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Andrew Templeton writes about the first HIVE for Canadian Theatre Review

Building the HIVE/Disrupting the Plan

Vancouver must be one of the most planned geographical spaces in the world. The city’s planning department is hailed internationally and there is even something called the “Vancouver model” (it has to do with condos). The principles that govern Vancouver can seem rather Sim-City in their tidiness:  citizens can sleep in this zone, party in this zone and get sick in this zone. At some point, the planners seem to have designated Granville Island the “performance zone”.  So it’s here that you’ll find many of Vancouver’s theatre spaces and companies; including two stages for the Arts Club (one given in perpetuity to Theatre Sports), the Waterfront Theatre, Performance Works, Playwrights Theatre Centre (and their performance space), Carousel, Arts Umbrella and so on. The idea of putting all these companies and venues in close proximity sounds wonderful in theory. The only problem: no one actually lives on Granville Island and – despite being central – it’s a pain in the ass to get to. In the imagination of the city, Granville Island is not a cultural centre – it’s a farmers’ market, a year-round craft fair and a place for seagulls to shit on tourists.

In other cities theatre is downtown, crammed in and fighting for attention. With apologies to the Playhouse (which is downtown) and the Arts Club (which hasn’t been for many years, but does have huge presence in the city), there is nothing in our geographical space that says “theatre lives here”. I’m talking about theatre that transgresses, plays with forms and throws out new ideas. The kind of theatre that will excite young people to it’s potential. This type of theatre must be located where people live, get drunk and screw one another, not segregated into a special zone with the fruit and vegetables. Let’s face it, theatre evolved out of the bear-bits and whore houses and at its best it has to be lively, sweaty and dangerous. No street runs through our theatre community and, even more importantly, there’s nowhere for it to get a drink. 

Yet, for one glorious weekend last November, Vancouver theatre did have a home: a sweaty, crowded home – where you could get a drink. And there wasn’t an over-waxed apple, clay pot or tourist in sight. It was located, appropriately enough, in Canada’s poorest postcode the Downtown Eastside and, just to add piquancy, an old funeral parlour. Co-created by a collective of independent theatre companies, HIVE was promoted as a “giant, multi-faceted performance installation…[with] 11 performance cells clustered around a central bar/café.”. 

In a city of skinny towers placed just so, HIVE felt urban, chaotic and underground. There was no marquee outside, no flashing lights; only a discreet security man assuring you that you had – indeed – arrived at the right place. As soon as the door opened, you were plunged into a crowded, hot corridor with people queuing along one wall, while parades of others were being taken upstairs or into the building’s unsettling, hidden spaces. You moved through the crowds, down the hallway until you arrived at the reception and from there you were directed into the main area of the building – the decommissioned chapel. With long tables, seating, a stage for live music and a bar – it felt, well, like a bar. This was the hub – the heart of HIVE. It was noisy; people were milling about and there was confusion. Although projections on one wall explained the procedures for attending different shows, in the end, many had to be abandoned as the companies reacted to the crowds and demand. This just added to the joyful anarchy – you caught shows when you could and had to rely on strangers to get the low-down on the best bets. In the end, each company operated a different (and evolving) manner in how they collected people to take back to their performance cell. Some gave out numbers, like a butcher shop, others had seminar-like sign-up sheets, some had marked a spot on the floor where you waited to be summoned, most exclusively of all, you were simply chosen, a hand on the shoulder, and invited to attend something that was taking place out back in the alley. This on the fly creation of the rules simply added to the atmosphere. HIVE was organic and reactive and we don’t get a lot of that in Vancouver, unless you’re a tree. 

HIVE was incredible. One of the most amazing theatre experiences of my life – and easily the most amazing I’ve experienced in my hometown. I make no excuses for such fulsome praise in a magazine devoted to critical analysis of Canadian theatre. And I am not alone in being staggered. Writing in the Georgia Straight, Colin Thomas said: “HIVE blew my mind. It’s one of the most exciting artistic events I’ve ever experienced…This evening will be the stuff of legend.” And it wasn’t just Colin and me. For weeks afterwards, when I encountered someone who’d attended HIVE, they would have the same, slightly dreamy look in their eyes. What was it? What caused this dreaminess? 

HIVE was produced by Progress Lab, an informal collective of eleven of Vancouver’s leading independent, (and in the main) creation-based companies, that includes: Boca del Lupo, the Electric Company, Felix Culpa, Leaky Heaven, Neworld Theatre, the Only Animal, Radix, Theatre Replacement, Theatre SKAM, Western Theatre Conspiracy and Rumble (who didn’t directly participate but acted as host for a young company called The Chop). The event was the brainchild of Kim Collier of the Electric Company, who took her inspiration from SWARM, an art tour/festival where Vancouver galleries, art centres and collectives throw open their doors to create a massive gallery-crawl. Where SWARM is about movement (to what is, by and large, fixed art), HIVE was about location. I was intrigued to learn that members of Progress Lab went through a long-process of naming the event – and in the end came up with one that at once paid homage to SWARM while evoking the nature of the event.

In each of the performance cells, mature theatre-artists were given licence to play and they responded by producing an incredible bagatelle of work that ranged from the painfully personal to the surreally erotic. The location and the unbelievable time constraints for creation seem to have inspired even greater risk-taking than we are already used to seeing in Vancouver. What was also refreshing was that so much of the work had a sense of emotional honesty about it. The event demonstrated the breadth and variety of theatre art that is being devised in Vancouver at the moment. 

As exciting and revelatory as the individual pieces were, I would argue that even more significant was the frame that the art existed in or – more correctly – the thing itself, the hive that was built. It’s worth underlining that this wasn’t a festival; it was much more integrated. It functioned as a single experience, composed of different theatrical performances or installations. It was promoted as such and, psychologically, I think this is important. A sense of community – between the companies conceptually and organizationally but also with the audience through performance and at the bar – was embedded into this event.  There is a history to the community that created this event that reveals something about theatre in Vancouver.

Progress Lab functions as an informal collective that meets monthly. It grew out of a workshop held in May 2003. Spearheaded by Collier, the workshop was a joint-initiative between Electric Company, Radix, NeWorld, Felix Culpa and Boca del Lupo and included invited individual artists. The original workshop – also called Progress Lab – was designed to explore issues such as resource sharing, community building and organizational planning. Collier conceived of the initial workshop out of a recognition that a generation of creation-based companies had emerged in Vancouver and, although they faced many of the same challenges, were working largely in isolation. As Collier points out, the demands placed on creation-based companies are much higher than those on straight-forward producing companies. Building work from scratch naturally demands a higher level of resources – and time – yet the revenue opportunities – whether through government funding or box office – are not much different. With so many companies in the city confronting the same dilemma – and with so much experience and knowledge within each company – it seemed natural to Collier that they should co-operate. 

The informality of the group was stressed to me by a number of members. The issues covered and any work undertaken is moved forward by those individuals who choose to show up at the meetings and get involved. As Sherry J Yoon from Boca del Lupo describes it, “Progress Lab has been successful at unifying a challenging group to unify. Companies focused on new work are hard to categorise: we all have different ways of making work, we all feel unique. Progress Lab has been a way to meet informally, with the potential of developing into anything its members want it to be.”

The lasting effect of Progress Lab has been much more subtle and profound than simply sharing resources or funding ideas. “The main thing for me is that Progress Lab has created a stronger relationship within the creation community,” explained Collier. “Prior to our first conference, I barely knew the members of Boca del Lupo although they had been working in Vancouver for as long as we had. Progress Lab helped create for me a stronger sense of value and meaning in our theatre practice in Vancouver.” Perhaps the greatest outcome of Progress Lab was that it has broken down the isolation that had previously existed between the companies. As Collier also points out creation work can also take a toll on individuals and members of Progress Lab have been there to provide support.

I think isolation has been a feature of the theatre community in Vancouver – which is sadly ironic for a collaborative form. This situation may have been compounded by the “smoke stack effect” of graduates from the three major theatre programs in the city – Studio 58, UBC and SFU – tending to collaborate and work together. I have a sense that this is rapidly breaking down and perhaps in its way, Progress Lab has been instrumental in achieving this. I also suspect that the isolation is compounded by the fact the community has nowhere to gather. A number of times I’ve been told about how in the seventies the Arts Club, when it was still on Seymour Street (downtown!), would open the venue on Monday nights to the theatre community. A talk was scheduled, the bar was open and there was a place to gather – for at least one night a week you knew where your mates would be.

There is nothing like that anymore, so Progress Lab exists in the living rooms and kitchens of its members. Somehow, this is appropriate. Vancouver strikes me as a city of living-rooms and kitchens. House parties always seem more successful than a night on the town (not surprising given our liquor laws and police force). While it’s fitting that an initiative that breaks down isolation exists in this communal manner, it also makes me feel a little sad because there is only so much Progress Lab can do. At the meeting I attended for this article, I was struck by the concern the membership has for the wider theatre community and how to take things forward. Yet how far can the collective possibly stretch its membership? So I wonder about the twenty-something theatre artist – especially one who hasn’t graduated from one of the big three theatre programs – wanting to break in. Where do they go? Will the only option be for the next generation of theatre companies – and they’re coming up fast – to replicate the Progress Lab model? And will this model too exist in living rooms and kitchens – and under the radar?

I can’t help shaking the feeling that this form of collaboration/sharing can be defined as “Made in Vancouver”; a response to the specific challenges and opportunities of producing theatre in this city. Despite our counter-culture image, we are often forced to confront a rather patrician city hall. It’s worth noting here that HIVE almost didn’t happen as the collective had trouble securing the appropriate licenses from the city. They spent months searching for an appropriate venue – at one point hoping to host the event in a huge warehouse space near the main train-terminus. In the end, they found the Chapel (as the venue is now known). However, licensing problems continued to plague the project and Progress Lab only managed to secure their licence at the last moment. The owner of the Chapel – who wants to use the building as a multi-use arts centre – has continued to encounter problems with the city. The main stumbling block seems to be about parking stalls. 

Will HIVE happen again? It might – but not this year and not necessarily in the same form. The members of Progress Lab are looking at 2008 for their next event and want to keep their options open. “We’re resisting predictability,” explained the Electric Company’s Jonathan Young. “In this sense it was a one off event and also a part of a larger action to continue to animate the city in unexpected places and ways, to upset performer/audience relations.”

To the members of Progress Lab, HIVE was an event and an opportunity for the companies to work together. I like the way Ami Gladstone from Theatre SKAM described the ethos behind both the collective and the event: “Progress Lab is also about liking each other. This is an idea that I first grasped from observing Brooks and MacIvor. They work together because they love each other. Norman Armour is a big proponent of this - he wouldn't call it love perhaps – but he would say that he wants to collaborate with people that he would like to have a drink with. Camyar [Chai, of Neworld] wanted to create the ‘mother of all parties.’ That was his creative impulse on HIVE. Progress Lab is a group of like-minded creation or devised theatre artists who like being together, who enjoy being inspired and learning from each other.”

This sense of community infused the event. It was palpable – and exciting to see everyone in one place. HIVE achieved something that rarely – if ever – happens in Vancouver: it placed theatre within a social setting. The pub was at the heart of the event. Participants were encouraged not to scuttle off into the rain – which is usually what happens. As Collier puts it: “It was a dream to finish the performance cycle and know a gathering of audience and performers was waiting for you in the Café/Bar. That in some ways your night had just begun.” 

They achieved this ambition remarkably well. The quality of the individual performances was vital to the success of HIVE but the sense of shared community contributed equally to those dreamy looks I mentioned earlier. Success often illuminates the absence that preceded it. HIVE – a one off event – demonstrated all too clearly what is missing from our city: a place we can call home.

Let’s build the fucker already.

