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“ endy Knox, the found-
ing artistic director of
Frank Theatre, has an

; B imposing presence, a
booming voice, and stands six feet, two
inches tall. Some words that have been
used to describe her are brash, bold, un-
compromising, in-your-face, nontradi-
rional, genius, lunatic, leftist, idealist,
arnbitious, abrasive, difficult, contrary,
audacious. Strong words all, and they
seem to follow her evervwhere, Since
she started her iconoclastic theater
company eighteen vears ago, the press
has been both complimentary and cut-
ting, often in the same article, and
sometimes in the same sentence—as in

“Frank Theatre's production of [pick a

play] is great . . . if yvou like that sort of

thing.”

The sort of thing Knox likes to put
onstage isn't for everyone, certainly,
but a Frank show is alwavs interest-
ing. Knox's singular directing stvle
never waivers from her kamikaze
agenda: “If T haven't pissed anvbody
off,” she is fond of saying, “1 haven't
done my job.," If she hits a wall—or a
nerve—she knows something exciting
has happened. She and her company
(they are inexorably linked) are
known for tackling material that maost
companies are afraid to touch, either
because producers think audiences
will find it too abstruse or because
there's almost zero money-making
potential. Knox also likes to put her
own distinetive spin on plavs that
have been done to death, particularly
hoary classics such as Macheth and
The Taming of the Shrew,

Though Knox is known for speak-
ing her mind, she prefers to let her
work speak for itself (and wishes
evervone else would too). She knows
she's defined by her—pardon the

236

OCTOBER 2007 MPLSSTPAUL mipmag.com

’t Behavin’

Frank Theatre artistic director Wendy Knox has been doing things her way
for eighteen years, and she isn't about to stop now.

pun—frankness, and she can sound
defensive when asked about her
renown as a “difficult” woman. “I'm
an old hag,” she savs, “I don't behave,
and they don’t know what to do with
me.” What few people in the general
public know about her is that in addi-
tion to her well-deserved reputation
as an artistic strongwoman, Knox is
also a loving, loval, good-natured per-
son who laughs readily ar herself and
has a dedicated following of profes-
sional actors, top-tier designers, and
enthusiastic volunteers who support
her vision wholeheartedlv—and who
would grab almost any chance to
wark with her. When Knox asked Joel
5ass to design the set for her latest
production, he signed on immediately,
“The thing I like about working with
Wendy is once she asks you 1o be a
creative team member, there's a high
degree of trust,” he says, “She allows
herself to be influenced or guided by
what vou're giving to her. She [gives]
yvou creative latitude, There's more el-
bow room, a true synthesis, and a true
collaboration that can’t be found . . |
with some other directors.”

nox lives in a house on a sunny
weorner in Minneapolis's Corcoran
neighborhood. A red cedar picket
fence surrounds her small vard, which
is home to two golden retrievers who
enthusiastically try to knock me over
when I open the front door. Knox at-
tempts to muscle her way through
inches of thick fur, shouting, “Take a
seat on the couch when vou can!”
Evervwhere the eve can see, there are
foot-high piles of vellowing newspa-
pers. Old theater props gather dust in
various corners. Scripts and Frank-re-
lated paperwork are carefully stacked
like back issues of The New Yorker,

Two phones lines—both of which lead
to Frank’s voice mail—are within easy
reach, If it seems like Frank has in-
vaded Knox's life, it's because Frank i
her life, Even the downstairs bathtul
has become a storage facility for odds
and ends left over from various pro-
ductions,

After she's calmed her dogs, Knog
relaxes in a worn sofa chair and
frowns as she talls about what soms
of her detractors have said about her
in print. A story that was published a
vear ago this month still irks her. &
newspaper critic lauded Knox's artis
tic adventurousness, but went on w
say that Frank's productions don't al-
wavs succeed because the material ex-
ceeds her skill. Maybe, she suggests,
she's just speaking a “different lan-
guage"—one this particular critic
doesn't happen to understand.

At fifty, Knox is still as fearless as
she was when she was an undergrad
at Grinnell College in Iowa. While
there, she became close friends with
Fritz Ertl, who now teaches theater
and acting at New York University,
“As a bad-girl poster child, Wendy isg
great role model for girvls,” Ert] wrote
in an e-mail message (he calls Knox
his daughter’s titular godmother),
“The fact of the matter is, Wendy is
bigger than life. She's huge in every
way imaginable. She's outspoken and
ornery and very, very stubborn. She's
also incredibly opinionated, which
makes some people uncomfortable,
but she's also really smart and dedi-
cated and works like a dog. She proba-
bly has as much integrity about her
work as anyone I know, which comes
from an innate inability to compro-
mise ever, about anything, Such in-
regrity takes its toll, however, hecause
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