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Most plays have one thing in common—you’re sitting in a seat staring 
at a stage. But, imagine if the audience was made to stand within the 
set, alongside the actors even being drawn into, and made a part of 



the performance itself. Dallas based theatre group Dead White 
Zombies seeks to achieve just that in their experimental, immersive 
productions. DWZ eliminates the boundaries of traditional theatre, 
allowing the viewer to step through the fourth wall at will, or to be 
called upon to join the performance. There is no stage at DWZ 
performances. Audience members meander through rooms that act 
as the set. These site specific performances, which have taken place 
in a variety of locations around Dallas including a crack house and a 
warehouse in North Oak Cliff, create deep, interactive and sensory 
encounters. I had the chance to interview Thomas Riccio—
playwright, theatre director and co-founder of DWZ to discuss his 
legacy of going beyond the boundaries of traditional theatre and 
western performance. 
 
Riccio’s work is just as far reaching as his travels. Through most of 
the 90s he was based out of Alaska, teaching at the University of 
Fairbanks and working as the artistic director of Tuma Theatre, an 
Alaskan native theatre group. He conducted research and directed 
performances in Africa, Asia and Siberia. The indigenous groups he 
worked with during this time, and their rituals, heavily influence his 
work, which strives to bring communities together to recognize the 
lines beneath humanity’s surface that connect us all. Currently, he is 
Professor of Performance and Aesthetic studies at the University of 
Texas Dallas. 
 
I’d never been to a DWZ production before I saw KaRaoKe MoTel, 
which ran last fall in Dallas as the last installment of a trilogy 
exploring death, the afterlife and rebirth. The play was so unlike 
anything I’d ever seen that I ended up going twice. But, I still had 
plenty of questions about how the work he has done around the world 
have evolved his perspective, and the philosophy behind the 
performances he does today. 



 
 
How did you end up helping to found DWZ? 
 
Riccio: I’d been working with Laurie McCarty and Brad Hennigan on 
several shows with other companies around Dallas. Then we realized 
it would be better to work on our own. So, we established DWZ in 
2011 to create our own style and aesthetic. 
 
Could you speak about the mission behind some of your 
projects abroad? 
 
Riccio: I worked on various projects to use performance to educate 
indigenous groups about various health and political concerns. 
 
What was your process like when working with these rural, 



indigenous communities? 
 
Riccio: A lot of it was basically drama therapy. Getting education to 
communities in rural Africa is very difficult. For instance, I worked with 
a puppets group in Nairobi to move through various squatter camps. 
We educated people about STDs, as well as issues of female genital 
mutilation. These groups aren’t particularly receptive to anyone 
suggesting how they should, or should not, approach sexual 
behavior. So we tried to do it in a neutral way. 
 
As a foreigner, I imagine you experienced a lot of resistance 
while working in these communities. 
 
Riccio: I’ve been challenged because I’m white, and they think I have 
an agenda. Like with Ebola they think that the whites have created it. 
Just like people here in the states think vaccines are something put in 
place by a power structure trying to control people. 
 
In your work abroad you’ve bridged gaps between distinct 
groups of people living within the same region or nation. How 
does your work with DWZ here in Dallas resonate with that 
mission? 
 
Riccio: I’ve covered things that deal with healing rituals, dream and 
imagination as an investigation of who we are, and where we want to 
be. Part of the advantage of having worked in so many different 
cultures is that I see patterns between these groups. In a sense, once 
you get beyond the specifics and the topicality of the region, cultural 
and historical, you see that there are still the same recurring 
biophysical, psychophysical types of patterns. 
 
So, it’s the line running through all of us that you’re mapping? 
Through every community and every culture. 
 
Riccio: And through our bodies, recognizing that there are certain 
things that affect us all in similar ways as humans. A grey sky makes 
you feel the same way it makes me feel. The coming of winter 
probably has a similar affect on both of us. So, when we come 



together for a gathering in the fall or winter for the solstice there is a 
reason that we are all united biophysically. We are all drawn to it and 
we’re all going through the same biological and chemical experience. 
 
How did the trilogy of your last three plays frame death, afterlife 
and rebirth? 
 
Riccio: Flesh World was death, (w)hole was afterlife and KaRaoKe 
MoTeL is birth or rebirth. Flesh World was based on a funeral ritual 
that I had seen in south China. In the ritual they unwind the life, and 
there is a guide that takes them through the unwinding, showing them 
how to accept the death. In (w)hole you’re introduced to an elusive, 
dream like reality. In KaRaoKe MoTeL the audience members are 
treated like strangers who choose how to be reborn. 
 
How has working with so many different indigenous groups 
shaped your own spirituality? 
 
Riccio: I’ve evolved my sense that the world is basically my church. 
Every moment, even this interview, is a spiritual interaction. I don’t 
make the distinction between spiritual and non-spiritual. So, rather 
than having a framed event like an hour mass or an hour long 
service, in a sense I feel we are walking through it all the time. It’s 
secular, and it’s non-denominational. In my work I’m thinking of what 
unites us, what’s the energy and the spirit that unites all of us. 
 
So your blurring spirituality and reality? 
 
Riccio: It’s a totality. We call it a blurring, but for me it’s a distinction. 
Western culture demarcates, categorizes and separates. We’ve 
enabled ourselves to segment our way of thinking. And basically say 
well ‘I can create something and not have a consequence to the 
environment because these things are separate.’ Well I’m saying that 
NO this [a bottle], this has a life of its own, and I should be aware of 
what’s going to happen after I’ve used it. That blurring is a return to 
an older indigenous blurred view, or holistic worldview. 
 
How does the style of an immersive performance, like the DWZ 



productions, convey that? 
 
Riccio: By bringing in an audience, there is a whole-ism in the 
performance, as well as in the way people move through the play. My 
idea is that you will see what you need to see. It’s impossible to see 
the entire performance; it’s like life. You never know what’s going in 
on the other room. Right now you’re here in front of me but who 
knows what’s going on in some other part of the world. 
 
What do you have in store for the future? 
 
Riccio: I’ll do a show at UTD with the students, an adaptation of The 
Dream Play later this semester. The next DWZ show will be in the fall 
and will be a zombie show, which I’m working on now and that will be 
an immersion of course, and it will be something unlike anything I’ve 
done before. It’s still in a germination stage so I can’t really put my 
thoughts about it into words. 
  
 


