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LIFE IN THE SHIT FACTORY |

PART ONE

FLUORESCENT LIGHT, WALKING IN CIRCLES
AND TALKING TO CAB DRIVERS

The world is a collapsing shit factory. War is total and people
are being murdered and tortured in our name every day. Real
political engagement is boring and labour intensive, and it
involves too much fluorescent light. Activism is hard work,
but, honestly, its impenetrably Byzantine internecine wejrd-
ness is particularly preposterous in a sector that's trying to
build a movement.

['would laugh if T weren't so busy contemplating suicide.
I enjoy my privilege; I think everyone should have some. |
even enjoy a good demonstration now and again, but not
because | have much hope that any good will come of it if the
millions gathered on February 15, 2003, to protest the
impending invasion of Iraq can't make a difference, what can?
I enjoy demos because theyre nice social opportunities. i
prefer chatting to chanting, and [ hate being cold. I'm a wirnp.
And I don't tike walking in circles. On the other hand, I like
fighting with cops, occupying abandoned buildings and
throwing cobblestones at Queer(s Park. Butwe're at the wrong
moment in history for all that; too many of us are too busy
fighting each other and nothing much is going to happen until
we get that sorted out. Besides, while the symbolism of a night
in jail does offer a bit of a thrill, it doesn't represent anything
resembling resistance.

So what's an angry, stupid, white idiot pervert asshole
jerkoff supposed to do? I keep trying this voting thing but that
seems to be going nowhere. I could write some articles, but 1
can't shake the feeling that everybody already knows, that crit-
icalmass has been achieved - we're all justhung up, distracted
by petty details, while all around the shit is hitting the fan. I
can squabble about the minutiae of peak-oil theory or
pronounce righteously that Empire is here, there, everywhere;
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I‘ can hope for some kind of spiralling escalation of insur

fions that will spill out of the Parisian suburbs or explogd i
response to the indignation and horror of New Orleallqjs I : .
agree that police forces on every continent are preparirllg foI:

offensive joke I'm either perpetrating or the butt of, and |

toe confused or too Stupid to tell the difference. 'm v;ell-re (rin
Ihave my finger on the pulse of this and that: know big w. Eld ,
and I sort of know how to use them, if not how to eﬁ 'fhor S
F'want to be engaged in world events. But, essentigﬂy I ’fnnz

.narcissism of small differences to prevent me from capitulat
Mg to my real desire to kick back, put up my feet and go
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]
@] d nner a D()“a d ] sa WhateVET ou hke, ﬂle fIleS

c )
REATIVITY, ALZHEIMER'S AND MY NEXT P-R-O-J-E-C-T

There’s been a Jot of buzz about creativity and how it's go;

to make everything okay, so why does all this chit-chat n% ll(ng
me S.O‘fucking nervous? When unabashed and unfetta e(.:Ig
creatwity seemed like an ideg emanating from oyr enzref
things, something we did ip, the interstices of the city, 1 ha(::l
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this crazy belief that, like weeds cracking through the

concrete, these efforts would begin to erode those circuits of
capital that were keeping us subjugated, isolated, atomized,

bored and sad. But just like Big Bucks figured out how to

recoup the liberatory individualism of the sixties, all of this

culture-jamming seems to have been scooped and recouped,

brought back into the profit-driven fold, like an Alzheimer's

patient gently guided by the elbow back into the safety of the
locked ward. Now we surf from cultural event to cultural
event, this modest purring economic engine providing plenty
of beer sales, the line of cabs outside our favourite boutique
hotel testimony to the power of culture to grease the wheels of
commerce.

I feel tricked. Of course, it's easy for stupid people to feel
tricked - that's how we avoid feeling stupid. How did I end up
spending so much time believing that culture had some revo-
lutionary potential® What was I thinking?

Was that me who dressed like a businessman and went
down to the financial district to dance in the streets, convinced
that it had the power to affect the withered souls there? Was 1
so arrogant? Did [ join a Situationist International reading
group and walk aimlessly through the city scanning my body
forhow capitalist planning guides my desires® Did  hang fake
money on trees on Bay Street to make some pointabout some-
thing or other, organize 7 a.m. parties on the subway to jar the

squares out of their stupor and provide them with a glimpse
of a truly liberated soul? Did 1 really believe the People would
prefer my self-conscious manic glee to the quiet, meditative
clickity-clack of the subway? Did I spray random chunks of
concrete with colour, claiming to heal the soul of the belea-
guered city? Did I really construct plastic structures atop
exhaust grates to critique the homelessness generated by neo-
liberal reforms? Did I really organize talking parties for
strangers and play Spin the Bottle with a room full of adults?
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Did T call it activism? That was me, I swear, or someone

who looked an awful lot like me, W T
i . atwas [ thinking}
did my head get so fat? Inxing? How

el—‘nbossed with the letters P-R-0-J-E-C-T and then ride the
Zipperuntil I puke them up. After that I'll hire seven children
adorn each with 5 gold pendant of 3 single letter - P-R-O-}-E-'
€-T—and get them to walk with me everywhere as they chant

T
HEATRE, EMBARRASSMENT AND COMMODIF!CATION

I do most of m

more or less evaporated

. Afte.r I graduated from theatre schoo) and moved to
oronto, it quickly became obvious that acting wasn't the locysg

of creativity [ had been led to belie

.]4.

like-minded people to push some personal and creative
boundaries. It was exciting. Sky Gilbert and Tim Jones had
managed to nurture a vibrant, socially engaged community of
perverts and weirdos who were creating good work. 1 formed
my first company, Pow Pow Unbound, with Wendy Agnew,
Sigrid Johnson and Stephen Seabrook. We did a few interest-
ing shows, including A Horrible Night of a Man of War, Field
and Stage/Groove, and then went our separate ways. T formed
my current company, Mammalian Diving Reflex, in 1993 and
have been writing and producing work since then.

F'm embarrassed that 1've stuck with it for so long and will
probably continue unti} | can find something else to do. It feels
a little too late for a career in a more socially relevant
field - besides, like I said, I'm kind of dumb, I love attention
and I would survive in an ordinary workplace about as long as
ittakes to say ‘my anus is the new black before getting knocked
out by some harassment or incompetence charge. And I would
deserveit: I'manidiot. | guess I could change, though I've only
ever managed small, temporary changes. [ once stopped eating
for a few weeks to drop some pounds before a performance but
quickly returned to old habits, eating a doughnut during the
curtain call. I'm addicted to all my bad habits, including
theatre, even as they remain only remotely connected to sensa-
tions that [ vaguely remember providing me with pleasure.

While all art is suspect, theatre is looking particularly
sketchy. With the proliferation of biennials, music and film
festivals and design events, at least you can accuse other forms
of selling out; all you can accuse theatre of doing is nothing.
Examining the fading of theatre as a form that once held the
promise of a democratic forum, like the examination of any
organ that's falling apart, can yield valuable insights about the
wider —in this case socio-cultural ~ system. I never understood
how the practitioners of traditional Chinese medicine
managed to acquire such subtle, nuanced and subjective
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understandings of the body until my own started to fall apart
Ohhhh, so that's Damp Heat in the Lower Burner, Watchingl
theatre - a form that hzs aiways had an intimate association
with public discourse and democracy — struggle to maintain
cultu»ral relevance can help us understand the dysfunction of
the wider social body. The particular aspects of theatre that have
prevented it from making a graceful transition into the twenty-
first century are challenged in much of the public arena.

. Over the course of the twentieth century, theatre has been
echp.se.d by the other time-based representational forms: film
television and now gaming and other online activities,
Theatre practitioners tried to hold on, often resorting to snob:
bery and a wistfiy] attachment to the classical canon. But in
tffrms of coentemnporary cultural relevance, the European tradi.
tl.OI] of representational theatre as an active part of a civic
dlsco.urse is more or less finished. That's not to say that
hanging out together and experiencing constructed time.

aspects of theatre that contribute to a heaithy and vibrant
exchange of ideas,

. Theatre suffers from the economic realities of the day,
which are unable to sustain a forum where actual bodies
fnccunter one another, Capitalism is not here to stay, but

Qutsjde the field. You can point to some products Jike the bi

International musicals, but thege exist in a different economg
of IScaIe and in no way shed any light on the opportunities ﬁ))r[
rn1d~_range producers. Theatre production, at that magniti;de
has little to do with the work itself: it's part of 3 larger package,
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that offers tourists a big-city/Broadway/West End experience.
Mid-sized companies cannot duplicate this without the heavy
capital necessary to generate a huge buzz.

Theatre’s most disabling trait, from the point of view of
commodification, is that it requires the very expensive
prospect of the creators and the consumers being in the same
room at the same time — and not just any roorn, but a theatre.
This makes it unique among the arts; { can think of no other
form with these kinds of restrictions. Even performance art
and dance can be documented without sacrificing too much
of the original impulse,

The uncommodifiability of theatre means it has

remained largely a local phenomenon, with theatre artists
isolated from artists working in other places and other media.
A recent art school graduate can make a modest film or video
and have it shown around the world. In theatre, the young
artist has to invest years before touring becomes an option,
except at the level of the Fringe circuit, where work is often lost
in the melee and financial risk looms large. Even then, the
econornics of touring preclude all but the very successful from
accessing rnore than a few locales. Theatre is caught in an
eddy, in a redundant conversation with itself, out of the loop
of the cultural, philosophical, political and aesthetic develop-
ments in other forms. Information-age capitalism, with its
demand that cultural products be digitized and circulated via
electronic networks, has left theatre gasping for intelligence,
relevance and currency.

SNOBBERY, REPRESENTATION
AND DAMP HEAT IN THE LOWER BURNER

But while technological advancements and the currents of
history are largely to blame, we can't overlook the individual
responsibility of the theatre artist, who should be chastized for




her reluctance to admit the reality of changing economics and
aesthetics. There’s been snobbery among theatre practition-
€rs, some bizarre headspace that keeps us focused on the clas.
.51‘cal tanon, with Shakespeare as the gold standard. Imagine
i things were similar in the visual arts: artists continually re-
pres_enting their classical canon, thege Interpretations often
relying on contemporary costuming to help audiences make
thematic connections between then and now, [magine seein
the Mona Lisa over and over - this time dressed as a ﬂappe;g
next time as a Nazi, then as 4 hippie, then as an emo girl It’:l
an absurd idea, yet Romeo and Juliet keep on killing th.emk-
selves again and again and again, sometimes dressed like
b-bgys. Actors covet these roles; theylong to speak those lines
b_t:he;ving, for some reason, that mastering the classic;
signifies some artistic Pinnacle. Innovative young practition-
ers capable of moving the form in new directions simply don't
haw.a the resources to dislodge this obsession with the classics
Unlike popular music, which cut itself loose from parenta].

popular or alternative theatre that is not imaginatively and
fiscally .behol‘den to the past. Mostly this is a problem of
economics - it doesn't cost much to buy a guitar, practice in

hoping always to capitalize on past successes, And who is
Mmore successful than Shakespeare? The Fringe Festivai
offered. an antidote to all this, with lotg of innovative work
appearlrlzg in the early years. But with no real way to be
economically viable, the Fringe — both in Edinburgh and
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North America ~ rapidly devolved into little more than a trade
show, with teams of artists constantly losing money in the
hopes that their show would become the next Da Kink in My
Hair or The Drowsy Chaperone — these excepticns doing little
more than proving the rule.
The classical canon and traditional approaches to repre-
sentation still hold the theatrical imagination captive. Most
theatre still hasn't managed to dispense with coherent, pithy
and supposedly interesting characters whose lives occur
incident by incident. Presenting false possibilities of self:
knowing — even among nominally postmodern dramatists —
still dominates: characters’ lives are summed up, they under-
stand their various shortcomings and Wind spots, and they're
offered some sort of redemption, whether or not they choose
to take it. And if they dor't, then, at the very least, the audience
is offered that possibility. Representational work — work that
derives its meaning from the portrayal of other people in other
places doing other things — still dominates, imposing its
inherent limitations around the construction of transparent
subjectivities and the illusory possibility of an objective posi-
tion from which observation can occur. Italso brings along its
tyrannical emphasis on narrative; it's a dramaturgical cliché
that the fundamental component of theatre is story and story-
telling. While stories may be one way to get the job done,
theyre not the only way; stories are simply one tool among
many. What theatre is really about — like any other form — is
generating affect, and that's it. Feelings. And, if things go well,
quickly following feelings will be thoughts. Stories certainly
can do this, but they're not the only thing to do it, and theyre
no longer always the best way to do it. Yet representational
narrative continues to dominate, keeping the experience shel-
tered from the possibility of a direct encounter between audi-
ence and artist, between bodies in the same room at the same
time. But this is a Damp Heat in the Lower Burner moment;
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by understanding what's gone wrong, we might find an
answer. Perhaps we can furn theatre's liability - the proximity
of creator and consumer — Into an asset,

REALITY, SPONTANEITY AND ANIMALS ONSTAGE

The reality movement in television and the explosion of inter-
estin documentary film have shifted the terrain, with repre-
sentational drama ceding a significant portion of its audience,
Part of this shift is economic - irs cheaper to make reality-
based work - but it also stems from the genuine interest we
have in the real tribulations of real people. Postmodern con-
SCIOUSNEss recognizes the performativity of real life and the
sociological currents evident in almost every gesture: the
ubiquitous corporeal dynamics of race/class/gender/etc, This
has yielded an appreciation of the real as 2 potentially more
sophisticated, revealing and rewarding realm than that of
carefully constructed, contrived and wrought fictional repre-
sentations. Theatre has always known a live animal onstage
will inevitably be more interesting than even the most brilliant
performance, even as it has ignored the ramifications of this
insight. So, while film and television capitalize on this nter-
estin the real, it's theatre, paradoxically, that can generate the
real for real, Real reality is much more likely to be found in the
theatre, where the audience 1s within coughing distance, Yet
most theatre is still ensconced behind the fourth wall: those
few postmodern works that do take into account the presence
of the audience stjl keep things under strict control with care-
tully memorized text, tightlight cues and no meaningful audi-
ence interface. But the innocent gestures of the spontaneous
will always tel] g complex and politically charged things
about this very moment, giving theatre artists the Opportunity
to find rigorous Ways to generate and frame it. Thats
the challenge, with theatre's addiction to a very Darticular
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understanding of a rigidly rehearsed virtuo#ty standing li 1.ts
way. It's easy with film and 1v — you just edit out thfe c.1u11 shit,
focusing on the telling spontaneous momegts. This ‘13 r;o; 50
casy when the interactions are live, and particularly so t t_u-?y
involve audience interaction. There will always be anr}loymg
fumnbles and distractions, and a final product that doesn't have
the same concision that editing allows. . "
The path to a rigorous participatory theatre is fraught wit
dorkiness, earnestness, amateurism, social work and there‘lpy.
It's a minefield. And no one can be blame_d for feeling
squeamish or repulsed by the notion.. We .hke our wprk
rehearsed and we like it well rehearsed, like a nice charbr01l?d
steak from Dennys. The question for the theat.re artist
anxious to break with debilitating habits of the pést is _how to
create thoughtful, rigorous work while allowing for ‘the
unknown, the unexpected and the awkward — how to find
meaning in qualities other than virtuosity and razzle-da:zzle.
In a beautiful and revolutionary irony, the real magic of
theatre may ultimately be in its banality.

REAL REALITY, DEMOCRACY AND DISCOMFORT

The struggle of theatre for social relevance without tht?! ben.ehj[
of easy commeodification is instructive for all forﬁms;_ 1t- points
to avenues for establishing, sustaining and maintaining the
relevance of art in general. If participation is the key for
theatre, it can be applied with success to many other forms.
Our burgeoning penchant for interactivity and forums for
healthy discussion is sustained or fortified largely Py the hype
around the Internet and other participatory 1nt?rfaces.
Though there will always be the suspicion that it's still abopt
sales, the media is certainly democratizing: the forums solic-
iting comment are many, and the discussion::: that follow a
given article on, say, the Globe and Mail's website are often of




more interest than the articje itself. The articie may be the
catalyst, but more and more, the discussion that follows — 35

racist diatribes that followed the recent Coverage of the
S.upreme Court’s ruling allowing Sikh students to carry
k.1rpans Was a creepy reminder that stupid, salivating bigotry
lies mere microns - if that — beneath the artifice of Canadian
tolerance. A revealing Interactiveness, even if it reveals ugli-
1ess — maybe especially if it reveals ugliness — ig the order of
the day, and thats 2 good thing.

So if theatre’s relevance g« a democratic forum ljes inits
potential asy participatory form, then how will this look? How
can it play out? The answers are legion and can be glimpsed
in the visual-art world, with its toward the social and its
Plethora of projects that bring people together and induce
teractivity. But before we £et too excited, we have to return
to the question Of My p-R-0-J.£. o projects and the role of art
and art-makin g-1fourwork —interactive 0rnot-igto have an
veal effect, we must resigt being pulled into the gravity of e):
homy capital's need for content for its information networks
and the city's need for superficial cultura] activity that does
nothing to question SOtlo-economic dynamics., It's been fuz;
.to experience the last few years as art production has begun to
lmcor;.)orate increasingly sophisticated approaches to foster.
ing dialogue and we've seen the proliferation of events
designed to create networks, friendships and Communitieg
But this, too, now seems about to unravel with its co-optation'
by a manic and hollow civic boosterism. The hype that syr.
round&;s Richard Florida’s book The Rise of the Creative Class
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while perhaps fun for the kids on a lazy Sunday, does nothing
to attend to any of the real indicators of civic health: housing,
public transit, employment, immigrant services, etc. As
artists being recruited to contribute to this Creative City
concept, we must be careful not to simply create projects that
glorify the sweet, whimsical and easy - projects that reinforce
enclaves of race, culture, age and gender. We need to start
engaging with unease and discomfort. Art shows and articles
abound that invite critical and utopian considerations of the
possibilities of the city’s future, but rarely do the suggestons
or the work take themselves seriously or rigerously engage
with policy.

T'was being rude in my earlier litany of suspect projects,
referencing friends and associates like Free Dance Lessons,
the Toronto Public Space Committee’s Better Way exhibit,
the Urban Beautification Brigade, the City Beautification
Ensembie, the October Group and my own project, The
Talking Creature. It's clear from this list that the impulse to
engage with the social is strong: artists are keen to generate
works thatactivate the public sphere by either questioning old
ways of being or proposing new ones. My concern is that tha
primary purpose of these projects is to provide a release valve
for the pent-up frustration the artist is feeling toward social
realities; I worry that we prefer fun and whimsy to ngorous
social engagement. All of those projects are good and impor-
tant-but only as a start. The stakes must be raised, an engage-
ment fostered that takes the work far from these comfortable
circuits of galleries, clubs and events, far from the familiar
dichotomous thinking in simplistic and dualistic challenges

to the squares on Bay Street or to Office Drone culture,

As we were doing our culture-jamming, engaging with
the rhetoric of social activism, righteously demonstrating
that another world is possible, we inadvertently began to
develop an W, a new kind of rat race, fuelled
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fully, but rarely did we
fort, confusion and

I'want in on the institutions that form
~ atgroundlevel - the fabyric of the city. I want to uge these as
material in my art Practice,
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