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. The final evening of the Performance Saga Festival ( Lausanne, 12.-14.2. 2009) was the culmination of a three day programme of screenings and performances curated by Katrin Grögel and Andrea Saemann.  In the following conversation, the Open Dialogues: Performance Saga writers talked about the final evening’s performances amidst the context of the festival as a whole.

...

No drama, no manipulation 

Simone Rüssli’s ‘A l’âme en secret’ was a subtle work in which Rüssli interacted with objects in her performance space, including a camping stove, bottles of water and woollen blankets.  Rüssli’s movements in the space – reading, walking, dancing, opening stage doors and windows, changing music on her ipod - were understated, located almost on the edge of performance

Mary Paterson: I was thinking about that last night – the idea of the audience not being a consumer of some performative experience, but an equal partner in it; and how all of the performances last night seemed based on the idea that the performers are being themselves – they’re showing themselves to the audience, embodying themselves with the audience present.  And that the audience shouldn’t be manipulated by them.  I thought it might be interesting to think a little bit about what it does feel like to be an audience member, when you’re seeing that kind of performance, given that you’re not being manipulated by a dramatic experience.  You’re not being made to feel like you’re identifying with the performers.  The intention, maybe 40 years ago, of the type of performance that the work in this festival references, was to be very everyday.  But I wonder whether it’s become a kind of genre of its own, where the audience expects it to be a certain way, expects a non-event.  [I wonder] whether it’s still a reflection or a continuation of the everyday, or whether it’s become a performance of the everyday.  

Rachel Lois Clapham: You mean the look of it as well?

Mary Paterson: I think that Simone Rüssli’s piece was like an act of trying to be everyday.  And it was neither simple enough and meaningless enough to draw me in, nor did it have a strong narrative or metaphor or drama, that was engaging.  It was sort of lost between the two.  It was a kind of self-conscious non-event, I thought.  

RLC:   And you could intervene into that event, but it has to be very direct.  Gaspard Buma intervened into Rüssli’s performance [by walking onto the stage and lying down, using a blanket as a pillow]; but he is used to being on stage [as a performer] and that perhaps isn’t so much a block for him.  He sees something that he can take part in, and he thinks, ‘OK, I’m going to get off my chair, and I‘m going to go there.’  But actually the rest of the people in there, do have this, ‘I don’t feel able to participate ...’

B. Bucher Mayor: And you are imprisoned ... you feel a lot of anger, boredom.  You are just there, in prison.  What can you do?  Even though in performance sometimes, Esther Ferrer says in her interview that she doesn’t care what the audience thinks.  But she does care!  She has an audience!  Yesterday evening, the first thing she did was to address the audience.  The first thing Stuart Brisley did was address us.  Deacon addresses us.  A performer addresses an audience.  And if there is no address, then we should all leave.  Why should there be an audience?

Gérard Mayen: With Simone Rüssli .. for me there was a great moment when she opened the curtains, and we saw this wall,  with these kinds of tags and graffiti, with the kind of light of the overnight.  She put the room before this moment in darkness and then ...

BBM: Nice picture

GM:  No, not a nice picture.  Not at all.  It’s a question of what art’s about, and what art brings into my life, I mean how art gives me all the day, everywhere, every time, with everybody, [the opportunity] to change my connection with the world. To be more creative, more sensitive, to fill the world with feminine creating, feminine interpretation.  I am always reading the world, interpreting the situation, what is given to me.  And at this moment, I saw this wall, which I have seen several times during the past days. ... And at this moment I saw the possibility of metamorphosis of the daily life, of the usual place, of normal space, my space of every day.  Well, for me it was a great moment.  

MP: And why do you think you saw that change?  Was it the context that had been put in place by the performance?

GM: It is the act of the artist.  She opens the curtain at this moment, having put the room in darkness, having left something very informal, very neutral, not dramatic.  Yes, at this moment, she makes a beautiful image, but it’s not a picture: it’s the world.  It’s my world. 

...

No reference, no history – Simone Rüssli, Mirzlekid
GM: When I spoke to Ferrer she said that the less referencing, homage, or communication with history of performance the better. Perhaps Rüssli took this thinking on board with L’ame en Secret. 

MP: I think one of the hardest things about Simone’s performance was the impression of insecurity.  For example, with the music she started and then she stopped, and it never quite built to an atmosphere.  

GM: But for me it represents a kind of hippy way of life; farming life in the south of Spain, Tenerife, the Azores. It referenced foreigners, migrants into the Azores.

RLC:  There were moments that were too significant to ignore but did not seem to correspond to any purpose; I was left thinking about non purpose, nothing, absence of presence. Nothing as an event. Nothing being a full experience in the way Agamben describes it. But it was frustrating - I was not sure why I was there. I suppose that is because I did not feel ‘entertained.’ I think this  says more about me!

GM:  I felt it was abundant.  Nothing is always something. 

Dr. Koffi Célestin-YAO: Yes, something happened. There was a presence, physically. She read Baudelaire, she shone light on the audience, she opened the door in the back of the stage, she opened the windows. It was original expression. We should take the work’s value on its own terms – the terms the work creates.  When Gaspard [Buma] intervened and entered the stage, she didn’t react or panic. She continued performing.  That was professional. 

I felt integrated within the work, within its lack of spectacle.  It has its own value. We cannot compare the work with what we have seen before – there is no comparison. 

...

writing performance 

by Rachel Lois Clapham (published on ‚live art art art’)

http://open-dialogues.blogspot.com/2010/02/writing-performance-performance-saga.html
Right here, right now I am at a desk in the Laboratory of the Arsenic Centre of Contemporary Art in Lausanne Switzerland writing away as part of ‘Open Dialogues: Performance Saga’, a collaborative writing project that produces critical responses to the work seen at the Performance Saga Festival. Some of the festival artists, Stuart Brisley, Simone Russli, Monika Gunther and Esther Ferrer and a few festival visitors are stood around a supersize purple bean bag beside me. They are chatting about Russli’s performance last night ‘L’ame en secret’. Outside the Laboratory window, I can see a few footsteps in the fresh snow. It’s sunny. A bird flies onto the branch just outside where I am sitting.

...I wasn’t sure whether or not it was supposed to happen..

It was a surprise,......Oh no. It certainly wasn’t invited....I had no idea he was going to come on stage with me.

Myself and four other writers have been welcomed into the heart of the Performance Saga festival; accommodated, fed, and given work space along with the artists. We have wireless internet, laptops, sound recorders, USB sticks, one small printer and one super-size photocopier. These are the tools of our collaboration; participatory, mobile, responsive and indebted to the right here right now. It is critical writing that is conceived of, produced and disseminated in the same time and space as the performances.

"Yes, I hope you don’t mind, I just felt really compelled."

I put my foam earplugs in to block out the noise of everyone’s chatter and concentrate on my writing. As the foam expands the artists voices fade away to a muffled, indistinguishable blurble, their mouths move but no sound reaches me. I look back at the blank document on my computer screen. To where my written response to Simone Russli’s performance should be but isn’t, because I can’t focus on what I want to say amid all the comings and goings. I push my earplugs in a bit more and think back to last night but now it’s the inside of my head, my blood pumping that is amplified, mixed in with the noise of my thinking.

Dun Dun, Dun, Dun I remember Russli sporadically walked around in the theatre, playing bits of music from her ipod, then changing her mind, stopping mid track and playing others. Dun Dun, Dun Dun. She casually folded a series of rustic woven blankets that were dotted around the space, she took some of the bottled water that was centre stage and put it on a small camping gas stove to boil. She did this and various other small, everyday and seemingly insignificant gestures for 40 minutes. Dun Dun, Dun, Dun. Then suddenly something happened, an event, if it had not been one already. A member of the audience who had been sat next to me – debating whether or not to intervene- suddenly got up, entered Russli’s performance space and lay down on one of her blankets. He watched Russli for her reaction. Russli promptly came over and gently covered the interloper with a blanket and tucked him in. Dun Dun, Dun, Dun. It was this unscripted moment that revealed the real contingency and potentiality of the performance.  It highlighted Russli’s indecisive actions in the space as deliberately undecided and meaningful in their very lack of clear intent; they were shown as actions that stemmed from a desire to fully experience the abundance and precariousness of potentiality live on stage. Dun Dun, Dun, Dun. The critical and contingent nature of her performance was due to its being rooted to its moment, being open to its evental nature, in particular to any unanticipated, background or outside agency it contained. Dun Dun, Dun, Dun. It was in and by the porosity of the event that we the audience, usually confined to our seats as necessary witness to the live, were affecting the performance, and vice versa.

Still sat in front of the blank document in front of me, I’m thinking about the possibility of a writing that might match, or speak the event that we experienced. How to write an event in which the collective exchange and community is beyond one subject or identity? How to produce a writing product that is an act or process of something in the making? I am too distracted to try and answer these questions. The blurble of the artists’ voices are seeping through the plugs and mix with the pumping and the buzz of my thoughts in my head. Outside the window the same little bird is making tracks in the snow. I take my earplugs out. And then I hear it.

"The one who thinks and writes must take the other of knowledge seriously. “Noise” is always already part of the signal" 

Michel Serres talks about noise, more specifically background noise and how it is crucial, it is the flip-side or other of knowledge where being and thought truly lie. He articulates a mode of hearing in which we should not try and block out what is ordinarily assumed as ‘background’ or ‘uncritical’, rather we should be open to the event of our thinking and writing, and listen intently to the sounds that surround it. He reminds me to stay alert or ‘listening’ to the event of our writing here at Arsenic; that paying attention to the moment and conditions of the writings’ production, the noise in which it is situated as well as the sounds it produces, is crucial. In order to ‘hear’ this, we writers have to tune into that which is traditionally or formally out of range. We must pay (un)due critical attention to our complicity within the Performance Saga festival, embrace the proximity of our writing to the performances and all the comings and goings that blurble around me here in the Laboratory. I hear Serres loud and clear: these distractions are critical. We must let them in, not try to block them out.

".....Yes, but after it happened most of us just ended up sitting there in some kind of tense limbo. It was like, faced with the choice, I felt frozen to my seat."

Now I’m all ears, and underneath the blurble I can just about hear another voice. Yve Lomax is chattering away straining to be heard ....

“Isn’t an openness towards being affected what is asked for when one acts to make with something or someone else?”

Porosity then, is critical to both writing and performance; the potential to intervene in both is transformative. This is not simply to analogise writing to performance. It is a recognition that something is equally at stake, live and improvisatory in the process of writing as it is in performance. Coming in on the backbeat, John Seth now speaks up and joins the mix “[improvisation is] constituted by the very weave of the moment, place and circumstances of enunciation.”    Improvisation then, is performative: a subversive riffing or speaking of an existing structure or object ‘in the moment’ of utterance. In doing so, it occupies the separation between the act of improvisation and that which is being improvised upon. It enacts and simultaneously manipulates existing products and 'speaks' wider social conditions. So too, by rooting writing to the event of performance, and enacting its chance, performative or contextual dimensions to create something else - something that is constituted by the moment, place and circumstances of its enunciation- writing is signalled as an adulterated riff, skewed scat or impure travesty upon an existing lexicon. Such writing is noisy, and easily distracted, it allows us to playfully wrestle with the literary nature, or object, of writing: to unpick some of the patriarchal power that is invested in it after the stage lights go down.

"It made the rest of the performance really uncomfortable, I mean- what were we to do?"

Audience is inextricably linked to both performance and writing; as meaning, witness and collaborator. As the intervention enabled by Russli’s performance shows, the agency and potentiality endowed to the audience in the live event – even if not realised by the majority - is crucial in order that the performance be considered as such; that it function as a contingent event. Equally, the reader needs to be endowed with the agency to intervene, improvise upon or riff on the text ‘in the moment’ of reception in order for the writing to exist as such. For theorist Michel De Certeau to read is not to simply receive an author’s written product or meaning. Rather, the reader physically manipulates the text she reads: she productively scripts her own meaning and her own writing - in and by the act of reading.  Again, this agency of this improvisation for De Certeau, relies upon, 'a distinction between the forms used in a system and the ways of using this system'.  In other words, it relies upon a definition of the performative as the gap between words and 'what words do', the difference between speaking and speech act. In this way, De Certeau highlights the porosity of text and radicalises the utility and consumption of writing.

Writing that is wholly porous to the distractions, background noise or unanticipated nature of the event signposts itself as that which might be critically improvised upon long after the moment of its conception – and long after the moment of the performance has passed. It is writing that, in its proximity to performance, embraces the groundlessness of collaboration, a situation in which the performativity of meaning is explored, and a writers’ complicity with her object of study is laid bare.

And here at Arsenic, amid the events, voices and exchanges that cling to this text, we can try and write differently, responsively and perhaps unexpectedly within performance. To produce writing that is contingent, discursive, and not accumulative; writing that gives way to meaning in and by its evental nature. And in doing so, ask how performance can shape the event of criticism, and vice versa.
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