is depicted in MMWW as sexual, secretive, and satisfying.  

Sabine states “You think about eating alone in your bed, making love to a Twinkie, devouring it 

desperately, HUNGry for it” (George 274). Later she refers to a “52 ounce bar of Toblerone love” (274). 

Bordo explains that appetite in women is correlated to taboo “sexual appetite” (108). This sexualization 

of hunger is present in MMWW. In MMWW, Carly and Cel describe their partner’s control over their 

body and behavior. Carly describes how her boyfriend complains that they never have steak anymore, 

then immediately remarks “You’re too fat for steak. Last thing you need is fatty red meat” (273). This 

notion that men are allowed to eat whatever they please, but women must control what they eat is also 

acknowledged in Bordo’s analysis of feminine hunger. Men are allowed to have appetites and 

encouraged to eat heartily, but women do not enjoy this same freedom. Hunger and fatness, which are 

connected to sexuality, are considered threatening in women because when sex is initiated by a female 

it is seen as an attempt to “consume the body and soul of the male” (Bordo 111). Farrell also stresses 

the sexual connection to female hunger explaining that postcards from the early 1900s depict fat 

women as “out of control” and that it is the “men’s responsibility to discipline fat women and what is 

seen as their over abundant sexuality” (Farrell 72). Both Carly and Cel’s men are exert control over their 

women by encouraging them to undergo liposuction in order to control their body and sexuality.  

In this hunger scene, each character states that the binge eating of the craved foods occurs in 

secret. Sabine wants to make love to a Twinkie when she is “alone in bed” and Carly eats Sugar Smacks 
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when her boyfriend is asleep (274). When hunger is considered a sexual taboo, it makes sense that 

these characters indulge alone, because female sexual desire remains an indecent desire.  

Bordo explains that a main factor in eating disorders is the victim’s search for “emotional 

heights, intensity, love and thrills” which can be imitated with food (108). Hunger transcends appetite 

for food and is truly a desire for something to “satisfy an emotional need” (Bordo 126). Sabine desires 

human touch, Rennie desires love from her mother, Carly desires for her daughter to “know who she is,” 

and Cel desires to be free from her body (George 281). Therefore, the characters’ hunger stems from a 

deep, “innermost craving” (Bordo 126). The simulation of satisfaction of emotional needs through food 

are especially dangerous to women, as Bordo states, because satisfaction of these needs are less 

accessible to women than men in our society (Bordo 108). In Western society, women are the feeders: 

They cook for and feed their families; Feeding is a primal nurturing act. Bordo explains simply the 

tendency for women to develop eating disorders more than men: Men “receive love through food from 

women” while women feeding themselves becomes a private act and “substitute for human love” 

(Bordo 125-126). The hunger these women experience conflicts with their desire to achieve a certain 

body type, requiring them to regain control over their hunger and mass. 

After the collective depiction of the binge eating, the characters experience defeat and must 

“Regain control” (George 275). All four characters share the line “You are responsible” (276). Women 

must control their appetites and this responsibility comes from advertisements, as Bordo explains. To 

gain control and maintain responsibility over their hunger, the women resort to cosmetic surgery. With 

male control, cosmetic surgery, and eating disorders as techniques used to combat female hunger, it is 

clear that in society female appetite is a sexual threat. Bordo states that “women are permitted to lust 

for food only when pregnant or … near starvation” (110). However, in the ending of the play, the 

characters describe the pregnant mother’s hunger as “No ordinary hunger,” implying that this hunger is 

not the legitimate hunger pregnant women are allowed, but the same ambition the characters feel for 
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satisfaction (292). The play’s depiction of hunger in the final scene does not reflect societal views of 

feminine hunger. It depicts her husband as the bringer and feeder of the rampion. Because it is attached 

to pregnancy, her hunger understood as not sexual. The hunger takes form of desire for something 

beyond her space, in the Enchantress’s forbidden garden. However, the hunger has consequences that 

are inflicted on Rapunzel by captivity. The fairytale illuminates the theme of mothers inflicting damage 

upon their daughters’ body image.  

 
(The creation of the Most Massive Woman) 

This ending encapsulates the meaning of the play by depicting the creation of the most massive 

woman (massive meaning a unified collection of bodies) and describing the no ordinary woman, garden, 

or hunger. They are united in their search for emotional fulfillment filled by food and their feeling of 

guilt for their hunger resulting in their liposuction procedures. The actor’s bodies are stripped down to 

their underwear and elevated in the space to emphasize their “fleshy space-claiming female bodies,” 

which society is threatened by and only occasionally are celebrated (Bordo 102). The ending will be full 
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of relief, focusing on the mystical nature of ambitious hunger and the unification of the characters into 

the most massive woman, implying women can only win when they are unified into one mass. 

Audience as Sign Decoder 

The audience's role as the ultimate reader of meaning is often overlooked. Whitmore examines 

in detail the sign systems of the audience who “concocts” the final meaning of a production and 

questions if a “single overarching meaning be experienced by all” is possible (15). In Postmodernity, 

multiple readings of a sign are possible due to the many factors and experiences the audience brings to 

a performance. Additionally, the audience is influenced by their individual attitudes towards and 

knowledge of theatre. In order to examine the effectiveness of my visual sign creations, I asked a few of 

the audience members about their understanding and opinions of the performance. Haydon Ekstrom is 

a junior Public Health major and musician. Kaitlin Libby is a sophomore Psychology major. Skye 

Westberg and Kalan Benbow are senior Dramaturgy students. Kyle Dignoti is a junior Middle Eastern 

Studies and Gender and Women’s Studies major. Savanna Weninger is a junior Physiology and Nutrition 

major. I chose these audience members because they represent a wide range of studies at the 

University. I did not want to only interview theatre majors in order to gain a better understanding of 

how the whole audience understood the play. 

I asked the audience members how the direct address affected their experience and 

understanding of the play. Haydon Ekstrom said “When [the actors] got up in your face, it added to the 

intensity and made me more invested.” Kaitlin Libby said the direct address was “neat” and “drew us 

out of just being the audience.” Kyle Dignoti said the direct address “gave greater meaning to the 

thematic content” and “exemplified the postmodern nature of the play.” Skye Westberg remarked “The 

direct address made me feel very connected to the characters – I felt like I was having a conversation 

with a friend.” For Kalan Benbow, the direct address was “nice as a woman to be spoken to about 

something I understand.” Savanna Weninger said the direct address made her feel more “involved.” She 
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said it gave the play a more “personal message.” The direct address of the play was very exciting for the 

audience and functioned as the playwright intended. In Postmodern theatre, the implied second person 

pronoun implicit through use of direct address is intended to intensify the experience for the audience 

and invite them into the action of the play. 

I asked everyone to explain their understanding of the ending. Libby read the ending as the 

characters “revealing themselves, the good and the bad,” calling it a “very real moment.” Westberg read 

the ending as the “shedding of the body shame and loving oneself.” For Dignoti, the ending functioned 

to “further illustrate the unique position women have in attempting to combat patriarchal systems of 

oppression” and a depiction of “women creating their own autonomy and authority over their bodies 

that do not have to match the beauty standards created by the male gaze.” Weninger said she thought 

the ending depicted the women “standing up for themselves,” but she could not articulate her 

understanding of the ending though she found it moving and intense. The inability to articulate is a 

symptom of the ambiguous meaning communicated, but does not detract from the resonance of the 

play. Each audience member found the ending to be empowering for women in their struggle against 

negative body image. 

Finally, I asked the audience if there was a lasting image that remains with them, or Peter 

Brook’s kernel. Westberg said the image of the girls playing jump rope stuck with her, though she could 

not “quite articulate why.” Libby said the opening scene with the waiting room dance lasted with her 

because the actors use of their bodies to “point out their insecurities.” Benbow remembered the 

characters cramming food during the hunger scene. Dignoti said the final image of the women in their 

underwear on the blocks lasted with him. Each audience member brought their own experiences to a 

performance and I found it interesting that each person had a different kernel after the show that was 

based on their personal experiences. For example, Ekstrom, a musician, found the rhythms especially 

resonant. Because I intended the final image to resonate with the audience, I found it surprising that 
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only one of the audience members I spoke to mentioned it as a lasting image. However, with MMWW’s 

ambiguity, the audience members were able to resonate with different parts, confirming the notion 

posited by Whitmore, that there is no universal meaning for a postmodern piece of theatre.  

Conclusion 

 The Most Massive Woman Wins by Madeleine George is a unique, postmodern play that 

destabilizes the meaning of “massive.” As director, applying my research of Antonin Artaud, Peter 

Brook, Postmodernism, semiotics, and body image to the rehearsal process enhanced my ability to 

create powerful visual signs with the actors’ bodies in the space. When a director applies research to the 

visual representation, she is using theory to create. Theory can invigorate practice, especially the theory 

of semiotics in Postmodern theatre where the director is the key creator of visual signs. By focusing on 

the visual sign systems of the actor's body and space, a director is able to convey complex meaning that 

transcends the capabilities of the spoken word alone. In response to Alter’s question of whether a 

director interprets or creates, through this process and research, I have done both. Through 

interpretation of the script and theory relating to the script, I created a densely coded performance 

which relied on many accepted theatrical conventions, but subverted others like the sign of a woman’s 

body and the concept of the term massive. 

Peter Brook views the director as a guide to “help evolve towards an ideal situation” (Brook 

108). The director is responsible for unification, however “cannot fully understand the play himself” 

(106). Although I helped guide the production towards unity, I still do not fully understand the ambiguity 

of the piece. George leaves the play with the question: what constitutes a massive woman? Perhaps a 

massive woman is a fat woman-- the result of an uncontrollable feminine appetite. Food is able to 

simulate emotion, intensity, and satisfaction. Therefore, hunger is much deeper and more complex than 

mere appetite for food. Stripped to its denotative definition, mass is simply a unified body of matter 

with no specific shape. However, a woman is held responsible for her body’s shape. Most women, 
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regardless of their actual body size, feel the pressure to lose weight and many suffer from body 

dysmorphia disorder. To regain control over their hunger and shape, Rennie, Sabine, Carly, and Cel 

resort to liposuction as the ultimate purge. Madeleine George focuses on women’s negative body 

image, however, today more than ever, men are experiencing the same pressure. Most college aged 

men and women strive to conform to “societally established standards of beauty” through exercise, 

diet, bingeing and purging, and cosmetic surgery (George 278). Therefore, The Most Massive Woman 

Wins is an exceptionally relevant play to produce on a college campus.  
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