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At the outset of any discussion of Canadian theatre a legitimate question must be asked: is Canadian theatre valuable? Does it represent anything significant about Canadian culture or identity? It is an incontestable fact that theatre in North America as a whole plays a smaller role in the cultural life of its communities than has historically been the case in eastern and central Europe. 
Few Canadians go to the theatre; we are not a philistine culture, but we are, as a settler culture of shallow roots, quintessentially North American in orientation. Our sense of the time span of life is utterly different from that of European peoples who have witnessed wars and cyclical ethnic conflicts which go back hundreds and in some cases thousands of years.

That is our advantage.

Things change quickly in North America. Buildings are torn down a single generation after they have been built. Companies and organisations come and go. The character of what constitutes Canadianness changes with each demographic wave of immigration. As Aritha Van Herk said at this conference, we are “aware of only our own temporariness”. One might add, “not only our own”. My theatre practice is predicated on the notion that change, while not assumptively a good thing, is an inevitable thing. We must welcome it or lie at its mercy. Theatre is inherently an ephemeral form; in this it mirrors the truth that our cultures are all fleeting entities, concocted from air and vanishing in the dust of many feet. The assumptions that govern the politics of identity must be placed in question. There are no inviolable precepts attached to ethnicity or national borders, or to cultural expression.

I will assert that Canadians are no longer a “nation of storytellers”, at least not in the teeming urban cauldrons of our larger cities, where Canadian culture and identity is transforming at a rate that astonishes and frightens citizens in rural communities, who may still rely on the home narratives upon which our nation was founded. In this assertion lies the seed of my contention that Canadian theatre now achieves more significance and value in its interculturality and the work done within and outside its borders which challenges accepted narrative forms. 

There are a small number of Canadians whose work transcends the prevailing conservatism of Canadian playwriting and play production. These internationalist artists often work outside Canadian borders, utilising their Canadianness to bring about a synergistic joining of cultures. Mathew Jocelyn in Belgium, Robert Lepage around the world, the designer Michael Levine, the Newfoundland director Jillian Keiley, and my own work exemplify an approach which eschews the narrative orthodoxy still prevalent in Canada but yet which retains a quintessentially Canadian aspect. What is this quintessence? It is uncertainty, specifically an uncertainty in the face of dominant or transcendent forces such as nature. This uncertainty produces the urge to ask questions, and particularly to question established precepts of working and making theatre.

This form of work is relatively new to the Canadian theatrical landscape. I have directed only eleven productions in Europe, in seven languages. The performance workshop I have developed, BoxWhatBox, is three years old and has been featured in nine countries to date. At its heart is the notion that theatre is a crossroads for dialogue, a meeting place of cultures. Theatre, in fact, is the ideal imaginative space, a liminal universe where vocabularies can mix and transform into new languages. I direct in cultures and in languages that are not my own, and when I teach BoxWhatBox I am teaching a system that does not rely on cultural presumptions but which instead promotes a universal theatrical language based on the body and the music of the voice.  

In such a context conventional storytelling, which implies definitive ends and the reification of entrenched orthodoxies and hierarchies, has a limited place, a limited utility, one which exists only to be subverted, to be re-told, if you will, in a manner less historical than one which mirrors in some way the kaleidoscopic and multicultural nature of our contemporary experience.
By way of example I will briefly describe one of the processes which I have recently undertaken, an Imaginary Landscape where cultures meet and no one exits unchanged. 

In the summer of 2006 I was invited to direct a six day performance workshop in the Mokra Gora Mountains of southern Serbia. I asked for six actors, three male, three female, with physical plasticity and a willingness to work without preconceptions. The workshop and subsequent performance would take place outdoors, with few traditional theatre resources available, such as lights or a sound system. There was no text to begin the process, only a theme. The working title of the project was “I Dream”.
When I apply BoxWhatBox to performance, I create an Imaginary Landscape. This is achieved through the choice of a theme which acts as the foundation for each of the individual scenarii, however fragmented or seemingly disconnected they may be.  Dreams carry no passport and require no visa. Unless you are a doctrinaire Freudian, they defy logical analysis. Logical analysis is nothing more than ownership, a taking over of a notion or image. Dreams resist this impulse. In the world of dreams we are all tourists, passing through on sufferance, spending our anguish and wonder like rubes at a gaming table.

This was not to be a case of Canadian “story-telling”, or an imposition of “new world” methods on the “old world”, but a synthesis of styles brought together under my direction, under the operating precept of questioning our assumptions, to create a dialogic space. My aim in BoxWhatBox is to reposition the primacy of text, as it used traditionally within the theatre, to that of a supporting and complementary element, and to reposition narrative, away from masculinist structures and ethnic mythologies and towards forms which comprise vocabularies drawn from competing influences and cultures.
Two of the assumptions of the bourgeois theatre are that a protracted rehearsal period is required in order to produce a professional level of performance; and that the work must be “set”, that is, that when something succeeds in rehearsal it is held and kept, like a favourite toy, throughout the life of the performance, until the life has been squeezed out of it. In BoxWhatBox if something works for more than three days it is time to take it apart and see what made it tick, and then rebuild it.
BoxWhatBox processes can involve days or weeks and can focus on training or performance, or both, as in Mokra Gora. In so doing I resolved to spend mornings training the actors in the fundamental principles of modern performance, as I have organised them within BoxWhatBox, and to spend the afternoons creating performance material through games and exercises I would design specifically for the actors and the project. Actors I have worked with in eastern and central Europe often demonstrate the effects of overly rigid training, evidencing little physical or emotional plasticity. They talk Stanislavski but act nothing of the kind; most can only do the kind of representational acting that Stanislavski considered the apotheosis of mediocrity, listing it above only the kind of imitation and mimicry employed by ‘hack” actors. Therefore a re-orientation to basic theatrical principles of performance is required. This is difficult for successful professional actors to accept; after all, they have managed to achieve success with the limited means they have acquired. The ability to utilise and control ego, however, is one of the core principles of BoxWhatBox. We all must re-learn our place in the universe and our responsibility to serve. The only manner in which we can learn is to play, to toss ideas and beliefs up in the air and say, “What if?”, or “Yes, but…”
Therein is the challenge. Most of us are inclined to play less as we grow older. Actors are no different. Insecurities mount, injuries, psychic and physical, are sustained. We rest on our laurels, or we resist change or alteration to our habits. We grow tired; we make excuses; we exacerbate our weakness by constantly invoking it. 

Actors must not grow tired of learning. They must be physical and psychic warriors who are constantly in the highest state of mental and bodily fitness. When a ball, or an established belief, is tossed in the air, they must play with it. If the ball is dropped, rather than obsessing on their performance, they must pick it up and play again. The methods I have created and compiled in BoxWhatBox define it as a hybridised concept, derived from American, Brasilian, German, Polish, and Italian sources, as well as Canadian (that would be me). This mélange is integral to its identity and to its mission, which is to create further hybrids. BoxWhatBox valorises individual cultures. It takes what it needs from them and then creates something new where more people are welcomed.  
BoxWhatBox training incorporates three principles: demechanisation, rhythm, and non-linear text creation. The first unlearns calcified physical, mental, and spiritual habits and engenders a state of neutralised readiness. After all, an actor cannot play a character without first removing or transforming their subjective self. Thus demechanisation leads to neutralisation. This is achieved through games, or play. Play is the creative state of mind that Stanislavski described as being essential in the creation of character for the actor. It is essential, too, for all people who wish to express the full range of their personality in a manner which others understand and accept.  A few minutes with a small rubber ball will tell me everything I wish to know about an actor - how they work, how they see themselves and others, their level of psychic plasticity and commitment.

The second stage of BoxWhatBox training is that of rhythm. Rhythm is the pulse, the heartbeat of our existence. If we ignore it then we are at odds with ourselves, with those around us, and with the world as a whole. These are the three wellsprings of rhythm, which exist in plays as well as in society: personal, public, and universal. Within a text they may be described as the rhythm of a character, of a scene, and of the play as an entirety.  A person who does not wish to waste their energy on constant unnecessary conflict must therefore find the working rhythms of each situation they encounter and match their own internal rhythm to it in some way.

Within this aspect of BoxWhatBox the actors explore various forms of rhythmic expression, using their hands, bodies, and voices to produce sounds individually and in accord (or discord) with others. An actor may create a singular and unique rhythm for a character, but if s/he fails to match that character’s rhythm to the rhythm of the play or its individual episodes, then the actor is creating a one-person show. In so doing they are committing an ego-based crime against those spectators who come willing to be renewed in faith or hope, and who look for sustenance to the instinctive integrity of a work of art.
Non-Linear Text Creation is where the material for a performance is created through exercises I devise for the actors. There is no guarantee of success, no predictable outcome. A performance at the end of such a workshop may be anything from a series of unconnected episodes based around a theme, to a sequential narrative which incorporates vocal harmonies, choreographed movement, and stories taken from the lives of the actors or those they know. I try to avoid in my work what every other director seems to cherish; a pre-determined outcome. In so doing, paradoxically, I create a piece of theatre whose spirit is essentially inclusive.
In the spirit of doing rather than talking, here are some photographs to illustrate the process of creating the performance piece we called “I Dream”:
(Note: Photographs, including captioned examples of each of the “I Dream” scenes, are included in a separate Power Point file. They may be printed with this article. All credits are: Open Arc Theatre Cluster, Mokra Gora, July 2006.)
И Дреам 
(I Dream)
It is necessary to set the stage for the reader. We are amidst the mountains of southern Serbia, in midsummer. The tiny community of Mokra Gora possesses a church, a cemetery, two bars and a wealth of spaces nearby to choose for performance work. Six actors, all under 35, strong, fit, playful, couched in five rooms of a   house with the director, assistant director, videographer and the costume designer. We train each morning for three hours in games and exercises, ate lunch together, and worked in the afternoon on the creation of performance material for another four to five hours. In the evening I creat new images to work on, games to develop relationships and dialogue, or exercises to help the actors flesh out their own ideas for dream scenarios.
Training continues up to the final day, with new or altered material created even on the day of performance. In such demanding conditions, the principle of artistic simplicity takes hold. Only the essential remains, for there is no time for indulgence or anything which does not directly relate to the performance’s theme or its methods of explication.

From Day 4 to Day 6 scenography has been undertaken and executed. Simple, classic white costumes have been made, torches and wooden boxes constructed. All of this is in direct contrast to the normal working methods of a theatre, where everything is decided far in advance and changes, even for the best conceptual reasons, are viewed as expensive luxuries. The performance is given in Serbian. All rehearsals are conducted in both languages without formal translation.
A semi-circular amphitheatre perches on a hillside over looking a verdant valley, an hour before sunset. The actors stand at the top edge of an amphitheatre, above the sitting audience, robes gently billowing in the breeze. At my signal they begin to walk down the concrete steps of the amphitheatre, through the audience, onto the playing space, singing an Aboriginal Morning Song. They take up seated positions on wooden boxes arranged in a semi-circle, facing the audience, from which they will effect all scene and character changes.

The song finishes and a long white sheet is rolled out near the audience. The Sea Dream: A woman stands before it, regarding the gentle ripples caused by two actors working at its edges. She jumps onto the sheet, into the water, and begins to swim. As she swims the waves soon overcome her; the nature of her movement under the sheet changes. She has become a fish. Four fishermen wrap her up in the sheet and attempt to sell her to members of the audience, bartering with them. At one moment she sits up, startled; the men, amazed, fall silent. She says, “This is a dream”. Her head is pushed back down into the folds of the sheet. Her mouth begins to open and close rhythmically, as if she is struggling for oxygen. After another round of bartering the men depart, carrying the fish away. 
They unroll the sheet and hold it vertically; two actors appear behind it. The scene is The Dream of Breaking Up. A man and woman push hard against the sheets, gradually advancing on the audience, their faces and hands stretching far into the sheet, creating shapes within it, images of a desire to escape. The sheet abruptly falls away, revealing a man rehearsing a break-up speech. A woman is attached to him physically, hanging down the front of his body from his shoulders, face turned into him.  The man turns away and her face is visible to the audience. She describes her dream, a nightmare where she is abandoned by her lover. The man turns again and he paces before the audience, rehearsing various scenarios and tactics developed in exercises in rehearsal. The actors surrounding the scene use their boxes as drums to break into his discourse, stopping him whenever they feel a tactic is inadequate, forcing him to create new tactics and rationalizations for breaking up. He turns away, we see the woman for an instant; she knows that her dream has become reality. Her face is swallowed into his body.

Two new lovers appear: The Dream of Hatred and Love. A man and woman dance. She places her feet on his in a movement of great intimacy and they move together in step. Their eyes meet and they disengage. As their hands reach out to touch each other but the hands suddenly transform, pushing the other away violently, bending face and neck backward until the man and woman are arched backward, unable to move closer or get farther away, trapped in their dance of death. They make tight circles on the stage, never separating, making animal noises of pain and confusion.  Drums pound behind them. At last, in a single moment, they break apart, floating without sound to separate sides.

As the man sits another rises: The Dream of Bed Monsters. He takes up the sheet and strides confidently towards the audience. As he walks he transforms step by step from mature adult to six year old boy holding a blanket. He sets out the sheet carefully on the ground and lies on it contentedly. Two women crawl under the sheet behind him. They begin to make soft noises, then to make grotesque shapes in the fabric, reaching for him; mouths open as if they would eat him. The boy wakes in terror, but there is nothing to be seen. He jumps up and stares at the sheet, halfway between boy and man. 

As he slowly picks up the sheet, wondering if what he thought he saw was real, the actors at the edge of the scene rise and move into a freeze-frame tableau of moving images: The Dream of Life. A man walks amongst slowly shifting landscapes of his past life, past younger versions of himself. A boy flexes his growing muscles; another howls silently and flails his arms in impotent adolescent fury. A third stares mutely at a girl, or woman, it could be, and probably is, both. At last he returns to the image of himself as a baby, playing happily, and joins the image physically, reconciling child and man. 

This is followed by The Dream of the Two Armies. In its initial form, the Wooden Sword exercise is used to create a formation of tourists visiting a war torn area. One by one each steps forward, uttering a ludicrous war cry and making an outlandish thrusting gesture. They are met with silence. The war re-creation game they have been promised has disappeared.  Before returning to the back of the formation each tourist asks in frustration where the War Game is, like a spoiled child.
The first warrior reappears at the front of the formation to announce The Dream of Animals. The army suddenly transforms into a yard full of domestic farm animals. A shepherd hums and talks to himself in a corner, satisfied with his own company; he loudly tells the animals to keep quiet and to go to sleep. The animals obediently sink down to the ground to sleep even as the shepherd drowses. The animals begin to dream of what animals they would like to be. Each animal returns to consciousness transformed. To their astonishment and joy, each animal has taken on the form of which they were dreaming. New bodies and sounds are tested, limitations and potential is explored. Dog has become wolf; pig has become elephant; chicken has become hawk; cow has become horse. Their growing cacophony wakes the shepherd, who angrily hushes them, noticing nothing about their transformation. Reluctantly, the animals lie down, their newfound strength and freedom vanishing with each movement. Once again they are barnyard animals asleep.

The shepherd turns his staff upside down and it becomes a military standard; Part Two of The Dream of Two Armies. The actors create the Wooden Sword formation once more, but the tone and movement is completely distinct from before. Now they truly are an army. Each soldier lunges forward with a furious war cry and a lethal thrust; but they find nothing. There is no enemy to fight. Confused and frustrated, they shout a curse and depart to the back of the formation. The army has come, but there is no war. In its first manifestation, they have been like western tourists coming to gawk at stereotypical Serb aggression. Now they are the Serbs who feel castrated by anonymous NATO bombs and distant western condemnation, fighting a phantom enemy.

The first warrior appears at the front of the formation once more. He looks up to the sky, looking at the sunshine crossing the hills, and announces to the audience that the sun is setting. The army formation dissolves and the actors begin to walk toward the audience, chanting a Celtic chant softly in four parts. They begin to climb up the rows of the amphitheatre, through the children, parents and others, until once again they stand atop the walls of the amphitheatre as the sun hits them through a dazzling crack in the clouds. They are handed torches and they stand, singing softly in Celtic, the fire of the torches dancing in the breeze, gazing out over the audience to the verdant landscape that stretches before them. Slowly they begin to walk down through the audience, torches held aloft, inviting them to be part of this ritual of theatre and celebration of nature. At a moment they turn back to the audience from the stage, stand together until the last strains of the chant have died away, and bow.

Many elements of this performance and the process which led to it combined the acquired beliefs, stories and skills of a multiplicity of cultures. I did not ask the actors for anything specifically Serbian; nor is their training specifically that of their home culture. Rather they were asked to bring themselves to a process where they could employ everything and anything they know. I contributed relevant knowledge gleaned from years of experience working in nearly a dozen countries, of being influenced by many cultures and theatrical approaches that can be traced back to particular artists in some cases but which, in most cases, are part of a universal vocabulary of the theatre, one which is constantly increasing in scope and application. 
It is the Imaginary Space of the theatre and the hybridised vocabulary employed within it which offers much hope for the future, not only of theatre in different parts of the world, but for the inter-mixing of cultures and thus the elimination of triggers for ethnic conflict. It is this vocabulary of theatre that I have based my research around, and which I believe is part of a new movement amongst Canadian theatre artists, whose cultural background seems well fitted for the task and role of exploring and expanding the use of theatre as an Imaginary Space, a Liminal Neutral Ground. 
Michael Devine

28.10.06
PAGE  
1

