WE ALL GO DOWN TOGETHER…

ROB VANDERBEEKEN

So the catastrophe is not really an imminent threat, but it is in our current imagination. The apocalypse seems to be everywhere. In Springville, Miet Warlop shows how, as a maker of theatre, one can still do something to oppose it. It is simply a matter of the right slapstick. 

Guy Debord, made famous by his book La Société du spectacle (1967) and the film of the same title that followed six years later, not only pointed out to us that we are increasingly living in a culture of the spectacle. He primarily warned us that our society attempts to avoid many crucial impasses, such as injustice, war or terror, by making media spectacles of them—something at which we sit and stare, passive but astonished, until we get tired of it. 


With this in the back of our minds, we are able to ask a great many questions about the profound interest that artists and the makers of culture currently display for the threatening climate of myriad catastrophes. This threat is certainly real and obviously deserves our attention, but how are we to deal with it without once again slipping back into entertainment and trendy spectacles? In other words, how can an artist still be engaged in these post-political times, assuming he or she desires to be? For the artist also looks on in desperation at modern man who, like a precursor of his own death, seems to do everything in his power to bring about his own downfall. Of course, an artist can set aside her artistic ambitions and can utilise her talent and notoriety as a social worker, humanitarian or militant. An artist can also simply create art: works of art in which the spirit of the times is given a face, that reveal something through their aesthetic form, thereby discovering a point of access for the spectator who has come to realise that the catastrophe is approaching and that there is little one can do to change it on one’s own. 


Miet Warlop’s Springville is just such a work. The production premiered last spring in Buda Kortrijk, toured from Amsterdam to Zurich and could be seen in January at the Kaai Theatre. In contrast to Hollywood blockbusters such as 2012, Armageddon and Independence Day, Springville does away with the craving for sensation, escapism, Schadenfreude and romanticising of the downfall as much as possible. Through a systematic detachment from anxiety and ecstasy, Warlop is able to treat of the catastrophe without it becoming all too serious or depressing. In this way, form and beauty become instruments in a pure and even cheerful game that anticipates a dead-end situation. This apocalyptic phantasmagoria thus bubbles over with the absurd but vital hope that is still to be found in the impasse. And that likely offers many spectators a real catharsis. Nevertheless, it is not so much from this that Springville derives its surplus value, but rather from its particular artistic intention. This also offers a great deal of spectacle value, precisely because it takes issue—both in terms of content and form—with the desire for spectacles. 

Animation with chaos
Miet Warlop studied 3D/Multimedia at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts at the Ghent Institute of Higher Education, and in 2003 she won the Seaside Theatre Festival with her graduation project, Huilend Hert/Aangeschoten Wild (Weeping Deer/Hunted Game). After that she produced Sportband/Afgetrainde Klanken (Sports Tape/Toned Sounds). She worked for the Victoria installation project ‘De Bank’ where she realised Grote Hoop/Berg (Big Heap/Mountain): a series of public performances and two solo acts. With Springville, Warlop not only abandoned the split titles of her previous works, but she also made the transition from performance to a show in which she is director, writer and performer. 


In Springville, the scenery comes to life in and around a cardboard house belonging to a man who is everyone and no one. A succession of strange creatures bump into one another right at the feet of the audience: a set table with women’s legs and high heels; an overheated electricity cabinet; a mysterious moving box; a typical jogger but then at least two and half metres tall. One after another they meet their end, soon to be followed by the house which collapses. 


The title might make one suspect that Warlop is referring to the film Dogville by Lars von Trier, which performs a theatrical piece in the medium of film, whereas Springville actually translates a silent film into the medium of theatre. Notwithstanding, with the title Springville, Warlop primarily wants to refer to a place that is everywhere and nowhere, such as the innumerable small towns in the US of that name, or like the now famous Springfield from The Simpsons. Or, alternatively, like every village in Belgium has its café De Sportvriend (The Sports Bar) or Het Hoekske (The Corner Café).  In this way Warlop not only emphasises that the catastrophe can happen anywhere, without making any distinction between race, sex or origin, but also that—seen from an individual perspective—destiny does not necessarily have to be a world disaster. Small, private sorrow, the personal breakdown of gravity is often a true disaster that turns our world upside-down.


With Springville, Warlop does to the theatre what an earthquake does to a city or a hurricane to a park: it completely disturbs the order of things and, with the ensuing chaos, creates a space for a new and meaningful order. During a studio conversation, Warlop showed photos bearing witness to the passage of catastrophes. An automobile is standing upright against the side of a house, its nose pointed straight to the sky. A tidy garden chair has been relocated to the roof. A flooded vacation home has been transformed by sudden, freezing cold into a pure white palace of snow, frost and elegant icicles. In this rearrangement, Warlop finds poetry and an uncommon beauty that she takes as a starting point for an experiment with materials, objects and curious structures. In the process of creating it, she did not allow herself to be guided by grand ideas or overarching schemas. From one thing comes another: using trial and error, she pieces everything together step by step until something worth looking at emerges, but which cannot be readily labelled. It has turned into this, but could just as well have turned out completely different. In Springville, these sketches are brought together in a sequence and form a highly imaginative story.

Box with character
What is immediately striking about the performance are its systematic reversals. It is the stage-pieces that seem to come to life and act out the play while the actors fulfil the role of extras or scenery. Appearing from the chimney of a large cardboard house occupying centre stage is a long, plastic plume of smoke. Suddenly a man in a suit hurls a rubbish bag through the window. A little later a packing box on two legs strolls out from behind the house: it sniffs the rubbish bag through a paper poster tube. With this we have finally encountered our first character: an indefinable and impervious thing, possibly a metaphor for a homeless person, the excluded ‘other’ or a long-forgotten storage box filled with neglected memories. Perhaps it is the revolt of packaging, or then again, none of the above. ‘The box’ more resembles a character from a comic strip or an animation film. But like the other characters it has its own character and sensitivities. 


The ‘man’ returns a number of times and in doing so keeps the story among the characters going. He suddenly runs out of the house, stands right in front of the audience and begins to read a newspaper on which nothing is printed. As he opens the newspaper, the tune from the once so popular series, The A Team, significantly starts to play. When the man is sought out by the box and is brought back into line by everyday life, he has no idea what to do. The next time he storms outside something ‘social’ occurs: he gathers the characters together for a group photo. His camera is mounted on trendy, remote-control all-purpose vehicle. The last time he appears he saws the jogging giant in two, separating head and body. Must the other be destroyed because sooner or later it will steal our enjoyment?


After all of the characters have been subjected to their own personal catastrophe, the global catastrophe is looming from all sides simultaneously. A smouldering cloud hisses and flows like poisonous lava under the house. An enormous airbag inflates behind the house, upending it like a plastic tidal wave and flooding it. The house then breaks apart into two pieces. The only thing that remains standing is the fragile Styrofoam interior. At the première in Buda Kortrijk, this black tale ends with this interior melting like an iceberg, though in a poisonous bath of ammonia. Due to the security regulations in our theatres, Warlop would have to supply an alternative for the repeat performances. Now the Styrofoam interior breaks into pieces and suddenly collapses: an illusion to an implosion as, for instance, with the final, destructive shock of an atomic explosion. This stunt does not always work as planned so that the ending misses its effect as an ending. But is it possible for a catastrophe to fail? Is the failure of the depiction of the final catastrophe not precisely a good ending? Springville brings the spectator face-to-face with total catastrophe, and according to its etymological sense, with this ‘apocalypse’ the moment arrives when the truth finally comes to light. But what truth is Warlop telling us?

Fragile slapstick

Like so many audio-visual experiments today return to the amazement for the new of the early cinema, so does Warlop’s wordless theatre of movement return, but then not to the spectacle of the variety show but to the world of the silent movie. The experiment of early cinema with effects and trickery, where showing the filmed material was more important than the telling of a story, is translated onto the stage by Warlop. There she presents things that work directly on the spectators, surprising them, without the detour of a text.
 Springville clearly has something cinematic and is related to slapstick à la Buster Keaton: physical sketches with a wink of the eye; a play of action and reaction that is searching for the irony and emotion contained in collision, falling, and an argument that escalates into pie-throwing or a playful chase.


Warlop does not produce dramatic and noisy theatre; rather she attempts to move us with the logic of simple occurrences, such as the toppling of a stack of buckets. With an unusual use of things free from their typical functionality, their use and accompanying instructions, Warlop is able to surprise with a frivolous play of forms. The characters she creates are not references: there are no artistic illustrations that refer in one way or another to our cultural history. She rather stages autonomous figures that captivate us by what they do rather than what they could mean. Despite its hilarious moments, Springville is anything but a comedy. It serves up a multiple death agony that compels the audience to see it through to its end. As in cartoons, we see how banal affairs are transformed into something impossible. They come unhinged, after which they are simply there, hanging or standing. It is this power that effortlessly captures the attention of the audience, lifts us up and at times makes us wonder what in the world we are actually doing day in and day out. 


This fascinating slapstick in Springville is made possible by at least three exceptional strategies. The first is fictionalising. Since Warlop above all does not want to present any factual representation, the game that is performed is detached from our everyday reality. The fiction that replaces it offers an ideal detour to once again reconnect with that everyday life at a sufficient distance. On the way, patterns of expectation are exposed and the obvious is undermined in such a way that they can hardly escape the notice of the spectator. Fictionalising makes the catastrophe visible, perhaps even available to be caressed. As in an animation film, fiction is sometimes the quickest way to say something about the real world. The second is humour. Warlop confronts the catastrophe without raising a chastising finger, preaching or complaining. Irony and even nonsense are pushed to the fore. As with stand-up comedy, humour here serves as an instrument to avoid censure or even self-censure, as a way to be able to say the wrong things and above all to render too much seriousness relative and to disarm exaggerated drama.


A third strategy is the marked level of performance. Warlop knows how to keep her audience’s attention insofar as the sketches performed clearly exist in the here and now and can therefore go wrong at any moment. In this way the uncontrollable become an important component of the performance. When, for instance, the set table slowly falls to its knees right in front of the audience, the people in the audience primarily look to the reactions from the other spectators. Who is laughing at this? Who is going to help the coffee table to its feet? And does anyone dare to save the uncorked bottle of champagne? The vulnerable nature of the performed sketches that evoke the same tension as does a magic trick or a circus act is, in Springville, enlarged insofar as the classic context of the theatre is left behind: there is indeed a beginning and an end and in the meantime, the audience is confined to their seats. But there are no curtains behind which something can be hidden; the auditorium lights are not dimmed; there is neither any music to play on the emotions nor any embellishing lighting effects. The sketches are naked in a barren theatre. The only effect to be seen comes from the characters themselves—or from the reaction of the audience. 

Political, because made of plastic

That specifically live aspect of Springville that Warlop as a performance artist beautifully masters actually places the performance in an entirely new perspective. Rather than, for instance, trying to capture the momentary or the passage of time, or wanting to confront the spectator with an opposing presence, she plays with the risk that the sketches can also go wrong. By focusing attention on the stunt quality, Warlop stays far away from the look-at-me posturing typical of many performance artists. The performance remains exciting because, among other things, it is not disguised. In contrast to slapstick films where editing and post-production guarantee the right effect, the outcome is here uncertain, the actions are fragile. It is precisely in this fragility that Springville discovers a critical, even political potential. This frivolous but sound performance does not intend to say anything explicit or offer explanations, but just to show something. It presents the delicacy of everyday characters and brings them into relief in the light of their downfall. Springville is not so much ‘political’ because it, as a precarious work of art, cannot be sold and thus cannot be recuperated by the art market, but rather because it so strikingly depicts the uncertainty of our lives.
 


Theodor Adorno long ago taught us that an artist who sells opinions is not making political art but propaganda or advertising. A political work, on the contrary, is capable of estranging the spectator via an aesthetic game of internal tensions, thereby creating a negative utopia that exposes social and psychological imbalances. Jacques Rancière places these insights into a broader framework: the politics of the aesthetic does not limit itself to class struggle but in principle includes every subject from injustice to exclusion. Springville’s negative utopia actually goes a step further (or aside?). Crucial to the image of the catastrophe today is in effect not only that it forms a blind multiplicity of disaster (natural disasters, disease, terrorism, crisis) that can come from all sides at once and thus from nowhere, but also that it makes no distinction between class, nationality and social standing. While the weakest will also again be the first affected, ultimately no one escapes it. Even if it only because everyone bears responsibility, people want to do something about it. 


Conclusion: with respect to the contemporary view of catastrophe, Springville is not only relevant because of its multifaceted image of the catastrophe, but above all because of the way in which it occurs. With the precarious character of the attractions presented, Warlop indirectly points out two crucial things to her audience. On the one hand she emphasises how vulnerable and thus how precious our contemporary culture is. Culture is a temporary construction that inevitably falls short and can thus be eliminated. Gone. This insight undermines the self-satisfaction of the contemporary consumer who lives under the illusion that everything is renewable and replaceable. Who thus forgets or ignores that so much can go wrong that it becomes irreversible. On the other hand, the sketches in Springville highlight the artificial character of our global culture: fake, spectacle, cardboard and plastic. That also means that things need not be as they are. We can change them. Rather than waiting for a revolution we should simply set these changes in motion ourselves. Or in the revolutionary words of Gandhi: “we are the ones we have been waiting for.” All of us.

� For more information: Gunning, T. (1990), “The Cinema of Attractions: Early Film, Its Spectators and the Avant-Garde”, in Early Cinema: Space, Frame, Narrative. Thomas Elsaesser and Adam Barker (eds.), British Film Institute, London. Another remark: like contemporary theatre is often influenced by cinema, early cinema was often influenced by theatre. Cfr. Brewster, B. & Jacobs, L. (1997). From Theatre to Cinema: Stage Pictorialism and the Early Feature Film. Oxford University Press: London.


� For an inspirational analysis of the political power of precarious aesthetics, see: Bourriaud, N. (2009) “Precarious Constructions: Answer to Jacques Rancière in Art and Politics”, in: Open 17: A Precarious Existence. Vulnerability in the Public Domain. � HYPERLINK "http://www.skor.nl" ��www.skor.nl�. The creative analyses of Bourriaud are fortunately not only (and perhaps not even earlier?) applicable to those artists for whom he in the meantime has become the public mouthpiece.





