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Postdramatic, Non-aesthetic and Other Signs of the Times

Induction to Discussion Panel ‘Theatrical Newspeak’

My presentation will query the very term ‘postdramatic’ of my title not because I am a philistine – I believe in the power of words – but because I am wondering whether such an all-embracing theoretical category can be useful for the enormous variety of theatre performance that we see in the contemporary European world; and I am going to focus only on Europe. Secondly, the term is, of course, now associated with Hans-Thies Lehmann’s book, and one of the questions I want to ask is whether the terminology itself did not come out of a very specific sociocultural situation, the German situation, so that the word is, in fact, rooted in the particular capacity of the German theatre to generate meaning for it. 
     I am going to ask a series of questions after my commentary, and the first is this: How socioculturally specific are performances, as well as the kind of languages that are used for them, after the event? I would say ‘after’ rather than ‘during’ the event, since theory and criticism generally follow practice. Second is my point about the ‘postdramatic’. I don’t need to summarize it, but perhaps I should just say that virtually anything, for Hans-Thies Lehmann, that is non-Aristotelian, non-Brechtian, and I would even add to this list non-post-Scribe, is ‘postdramatic’ – Scribe’s idea of the pièce bien faite, the well-made play, haunts so much contemporary thinking, including Richard Schechner’s notion, which he took from Victor Turner and Turner’s model for society is based on the Scribean very outmoded, very anachronistic model of the pièce bien faite. I have a big argument with Schechner about it, but this is not a good place for me to bring it up. However, it is important to keep it at the back of our minds for any discussion on ‘Newspeak’ today. 

So current is the term ‘postdramatic’ in Germany, unlike Britain, for example, or France – or Italy or Greece, for that matter – that the foremost directors of our time – I am thinking of Nikolas Stemann from the Hamburg Thalia Theater or René Pollesch from the Volksbühne directed by Frank Castrof, of whom I am a great fan – make jokes about postdramatic theatre in their productions, while themselves in many ways filing textbook examples of postdramatic theatre: non-narrative, fractured sequences, direct address to the audience, no characterization, no reference to reality, no interpretation and no illusion – no theatrical illusion above all else. This kind of self-irony is also about the construction of contemporary theatre today, and Pollesch, when he ironizes on the ‘postdramatic’ in, for example, Kill your Darlings! Streets of Berladelphia, staged in 2011, has his principal ‘character’ make such jokes while walking around the stage behaving like a celebrity on television. He speaks into his microphone, swirling his rope as he delivers clever patter that includes references to Brecht’s Mutter Courage. A wagon in the corner of the stage quite obviously alludes to Brecht’s play – and at a certain point he drags it around the space. The self-irony, the self-reflection, the pastiche, the parody – all are aspects of postmodernism with which we are so totally familiar that perhaps, really, it is time to stop. I am putting this as a reflection on currency as being socially generated and, as well, socially responsive, by which I mean directors and actors may feel their way through something – it is, in fact, iconic and it is happening in society in how they work on the stage.

My next point, since I am asking about sociocultural precision, leads to the question of national theatres. The notion of national theatres as we know them today is considered to be anachronistic, but does denial of the ‘national’ make theatre universal? Does it mean that all theatres contain exactly the same characteristics across the board, from country to country, like the Sheraton Hotel: you know exactly what you’re going to get because you’ve seen it once, you’ve seen it twice, you’ve seen it the tenth time, and it is exactly as it was before. I would argue against this view of sameness as regards the theatre, but I would like to raise the issue of national identification, keeping in mind our talk this morning about Klemm’s Titus Andronicus and performances of the play in Europe – the popularity of Titus Andronicus in Europe. I am not sure that it is popular. There was one production recently in Berlin at an off, off, off, off kind of fringe theatre. We’ve just done one at the Royal Shakespeare Company, which I haven’t seen, but it would be interesting to see it in the light of the productions being shown here in Poland. I am beginning to ask myself, having listened to the discussion this morning, whether Titus Andronicus is particularly relevant in Poland today. I just wonder whether Titus Andronicus would be relevant in, say, Greece. This is one of the questions to be asked. 

I would like now to look more specifically, very quickly, at the second category, the ‘non-aesthetic’ of my title, because it brings up some crucial social and political as well as aesthetic questions. Again, I’m going to take a German example – here, Rimini Protokoll because they have travelled the world and everyone has seen something of theirs, somewhere. I will refer only to two recent works, one called Lagos, which I saw in Berlin in 2012, and the other, London, which saw in London in 2012. Perhaps one of the most important characteristics of this work is that it is deliberately and conscientiously non-aestheticised. Here we have an ideology not only of anti-art, but also of non art. What do I mean by this? The people performing the work called London were Londoners selected from a very broad range of sociocultural categories by age, gender, ethnic origins, place of living, education and type of work or profession. Thus, Rimini Protokoll’s London was performed by Londoners, not by actors, so we have here non-actors performing on the stage. This was supposed to be a cross-section of the London community in 2012. Of course it anticipated a different response from the spectators, who were no longer looking at ‘theatre’ in inverted commas. They were actually looking at themselves, their friends, their neighbors, their family – the familiar, the local, the self. It raises an interesting question about the potential of this kind of theatre today. Are we here no longer talking in McLuhan’s terms of ‘the medium is the message’ but about ‘the sociological is the message’? 

 I would like to take another example of the three types of the non-aesthetic that I have isolated for this very brief Induction. The question of not art, anti-art, non-actors, is possibly deeper than we are aware. It raises two more important questions. One is about the perceived elitism of art and the perceived critique of the perceived elitism of art through what I call ‘the sociological is the message’ or ‘the everyday, also, is the message’. The second question must follow: Is this our attempt through the theatre – by ‘our’ I mean social groups to be specified – to assert a democratic voice, to assert citizenship, and to take some form of agency that is also political agency in a contemporary world in which, despite appearances to the contrary, people of different kinds are increasingly robbed of agency, increasingly robbed of a critical voice, increasingly forced into conformity and increasingly selling their souls to the devil? We do, every day, sell our souls to the devil because the devil is all-pervasive and in the form of money, power, control; it is in the form of the erosion of social institutions, which is relevant for Titus Andronicus; and it is in the form of the degradation and the breakdown of moral systems. I do not wish to sound like some horrible arch-conservative, trust me, but I do think these are very potent questions for our time, and the anarchy we saw in Titus Andronicus gives us a sense, a presentiment, of the great difficulty for individuals within democratic structures to know what they are choosing, how they are choosing it, what they are doing, how they are acting, and why.
The second aspect of the non-aesthetic – I do not call it ‘anti-aesthetic’ or even ‘post-aesthetic’, but ‘non-aesthetic’ – comes surprisingly in another shape and form. I see it in theatre refined to such a point that the artistry, the craft, the artifice of art making has begun to dissolve into something that could be called natural acting. It seems a paradox, but if we look at our theatre history, we discover that, in the world of dance, Laban insisted on the natural body. In the world of acting, Stanislavsky insisted on natural acting. We see the natural less frequently than we see the so-called ‘postdramatic’, although we do see it. Perhaps one of the striking examples of recent years, albeit an ambiguous example, would be – in homage to Poland – Krystian Lupa’s Factory, in which acting no longer looked like acting at all. It looked like just being there, sitting around, chatting. This is an illusion, without being a case of the theatre of illusion. However, it is a noticeable trait of the last five years. Since we’re talking about ‘Newspeak’ I also want to talk about ‘Newdo’, for the ‘Newdo’ is here.

Another striking example might be Lev Dodin’s Three Sisters, which he staged in St. Petersburg in 2010. I do not know if any of you have managed to see this rather remarkable production in which the peaks and crises of dramatic structure have been removed. What is structured on the stage instead of them is such quietness, such stillness, such lack of visible or exaggerated gesture, movement, verbal articulation and even expressivity that the closer you sit to this production, the more it is evident that everything stems from deeply inside. The whole drama is an internal drama. It is not in the external manifestation of drama. It is non-drama, non-acting through a process of internalization. 
Could this be a way of simply rejecting the theatre through the theatre, or a way of turning down the theatrical because the theatrical has moved elsewhere? It has moved into the cinema, which is a long way from Three Sisters. It is evident in the cinema and in the theatre, and, of course, on television. You must remember I come from Britain, and I am saturated by reality TV and by the drama of competition on TV. Can you sing as well as everybody else? Can you dance as well as everybody else? I am saturated with the public derision of our television, where the comperes or the leaders of these shows take the extraordinary liberty of dressing down and destroying the dignity, the ego and just the sense of place of the unfortunate spectators who become victims of rather sadistic comperes. So we are in a parlous state if the theatre, or the theatre of war, which we saw in Titus Andronicus, transfers itself into media which are reality TV – sociological TV; into media which reach millions of people and reach the unconscious mind, body and soul of millions of people. So perhaps this non-theatre I am talking about, through a kind of apotheosis of art that pretends not to be art, is a very symptomatic – maybe ‘response’ is too mechanistic a word – but at least a reflection upon where the theatre can be in the theatre if the theatre is so predominantly theatrical outside the theatre, not to mention in the streets of life itself, where rape and murder happen every day, where the Lavinias might not have their tongues cut out so that they cannot speak but where they are simply murdered so that they do not speak. I am looking at Michael since we share the story of the two children who were murdered by their carer, and who then went out looking for them. This is high theatre in the sense of the ‘pretence’ of theatre. So if the theatre is in the streets, what is the role of theatre today? 

Finally, I want to turn to the question of hybrid forms, which is one aspect of the so-called ‘postdramatic’. Again, I am more interested in turning this around and looking at the idea of crossed, hybridized genres, which are typical of all art forms today, and not just of the theatre. Hybridization is typical of paintings, sculptures, and installations, which are perfect examples. I wish to turn to dance, which is of such great importance to theatre. It has always been so, except that we do not always notice it, or else it has been boxed into types – ballet, contemporary dance, hip hop somewhere else, club dancing somewhere else, whereas choreographers and directors are no longer interested in preserving generic so-called purity. They are interested in going across generic division. 
My last point refers to William Forsythe, whom I see as a pioneer of my third form of non-aesthetic, non-art and also as another instance of the signs of the times in which we live. Forsythe might fall into an area that I would like to call ‘pretend non-art’ as distinct from the non-art of Lev Dodin because the dancers who dance Forsythe’s pieces do not perform from inner processes. Let me cite as examples I Don’t Believe in Outer Space (2008), Sider (2008/9), and Three Atmospheric Studies, which is really about war, of 2006. Whichever piece we take from the period after Forsythe stopped working with his Ballett Frankfurt company and went back to his early interest in Laban, to whom I referred earlier, a connecting link between them is visible. Forsythe’s dancers are highly trained, highly skillful dancers, while what is on display are dancers rolling around, moping around and talking, or sitting in front of computers and discussing God knows what – some kind of false philosophical problem about which they and the choreographer are quite ironic. But this pretend non-art is a way of harnessing highly skilled dancers to look as if they are not dancing. Why? The question of the democratic returns to this discussion, as does that question of agency. Are we seeing, via Forsythe, the most recent contemporary theatre attempts not to make the spectators do the dancing, but to let them identify with that dancing – ‘Oh, I can do this too’? Does this provide a sense of empowerment through a perceived sense of shared capacity to do? I think this is a big, serious, and difficult question for reasons that may come up – or might not come up – in discussion. It is quite significant that it is happening now, and it’s not just happening because the Mayor of Frankfurt decided not to fund Forsythe’s company any longer. Pretend non-art has not solely to do with economic crisis. It must also have something to do with artistic crisis, which asks what the role of theatre, dance thus also included, might be today.
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