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Rarely has an actor undergone such a dramatic metamorphosis in the course of
an evening as Ron Vawter in his one-man show "Roy Cohn/Jack Smith." Dressed
in a purple smoking jacket and speaking in a nasal New York twang, he does an
eerie impersonation of the celebrated lawyer Roy Cohn denouncing
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homosexuality. When Mr. Vawter reappears after intermission -- attired in bogus
Ali Baba finery and sequined eye makeup and a mustache that make him look
like a raccoon on acid -- it is hard to imagine that the same actor is now portraying
Jack Smith, the eccentric creator of the landmark 1962 film "Flaming Creatures."

Even though Cohn and Smith both lived in New York and were roughly
contemporaries, it is unlikely that they ever met. But as Mr. Vawter points out,
Cohn, the ultraconservative uptown power broker who died in 1986, and Smith,
the downtown avant-gardist and pioneer of gender-bending performance art who
died in 1989, shared a common fate.

"They were both white male homosexuals, and they both died of AIDS," says the
43-year-old actor. "At the same time, you couldn't pick two more vastly different
reactions to being homosexual and responding to a society that told them their
sexuality was wrong or bad or abnormal. Cohn was in complete denial of his
homosexuality and, more than that, on the attack against homosexuals. He was
one of the gay community's worst enemies and a real advocate against
homosexual rights. Smith was the reverse. He was an explosion out. His
theatrical world had to do with ultimate flaunting. I sometimes think of them as
chameleons who changed the coloration of their skin to avoid being eaten."

Although Mr. Vawter never met Cohn, he was introduced to Smith in the early
1970's. "It was around the time that I was coming out homosexually," he says,
between sips of apple juice in his Greenwich Village apartment. "Even back then I
had thought a lot about Roy Cohn. In my mind they were the farthest extremes
one could be, and I was afraid of both of them. Quite frankly, I was afraid that
behaving homosexually required one either to be like a Jack Smith or like a Roy
Cohn, and both positions were scary. Eventually, I learned to relax into an identity
that I hope resembles what's inside of me."

"Roy Cohn/Jack Smith" is the first solo performance piece by Mr. Vawter, a
revered avant-garde actor who for years has been a mainstay of the Wooster
Group, the experimental theater collective out of which Spalding Gray and Willem
Dafoe have emerged as stars. The piece, directed by Greg Mehrten, Mr. Vawter's
companion of 11 years, was first performed in New York as a work-in-progress
last December. Now completed, it is in previews at the Performing Garage (33
Wooster Street), where it opens officially on Saturday for a four-week run.

The Cohn section, a 40-minute address at a fund-raising dinner for the American
Family Association, was inspired by a vignette from "Citizen Cohn," Nicholas von
Hoffman's best-selling biography of the lawyer, in which a chauffeur remembers
having driven Cohn and his male date to a dinner at which Cohn attacked gay
rights. Since Mr. Vawter and Gary Indiana, the novelist and cultural critic who
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wrote the script for the Cohn segment, couldn't track down the original speech or
even determine where it was delivered, Mr. Indiana ended up creating an
imaginary talk by Cohn, weaving in quotes from his actual speeches and writings.
The result is a satirical autobiography, told in the form of an after-dinner speech.

"One of my earliest memories is of Roy Cohn whispering in Joe McCarthy's ear
on television," Mr. Indiana says. "The Army-McCarthy hearings and the
Rosenberg executions were an indelible part of my childhood and I wanted to
include as much of those events as I could."

The Jack Smith section is a partial re-creation of a theater piece, "What's
Underground About Marshmallows," that Smith performed in 1981, nearly 20
years after "Flaming Creatures," an orgiastic celebration of camp posing and
transvestite fantasy. Sitting in an Arabian tent surrounded by trash, Mr. Vawter
adopts Smith's droopy, hesitant delivery, which resembles the voice of the
television character Big Bird, as he narrates a slide show that follows a toy
penguin around various innocuous settings in the streets of Amsterdam.

The text is a cryptic diatribe against the film maker Jonas Mekas whom Smith
regarded as an arch-enemy and with whom he shared deep esthetic differences.
In the play Mr. Mekas is identified by a number of euphemisms, including Uncle
Art Crust. The section ends with a tribute to Smith's idol, the B-movie actress
Maria Montez, who is touted as a representation of Christ returning to the earth
dressed in chiffon.

The Smith section, which Mr. Vawter developed before the one on Cohn, pays
homage to an artist whom the actor regards as a seminal figure in New York's
experimental theater and film world.

"A lot of people say that Jack had only about 12 ideas, but that they were the
most important 12 ideas of the last 25 years," he says. "Jack led a kind of
downtown salon. There's no question that people like Andy Warhol, Robert
Wilson and Richard Foreman hung on what Jack would do next, for he created a
theatrical universe that no one had ever seen before, with himself at the center.
He had a very unusual sense of time. It was dream time that he put on the stage
with a blend of Brechtian and Artaudian influences. Things could get very wild and
chaotic. In the Brechtian sense, he was always showing the mechanisms of the
performance."

Mr. Vawter's background would seem to make him the most unlikely candidate for
charter membership in New York's theatrical avant-garde. Born into a military
family in Albany, he received his Army enlistment papers in 1966 as a 17th-
birthday present and trained to become a Special Forces officer. Hoping to be a
chaplain for the Green Berets, he was put in reserve status while he studied
theology for four years in a Franciscan seminary and earned a B.A. in literature.
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On leaving the seminary he became an Army recruiting officer in Manhattan. One
day, while walking to his office at 80 Centre Street, he found himself attracted to
the sounds coming from the Performing Garage. They turned out to be rehearsals
by the Performance Group, an experimental theater collective that pre-dated the
Wooster Group, rehearsing a production of Sam Shepard's play "The Tooth of
Crime."

"I started stopping there on my way home from work to see the show," he says.
"Because I would be in a Green Beret uniform, I learned later that they thought
they were under surveillance. It eventually turned out that they needed an
administrator, and when I told them how much I wanted to get out of the military
they suggested I run the office."

From an adminstrator, Mr. Vawter worked his way to being a performer in the late
1970's. "It was a time when you didn't have to know anything in order to step onto
a stage," he recalls. "I learned acting by doing it. And although I had never taken
an acting class, it didn't take long to learn how to be on the stage. All you have to
do is be humiliated in front of an audience a few times. If you don't like being
humiliated publicly, you learn how to act."

Mr. Vawter became a major figure in the Wooster Group's performance collages.
He played the splenetic, fast-talking prosecutor in "LSD (Just the High Points),"
the company's interweaving of a gibberish parody of Arthur Miller's play "The
Crucible" with the reminiscences of Timothy Leary's baby sitter. More recently, he
was the central figure in "Frank Dell's Temptation of St. Anthony," playing
characters suggested by Lenny Bruce, Gustave Flaubert and the title character of
Ingmar Bergman's film "The Magician." In "Brace Up!" the Wooster Group's
multimedia adaptation of Chekhov's "Three Sisters," he lent the role of Vershinin a
deep sadness.

Beginning in 1984, when he appeared in an episode of "Miami Vice," Mr. Vawter
began to take small mainstream acting roles, and he has been seen in "Internal
Affairs," "Sex, Lies and Videotape" and "The Silence of the Lambs," among other
films. Because of his deep, solemn speaking voice, he has usually been cast as
authority figures. In "Sex, Lies and Videotape" he is a psychiatrist, in "The Silence
of the Lambs," a Justice Department official.

Especially on the stage, Mr. Vawter exudes a singular charisma. Lean, with
burning blue eyes that are slightly hooded and features as craggy as an eagle's,
he suggests a monk driven by an inner spiritual fire. Every syllable and gesture
carries a ministerial gravity.

"Ron's performing is like an extended series of free falls," says Elizabeth
LeCompte, the Wooster Group's artistic director. Ms. LeCompte sees parallels
between Mr. Vawter's performance style and the military training that found him
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making more than 100 parachute jumps.

"He takes incredible risks," she observes. "There's a kind of rigidity in his
performance that is not really rigid, and it's as though the audience is the air
around him. At the last minute, he takes control, pulls the cord and floats down
safely. He also has an authority about his male characters that makes people put
him in roles of authority. What gives it a kind of depth is that there is always an
ambiguity under the surface."

In preparing the current piece, Mr. Vawter did extensive research on his two
subjects. He pored over videotapes of Cohn, especially his appearances on "60
Minutes," which he bought from CBS, had converted into audio tapes and played
on headphones at night while he slept.

What adds a certain urgency to "Roy Cohn/Jack Smith" is Mr. Vawter's own
precarious health. Three years ago, during the filming of "Internal Affairs," he
learned he was H.I.V.-positive, and he has since developed AIDS.

"There's no question that I made this piece because they both had AIDS and died
of AIDS," he says. "But I picked moments in both their lives that were pre-AIDS
because I really wanted it to be about repression and how the homosexual deals
with repression. I didn't want to make it bad Roy Cohn and good Jack Smith.
Although Roy was a first-class louse who destroyed a lot of people's lives, I'm
trying to show that he was a product, that there were sexually repressive forces at
play which produced a Roy Cohn.

"I can't help but wonder about Jack Smith," he adds wistfully. "We'll never know
what he might have been had he been able to use his creative force less as a
reaction and more as a creative act."

Correction: May 31, 1992

An article on May 3 about the actor Ron Vawter referred inexactly to his
education. He studied at Siena College in Loudonville, N.Y., a private liberal arts
college with Franciscan ties, not a seminary.
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