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By blending every
theatrical influence
in Tokyo, Gekidan

Kaitaisha has made
outdoor performance
its o,

visual boundaries of
viewer,” explains Shimizu
His company’s wandenngs

PERFORMING ARTS

Apocalypse \\henever

STAGEHANDS IN CHINESE UNIFORMS
swing from a suspended hoop, momen-
tarily paralyzed. Others stack antique
suitcases with geometrical finesse.
Heavy-lidded women careen from sleepy
meanderng to wild invective on the na-
ture of emotional possessiveness. Sit-
ting on handmade chairs carried on stage
with religious respect, they watch a film
projected on a square of paper hung be-
tween the performers and spectators; it shows people with similar suitcases tramping over a
mountainous ridge. The score from The Killing Fields is the ominous accompaniment for
these universal refugees.

This is Gekidan Kaitaisha's first piece in the trilogy The Dog. It is an odd title for two
hours of non-stop coup de théatre, although one woman does wear a dog collar and
describes a life of misery with Butoh-like spasms. There is more, and it is intense, as if the
director initially strung a series of eye-widening photo stills together, twisted the associa-
tions, then jacked up the performers’ commitment to ferocity level.

The action sometimes takes place out of view but not hearing. Footsteps grate on an
iron staircase after Kenjiro Kumamoto's impassioned tirade containing only country names.
Six women hiss like snakes or beat a painful flamenco percussion on their bare thighs while
another dances, all adding up to a palpable atmosphere of angst. For founding director
Shinji Shimizu, the performance depicts a woman treated as a possession, but also a dog's
perception of how humans interact.

Gekidan Kaitaisha, or "theater of deconstruction,” is an amalgamation of every diverse
influence found in contemporary Tokyo theater. Name it, Kaitaisha encompasses it: theater
of the absurd, Butoh (watch the company's cross-eyed and slack-jawed
Hiruko Hino), the democratization of overweight or unattractive bodies, a
skimpy narrative thread—the entire gamey lot. What the group does,
according to the relentlessly obtuse Shimizu, is take a wealth of inspiration
and churn out theater. “What we are trying to do is take the spontaneity
of street theater, where nobody knows the program notes, and place that in the context of
mainstream theatrical activity.”

Kaitaisha first started testing the theatrical waters a decade ago with work on texts from
Noh theater, but the limitations of indoor space soon propelled them outdoors. Here the
audience follows the performers from one location to another, since Shimizu believes that
context 15 integral to visual perception. The group’s visual extravaganzas have included
“locomotion theater® at Kawaguchi World Festival three years ago, where they performed
Shining Heights on huge scaffolding erected at the station itself (courtesy of enlightened
support from JR East). Kaitaisha shows no regard for the comforts of the viewer. We are
expected to stand on a disused railway plattorm or dam, in a warehouse, dormitory or a
courtyard, or in extreme climatic conditions at the Toga and Hinoemata festivals,

Critics maintain that Kaitaisha has made outdoor performance its own. “We want to be
free from the fixed images of theater, and recklessly make theater which overwhelms the
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give the wviewer a ~sense
of desolation,”™ according
to cntic Hidenaga Qton;
there 15 also alienation,
plus all its attendant analy-
sis ("searchings of the late
twentieth century,”
Shimizu calls it). While
Shimizu re-interprets themes from Kantor, Homer and Dante, his finished product approaches
the atmosphere, not the substance, of the classics. This theatrical ploy 15 particularly effec-
tive in Kaitaisha's The Drifting View, adopted from Homer's Odyssey. An audience which
moves with or around the perlormers is an unexceptional conception that can be radically
applied to make the spectator intrinsic to the performance

But for this month’s performance, Saint Orgie—the last in the trilogy and an extension of
Kaitaisha's 1993 performances at the [he-
atre—the spectators become “permanent residents.” images created at Hongo Dok,
the space Kaitaisha operates in Hongo-sanchome, are a far cry from the alarming potential
of outdoor performance. But Shimizu claims the concept of mobility can survive even when
the audience is stationary. “We transform the concept of theatrical space,” he says. “We
hope this gives birth to thoughtfulness.”™ For theatrical midwives, the beer after the perfor-
mance is usually ¥200. See Listings for details. — Gilles Kennedy
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