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In his work of the early and mid-seven-
ties, Guy de Cointet was concerned with
the exploration and manipulation of
language systems at the level of the
letters themselves. His books and paint-
ings of this period, consequently, had the
appearance of coded material, puzzles
that invited translation into ordinary
language at the same time that their
complexity and ultimate (?) undecoda-
bility resisted it. More recently, moving
to drama, de Cointet has retained this
duality but transposed it from the literal
to the social. His new play Five Sis-
ters, presented at the Municipal Art
Gallery Theater in Barnsdall Park in
September, was a comedy of manners
which, like those old paintings, shim-
mered with the implication of meaning
but persistently (though wittily} di-
verted the interpretative urge into
colorful cul-de-sacs (lit with sophistica-
tion by Eric Orr).

Like its Chekhovian parent, on one
level Five Sisters set bourgeois family
tensions into motion in both psychologi-
cal and social directions. The sisters —
all sensitively acted — were precisely
realized in the sunshine of Orange
County obsession. As career women
successful in a variety of businesses,
they came complete and svelte in tasteful
bodies, understated (but practical) cou-
ture and thoroughly contemporary
neuroses. But other than their shared
and overriding desire 1o stay 50 young
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and beautiful (to which end their conver-
sation circled around their different
doctors and specialists and their various
methods of retarding aging), they had
little in common. Their energies moved
in parallel rather than in series, directed
not towards each other in mutual inter-
action, but towards goals which, like
their men, were always somewhere off-
stage. They could be hailed from the
wings, bul never concretely grasped or
formulated.

In the isolation of their private obses-
sions — Maria's was the most interest-
ing: since returning from an African
vacation, she had been unable to tolerate
the sun {(which somewhal takes the edge
off of living in Orange County) — the
sisters did not so much converse as they
juxtaposed their separate discourses,
which were not only highly idiosyneratic,
but typically appeared to be secondhand,
recruited from somewhere else and
therefore quoted rather than spoken.
The sources of these private languages
were varied (the most sublime was a
auote from the Compleat Poems of
Suzanne Sommers), but generally de-
rived from public sources of an imper-
sonal and often commercial nature —
travel brochures, newspapers, text-
books, elc. As a result, the play as a
whole became a patchwork of overlap-
ping codes, none of them sufficiently
comprehensive or assertive to be able to
free itself from the others and establish
itself as normative. The play as a whole

was left, then, as a Babel of com-
peting and mutually incomprehensible
languages.

What this finally achieves — and here
| think is where the play becomes
especially interesting — is to undermine
the ability of language to fix identity.
Hence it undermines the possibility of
identity itself. Rather than being some-
thing existing through different

speeches and holding those speeches in
its own constancy, identity becomes
something fragmentarily grasped ac-
cording to the terms of whatever dis-

course is immediately available. And
since these discourses are always outside
the individual, already existing (espe-
cially as one or another form of advertis-
ing), identity becomes the form of a
momentary affiliation with one variety or
other of Newspeak. Rather than speak-
ing, the sisters are spoken, and therefore
unable to discover themselves with any
certainty in their own speech. As one of
them summarily asked, ''Is this me or is
it a duplicate of me?'" Only the Blade
Runner knows for sure — and he's gone
north.C]
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