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ABOUT THE PLAYWRIGHT

Mary Zimmerman is a professor of performance 
studies at Northwestern University.  Her credits 
as an adapter-director in-
clude METAMORPHOSES, 
ARGONAUTIKA, THE 
NOTEBOOKS OF LEON-
ARDO DA VINCI, THE 
ODYSSEY, THE ARABI-
AN NIGHTS, ELEVEN 
ROOMS OF PROUST, THE 
SECRET IN THE WINGS, 
and JOURNEY TO THE 
WEST, as well as numerous 
operas worldwide.  She is 
the recipient of a MacArthur 
Fellowship, and ensemble 
member of Chicago’s Lookingglass Theatre 
Company, and a Manilow Resident Director 
at the Goodman Theatre.  She was awarded 
the Tony Award for her direction of META-
MORPHOSES in 2001.  Her most recent work 
includes directing a stage version of THE JUN-
GLE BOOK  and THE WHITE SNAKE which 
is currently running at the Goodman Theatre in 
Chicago.

In her work, she continues to be drawn to ancient 
literature and stories based in oral tradition. Her 
rehearsal process is open and organic, especially 
when she serves as both adapter and director. She 
allows time for a production’s imagery to devel-
op, often working off the physical improvisations 
of her ensemble of actors. When directing Shake-
speare, her engagement is primarily with the text.

“I’m not a big one for seeing what other people 
have to say about it, how it was done elsewhere,” 
Zimmerman says. “I try to be very open in my 
reception to what the story wants to be and how I 
can make it as absolutely clear and visually clear 
as possible. My goal is to express the play in a 
way that feels as right as possible. I’m not ever 
trying to force something on these stories.”  

Her hope is to have a child’s openness and imag-
ination, for—to paraphrase one of her favorite 
quotes by Willa Cather—“I’ll never be the artist I 
was as a child.” 

 
“I love that quote,” Zimmerman 
says. “It is a statement of my 
own belief that I’m at my best 
when I’m unselfconscious and 
using what’s in the room. They 
don’t call it a play for nothing. 
We think of ‘play’ as a noun. 
‘I’m going to see a play.’ We 
forget that it’s also a verb. Chil-
dren play in order to survive. 
They’re practicing at life in 
order to cope and survive later 
in life. Plays do the same thing. 

They’re teaching us how to cope with situations, 
like the advent of our death. And we can sit back 
and observe.” 

NOTES

From the Foreword to 
Journey to the West by 

Anthony C. Yu
The story of JOURNEY TO THE WEST (Chin. 
XIYOUJI) was published in a more or less de-
finitive hundred-chapter version in 1592 Ming 
China and almost instantaneously attained the 
status of a monumental classic of late-imperial 
Chinese fiction.  Its skeletal plot was based on 
the famous pilgrimage of the priest Xuanzang 
(596?-664 C.E.), who traveled overland from 
Tang China to distant India in quest of additional 
Buddhist scriptures, the teachings of which were 
deemed canonical to his particular division of 
the faith. . . .The protracted and arduous journey 
lasting nearly seventeen years (627-44) gave 
him the scripts of his desire and also immediate 

Mary Zimmerman, chatting with the audience, after 
North’s production of The Secret in the Wings, May 2011



imperial recognition and patronage.  The pilgrim 
spent the remaining twenty years of his life as a 
master translator of classic Buddhist texts.  To-
gether with his collaborators, he gave to the Chi-
nese people in their own language seventy-five 
volumes or 1.341 scrolls of Buddhist writings, 
surpassing the accomplishment of any scripture 
translator in Chinese history before or since.

Since its publication in the late-sixteenth –cen-
tury China, JOURNEY TO THE WEST  has not 
only enjoyed vast readership among the Chi-
nese people of all regions and social strata, but 
its popularity has continued to spread to other 
peoples and lands through increased translation 
and adaptation in different media—illustrated 
books, comics, plays, Peking and other regional 
operas, shadow puppet plays, radio show, film, 
TV series, and rewriting (such as the work of 
Timothy Mo, and David Henry Hwang).  Of its 
many features attractive to the old and the young, 
the elite and the demotic, one undeniable element 
pervasive of the story’s inventions is to be found 
in the multicultural character of the original no 
less in its fictional transformation.   The spirit of 
JOURNEY TO THE WEST, whether in history 
or fiction, can thus never be monolithically and 
narrowly Han Chinese. 

My acquaintance with Mary Zimmerman, speak-
ing somewhat personally, began in early 1995, 
when I was told that in about two month’s  time,  
Chicago’s Goodman Theatre would be mounting 
a stage version of JOURNEY TO THE WEST 

based on that Chinese novel, published in four 
volumes.  I was both elated and concerned, the 
latter feeling aroused by my puzzlement over 
how a late-imperial Chinese epic narrative (es-
timated to be about one and three-quarters the 
length of WAR AND PEACE) would fit on the 
modern stage. About a fortnight later, I finally 
had the chance to meet Ms. Zimmerman face 
to face for the first time, and after more than an 
hour’s conversation over coffee at Chicago’s 
Bloomingdale’s, I was persuaded already that 
mine was the good fortune—and even more so, 
that of this Chinese literary masterpiece—to have 
found so capable and brilliant a director as Mary 
Zimmerman to be the novel’s first English stage 
adapter.

Subsequent attendance of the play cemented my 
conviction that hers indeed was the highest artis-
tic creativity.  The translation of this late-Ming 
narrative onto a modern American-stage had 
been accomplished with the most daring imag-
ination combined with the most faithful com-
mitment to the original story’s letter and spirit. 
. . .To shorten the fictive fourteen-year trek into 
a manageable performance, the plot was judi-
ciously and seamlessly compressed (sometimes 
with several episodes summarized or montaged 
onstage), while it retained at the same time a 
magnificent sense of beginning, development, 
progress, and climactic end.

Like the Greek epics, the Chinese narrative is 
one that weds exciting entertainment to serious 



reflection.  Ingeniously and consistently, Zim-
merman’s staging followed its narrative exam-
ple and sought to merge rousing adventure and 
humor with Buddhist and Daoist wisdom.  In this 
director’s hand, there was never any room for 
cultural condescension.   Mary Zimmerman’s ad-
aptation of the story belongs crucially to the on-
going process of its contemporary globalization, 
but her script, for me, represents the happiest 
attempt at honoring distinctive cultural otherness 
in the universal medium of art.  

FROM THE DIRECTOR
As I sat with my notebook at North’s final per-
formance of Mary Zimmerman’s JOURNEY TO 
THE WEST in May, I began to reflect on the ar-
tistic journey cast, crew, and production team had 
embarked upon just a few weeks earlier. It was an 
intense and exhilarating  rehearsal process which 
culminated in a performance unlike any other we 
had experienced before.   The play concludes with 
the four pilgrims having reached the end of their 
adventure together by achieving their mission of 
bringing back sacred scriptures from the West 
— each having grown and gained enlightenment 
along the way, yet also ready and eager to embark 
upon the next,  grander venture that awaits them.  
It seemed fitting then that we do the same with our 

“journey”  by applying for the opportunity to bring 
this classic epic of Eastern literature  adapted by 
one of America’s most celebrated playwrights to 
this year’s festival.

The Appleton North Theatre Department has had 
a long-standing love affair with the works of Mary 
Zimmerman.  It all began in 2006 with our produc-
tion of her METAMORPHOSES—complete with 
an 1800 gallon pool of water on stage!  This was 
followed over the ensuing years by her ARABIAN 
NIGHTS , THE ODYSSEY as well as two of her 
then unpublished works, THE SECRET IN THE 
WINGS and ARGONAUTIKA-- both of which 
were presented with the special permission of the 
playwright and whose performances at North she 
graciously attended.  (A experience which myself 
and my students found thrilling and continue to 
cherish.) It was our hope she might make a stop 
here at the festival, but unfortunately (for us any-
way) she is in China with her latest adaptation of 
another Chinese tale,  THE WHITE SNAKE , a 
play, which she commented to me after its debut at 
the Oregon Shakespeare Festival, she would love 
to see us do.  Needless to say it’s next on our list.   

Why have we at North been so committed to her 
work?  To put it simply, Zimmerman embodies all 
that is best about theatre.   She understands that 
theatre is a place where anything is possible.  It 
is the realm of thought into action—where the 
mind can make magic.  As Shakespeare said to 
his audiences at the Globe Theatre at the begin-
ning of HENRY V:



“On your imaginary forces work….
Piece out our imperfections with your thoughts; 
Into a thousand parts divide one man, 
And make imaginary puissance; 
Think when we talk of horses, that you see them 
Printing their proud hoofs i’ the receiving earth; 
For ‘tis your thoughts that now must deck our 
kings, 
Carry them here and there; jumping o’er times, 
Turning the accomplishment of many years 
Into an hour-glass.”

Through her powerful and poetic use of language 
and startling stage imagery, Zimmerman, like 
the Bard, paints 
with the palette 
of our imagina-
tions.  We have 
tried to stay true 
to her style and 
staging in our 
rendition of her 
JOURNEY TO 
THE WEST:  
the entire play 
takes place in-
side a Buddhist 
temple taking its 
cue from Mon-
key’s line, “The 
whole of Heav-
en and Earth 
is one large 
room.”   This 
large room instantaneously changes from the 
palace of an emperor to the Chinese countryside 
to a village in India and back again; goddesses 
fly on the shoulders of actors; a river is created 
with blue fabric and waving fans.  It’s everything 
that makes theatre so exciting and different from 
other storytelling mediums.   And Mary Zim-
merman is the consummate storyteller.     In our 
modern, media-saturated age where film, televi-
sion and the internet have come to dominate our 
limited time for entertainment, the sheer joy and 
anticipation created by listening to stories seems 
to have been forgotten. Yet, it is one of the oldest 

of all art forms—and a good story, told well, stirs 
something deep within our being. We are drawn 
to it, leaning in eagerly with our imaginations to 
experience something we cannot experience in 
any other way.

As you will see, JOURNEY TO THE WEST is 
not typical high school fare.  The story of Tripita-
ka, Monkey King, Pigsy and Sandy while incred-
ibly popular and celebrated throughout the Asian 
world, is virtually unknown to us in the West. 
The tale has often been called the Asian ODYS-
SEY and comparisons of the pilgrims have been 
made to those appearing in one our most beloved 

Western jour-
ney-stories—
THE WIZARD 
OF OZ.  In 
order to ade-
quately prepare 
for our perfor-
mance both the 
cast and myself  
had to deter-
mine and assim-
ilate what we 
did not know 
about Chinese 
culture and phi-
losophy—which 
was pretty much 
everything.  We 
studied the his-
tory behind the 

legend of Tripitaka, poured over details about the 
play’s supernatural characters, and spent many 
hours learning about and discussing Buddhist 
teachings and beliefs.  All of this intense educa-
tion took place before even the first minute of 
rehearsal occurred. It was both an exciting and 
frustrating process as we attempted to familiar-
ize ourselves with a way of seeing and thinking 
which was in so many ways so very unfamiliar.    
Throughout the rehearsal process, cast members 
continued their contemplation and investigation 
of the ideas and principles revealed in the play. 
Along the way they acquired a deeper under-

Legends do what all great stories do:  re-
veal to us who we are as well as who we may 
become.  The quest for the scriptures con-
taining wisdom and enlightenment which is 
at the heart of JOURNEY TO THE WEST is 
really the quest we all undergo in life—to find 
truth, understanding and redemption.  And 
like the pilgrims in the story, we realize that 
in the end, it is only through the strength and 
support of each other that we can ever hope to  
reach the end of our journey.



standing and appreciation for the beauty and 
wisdom which can be found in Eastern thought 
and culture.    

Legends do what all great stories do:  reveal to us 
who we are as well as who we may become.  The 
quest for the scriptures containing wisdom and 
enlightenment which is at the heart of JOUR-
NEY TO THE WEST is really the quest we all 
undergo in life—to find truth, understanding and 
redemption.  And like the pilgrims in the story, 
we realize that in the end, it is only through the 
strength and support of each other that we can 
ever hope to  reach the end of our journey.  We 
thank you 
for your 
willingness 
to join us on 
this special 
pilgrim-
age—Mary 
Zimmerman 
style— to-
night.  Like 
Tripitaka and 
his disciples 
on their jour-
ney west, we 
met many 
metaphorical 
“demons” 
and real-life 
obstacles 
along the 
way—and despite them—or maybe in part be-
cause of them—it was a voyage of discovery we 
are all so very grateful to have taken.    Thank you 
Mary.   And thank you all for your attendance this 
evening.  Enjoy the show and the festival!

OUT OF THE 
MOUTHS OF BABES….

In her production notes at the end of the script to 
JOURNEY TO THE WEST, Mary Zimmerman 
writes,  “Resist the temptation to lard your pro-
duction’s program and preproduction literature 
with too much somber and learned information 
about Buddhism and Daoism and so on. . . Don’t 
make the audience study up in order to see the 
show.  It will frighten them and give them far too 
respectful an attitude toward the play.”  She, of 
course, is right—yet if the cast’s own confusion 

and need for 
information 
on the com-
plex nature 
of Eastern 
thought was 
any indica-
tion, I felt 
it necessary 
to find some 
way to ex-
plain to our 
audience the 
basic tenet 
of Bud-
dhist beliefs 
which were 
at the heart 
of this story.  
After much 

discussion, we developed an idea—the reality 
of which you will see played out before you this 
evening. It prevents the overburdening of infor-
mation, yet provides what we hope will be an 
interesting and effective vehicle for presenting 
essential terms and ideas which lie outside our 
Western experience.



Who’s Who

Tripitaka is a Buddhist monk 
who had renounced his family 
to become a monk from child-
hood. He set off for Dahila 
kingdom (India) to retrieve 
original Buddhist scriptures 
for China. Although he is help-
less in defending himself, the 
bodhisattva (boh-duh-suht-vuh) 
Guanyin helps by finding him 
powerful disciples who aid and 
protect him on his journey. In 
return, the disciples will receive 

enlightenment and forgiveness for their sins once 
the journey is done. Along the way, they help the 
local inhabitants by defeating various monsters 
and demons.

Sun Wukong is the name given to this character, 
the latter part of which means “Awakened to 
Emptiness.” 
He is called 
Monkey 
King. He was 
born on Flow-
er Fruit Moun-
tain from a 
stone egg that 
forms from an 
ancient rock 
created by the 
coupling of 
Heaven and 
Earth.  After angering several gods and coming 
to the attention of the Jade Emperor, he is given a 
minor position in heaven as the Keeper of Hors-
es so they can keep an eye on him. This job is a 
very low position, and when he realises that he is 
put into such a low position and not considered 
a full-fledged god, he becomes very angry.  His 
primary weapon is a rod which he can shrink 
down to the size of a needle and keep in his ear, 
as well as expand it to gigantic proportions. The 
rod, originally a pillar supporting the under-

sea palace of the Dragon King of the East Sea, 
weighs 17,550 pounds.  Sun Wukong’s childlike 
playfulness is in contrast to his cunning mind. 
This, coupled with his great power, makes him a 
trickster hero.

Zhu Bajie (literally “Pig 
of the Eight Prohibi-
tions”) is also known 
as Zhu Wuneng (“Pig 
Awakened to Ability”), 
and given the name 
Pigsy, Monk Pig or just 
simply Pig in English.
Once an immortal who 
was the Marshal of the Heavenly Canopy com-
manding 100,000 naval soldiers of the Milky 
Way, he drank too much during a celebration of 
gods and attempted to flirt with the moon god-
dess resulting in his banishment into the mortal 
world. He was supposed to be reborn as a human, 
but ends up in the womb of a female boar due to 
an error at the Reincarnation Wheel, which turns 
him into a half-man half-pig monster. His weap-
on of choice is the nine-tooth iron rake. 

Shā Wùjìng (literally meaning “Sand Awakened 
to Purity”), given the 
name Friar Sand, San-
dy, or the Sha Monk 
in English, was once a 
celestial Curtain Lifting 
General. He was exiled 
to the mortal world 
and made to look like 
a monster because he 
accidentally smashed a 
crystal goblet belong-
ing to the Queen Moth-
er of the West during a 

Peach Banquet. The now-hideous immortal took 
up residence in the Flowing Sands River, terror-
ising surrounding villages and travellers trying 
to cross the river. Sha’s weapon is the “Cres-
cent-Moon-Shovel” or “Monk’s Spade.” 


