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[play Half a Tank clip]

Fun. Cars are fun. Let’s face it. 

And we love our cars in the same, unconditional way we love our children and our dogs. But when was the last time our dog got drunk and tried to run you over? 

But that’s not going to happen.

Cars are fun. And fun was an important component in Half a Tank. The fun of a local fair, the fun of a community event - the kind of event you stumble across on holiday when visiting a small town. 

This particular fun fair celebrated the life and achievement of one particular car as it broke the 500,000 mile barrier on its odometer. 

It was with conscious irony that Radix chose to evoke a local, community-based event for a show that considers the impact the car has had on our lives. 

What sane community would celebrate something that has done so much damage to the communities that we live in? That has ripped up neighbourhoods, polluted our air and killed thousands upon thousands. 

But it was so much fun. There were those dancing foam cars. And there was Cameron Shaft – the driver – performing those stunts, hanging out the window while driving with his feet. But by the end of the show, the car won’t start and he’s forced to push the car the last few feet to achieve the milestone, pushing a half-tonne of dead metal, its life-force drained from it. 

Half a Tank started as a concept in the mind of Andrew Laurenson, co-artistic director of Radix. He envisaged locking the steering wheel on a car and simply have the audience watch as the car ran out of gas as it drove in circles. Unfortunately this couldn’t happen as the turn of a car is not true and someone would likely have lost their life. This central – almost Zen-like –image of the car driving in circles remained at the core of the show.

For me, however, an equally powerful image is that of the driver pushing his car. I see this image as representing the central tension of the piece: between the illusion of promise and the failure of reality to live up to that promise. The tension between illusion and reality has been a uniting theme running through the recent work of Radix. 

It is of course very appropriate that a theatre company should take as one of its core subjects the tackling these illusions that we live in. The tension between illusion and reality is inherently theatrical. 

It is also a theme and specifically the manner in which Radix explores that theme that makes their work particularly relevant for a panel on subjectivity and space in performance. 

There are two features that have defined recent Radix productions:

· they are staged outside traditional venues;

· they experiment with the role of the audience, often involving them directly in the experience.

The key word here is experience. You don’t watch, listen or even witness Radix; you experience Radix and that experience is shaped by the environment that the shows are set in. 

This notion of site-specific is therefore informed by two assumptions:

· that all human spaces have inherently theatrical;

· that those spaces impact on us, forcing us to respond/perform.

Site-specific for Radix is more than just about exploring an environmental setting for thematic or narrative purposes. It is also about the human body in that specific setting, not just within the context of the production but within the reality of that environment as, if you will, a found environment. 

The human body – the audience member themselves – are therefore also the sites being explored. And if things work according to plan - a re-negotiation – perhaps even a re-calibration - occurs between an audience member and their individual response to the surrounding environment whether it be a furniture showroom, a diner, a sex clinic or the interior of their own car. 

Radix likes to term its productions `meditations’ and this is a useful description of both the creators’ process and the audiences’ experience. Based in Vancouver, Radix was founded in 1988. Their shows are developed through a collaborative process with different theatre artists under the guidance of co-artistic directors Paul Ternes and Andrew Laurenson.

The three meditations I’ll be touching on are non-narrative and have a collage feel about them, of elements being built around a central theme or concept that is then refined and further developed. 

Refreshingly, for a company interested in exploring social issues, there is no polemic, no didacticism, there are no set answers. 

Radix – bravely in my view – leaves the audience to draw their own conclusions, not just in how to respond to the issues being raised but how the production actually tackled them. In a sense, their productions are like mysteries that each audience member must solve for themselves. 

With Half a Tank the direct engagement of the audience happened in a number of ways. Two immediately spring to mind:

First off there was simple identification with the driver and his situation.

The audience are watching from their own car. They too are driving around in circles, they too are metaphorically at least pushing a half-tonne of dead metal. To get to the show, they had to burn oil. Their cars, those symbols of self, were actually part of the production, part of the display. In terms of their relationship to their car, they are following a similar narrative arc to Cameron Shaft.

The second form of engagement was that of watching a performance through a windscreen. 

Again, not just any windscreen but the windscreen of our own car. This effect mirrored the experience we all have of looking through the windows at the world that we are passing through but not in any real physical sense engaging with.

This form of disengagement from our surroundings is something that happens when we drive. The environment, it is something we drive through and, if we notice it at all, there is an emotional distance. We can comment freely on dress-sense, weight, behaviour of those shut out on the streets. 

The production neatly played with the tension of the isolation of being in our cars and with the community aspect of the show. The private and the public. As the production progressed, the elements became progressively darker, matching the growing night sky overhead. 

The community space – the space outside the cars – became less safe. Perhaps matching the shift that happens in our perceptions as we spend more time isolated from the surrounding community, isolated by the metal and the fact that we are focussed on our destination rather than where we’re travelling through.

The weather also had a role to play. The show took place over two weekends. The first weekend was sunny and hot. The show – certainly the first half – felt like a tail-gate party, there was more interaction between audience members, more of a sense of the cars opening out into the environment. On the second weekend, it poured with rain. The audience remained inside the interior space of their cars. Where the first weekend emphasised joy of the car, the second was more focussed on the interior experience, entrapment and looking at the world through a windscreen.

It is ironic also that the theatre space – or at least the auditorium for performance – was a parked car. That symbol of freedom and movement became a place of security against the world. Yet the thing we need protection from was the very thing we seek security in. 

In terms of theatrical space, a branch of IKEA is hard to top. After all, what are furniture showrooms if not stage sets? 

Set in the Richmond, BC branch of IKEA, The Swedish Play (2002), described by Radix as `invisible theatre’, involved performers and audience members moving through the `performance space’ during store hours. 

Audience members put on headphones and took either the `comedy’ or `tragedy’ tour, which they followed through a soundtrack. These soundtracks contained a collage of sounds and samples, including discourses on theatrical forms, post-modern theory and sound clips from old movies. 

The soundtracks were purposely designed to obstruct any sense of narrative development. They were meant to create unease and to stop the audience from assuming its traditional role as passive spectator. And, since it was during store hours, from being passive shoppers.

A more traditional approach might have seen narrative scenes inspired by and using the showrooms to comment on consumer culture. While this would have created a more familiar theatrical experience, it is unlikely it would have encouraged the audience to re-examine the environment in any meaningful way. 

In short, the audience might have `got’ the message but it is unlikely that they would have `felt’ it. By undermining narrative and audience expectations, by making the experience `difficult’, Radix was in effect making a more fundamental point about the nature of consumerism and the reality of the showrooms (and to close the circle perhaps about theatre itself). 

The audience was forced to, in a real sense, consider the artificiality of the showrooms and, hopefully consider the processes at work below the surface of consumer culture. It is fair to say that companies like IKEA are selling lifestyles as much – if not more – than practical products. The messages contained are loaded with implied criticisms of the individual and the notion that shelving units might contain our salvation.

The Swedish Play mirrored the consumer experience of seeking comfort from illusions and the ultimate frustration that results. By never seducing the audience into illusion, by isolating them with headphones the show provided an opportunity to respond to the environment in a new way.

I see the use of a soundtrack listened to through headphones as key to this production. Headphones isolate the individual from their environment and even from the performance itself (especially when the soundtracks are as diss-associative as those used during The Swedish Play). Just as the world seems different when you wear a Walkman, so does a performance heard through headphones. It focuses attention back onto the individual, forcing them to negotiate reality in a new way. Again, this shows the interest Radix has in the human body as one of the `sites’ that they explore with their work and how that body negotiates the environment. 

The human body was literally the subject of SexMachine (2003), a production based on the writings of Wilhelm Reich, a pioneer in body-centred psychotherapy. Audience members were treated as if they were arriving at a sex clinic for a tour and possible treatment.

I have some footage from the show and – just to play with audience expectations – I’ll leave it to the end. 

Playing with audience expectations was part of the show. Not surprisingly, people arrived with a heightened state of expectation over what they were about to witness. 

Those expecting a licentious bacchanalia would have been disappointed. Instead, they were treated to a tableaux of sexual dysfunction and an exploration of the sexual repression and guilt that pervades our culture (despite all our claims to sexual openness). This wasn’t a 60’s transgressive celebration of sexuality. It was rather a performance of sex in need of therapy, sex in need of correction. Again, an exploration of what lies beneath.

For most of us, our personal sexuality remains hidden while at the same time we are saturated with sexual imagery (that often isn’t very sexy). There’s a disconnect between our innate, sensual nature and the way we communicate sexually in our culture and therefore a `sex show’ set in an office environment is a perfect metaphor. The setting of sexual expectations, fantasies and, perhaps above all, naked bodies in offices confronted the audience with their own (and society’s) relationship to their sexuality, their own desires and their relations to other bodies. 

The show was called SexMachine and, of course, we are the sex machines. Yet there was no sex going on. Where is sexuality located in our culture? Is it located in the body or in the mind? And if it’s located in the mind what does it say about us that it is some encumbered by such a plethora of dysfunction? 

The show ended with audiences having to make their way through a bubble-wrap maze. After confronting them with images of and narratives of strange, disconnected sexuality, audience members were left to navigate their own way back out into the world. There was no human connection, only the touch of plastic. These sexually alive individuals were alone with no sensual connection. They were not touching another human being.

All three of these productions took place in two `sites’: the environment under consideration, the showroom, the interior of a car, a sex clinic and the interior space of the audience, into their bodies. How we negotiate reality. Thus extending the negotiation between illusion and reality to the most personal possible level. 

This pulls us into broader questions. How do we as individuals and a society as interact with our environment and with each other? How much of our actions in our environment can be thought of as performative? Where is our identity – who we are – in an environment which is so effective at defining modes of behaviour and self-perception, whether through the kind of car we drive, the quality of our sex-lives or what kind of furniture we have in our homes?

This leads the experiencers to consider how they interact with that environment and ultimately the innate theatricality of our lives. To Radix, the world is literally a stage. Every environment contains narratives that we – in a largely unconscious manner – interact with.  

And this is true for the environment we are in now. This windowless room, the chairs and desks. This environment is also inherently theatrical. I’ve been wondering what would the Radix guys have done if they were here, giving this presentation? Would they have chosen to come? Or would they have hired an actor and sent him instead? And if I was an actor, would that make this performance theatre? And what about the other presenters? Are they not actors too? 

But I’m not an actor. Honest.

It is perhaps fair to say that with these three shows, Radix has been evolving a `theatre of disappointment’. Mediations on how contemporary society has let us down – or perhaps more precisely how we’ve let each other down by engaging in an unreflective manner on the empty promises at work in our society.

Now, let’s watch some sex, Radix-style.

[play Sexmachine video]

