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a 1-year, full-time course

if you want to extend yourself as a creative
practitioner by working in a wider theatre context - - W
then this course may be an investment for your
future! The dynamic and changing world of ’ | % |
contemporary theatre demands a total approach
to theatre training. Whether a director, writer,
dramaturg, performer, puppeteer, or designer -
you could benefit from working within a

collaborative and creative training environment.

Directing

Writing

Dramaturgy

- e Performance
Somerset Scholarship . Puppetry g}
" Set Design .8
A Somerset Scholarship (covering full fees and . ? ¥4 Costume Design

maintenance) is available for this course. For . i N Lighting Design
eligibility: you must be under 25; you or your . o R ey R Sound

PRAR WSROI SRR ) B Lonean . for Performance
Borough of Haringey; or, you will have attended . ’ o R
as a pupil at a School in that Borough. o
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- Theatre Training

Apply now for entry in October 1997 --

Applicants will normally hold a degree or
equivalent in an arts-related subject L 9
and/or have a minimum of 2 years
relevant professional experience. .:

For further details call Linda Roe on:
0171-722 8183. The Central School of
Speech and Drama, 64 Eton Avenue, L
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A limited number of places are still ;
available for entry in October 1997.

CENTRAL SCHOOL
OF SPEECH AND DRAMA

Principal: Professor Robert S. Fowler FRSA
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Street Arts

Performance

Summer is here and the season of outdoor festivals is well
underway. In this issue, Total Theatre focuses on Street
Arts. DANIELA ESSART and ANNETTE LOOSE report on
the First National Street Arts Meeting in May, DOROTHY
MAX PRIOR considers the benefit of good training and
networking resources for performers on the outdoor
circuit. In addition, POLLY THOMAS of Brouhaha
International, provides the background to a major outdoor
event which happened recently in Merseyside and SIMON

BOYCE provides a portrait
of the lunatic world of the
Natural Theatre Company

The First National
Street Arts Meeting

n May 9th around 150 delegates
met in Brighton for the first ever
meeting to discuss issues
concerning street arts in the UK.
The event marked a growing movement
among street artists and arts officers to
find a workable way of describing and
defining street art.

The day was chaired by lan Reid, the
Director of Combined Arts at the Arts
Council of England, and started with a
welcome from Linda Lewis of South East
Arts Board. Linda introduced the notion of
street arts as a definable art form in its own
right. Four speakers then outlined the
major topics of the day, drawing on their
own experiences as organisers of festivals,
arts officers and artists.

Frank Wilson talked of his role as
Director of the Stockton Riverside Festival,
pointing to the strong growing street arts
movement on the continent, in particular
Eastern Europe, and in Latin America and
Australia. He concluded that street theatre
in the UK was definitely not leading the
world artistically. The question was raised
as to whether this was due to under-
funding or whether there were other
equally important and maybe more
productive issues to be faced. Frank Wilson
wanted to see a raised status for street arts
in the UK which would transcend the
notion of ‘street theatre’ and enable it to
be recognised as an art form in its own
right.

Photo: Ute Klapake
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Scarabeus Theatre: FATA MORGANA -
VISION OF THE SKYWALKERS

Mike Chubb, Head of Entertainment
and Special Events, Birmingham City
Council (organiser of the Cardiftf Summer
Festival) spoke with urgency on the need
for more cutting edge performances and
organisers and arts officers who were
prepared to take the risk of programming
more daring events. In his opinion, it had
become harder for artists in this country to
be visionaries due to an over-policing of
the arts. Arts Officers must trust artists and
vice versa. Mike Chubb stressed the
importance of training, networking among
the artists and skills-exchange.

Daniel Andrieu, Director, Viva C(ite,
France, looked back on the history of
streets arts in France which grew out of the
anti-Vietnam movement in the 1970s. In
France, street arts aren’t necessarily better
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funded, but the involvement of the
Ministry of Culture in supporting it is of
symbolic importance. Most interesting was
his description of the ‘lieux de fabricacion’
(workshop places) for street artists which
offered them rehearsal room and space for
set-making, alongside accommodation
during their creative period. A few places
like this currently exist throughout France
with the aim of introducing them
eventually into each French city. What a
grand idea. This begged the question
of why comparable programmes
were not being developed in the UK.
Although some people voiced their
fear that integrating street arts into
society might limit the potential to
be progressive. In Daniel Andrieu’s
view, though, street arts could still
be provocative despite being rubber-
stamped by the establishment. It was
the language of street arts which
provoked and it was important that
there were spaces that could both
support and sustain the production
of street arts.

Clary Salandy, Director,
Mahogany Arts, focused her
presentation on the perspective of
carnival artists, stressing the
importance and uniqueness of the
audience for art on the street. She
saw the beauty of street art as being
one of no restrictions - one which
allowed for magical, imaginative
spectacles. Considering ‘quality’, she
questioned who created definitions of
quality for whom, and what the term was
used to refer to (e.g. material or idea).
Clary Salandy saw the opportunity for the
UK to create its own tradition of street arts,
celebrating our cultural diversity. The
potential for street arts to form a central
part of cultural life in the UK was, in her
view, great.

By the end of the conference some
points arose with more urgency than
others. The hot debate centred around the
definition of street arts. Some artists
expressed their desire to avoid definitions,
whilst others spoke of their dislike of the
pervading ‘street theatre’ term and its
failure to encompass the multiplicity of
performance styles taken onto the streets.
There was an emerging acceptance of the




term ‘street arts’ or ‘street performance’.
Concensus was positive on the benefit of
the French model of the ‘lieux de
fabricacion’ for street arts in the UK.
Financial and in-kind support could all
help towards the creation of quality work.

Another hot issue was the question of
who set the parameters for quality. The
artists themselves, the festivals organisers,
or the arts officers? Was quality not
achieved when artists succeeded in

Bodily Functions, the
Brighton-based forum for
mime, physical and visual

theatre practitioners, recently
ran the Carnival Caravan
Street Theatre Project.
DOROTHY MAX PRIOR
describes the benefits for
street arts performers

he Project was initiated to
provide skills training for
outdoor performance and to
create an opportunity for
practitioners to exchange ideas, skill-share
and explore new possibilities for
performance. Mary Robson, formerly
with Welfare State International, led a
weekend workshop at the Same Sky
studios. Practical work included costume-
making with newspaper and sculptural
hat-making, with time and space allowed
for the exchange of ideas and a talk on the
use of materials for outdoor work.

Daniela Essart and Soren Nielsen of
Scarabeus Theatre led a thorough physical
skills weekend including acrobalance and
stiltwalking. By the end of the second day
everyone was confident enough to take
part in a short choreographed piece on
stilts. Daniela was impressed with the level
of support and closeness the group
developed - particularly as it ranged from
those with no previous training through
to experienced performers.

A focus on audience/performer
relationship was provided by Jonathan
Kay of Attic Theatre. His weekend
included work on the nature of

the black boXx

emotionally touching the audience,
changing their reality and dreams?

And finally, how could the profile ot
street arts be raised? What were British
festival organisers doing to encourage the
development of work in the UK?

Street arts are primed to become an
important cultural tool in the reclamation
of lost cultural traditions, defining
changing social identities, both of people
and of places. People own the streets and

Carnival

‘performance space’ and ‘audience space’.
His theoretical and practical work on how
to define and carry that performance
space - whether as ‘narrator’, ‘player’ or
‘archetype’ - was of particular value.
Practitioners of outdoor theatre often
don’t work with physically defined limits
and consequently they need to be secure
in their awareness of whether they are in
the space as ‘audience’ or ‘performer’. If
the latter, they need to discern with what
degree of interaction or detachment they
exist in the space.

A tourth weekend with Franki Anderson
explored the role of The Fool, using voice,
movement and improvised ensemble
work. The emphasis was on personal
development and general performance
skills.

On Sunday afternoons Lindsay Butcher
of Gandini Juggling Project taught trapeze
skills. Part of the funding for the project,
which was supported by both SE Arts and
Hove Borough Council, was used to install
a permanent rig for trapeze and aerial
work at the All Saints Centre in Lewes
where, in collaboration with Circus
Pipsqueak, we intend to create an aerial
skills training space.

Meanwhile, weekly ‘Open Door’
sessions were held with an emphasis on
material relevant to outdoor performance
- including clowning, storytelling and
Carnival dance. There were two evenings
with visiting artists. From Murcia in Spain,
Anton Valen taught a class on movement
from everyday life. Tim Batt, veteran street
theatre performer, gave a talk on the

Street Arts

street artists contribute to breaking -down
barriers.

Clary Salandy’s words seem an
appropriate way to conclude this report.
“No black box, no proscenium arch, can
contain the level of human experience
lexplored| through art on the street.” W

Daniela Essart & Annetie Loose,
Scarabeus Theatre

Contact Scarabeus Theatre on
0171 739 7494.

Caravan

important know-how strategies for
outdoor performance - including choosing
your site, creating an audience, dealing
with awkward situations and holding the
audience’s attention.

Now that the Project has concluded, we
are pleased to have achieved our
objectives of providing quality skills
training, a forum for exchange and a
starting point for new working
relationships. Future plans include the
creation of new performance work, both
by promoting a Touring Caravan of small-
scale work and collaborating with
companies such as Scarabeus Theatre on
larger scale projects. We will also run a
summer training programme for young
people with another winter season for
practitioners, whilst of course remaining
committed to our original function as a
network for support and skill-sharing. I

Contact Bodily Functions on 01273
385928/382211.

The Gandini Juggling Project: SEPTET
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Street Arts

cities
Brouhaha International has
been running international

performing arts festivals on Merseyside since 1990. Executive
Director POLLY THOMAS describes their most ambitious and

spectacular project to date

n 1994 Brouhaha International were
approached by Teatro Potlach, a
leading Italian theatre company,
about bringing their peripatetic
INVISIBLE CITIES project to the region for
its UK premiere. The project fuses
professional and community artists,
taking a physical site as its theme, and
working from the principles of Italo
Calvino’s book of the same name. Our
enthusiasm for the project was in part due
to the intensive collaborative working
process. Merseyside is a diffuse region,
with very distinct identities, and often
little artistic cross-over. We wanted to see
if we could work with local people to
bring together a sense of identity about a
once rich area that is now grappling with
a range of economic and social problem:s.
How could an international arts project
like this make an impact on people’s lives?
How could we work towards direct
participation for local communities, so
that they were not just observers, but
became active makers and shapers of the
work?

The River Mersey seemed the ideal
unitying ftactor - it is arguably the heart
and soul of the region, the source of its
wealth, and its diverse population. The
site we chose was Morpeth Dock, now
derelict but once alive with all the activity
of a major international port. Key support
came from Hamilton Quarter, an urban
regeneration  initiative  based in
Birkenhead and North West Water, owners
of the performance site.

To be even partially successful it was
essential that the project engaged as many
local people, professional artists and

community groups, as possible. We
embarked on an outreach programme to
alert people to the project and invite their
participation. Thus, we found ourselves
working with a forty strong teenage dance
group from Walleyes, four retired
gentlemen singing Barbershop quartets,
the Chinese youth orchestra and folk
dance group, Birkenhead Priory School
children and more.

Our Italian and Austrian colleagues
came to Merseyside twice in the run-up
year to meet with funders, arts
organisations, community groups and so
on. A series of working meetings with
artists and community groups wanting to
participate was crucial to bring everyone
together and start to establish a dialogue.
As is often the case, a large scale
international project like this met with
some local resistance - why were we
spending so much time and money on
bringing ‘outsiders’ to the area? What
would be the long term benefits of such
work? Our response was to listen carefully
to all the concerns and try to engage
people as much as possible in the process.

Once we started on the fourteen day
event period, life became a blur of activity
and problem solving. The site itself
became a monster - our technical team
worked day and night in all weather
conditions to produce an electrical system
capable of lighting a small housing
development. The outreach events, taking
international and local artists to
community sites, were hampered by
communication difficulties with our
international colleagues. The concept of
community and outreach work is not the
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Roberto Birindelli at INVISIBLE
CITIES, Birkenhead

same in Italy, and we found programmes
that we had carefully negotiated with our
community contacts being rewritten at
the last minute. The most successful
events were those where we had been
running workshops in the area prior to the
performance.

However, INVISIBLE CITIES was an
unqualified triumph. 250 people worked
together in difficult circumstances to
create a real sense of community and
artistic excellence. The first week of work
was marked by terrible weather - the dock
was a miserable place, inhabited by a few
forlorn figures, fighting the wind to build
structures or working out dance moves to
the pitter patter of rain. Then everything
changed. The second week brought
sunshine, and the work cracked on apace.
The tinal outcome was three nights with
an hour and a half of promenade through
a magic land of light, music, images and
action. The setting was magnificent -
Tango dancers against the illuminated
Liverpool skyline, a Brazilian dancer
emerging from a smoke-filled hole in the
ground, neon coloured projections against
a derelict harbour building, a working JCB
in a mock fight with two young women
and more. The audience response was
overwhelming - many people came on the
first night and returned every other.

INVISIBLE CITIES worked as an
extraordinary stimulant for the local
participants, enabling them to work
alongside European colleagues and
develop their own work in a new,
intensive environment. It is hoped that
some of the working and friendship links
made between local and international
artists will continue through return visits
and joint projects. Local artists on the
Wirral, feeling the lack of a coherent
artists forum, set up their own group,
which now meets regularly to lobby,
spread information and develop joint
projects. Participating community groups
are coming back to work with Brouhaha
International on the 1997 festival,
including our seminar on how
international work can be part of a
community programme, and beyond. The
audiences will never forget what they
have seen and what a huge difference a
little artistic imagination can make. W

Further details: Brouhaha International on
0151 709 3334.




he Natural’s don’t often perform
in focused spots for more than a
few minutes. The minute the
crowd thickens, they move off to
the next street corner, always seeking to
avoid the ‘me theatre show/you audience’
situation. Unlike conventional theatre
performers, we never take a bow, for ours
is the theatre of non-ego and showing oft
is not allowed. Our teams of immaculately
costumed, almost ‘real’ characters’, simply
live-out a pre-arranged scenario. Although
‘'skills” may be brought into use, they must
be incorporated seamlessly, not featured
as ‘turns’. We want people to pretend we
are real. Only then is it genuinely funny in
a new kind of way.

Our scenarios are tightly planned but
each performance is completely different,
relying entirely on audience reaction.
That reaction may be total indifference or
over-the-top participation - but always we
are in the hands of the observer. Thus, a
walkabout by our team of starched
nannies can vary from a ‘parks and
gardens’ passing image to a wild
knockabout, masses of baby powder,
tratfic-stopping farce. They simply go for a
walk, follow a pre-arranged set of nanny
rules and see what happens.

Our theatre is all about adjusting to
situations, audiences and the constant
bombardment of stimuli in the real world.
For us, the whole world is a stage and we
have performed on ships, planes, trains,
roof tops, in theatre foyers, swimming
pools, private homes, cornfields, shop
windows, on a slag heap, at cricket
matches and in a cattle shed.

Thrown in at the deep-end amongst the
world’s shoppers, we experience our own
kind of culture-shock. Nine weeks in
Germany, followed closely by two weeks
in New Zealand, a day in Glasgow, ten in
Houston, a quick trip to Louisiana on the
way to Japan and back to Bath in time for
the Fringe Festival. What we call a ‘dart-
board tour’, darling. The whole world seen
through the tiny holes in a plastic flower
pot mask!

As we plunge into surprised crowds in
some new and alien shoppers ‘paradise’, a
number of questions flash up. Are
Japanese police armed? Why are all Texans
bigger than me? Are they really keen on
the British here or is it an unfortunate
delusion on behalf of the British Council?
[s that man pouring praises on my head or

Street Arts

The Natural Theatre Company produce theatre for the streets -
fleeting glimpses of the ridiculous for busy shoppers. Company
member SIMON BOYCE explains how shopping arcades, grand
boulevards, quiet country lanes and even deserted mountain
tracks have all come In for the "Natural’ treatment

is he about to hit me? (Luckily someone
told us that a V-sign in Japan means
something nice.) For although our
humourous images are pretty universal,
countless little adjustments and
discoveries take place. Thus our Lost Pink
Suitcases found that in Houston, despite
the simple grid of straight streets, they
really did get lost, because everything
looks the same. Conversely, in
labyrinthine Osaka, it's impossible to get
lost because everyone is so helpful.

In the Pink Suitcases, the cast of up to
20 performers ‘get lost’ for 45 minutes,
searching vainly for each other in a

The Natural Theatre Company

The Natural
Treatment

chosen set of streets and buildings,
drawing as much attention to themselves,
having many small-scale adventures. At a
pre-arranged time and location they all
come noisily together. The cases link,
becoming one unwieldy unit, which is
toted around, audience following, getting
up to a different kind of group adventure
in the same area, for another 30 minutes.

In Japan, I arrived at the meeting spot to
see groups of white-gloved police officers
scurrying in all directions, shouting
excitedly and trying to round up the
wandering Pinks, all of whom were
pretending madly that they hadn’t yet
seen each other. Having brought us al
together, they bowed, shook hands anc
marched off. They weren’t arresting us,
just trying to be helpful! Next time we
would act really farcically lost, just to
make it quite clear. After all we are ‘Art’,
not ‘Beadle’s About’.

Of course, we have been actually
arrested - once in Vienna dressed as Hare
Krishnas and once at a British seaside
resort where my face was cut open by an
over-reacting officer trying to rip oftf my
mask. A mean-minded German window-
dresser once locked us in a display cabinet
for a not-tunny length of time and 25,000
people shouted ‘Poofters’ and threw beer
cans when the Pink Suitcases strode onto
the Test match pitch in New Zealand.

But, on the whole, considering we are
the uninvited guests in your average
shopping day, the reaction is one of
hilarity, surprise and delight. B

Details: The Natural Theatre Company,
Widcombe Institute, Widcombe Hill, Bath
BAZ2 6AA, England. Tel: 01225 469131.
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Street Arts

International FestiVaI Contacts

FESTIVALS

European Street Theatre
Festival, Ghent

Fabien Audooren
Trefpunt VZW

Bij. Sint Jacobs, 18
9000 Ghent Belgium
Tel: 00 32 9 225 3676
Fax: 00 32 9 233 1037/

Chalons dans la Rue

Pierre Layac

5, Place de I"Obelisque
711050 Chalons sur Saone,
France

Tel: 00 33 3 8548 05 22
Fax: 00 33 3 8593 68 62

Festival Bleu

Terre en Fete

2 rue du Docteur Rosta
06600 Antibes France
Tel: 00 334 93 34 68 47/
Fax: 00 33493 34 48 21

Festival d’Aurillac

Jean-Marie Songy

Centre Pierre Mendes France
37 rue des Carmes

15000 Aurillac France

Tel: 00 33471 4547 47
Fax: 00 334 71 48 52 25

Fete dans la Ville, Amiens

Mairie, Service Culturel

BP 2720

80027 Amiens Cedex 1 France
Tel: 00 33 3 22 97 40 40

Mimos, Festival International
du Mime

Peter Bu

Centre Culturel de la Visitation
rue Littre

24000 Perigueux France

Tel: 00 33 553535517

Fax: 00 33 55335085/

Viva Cite
Daniel Andrieu

Mairie de Sotteville-les-Rouen
Service des Affaires Culturel
76300 Sotteville-les-Rouen
Cedex France

Tel: 00 33 2 35 63 60 89
Fax: 00 33 2 3562 3557

Limburg Festival

Jan van den Berg

PO Box 6835

5975 ZG Sevenun Netherlands
Tel: 00 3146 47 52 014

Fax: 00 31 46 47 57 588

Straatfestival, Vlissingen

Postbus 5105

4380 KC Vlissingen Netherlands
Tel: 00 31 11 84 15 244

Fax: 00 31 11 84 12 648

Malta Festival

Michal Mierczynski

Taff Art

ul. Kramarska, 26
61-765 Poznan Poland
Tel: 00 48 71 51 51 77
Fax: 00 48 61 51 79 38

Tarrega Festival

Tony Gonzalez

Piques, 1

25300 Tarrega (Lleida) Spain
Tel: 00 34 7 331 0854

Fax: 00 34 7 350 1528

Coventry Arts Alive

Belgrade Theatre
Belgrade Square
Coventry CV1 1GS UK
Tel: 01203 256431
Fax: 01203 550680

Glastonbury Festival of
Contemporary Performing
Arts

Arabella Churchill
2 St Edmunds Cottage

Bove Town
Glastonbury BA6 8JE

AGENCIES AND PRODUCERS

Somerset UK
Tel: 01458 834484/832925

The Great Outdoors

Rachel Clare

South Bank Centre
Royal Festival Hall
London SE1 8XX UK
Tel: 0171 921 0600
Fax: 0171 921 0663

The Hat Fair

Marie Alcock
5a Jewry Street
Winchester BA6 8)E

Hampshire UK
Tel: 01962 855334

Islington International
Festival

Sonia Serafin

9 Islington Green
London N1 2XH UK
Tel: 0171 354 2535

Fax: 0171 354 4282
ORGANISATIONS

Stockton Riverside Festival

Frank Wilson

Dovecot Arts Trust

Brunswick House

2 Brunswick Street

Stockton on Tees TS18 1DW UK
Tel: 01642 611625

Fax: 01624 613425

Streets Ahead Festival

Jeremy Shine

Manchester International Arts
3 Birch Polygon

Manchester M14 5HX UK
Tel: 0161 224 0020

Fax: 0161 248 9331

Festival D’Avignon

Fievre D'Arcelln

rue Mons

84000 Avignon

France

Tel: 00 334 90 27 66 50
Fax: 00 33490 27 66 83

British Arts Festivals
Association

Third Floor

Whitechapel Library

77 Whitechapel High Street
London E1 7QX UK

Tel: 0171 247 4667

Fax: 0171 247 5010

Catch Magazine

Moorledge Farm Cottage
Knowle Hill

Chew Magna

Bristol BS18 8TL UK
Tel/Fax: 01275 332655

Fairs and Festivals Federation

27 Kells Meend
Berryhill

Coleford GL16 /AD
Gloucestershire
HorsLesMurs

74a av.Pablo Picasso
92000 Nanterre France

Tel: 00 33 1 46 69 96 96

Fax: 00 33 1 46 69 96 98

International Festivals &
Events Association Europe

¢/o Stockholm Water Festival

Tullvaktsvagen 11
Stockholm S-115 76 Sweden

Tel: 00 46 8 459 5500

Fax: 00 46 8 459 5595

National Association of Street
Entertainers

221 Webb Rise
Stevenage Herts SG1 5QQ UK
Tel: 01438 364427

Total Theatre

At The Circus Space

Coronet Street

London N1 6NU

Tel/Fax: 0171 729 7944
E-mail:
magtotaltheatre@easynet.co.uk

Acrobats Unlimited

Roger Robinson

The Circus Space
Coronet Street

London N1 6HD UK
Tel/Fax: 0171 613 5259

Alternative Arts

Maggie Pinhorn

47a Brushfield Street
London E1 6AA UK
Tel: 0171 375 0441
Fax: 0171 375 0484

Crowd Pullers

John Hole
158 Old Woolwich
Road\Greenwich

London SET0 9PR UK
Tel: 0181 305 0074
Fax: 0181 858 9045

Fools Paradise

Jo Burgess

Sentry Farm
Exminster

Exeter EX6 8DY UK
Tel: 01392 832268
Fax: 01392 833122

Hat Trick Entertainments

Francis Agnew

40 A St Thomas's Road
London N4 2QQ UK
Tel/Fax: 0171 704 6423
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Unique Events

Pete Irvine

17-23 Calton Road
Edinburgh EH8 8DL UK
Tel: 0131 557 3990
Fax: 0131 557 8566

UZ Events (Scotland)

Neil Butler

40A High Street
Glasgow G1 TNL UK
Tel: 0141 552 6027
Fax: 0141 552 6048

Zap Productions

Dave Reeves
Third Floor
7A Middle Street

Brighton B1 1AL UK
Tel: 01273 821588
Fax: 01273 206960

Mimescope

Wayne Pritchett

17 Grange Avenue
Woodford Green, Essex
IG8 9T UK

Tel: 0181 502 9617
Fax: 0181 502 9618

Time Based Events Ltd

Richard Dodgson

20 St Alban’s Place
London N1 ONX UK
Tel: 0171 354 0209
Fax: 0171 354 0208



Plasticine

Heroes

Performer, director and Feldenkrais practitioner ANDY
DAWSON has been busy breathing life into Nick Park's
characters Wallace and Gromit. He describes the process
which brought plasticine pair for the first time to the stage

ast summer my son was watching
Wallace & Gromit and just when
Wallace was asking Gromit
whether he enjoyed his walk with
the Techno Trousers, it occured to me that
it would be possible to see the characters
of Wallace and Gromit played by actors.

[ have had contact with Aardman
animations, the producers of Wallace and
Gromit, for many years. They used to
organise mini-bus loads of animators to
come up and see THUNDERBIRDS F.A.B.
and THE THREE MUSKATEERS. More
recently, I have worked with them on TV
commercials and now I teach workshops
with them using the Feldenkrais method
to help them understand movement that
is then reflected in their animation.

Aardman had  previously  been
approached several times to bring Wallace
and Gromit to the stage, but they rejected
every request. When I proposed the idea,
they already understood the angle I would
come from. They liked how
THUNDERBIRDS arrived on stage. They
knew that I would not be interested in
ridiculing the original characters and that
[ would treat the material with care.

[n many ways it is completely crazy to
take such familiar and special creations
and transfer them to the theatre. Would it
work? Would you believe that the actors
are Wallace and Gromit? Now three
months into the national tour, these
questions have already been answered.
The audience love them. This is largely
due to the skill and talent of the cast. Paul
Filipiak as Wallace, Russ Edwards as
Gromit, Joyce Henderson as Wendolene,
Mark Hollander as Shaun and Angela
Clerkin as the Penguin. The cast are not in

big rubber suits. I wanted to capture the
essence of the characters so that the
audience would quickly replace their
memory of the original with what they
saw before their eyes. An original
storyline, which contains elements of the
three original films has been developed for
the stage show. Martin Lloyd Evans is
associate director, Jon Lynstrom designed
the lights and Tom Piper the set and
costumes. Tom has brought to life that
most marvellous Wallace invention - a
caravan that turns into his very own little
theatre.

[ knew immediately that I was not going
to recreate any of the original films and
that we needed to meet Wallace in the
theatre with an original and theatrical
storyline. Within this new world I decided
to concentrate on the details that [ really
like in the originals, like Wendolene’s
earrings and the way the penguin steps
onto a window ledge. These are all delicate
moments of animation. The transition to
stage is made possible because when you

watch the films you don’t think of
plasticine. You see the characters as real, if

in sometimes bizarre situations. We drop
into their world very easily, we sympathise
with their dilemmas. This allowed us the
window of opportunity to bring them to
life. Nick Park, the creator of the originals,
was probably our biggest test. The first
time he saw the show was nerve wracking,
but he was delighted. Phew!

To produce a commercial show like this
one is quite an undertaking. John Gore,
who produced THUNDERBIRDS FA.B. in
the West End, was mad enough to think
that it was a good idea and from a small
idea it quickly grew. When Wallace and

Performance

Paul Filipiak as Wallace in WALLACE &
GROMIT: A GRAND NIGHT OUT

Gromit got lost in New York and their
picture was on the cover of all the
national papers, I knew we were -onto
something big. When we first advertised
the show we booked 13 weeks in 48 hours.
The tour takes the show around the
country playing a week in each city. The
set fits into two 40ft trailers, we have 6
crew, tour our own sound rig and lots of
lights. It is a long way from
THUNDERBIRDS - that fitted in the back
of my car!

The show will tour again in the autumn.
A trip to Japan is in the offing. Wallace
and Gromit just arrived there and they
love them. THUNDERBIRDS went down
very well in Tokyo so [ have high hopes
for the show there. We also hope to play
the West End at the end of the year. After
that there will be no stopping it.
THUNDERBIRDS Toured for 11 years.
WALLACE AND GROMIT: A GRAND
NIGHT OUT will probably see us into the
next century.
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DV8 Physical Theatre: BOUND TO PLEASE

DV8 Physical Theatre’s new
work BOUND TO PLEASE
opened this Spring and
reaches London in July.
Currently in their 10th
anniversary year, ANA
SANCHEZ-COLBERG |ooks
pback at the career of one of
the UK’s premiere physical
theatre companies and catches
up with artistic director

Lloyd Newson

t is extraordinary to think that DVS,
Britain’s leading physical theatre
company is more than 10 years old. It
seems not so long ago that they came

to refresh and enliven the contemporary
dance scene in England. During this time,
DV8 has continued to challenge the
complacency which settled in the dance
world after the 1970s boom and the
conservatism of the populist Arts
infrastructure which supported it. To
encounter DV8 is to encounter ditterence.
The company’s name signalled their
identity from the start. The term ‘physical
theatre’ defined their work in two ways.
‘Theatre’ implied a connection with
narrative development via action - distinct
from conventional choreographic
structures from which the company
wished to be disassociated. It was also a
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reminder of the commitment to a full
exploration of the theatrical medium and
the use of alternative methods of
performance. These principles were
already embraced within avant-garde
theatre (and indeed within the European
tanztheater, precedent to physical theatre)
but met great resistance in the general
British dance scene. The term ‘physical’
implied a particular approach to
movement, and began to identify a style
noted for its wuse of energy, speed and
physical risk. What was first considered an
idiosyncratic movement style was soon
recognised to be a particular strategy of
performance which - as tanztheater had
done previously in the 1970s - existed
within the intersection between dance
and theatre.

Within 2 years of its establishment, DV8
was hailed as a “fresh and radical presence
on the ailing British dance scene”
(Constanti, 1989). Like Pina Bausch, Lloyd
Newson is not interested in movement for
movement sake. He is not only against the
formalism of ballet, but extends his
criticism to the hidden virtuoso of a great
majority of release-based dance torms. His
criticism of these forms stems from what
he sees as their attempts to ‘homogenise’
the individual experience. He comments
that this becomes “subsumed by the
aesthetics of form at the expense of
content... it reduces meaning and
obscures the fact that every style has a
politic.” It is this personal body-politic, its
links to dance and from dance to ‘real life’,
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which has always been a major concern.

The titles of DV8’s works are an
indication of Newson’s concern with
human emotion - from the early MY SEX,
OUR DANCE (1986), which explored the
extremes of love and hate in a male duet,
to DEAD DREAMS OF MONOCHROME
MEN (1989), loosely based on the life of
convicted murderer Dennis Nilsen. These
performances were haunting studies of the
darker side of “loneliness, desire and [the]
emotional death of men” (Constanti,
ibid). Themes whichc were again explored
in the more recent ENTER ACHILLES and
STRANGE FISH (1992). DV8 has explored
the nature of human bonds - emotional,
sexual and physical - and their inter-
relation to the process ot becoming both
an embodied subject and an object of
others’ perception.

The desire to infuse dance with content
inevitably meant re-assessing the way in
which that content emerges within a
theatre performance. DV8'’s style evolved
from the themes explored during
rehearsal - a process which frequently
included the ‘unlearning’ of previously
acquired movement patterns and sKkills
through a process of transgression and
personal risk. The body of the performer
became the tabula rasa in which the
performance would be etched. This
approach allowed for the exploration of
verbal text within  performance.
According to Newson there are things
which cannot be danced and only said (a
symmetrical inversion of Bauschian
‘choses indescribles’). He has asked of
himself, his company and the audience,
over and over again whether dance is
enough to portray the complexity of
human experience? He seems to be more
and more convinced that it isn't.

However, this denial of the exclusivity
of dance needs to be contextualised
within what remains a constant alertness
to change as a way of resisting
categorisation. Newson regards the desire
to categorise to be the product of a
complacent dance scene which continues



boundaries

to emphasise tradition without looking
afresh at the changing world in which we
live. In spite of having become one of the
more established companies in England,
DV8 remain fiercely anti-establishment.
For a decade Newson has resisted pressure
to go from one piece into the next - a
creative cul-de-sac  which denies the
opportunity to challenge stylistically
worn-out formulas. The work has been
produced at a consistent pace of every two
years (give or take). DV8 has also resisted
the pressure to become bogged down in
administration, reducing its running costs
to a mere 14% in great contrast to other
major companies whose costs can reach a
staggering 45% of their total budget.
Being ‘part of the establishment’ has
meant that Newson has been faced with
the pressure to create a ‘popular piece’ (he
places ENTER ACHILLES in this category).
Being on the edge all the time does not
secure funding. Newson feels there is a
price to be paid for having ‘made it’, the
risk of becoming a puppet for larger
agendas which have nothing to do with
the integrity of the artistic vision which
he insists should rule the making and
presenting of work. The question of how
the company is to operate has
consequently become as significant as
what they want to say. Newson still sees
an irony in the fact that, although part ot
the dance establishment, he has worked
mostly outside of England. In his view,
Germany (in spite of the present cut-backs
the country is facing) remains a model. He
has enjoyed being entrusted with funding
for work in which (in his own words) he
has been invited to do literally “whatever
[ wanted”. He goes on to admit that this
just wouldn’t happen in England,
“without having to categorise my work as
being dance, or film, or theatre and apply
to the ‘right’ department... the funding for
combined arts in England remains so
limited. It remains a minority proportion
of funding.” In continental Europe such
rigid funding categorisation seem to be, at
least from  Newson'’s experience,
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unnecessary - artist projects receive
funding not ‘types’ of arts.

Newson describes DV8’s new piece
BOUND TO PLEASE as marking the end of
a cycle of works in which he has tried to
constantly define and re-define the
boundaries of theatre making. In many
ways this piece re-visits many of DV8’s
previous concerns - What is the dancer?’
Where is the pleasure in dance? All of the
works remain related to the very basic
questions that prompted the formation of
the group over 10 years ago. Questions
are repeated, images and situations from
previous works re-emerge. But the
company is now older and the answers
inevitably reflect the process of growth
and development undergone. BOUND TO
PLEASE is still transforming. By the time
it reaches London, Newson hopes it will
be a very different piece and he wants the
process of evolution which has occurred
during the process of performance to be

Performance

acknowledged as being as significant as
the process of rehearsal which led to the
first formulation. As he says, “all the
pieces are part of a process, they are not a
product. The problem arises when,
because as a non-repertory company, you
are only known according to the piece
which is currently playing. The sense of a
‘body of work” of which all pieces are a
part is sometimes forgotten. You live or
die by the success of your last piece...”

When asked about the signiticant points
in this process he directed the question
back to me. I think we agreed that DEAD
DREAMS and STRANGE FISH stand out as
milestones. Newson then responded,
“DEAD DREAMS was the shift into
accepting a full theatricality beyond the
crash-bang experiments of the earlier
days. But it was so dark. After the
production, I met a German artist who
said ‘what about the humour..." and that
somehow stuck with me. The first attempt
to explore that other dimension was IF
ONLY..., this incorporated dream like
images and a sense of play... but as a piece
it was still quite fragmented. It all came
together in STRANGE FISH... MSM was
itself an attempt at a more verbal mode of
production... but the text dominated in a
way that strangled the piece... ENTER
ACHILLES deals with text even if just the
non-linguistic grunts and humphs of a
bloke’s night out in the pub.”

So what do the next ten years hold’
LLoyd Newson hesitates before admitting
that he would like to “go small”, to focus
on film, a medium which he is wanting to
explore further. “It's a medium that has
greater scope for telling stories through
images. It allows for a detail that [ want”.
In thinking about this he knows that it
will demand a shift of the perception of
himself as an artist. Perhaps for Lloyd
Newson and DV8 the greatest challenges
still await. W

BOUND TO PLEASE is on at the South Bank

Centre, London 23 July-3 August. Box office:
0171 960 4242.
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On the eve of the 50th anniversary of Indian Independence, JULI MAHR talks to Kalamandalam
Barbara Vijayakumar about Kathakali and Ajaykumar, producer for the Forum for Laboratory
Theatres of Manipur, and considers some of the issues which arise from the phenomenon of

iINnterculturalism in theatre

Indian Independents

ince the Ilate 1980s our
perception of Indian theatre has
largely been formed by two
productions - Peter Brook’s
MAHABHARATA and Ariane
Mnouchkine’s L'INDIADE - both European
shows performed by multicultural casts.
Each drew on Indian themes and the
movement techniques of Kathakali and
each toured internationally to great
acclaim. Together they literally changed
the course of modern theatre, moving the
flagpost of what’s considered interesting
from kitchen sink to universal epic.

These productions didn’t appear in
isolation. Historically, practitioners have
long sought to revive their traditions by
adopting foreign ones. In the modern era
the giants of Western theatre - Grotowski,
Barba and Schechner - have all used
oriental  techniques to  enhance
performances. But it is the ripples of those
two landmark productions that we still
feel today. Internationalism is the reality
of our generation.

The response to this phenomenon
hasn’t been all congratulatory, however.
Since the publication of Edward Said’s
Orientalism, a charge has been made of
covert racism - we currently pillage from
Eastern cultural traditions just as we once
stole from the Fast during the years of
colonial rule. Critic- Richard Long, a
leading authority on Javenese theatre,
believes that these new productions are no
more than “a curried version of western
theatre.” 'Rustom Barucha, author of
Theatre and the World, argues that we are
plucking traditional techniques randomly
from their environments, merely to give
our work an exotic veil. “Not only does
|[Peter Brook’s MAHABHARATA|, in my
view, blatantly trivialize Indian culture in
its nine hour encapsulation of the epic,
the reduction of Hindu philosophy to

platitudes, it upholds a Euro-centric
structure of action and performance that
has been specifically designed for
international audiences.”

Tough words for companies who aim
not for replication but for universalism.
But it’s an important point. Companies
who use Indian techniques often use them
inappropriately. Problems arise when we
see these diluted forms and take them for
Indian theatre.

India is less one nation than a pluralistic
and poly-cultural federation of states. It
has a populace of 950 million who speak
over 1,000 different languages and
dialects. There are over 20 political parties
and many religious beliefs. Some of its
peoples are united only by defeat -
brought into co-habitation by the British.
Unsurprisingly, there is no one form of
[ndian theatre or dance. It is varied, very
much alive and evolving. I recently talked
to two companies - Kathakali, a traditional
company based in England and the Forum
for Laboratory Theatres of Manipur, who
bear this out.

There are five principle theatrical forms
in India, of which Kathakali, the dance
drama which inspired Brook and
Mnouchkine, is one. Kathakali originates
from Kerala, a state on the south-west
coast of India, a fertile strip flanked by the
sea and dominated by rice fields, cashew
trees and coconut palms. It's a
cosmopolitan and progressive state that
has a highly literate and educated
population.

Kathakali plays are a world apart from
Western notions of theatre. Shows, which
are moral explorations of The Mahabharata
or The Ramayana, are long, often lasting
from sunset to sunrise. Their form is
distinctly un-western - importance is
placed not on narrative flow but on
circumlocutions. Kalamandalam Barbara
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Vijayakumar, co-founder of Kathakali,
describes the atmosphere. “It's a great
experience to be sat on a mat on the floor
working alongside other chutti (make-up)
artists preparing the actors for the stage.
Actors painting their faces, people
preparing the costumes, actors going on
stage and others coming off... working
through the night and meeting the
‘tiredness barrier’ at about 2am yet finding
the strength to carry on from somewhere.
Maybe walking around the temple and
glancing at the moon in the silence of the
night whilst on stage the audience are
concentrating on the performance. Some
of the audience have returned home,
some are asleep and some are absorbed in
the drama unfolding before their eyes.
Many will... know the story and the
characters so well that following the plot
is no problem.”

These plays are supported by twelve
vears of study. “The actors skill and
training,” explains Kalamandalam Barbara
Vijayakumar, “is a mammoth task of
determination. Two hours per day is
spent on the eyes alone, for a minimum of
ten years, to produce the required skill to
perform Kathakali. This level of skill is
impossible to achieve in any other way,
there are no short cuts or intensive courses
that will produce a good Kathakali actor.”

Interestingly, this rigidity doesn’t create
a static artform. Principles of performance
are strict, but individual plays are open to
interpretation and spontaneity, and no
performance by an experienced actor is
the same twice. Audiences follow
particular actors for this reason. As
Kalamandalam Barbara Vijayakumar
explains, whole villages turn out for plays.
“It’s a great feeling of excitement when a
Kathakali Troupe arrive and are greeted
with friendship and honour. Children
crowd around the aniyara (green room) to




see the preparations. Some members of
the audience will be Kathakali experts and
have a life history of seeing Kathakali
artists develop. They take pride in their
knowledge of Sanskrit, the stories and the
artists.”

Kathakali is a total theatre. It is music,
dance, storytelling and drama. For the
audience, these plays are also a social
occasion and celebration; for the actors
they’re an act of devotion. These days
Indian theatre is just as much about
proscenium arch performances, however,
as it is about traditional forms. It's also
about experimentation - thanks to a long-
term grant from the Ford Foundation,
theatres in a number of states are
developing traditional forms and applying
them to contemporary themes.

Manipur is a state in the north-east of
India bordering Myanmar (Burma). Closed
to tourists, it's one of the poorest Indian
states and plagued by inter-tribal conflicts.
Contrary to most expectations of North
India, Manipur is a tribal state with over
thirty principle tribes, each with their own
language and artistic heritage. Many of
these tribes share Indo-Mongoloid origins
and a belief in animism (the worship of
the natural forces of life). The Forum for
Laboratory Theatres of Manipur, based in
the capital, is currently working on a
production of MACBETH which uses
Manipuri, another of the five principle
dances of India, and Thang Tha - the state
martial art. Manipuri like Kathakali is a
collective dance, but gestures differ and
emphasis is placed on an expressionless
face.

The Forum is developing these forms by
introducing trance states and shamanism.
Ajaykumar, producer and associate
director, explains that these developments
are in keeping with the local cultures. “It
was a novel show for Indian audiences
but... they could very easily touch this
kind of magical world. I think in one
sense this piece is very close to what may
have been a real time MACBETH because |
imagine that that world may also have
been a very mysterious, superstitious
world where one did have people who had
apparitions, people who were very
intuitive, had these qualities of
parapsychology which has been taken out
of the western timescape.”

These two companies illustrate the
vastness that is India and its theatrical

landscape. They are certainly different
from the Indianness that we use as a
symbol in our performances. It’s
important for Peter Brook and other
interculturalists to be doing their work but
if they do, we need to give ‘living’ Indian
theatre the same status and opportunities.

Neither of the companies I spoke to
expressed an aversion to exchange, in fact
both were in some way involved in these
processes, but there was concern,
especially over mis or under-
representation. “Abstracting aspects of
Kathakali takes something away from the
whole and looses the power of it’s
complete form,” explains Kalamandalam
Barbara Vijayakumar. “It is a common
mistake for people to think that all Indian
dance is the same and some think that
Kathak is short for Kathakali!”

The balance is slowly being rectified by
venues such as Watermans Arts Centre,
which is staging MACBETH, and has been
presenting Indian work for some time.

Performance

According to Ajaykumar the next step lies
with festivals. “When Indian or non-
western companies are presented in
Europe at international festivals the
presentation often isn’t appropriate. If one
looks at the composition of the directors
of festivals such as LIFT, its always going to
lean towards a tendency for neo-
colonialism. Things that are brought over
are presented in a way that looks rather
exotic and pretty and not really thought
through enough. We should set up
different kinds of festivals that in their
creation and running involve minority
cultures or international groups. That’s a
difficult exercise but it can be done.” W

See page 32 for listings. Visiting Arts
celebrates the S0th anniversary of India’s
independence and Pakistan’s statehood, with
a programme of events in August. Contact:
Rachel Abedi, Visiting Arts, 11 Portland
Place, London WIN 4E].
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Theatre de Complicite: THE CAUCASIAN
CHALK CIRCLE

hey’ve stormed the bastion and
now they're rearranging the
furniture. When Simon
McBurney, Artistic Director of
Theatre de Complicite, was invited by
Richard Eyre to direct THE CAUCASIAN
CHALK CIRCLE on the main stage of the
National Theatre, he agreed on one
condition, “Only if I can do it in the
round.” He got what he wanted. The
British Theatre establishment has taken
Complicite to its heart.

We talk in the kitchen of McBurney’s
North London flat, the morning after the
election. At regular intervals, the phrase
“Did you see the look on Portillo’s face?”
slips involuntarily from his lips. For the
moment, though, he is thoughtful,
deliberate and keen to record his gratitude
for the opportunities Eyre has given him.
“I have had to address problems and come
up with solutions that I would not have
done had I not been there,” he says
elliptically, taking an oversized pair of
scissors off the wall - a show prop, perhaps
- and purposefully snipping the corner ott
a bag of coffee. “It's a very good
discipline... the National has allowed me

Storming

Theatre de Complicite have recently completed a run of Brecht's
THE CAUCASIAN CHALK CIRCLE at The Royal National Theatre.
ANDREW MAUD caught up with Simon McBurney and Clive

Mendus of Complicite to discover what national recognition

means for their work

to experiment in a ditferent way.” But
McBurney is no establishment stooge. He
admits to being exasperated by “that
building”, the lack of co-operation from
certain departments and the added load of
obligatory understudy rehearsals. He
grows more expansive. “The biggest
pressure is to deliver the product as a
consumer item... we have now developed
to the point where we are unable to see
the possibility, the future of something...
it concerns the politics of the
imagination.”

McBurney’s own ability over the years
to ‘see the possibility’ has clearly been
central to Complicite’s success. “The
company is primarily Simon,” says Clive
Mendus - friend from student days at
Lecoq, old Complicite hand and leading
member of THE CAUCASIAN CHALK
CIRCLE ensemble. “He’s the man who
picked up the phone and said, ‘Do you
want to start a company?’® (Mendus
declined at the time.) “He’s the man who's
had the strongest drive and vision of the
kind of theatre he wants to make.
[ncreasingly, it’s becoming his baby.”

McBurney began in comedy. “You
realise that you make people laugh at
quite an early age,” he says with a smile. “I
always had this instinctive link with the
music of it.” He is proud of the fact that he
was there at the opening of the Comedy
Store in 1979 (he peeled an orange with a
pair of scissors while Emma Thompson
did sound effects from the wings). And
whatever else Complicite may have done,
they have always sought to entertain. “In
the very nature of acting,” said Brecht,
“there is an essential gaiety. You can
achieve every shade of seriousness by
means of ease, and none of them without
it.”

“What people enjoy,” says Mendus, “is
the play... that essential liveliness, that
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vitality - it’s what makes Complicite
different as a theatre group.”

McBurney’s own playtime as a
performer is limited by his role as director
both of the company and in this case, of
“that huge beast”, THE CAUCASIAN
CHALK CIRCLE. “The responsibility of
running the company is in a way good for
him,” his friend Mendus says, “but also
difficult... the actor wants more freedom.”

“It's important as an actor that you
don’t have too many responsibilities... so
that you can feel relaxed and open,” says
McBurney. And he is quick to
acknowledge the contribution of his
collaborators on Chalk Circle, Stefan Metz
and Annie Castledine.

“Simon’s taste is for the rough in the
theatre,” says Mendus; and indeed,
McBurney’s finishing school was street
theatre. There, he has written, “the
possibility of conflicts are ever present...
you never lose sense that this is theatre.”
[ts wvitality comes from the contact
between the performer and the audience -
a relationship that is at the heart of
Complicite’s work. Most recently, for
example, in Chalk Circle, it is Jeffery
Kissoon’s powerful performance as The
Singer, as he reaches out to us across the
rim of the playing area, which allows us to
be led like children into the story of the
play. For McBurney, it is part of “the
fundamental politics of theatre”, coming
from “an instinctive desire to change
people’s perceptions.” The dynamic and
innovative educational programmes the
company continues to develop in schools,
prisons and in the community at large is
further proof of their determination, at
every level, to nurture that link between
performer and audience.

That “essential liveliness,” as one would
expect from a Lecoq trained group, is
rooted above all in aware, articulate




physical actions. In talking about
THE STREET OF CROCODILES
(“the best company physically
['ve ever worked with”), Mendus
highlights “an understanding of
space, timing and detail”, linked
to “tremendous sensitivity.” But,
with what seems to be typical
modesty, he is careful not to
make too high a claim for
Complicite’s methods, “English
theatre wasn’t dead until
Complicite came along... it’s just
one of the many strands that
develop. The movement work we
do anyone can do - you have to
be open to it, that’s the main
thing.” He cites Juliet Stevenson,
guardian of the psychologically
true in theatre, who plays Grusha
in . Chalk Circle. “She IS
fantastically physically aware...
has great comic awareness.” He
admits, though, to finding it
difficult to watch the ever-
increasing number of groups
spawned by the Lecoq school,
“They all seem to work in the
same way... the danger is that you
mistake the technique for the
actual thing.”

McBurney is more forthright.
“There is only the body... the
voice as part of the body. Many
productions of Chekhov are
boring because the precision of
the body on stage has been
sacrificed to an idea of a
psychological reality. The theatre
only cares about what the
audience perceives. You could
play John Gabriel Borkman thinking of
Coca-Cola if the audience perceive the
psychological depth of John Gabriel
Borkman... who gives a shit what you are
actually thinking about.”

At the same time, both men are wearied
by the perceived division between
‘physical’ and ‘conventional’ theatre.
[nner truth, for them, is no optional extra.
“As you free the body and move it towards
the neutral state, you start to unlock
things emotionally,” says Mendus. “Our

bodies are an emotional reflection of our
minds... it can be quite profound.” He
recalls Lecoq himself criticising students
for “bad Stanislavski” - “the worst of all
sins,” adds Mendus grimly. For McBurney,
in all Complicite productions that he has
been involved with, “there is always a link
with the passions, a very strong internal
life - even if we would end up screaming
and yelling, as in the early shows.”

With this yoking of physical discipline
with a powerful internal lite, the company

INnterview

the bastion

have sought to use what was
primarily a visual and comedic
talent to “serve something more
interesting, artistically, than
simply the comedy of being on
stage,” as Mendus puts it;
specifically, to serve the telling of
stories. Not any old story, of
course.

“Complicite have to be careful
about what they do... and they
are... canny about what they do
next.” Some have said, Michael
Billington for example, that even
so, Complicite still end up being
the main character in whatever
piece they do. But the fact that
since the late 80s they have been
willing to tackle classic texts has
undoubtedly won the company
friends in the middle ground of
theatre.

Whatever the present pressures,
McBurney and the company
remain committed to process as
distinct from product. “The
political nature of a piece of work
lies not in slogans or the subject
matter but where you do it, how
you do it, the people who are in it,
where it goes, the way that it is
made, the relationship between
players and audience.” It is this
which creates, for McBurney, “a
spidersweb of inter-relationships
which are all changing things in
different ways”. Process is a word
never far from the lips of
Complicite members, it signals
their commitment to exploration,
to learning, to play - to honour the
unstable, the accidental, the chaotic in
life. The hope is that even within the
warm embrace of the establishment, that
commitment can persist.

“The important thing,” says McBurney,
after a long pause, “..is to Kkeep
looking.” W

Theatre de Complicite’s THE CAUCASIAN
CHALK CIRCLE is on at the Pavilions,
Plymouth until July 10. Call the box office on
01752 229922.

total theatre volume 9 number 2 summer 1997 15



Critical Debate

The man who
preferred to stand

Etienne Decroux -
Meglomaniac or Genius?

Etienne

Decroux’s name is known to everyone in the field of

mime and physical performance, yet few practitioners have had
first-hand experience of his work. American performer and
teacher TOM LEABHART trained with Decroux in Paris and
considers his legacy in advance of the Centre for Performance
Research’s annual Past Masters event which focuses this year
on the work of the ‘father of modern mime’

n 1992 the Sunday Times, called
Etienne Decroux ‘one of the great
luminaries of the theatre world’, and
cited him among the ‘1000 Makers of
the 20th Century’. Decroux is sometimes
designated the father of modern mime;
often quoted yet seldom read, frequently

mentioned vyet rarely understood.
Decroux’s name flows easily with his
contemporaries - Craig, Copeau,

Meyerhold, Dullin, Jouvet, Artaud - but
there seem more handles on the others to
pull them from history’s stream. For this
reason Eugenio Barba called Decroux a
‘hidden master’. [nvisibility
notwithstanding, Barba believes Decroux
‘perhaps the only European master to
have elaborated a system of rules
comparable to that of an Oriental
tradition.” Scholars and practitioners alike
speak knowingly of Decroux’s ‘pure
research’, without ever having done any
of the ‘experiments’, or about his ‘difficult
and non-theatrical pieces’, which they
have never witnessed. Although their
projects are vastly ditterent, GrotowsKki is
the only figure in twentieth-century
theatre who is as widely known and
similarly misunderstood.

Reasons for this abound, among them:
Decroux’s own temperament and
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uncompromising way of working; the
high visibility of some Decroux students
from an earlier time (Barrault and
Marceau) who represented the less
abstract phase of Decroux’s teaching; the
difficulty of ‘selling’” or publicising
something which cannot be explained in
five words or fewer; our commercial and
secular culture faced with what is
essentially a ‘sacred’ art.

These words, too - ‘hidden master’,
‘uncompromising way of working’,
‘sacred’ - conjure things (some correct and
some mistaken) in readers’ minds.
Decroux taught his paradoxical, complex
and enigmatic art with blinding clarity;
his teaching was not esoteric but highly
accessible to anyone who would spend
every day for four years with him. Four
years seemed like a long time to many of
Decroux’s student actors; and now in our
highly accelerated theatre culture, where
sound bites and training workshops get
shorter and shorter, it is a small eternity.

Decroux argued that dancers and
musicians spend decades training while
actors generally do much less. And all the
things in his work that seem off-putting,
artificial, rigid or unreasonable become
lucid with the careful, thoughttul and
thorough doing of them. For although
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Decroux read widely and deeply, and
wrote and spoke incisively and brilliantly,

he advocated Kkinesthetic literacy,
incorporated knowledge, knowing with
the body things that can be known only
with the body. On this terrain, three
groups meet and do battle with the ‘Man
Who Preferred to Stand’: scholars who
have not practiced; critics who have spent
their lives sitting down; and untrained
actors.

The ‘Man Who Preferred to Stand’ (the
name Steve Wasson and Corinne Soum
have given to their reconstructions of
Decroux’s work), signifies the alert, agile,
vigilant, well-trained actor forever
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straining against gravity, balance,
lethargy, and bourgeois comfort to
balance precariously on the edge of the
developing dramatic moment. This is the
special, some might call it sacred, place -
this edge of the developing dramatic
moment - Decroux deemed suitable only
for those who suffer with their bodies to
express metaphorically the mental
struggle of the thinker. The long and
arduous voyage (a kind of pilgrimage)
does not appeal to everyone, but those
who make the trip find comrades for life.

Decroux saw the world as divided
between those who stood and those who
sat. The standing ones were manual

labourers, sculptors, dancers, and certain
actors. The sitting ones were university
professors, critics, office workers, and
certain actors. For Decroux, the study of
Corporeal Mime was not to be undertaken
lightly. For him, it was a matter of grave
importance. He wrote the following
inscription as a dedication on the inside
cover of a copy of his book Paroles sur le
Mime [Words on Mime]: “One does not
modernise a monument in order to
conserve it. One must therefore conserve
the body which was strong, skillful,
ascetic. What will conserve it? Sport is not
one of the beaux arts. One gives oneself to
it only to vanquish others. Dance is not a
portrait of struggle. Old-tashioned
pantomime is not an art of the body.
Corporeal mime is more than a diversion.
[f it survives, the world will survive.”

Reading this, one might remark that
Decroux was either a megalomaniac or a
genius. How can he tie the survival of
humanity to a small, little-known, not-
widely practiced theatre form, of which he
just happens to be the creator? If we like,
we may question the state of his mental
health, but his conviction and sincerity
are beyond reproach. Like Craig, Artaud,
and Copeau, for whom theatre was ‘more
than a diversion’, for Decroux it was the
exact antithesis of commercial theatre-as-
entertainment, which he likened to
prostitution.

Decroux was either an outrageous
eccentric, an anomaly in twentieth-
century theatre, or he was, like Zeami, the
founder of an important and enduring
theatre form, which in several hundred
years will be practiced in a variety of ways,
but always known as Corporeal Mime,
with Etienne Decroux as its founder.
None of us alive today will know the
outcome. Until then all we have to go on

isa hunch. B
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Critical Debate

Etienne Decroux:
PAST MASTERS

From July 18-27 1997, Centre for
Performance Research, in association with
the University of Wales, Aberystwyth, will
be holding the first phase of its annual
Past Masters event, this year devoted to
Etienne Decroux. This takes the form of
an international summer school with nine
days of practical workshops led by
Ingemar Lindh and Tom Leabhart. Using
the facilities of the Department of
Theatre, Film and Television Studies the
school will explore practically the legacy
of Etienne Decroux. CPR has managed to
secure the participation of the two most
highly-regarded teachers of Decroux and
‘Post-Decroux’ work, both of whom
studied with him for several years in Paris,
each having developed the technique in
widely different ways. Tom Leabhart
represents the more ‘authentic” lineage,
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