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a theatre-event
by Christopher McElroen and T. Ryder Smith



 Measure Back is an attempt to understand war through intimate acts of theatre and spectatorship.

                                                                                  It is about watching, skimming ahead, texting-while-talking, denying, and participating.  
      

                                                                              It involves live performance, live and pre-recorded video, and audience interaction, and takes 
                                                                                                                                 place simultaneously in the room, on television and on your cell-phone.

                                                                         It has something to do with the epic poem ‘The Iliad’, something with the wars on  the nightly news,             
                                                                                                                                                                          and something with most conflicts in between.

                                                                   It’s also about if there’s anything on TV tonight, the face you make when you lose your credit card, and when 
                                                                                                                                                                                               you are really dead in a videogame.



“Has anyone in 
this room killed 

someone? 

Well, not yet, 
right?”

Based on the theatrical strategies invented for and explored by 
Christopher McEleroen and T. Ryder Smith 

in a previous co-production (Living in Exile in NYC’s Under the 
Radar Festival), 

Measure Back is an entirely new work of interactive theatre. 

Set simultaneously in a mythic past and the modern world, 
Measure Back uses the actors and audience members as 

characters who may or may not be from Homer’s epic poem of 
war The Iliad.

Using a caustic humor and elements of Epic theatre, 
improvisation, cue-card dialogue, instructions from torture 

manuals, cell-phone conversations and You Tube videos, we seek 
various ways to “measure back” to the origins of war. Repeatedly 

called upon for help and input, the audience is subjected to 
alternations of sensory overload and deprivation, and are 

ultimately participants in an act of violence that destroys the 
very theatrical event they have helped to build. 

How do we collectively approach the aftermath of that? And are 
we already being told that new wars are inevitable?

The text of Measure Back is by T. Ryder Smith, and 
the production is co-directed by Mr. Smith and Christopher 

McElroen. 

It is designed to be performed in raw spaces as well as theaters, 
for an audience of between 50 and 100 spectators per 

performance.The show is performed by 3 actors, along with 
some participation by spontaneously-selected members of the 

audience. 

Two of the actors shall travel with the production, with the 
third being cast locally at each venue. The 3rd actor’s relative 
unfamiliarity with the text and staging - and their status as a 
local “outsider” - shall be a deliberate and integral part of the 

event.



REVIEW

“Sunday afternoon took us to LaMama to see the final performance of Living in Exile by Jon Lipsky, directed by 
Christopher McElroen and T. Ryder Smith.

 It was a disturbing and exciting show – very powerful, intimate and thought- provoking.

The audience is ushered into an apartment (there are only 17 people at a time) where they are seated around a 
living room table and surrounded by TVs, each playing something different. The hostesses offer us food and wine, 

take our coats and make sure we’re comfortable. We are encouraged to keep our phones on and, in fact, 
production assistants come by and take our phone numbers. As the banalities play in sensory overload on the 

television screens, everyone’s phones ring and we pick them up to hear a voice reciting The Iliad in ancient Greek.

That’s, essentially, where Smith takes over – narrating the story of The Iliad, playing the parts alternately of 
Achilles and Patrocles. In his effort he is supported by two lovely and talented actresses – Carmen Chaplin and 

Rasha Zamamiri - playing conquered women/priestesses. All of the actors acquit themselves admirably, balancing 
intimacy and “acting”, finding just the right tones at the right moments to bring these difficult scenes to life.

I admit, I’ve never read The Iliad (I know, I know) but what ensues in Living In Exile is as harrowing account 
of war as I have ever imagined. And not just any war but a brutal war of attrition that grinds on and on for ten 

years. (Much like America’s current wars).

In close quarters we learn of the depredations of war, the brutality inflicted on the conquered by the invaders, we 
learn of futile resistance and sheer inhumanity. All of it acted out, symbolically and viscerally, in front of you. 

Smith as actor is literally bringing the war into your living room. He transforms from new recruit to 
grizzled veteran before our eyes, slowly transforming from man to beast, from farmer to destroyer. It is an 

impressive performance. The actresses are also a powerful presence. In one sequence Ms. Zamamiri says her lines 
in what seemed to be Arabic. This added not only a layer of contemporary relevance but also reinforced the clash 
of cultures and misunderstanding in the original text. It is a simple effect but beautiful and disarming nonetheless. 
It is unclear at times whether the two women are playing one character or multiple characters, their identities shift, 

as does T. Ryder Smith’s and overall it reinforces the sense of bewilderment, alienation and confusion of war.

And all this is happening with the TV monitors silently and accusingly flickering in the background. We have 
been given video cameras and are videotaping the whole thing as it unfurls in front of us. The entire production is 

a conflation of the comfort of the living room and the violence of war and it definitely indicts us for our 
indifference and disengagement from the horrors our government is inflicting on others in our name. Or in the 

name of Democracy.

Of all the politically charged work I saw in Under The Radar, this one seemed to be the most disruptive and 
upending. It is partially a show, partially a ritual and exorcism and accusation. It marries all the technology 

of the moment to one of Western civilization’s oldest and starkest accounts of war to make the connection between 
past and present, to reveal how little has changed and to challenge us, finally, to learn from our history and try to 

take action.

Good stuff. Hopefully the show will come back in some form so more people can get a chance to see it.” 

- Andy Horwitz, Culturebot, January, 2011



Warning:

Measure Back contains extreme language, 
imagery and situations about violence, carnage 

and sex.

It is not suitable for children.

The production also utilizes flashing lights, 
smoke and occasionally very loud sound.

It is recommended that audience members wear 
comfortable, casual clothing, and be prepared to 

move throughout the performance space.

Special accommodation can be made for the 
handicapped.
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CHRISTOPHER MCELROEN 
www.ChristopherMcElroen.com

Christopher is a New York based producer and director. 

He co- founded the Classical Theatre of Harlem (named “One of 8 Theatres in America to 
Watch” by the Drama League) where between 1999 and 2009 he produced 41 productions 
that yielded 18 AUDELCO, six Obie, two Lucille Lortel Awards, and a Drama Desk 
Award. 

He has directed over thirty productions including The Cherry Orchard, an original 
adaptation of Richard Wright’s novel Native Son, Marat/Sade, The Blacks: A Clown Show 
(four 2003 Obie Awards, one of the ten best Off Broadway productions of 2003 by The 
New York Times), and the world-premiere of 51st (dream) State, the final work of poet, 
musician, and activist Sekou Sundiata (BAM’s Next Wave Festival, international tour). 

Alongside visual artist Paul Chan and Creative Time, Mr. McElroen co-produced and 
directed Waiting for Godot in New Orleans, a community development through the arts 
initiative that staged Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot outdoors in the Lower Ninth 
Ward and Gentilly communities of post-Katrina New Orleans (NYT top 10 national art 
events of 2007). The production archives are now part of the permanent collection of The 
Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) and were exhibited from May 2010 through September 
2011. 

He has directed or guest lectured at Stanford University, Duke University, Purdue 
University, New York University, Pace University, Dartmouth College, University of Iowa, 
University of North Carolina, The Contemporary Arts Center Boston, The Walker Arts 
Center, and The Museum of Modern Art, among others. 

His work has been recognized with the American Theatre Wing Award (Outstanding 
Artistic Achievement), Drama Desk Award (Artistic Achievement), Edwin Booth Award 
(Outstanding Contribution to NYC Theatre), Lucille Lortel Award (Outstanding Body of 
Work), and two Obie Awards (Sustained Achievement and Excellence in Theatre).

T. RYDER SMITH

T. has appeared on Broadway in War Horse, at Lincoln Center, (winner of 5 Tony 
awards, including Best Play), and in the 2009 revival of Equus, opposite Daniel 

Radcliffe. 

His work Off-Broadway work includes Sarah Ruhl’s Dead Man’s Cell Phone, opposite 
Mary-Louise Parker, and Passion Play, where he played Queen Elizabeth, Adolf Hitler 

and Ronald Reagan. Other NY theatre includes the world premieres of Richard 
Foreman’s The Gods Are Pounding My Head, and King Cowboy Rufus Rules the 

Universe; David Greenspan’s She Stoops to Comedy; Anne Washburn’s Apparition and I 
Have Loved Strangers, and Glen Berger’s Underneath the Lintel, for which T. received a 

Drama Desk nomination for Outstanding Solo Performance. 

T. shared a 2007 Drama Desk award for Outstanding Ensemble Cast as part of the 3-
actor, 30-character Lebensraum, by Israel Horowitz. 

His regional theatre work includes productions at The Old Globe, La Jolla Playhouse, 
American Repertory Theatre, Actors Theatre of Louisville and The Goodman in the 

world premieres of plays by Doug Wright, Tanya Barfield, Charles Mee, and Jeffrey 
Hatcher. T. won a Craig Noel award for Outstanding Lead Performance in the world 

premiere of John Strand’s Lincolnesque at The Old Globe. 

Film and TV work includes appearances on Damages, Nurse Jackie, Blue Bloods, Law 
& Order SVU, White Collar, and the PBS series The Abolitionists, and in the feature 
films Happy Tears, Brainscan, and El Cielo es Azul. He appears in the experimental 

films Horrible Child, by Lawrence Krauser, The Dollar General, by Daniel Fish, 
Monuments, by Redmond Entwistle, and The Ontological Cowboy, by Marie Losier. 

As a voice actor, T. performs as Sander Cohen in the videogame Bioshock, as Baron 
Underbheit in the TV series The Venture Brothers, and as narrator for many audiobooks. 
He tours with Theatre of War, and is part of the rotating cast for Pacifica radio/WBAI’s 

annual Bloomsday readings of James Joyce’s novel Ulysses.

contact us 
at

measureback@gmail.com

Booking Contact: Tony Micocci - Micocci Productions, LLC          Email: Tony@Micocci.com Phone: 917.662.9817 www.Micocci.com
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