Franz Anton Cramer

Approaching "Stationen": an exploration into the mutual tolerance of stage and audience.
Traditional Western theatre practice is based on, among other things, the clear and unambiguous separation in function of the stage and the stalls, of production and reception. This arrangement is based on the premise of inclusive exclusion, whereby it is as constitutive for a theatre performance that people are excluded from the action on stage as it is that they play an active part in this exclusion by watching it. Such contradictory - performative - constructions of an always incomplete whole, a whole which can only factually emerge in the incompatibility of its parts, are not only restricted to the cultural phenomenon of theatre or the various forms of performing arts. In fact, the performative seems to inhabit many social settings and procedures as, for example, expounded by Giorgio Agamben. 


It is, however, interesting to see that this binding and obligatory separation of the two sides of the stage - this side and beyond - which has been practised for centuries, is always accompanied by the desire to overcome this separation in the performance itself. Theatre consumption is indeed based on this communicative promise that conflicting elements can be re-merged into one. From the emphatically nurtured belief in the Dionysian omnipotence of the thrill of theatre via ethnological and exoticist studies of ritual dance forms in all parts of the world up to the choreographic performance varieties of our experience-obsessed present, the yearning desire to overcome, at least temporarily, the structurally and socially founded gulf between mere visibility and actual performance, between the represented and the done, remains perceptible.            


This question provides enough scope for extensive consideration. I would like to restrict myself here to establishing that the current wholesale exhaustion of such spectacular genre-peripheral methods – art performance here, art consumption there, abundance of experience vs. abundance of creation – as can be noted in theatre, in the plastic arts and above all in dance, cannot be coincidental.


I see Thomas Lehmen’s research project on the structure, effect and communicability of such self-commentating systems as the symptom of a widespread doubt. The force of this doubt tries to blur the boundaries that until now differentiated between artist and consumer, dancer and spectator, performer and audience. This does not refer to modernism's great project of seeking to completely eliminate the boundaries between art and life. In my opinion, it is more about gaining an insight into the artificial and therefore, logically, always unsatisfying structure of this system which sees, or at least approves, ever less criteria for differentiation between lived and staged biography, between trained technique and everyday gesture, between illusory presentation and deconstructive analysis. The fact that art has its own rules, laws and guidelines and that the transition from active art creation to passive art consumption takes place on the basis of highly ambiguous criteria, serves, in my opinion, as a problematic backdrop to the “Stationen” project.


By allowing the reality of art and dance, with their improvisational rules, to collide with the reality of “normal people” with their both compulsory and coincidental, socially and individually generated behavioural maxims, (therefore, in a performative way, in the process of self-performance), “Stationen” makes their mutual strangeness apparent; something which, on the other hand, is based on the very fact that the two system-sides complement each other.


This continues the line Lehmen’s projects have taken over the last years, in which the production of the artefact as artwork has increasingly dealt with its own rules and abandoned the idea of the complete work. “Distanzlos” (1999) and “Mono Subjects” (2001) still drew on a solid dramaturgy but part of this dramaturgy was also the process of creation itself and dance’s constant being in the subjunctive mode. This relative interdependence became completely clear in “Schreibstück” (2002 ff.), a formal framework for a piece, whereby the actual artistic realization is left to the actions of various commissioned but autonomous artists.


“Stationen” remains, of course, an experiment. But it is one which presents the many stratifications involved in the creation of a choreographic work which takes a given material as its starting point and transfers it to forms and structures which, ideally, compose a sense for others; for (impartial) spectators. To this end, without any moral pressure, Lehmen allows “art” and “reality” to exist as parallel spheres. It is not a matter of evaluating the two in the name of art or politics, but of being able to examine their interaction.

Sights

At an informal afternoon meeting in June 2003, the first results of this encounter and the modus operandi of this reciprocal boundary-crossing are “presented”. At first the presentation, put forward with witty aplomb by the participants “from real life” (a construction supervisor, an insurance broker, a medical researcher and a security manager) makes no impact, remaining an explanation without action. Meanwhile the dancers improvising to this (performing according to fixed structural guidelines of interaction: the “functions”) act without explanation. The characteristic crossing of the two regimes already begins here, as each side no longer has the full, “actual” context for its own actions. The choreographic comes up against the real; the real stumbles over the choreographic. In this way, the line between “real” and “fake” is in no way disputed (with both sides maintaining their “own”, so to speak, biographic reality throughout) but quite incidentally stretched to breaking point. Each side works with its layers of the experienced, the studied, the artistic, the reflective, but these layers are simultaneously accumulated and eroded. Once again, one is confronted with a paradoxical association that implies its own creation but does not really accept this creation.

As much as one really knows about the reality of the dancers’ actions  and the presence of “people from all walks of life” (as the newspaper advertisement seeking participants was worded), just as much is diluted, watered down and reversed through the encounter. The two realities do not go together and yet they share a common space in which they move and interact. Furthermore, this encounter includes the ambiguous reality of the invited audience who, in the course of the stages of development which follow, are zoomed in ever closer to the action, sitting next to the “art participants” at tables, asking questions and intervening.

In this way, a spontaneous archaeology of the art/life conflict takes place, as it were, in the process of which the revealing is always also an overlaying. One seems quite close to the “realness” of the participants and yet, being in the context of performance, the executed and presented (or perhaps more precisely, arranged) encounter is still “posed” and therefore artificial / artistic. Neither side can win over the other; each calls the other into question. The convention of the theatre show, whereby elements of life remain included and at the same time constitutively excluded, becomes less and less effective here.

The merging of performer, spectator, artist and working (or unemployed) person into a homogenous, non-theatrical whole - extending the claim of “art” to everything non-artistic, up to the point where the very differentiation becomes pointless - is therefore central to the experiment.

At the outset, the question was posed of how exclusive choreography must be; or to what extent it should not be considered more an inclusive medium.

At the provisional end of this encounter (i.e. at the moment of public performance), however, two things seem definite: the almost aggressive self-exposure of “art” as biographical / subjective material-slinging and the relaxed insight that both realms are not seamlessly interchangeable; that the “personal” does not fit into theatre's context formation as mere confession and pure fact, without to a great extent “subverting” itself and the context. Performance / dance / choreography have just as inherent structures as life / reality / biography and one cannot avoid taking these fundamentals into account in one way or another if one wants to work in a theatre context.

This possibly unintentional affirmation of the performative space could be the end-result of “Stationen”. As much as one tries to extend the action characteristic of stage art into “active life”, an excluded segment always remains effective; an exclusive terrain to which everybody and everything simply cannot belong. Differences must necessarily remain an issue. Otherwise there would no longer be any dialectics or any “theatre”.
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