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Situated
Performances
and Performers –
Finnish
Contemporary
Theatre
“The so-called abolition of the stage within the framework of a performance is a challenge which is necessary to be resisted in order to establish the stage again from a new point of view. In this way Performance Art can destroy the illusion that the world is complete (and boring) and make visible a continuous change. A new context is given to the questions we address through our art so that they can
become real questions - such questions to which everyone has a right to find his or her own answer.”
(Helsingin Taiteellinen Teatteri/Katariina Numminen 2009)

Who is actually the performer? Who is allowed to perform? What does it mean to perform? What can
be performed? What is the fine line between the performer and the spectator? What kinds of spaces
does contemporary theatre open to spectators? It is such questions that Finnish contemporary theatre
performances pose. These “works” are no longer clearly defined performances, tied to a specific space
and time, but rather resemble happenings, encounters, lectures or city walks. They break with the idea
of a comprehensive piece or even with the individual performer because they don’t actually rely anymore on a performer.
It seems that the performances also give rise to new collective identities, new perceptions and new collective ways of existing. Gathering in one place stands out as a central gesture in these performances:
the performance takes place when and where people gather together. Seen from the outside, the bond
between the performers or between just one performer and one spectator can be very fragile because
what is missing in this setting is the glue that usually holds everything together when such encounters
take place in an institutionalised context.
The broad spectrum of new events and publications shows that all kinds of preconceived positions are
being overthrown: There is the ANTI Festival in Kuopio, Theatre.now! at Kiasma Theatre, the founding
of the Performance Centre (cf. page 22) and the magazine Esitys as well as the book “Nykyteatterikirja.
2000-luvun alun uusi skene”. The topography of the Finnish performing arts scene has radically changed
in recent years.

The Theatre Academy As a Creative Hub
An important factor for change is the significant impact the Theatre Academy has on the performing
arts scene. Devising, topic-based and non-text-based practices are the concepts that have come into use
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because of the Theatre Academy’s specialised programme for contemporary theatre. The programme
targeted for graduate students was started in 2007. The Theatre Academy also offers a Master of Arts
Degree Programme in Live Art and Performance Studies (LAPS). It is particularly addressed to those
interested in performance art, live art, performance art theory and performance studies. The Theatre
Academy strongly believes that artistic research and the dialogue between research and art practices
will lead to a paradigm shift in the sector. And that it will lead to a more profound understanding of
artists’ corporeal knowledge.
“The theoretician of art, the art philosopher or art researcher, does not study art from the point of view
of art, but from the point of view of society, (…) Artistic research, by contrast, looks from art towards
society and our idea of reality, questioning its existence and sets demands according to its own mode
of existence. Consequently, artistic research is, (…), ultimately more interested in reality than in art. To
put it bluntly, where research of art explains that ‘art exists, because…’ or ‘art is as it is, because…’,
artistic research explains that ‘because art is (or because it is of a certain kind), it follows that…’”
(Kirkkopelto, Esa (2008) New Start: Artistic Research in Finnish Theatre Academy in Nordic Theatre
Studies. The Artist as Researcher. + Paper in Nordic Summer University Winter Seminar (2009), Tampere)

Finland has been a pioneer in implementing practice-based research, which has been referred to as
Artistic Research in higher education since the eighties. This kind of artistic research, similar to
investigative art, means to research reality by artistic means. Artistic research in schools has encouraged
artists to take a fresh outlook on how to analyse and question existing concepts of the nature and
expression of the performing arts. Thus the Theatre Academy produces independent artists who possess
a strong identity as makers.
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New Tendencies of Post-Dramatic Theatre, New Politics, Ethics and Aesthetics
The past ten years have seen a proliferation of not only theatre groups, but also temporary ensembles,
free and independent productions, various loose project-specific groups and umbrella organisations.
These include the Reality Research Center, the Performing Arts Association, Projektoriryhmä, Oblivia,
Other Spaces, Und er libet, Metamorfoosi, Myllyteatteri, Kolmas tila 3 T, Rospuutto, Kuriton Company,
Six Fingers Theatre, Teatteri 2.0., Kulttuuriosuuskunta G-voima, Nya Rampen, Teater 90°, European
Theatre Collective, Nirvana Theatre (cf. page 14-15), Hemska Teatern and many more.
All of these actors in the new open field of theatre share the need to continuously employ themselves
and the uncertainty in terms of financing. A common feature of these new free groups is that they
produce performances on a project-basis. These types of research-based and experimental laboratories
may only have a few productions per year while performances often take a long time to develop.
These groups, collectives and associations are also meeting places. They arrange study groups, seminars
and discussions. Some of the groups, such as Rospuutto in Northern Karelia and Kulttuuriosuuskunta
G-voima in Kainuu, have strong regional ties. Certain other groups are based on an international
approach, with a multicultural membership, international collaboration and joint productions. The
performances produced by these free collectives range from experimental performance art to musical
theatre, puppetry and mask theatre.
Hybridity can also be seen as one common denominator, whether it pertains to the borderline, the third
space, transition or liminality. Current research on immigrants talks about diasporic identity; people
Photos
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migrating from one country to another are forced to adapt their identity. Diasporic identity in art could
refer to looking beyond the borders of one’s home country, being Finnish “in a different way”. In the
new fourth wave of this group theatre movement we could discuss the diasporic identity of this
growing group of collectives or the hybrid culture of the people behind it, where forms of identity are
not consistent.
Different types of production houses and spaces provide opportunities for self-directed diversity and
an informal project orientation. Could this activity be compared to various network-based movements,
even citizens’ movements, where operations and decisions are determined by meetings that bring networks together?
Possible reasons behind these developments include the special study programmes in contemporary
theatre offered by the Theatre Academy in Helsinki, the work-pair approach used in its Degree
Programme in Directing, the international dimension of the Degree Programme in Acting in Swedish
[minority language in Finland], communality and the new political culture based on degrowth thinking.
These hybrid operators create free zones for thinking and action. The new groups are deeply linked to
democracy and have the objective of open dialogue and the opportunity to participate in artistic decisionmaking. They are positioned against the logic of productivity. Long-term processes are not feasible
in the framework of a repertoire theatre, as they simply don’t have the time or financial resources for
them. Many groups and productions share the common approach of using working groups. The desire
to choose the group’s working methods is also common, regardless of whether the production is based
on text, space, concept or the working group. Education in the dramatic arts has emphasised independent artistry with one’s own voice. This is not a question of politicised theatrical othering, but rather
the varied aesthetic-political realities of different theatrical practices. Some look for partners outside
Finland, such as Myllyteatteri and Nya Rampen, the latter of which collaborates with the Swedish
group Instituet, or Oblivia which has more performances outside of Finland than within it. However,
groups may also operate as deeply local laboratories, such as Rospuutto.

Finnish theatre is living in a fascinating rapture zone. Critics, professionals and the general theatregoing public have been abuzz with questions concerning applied theatre and its devised methods. The
scene functions as a performative laboratory, a field of research where one can scrutinize any phenomena or aspect of the reality.
The Reality Research Center searches continuously new ways to scrutinize the concept of reality.
The group consists of theatre and performing arts professionals and carries out longer performative
research projects. Helsinki by Night took the audience on a guided city tour by bus, The Sacred city
examined how the sacred can be performed. Belief is a personally guided tour in the everyday
surroundings in the city. The performance seems to suggest that we are hostages of our everyday
rituals and invisible belief structures and systems. In these performances the spectators’ mind becomes
the scene. The project YERMA - Drama reloaded asks what kind of influences performing, directing
or watching a dramatic scene can have on ordinary life. What happens to drama when it is separated freed - from the theatre’s stage and a professional’s acting skills, when it is taken into the reality of real
life? What does real life do to drama? Lorca’s text clashes with everyday reality.
The performance is part of the research project Drama Reloaded of the Reality Research Center. The
project reflects the relationship between drama and reality and the dramatic nature of reality as well as
how drama can be used as a tool for researching reality. It is interesting that contemporary drama as
an art form is not totally pushed aside but rather chosen as an object to be surprised by. What else can
drama do? Can it help to discern reality?
Other Spaces makes invisible performances. It welcomes the spectators to participate in collective
physical exercises. The fundamental idea is based on the fact that human beings have the right to imitate
other beings and to participate in other experiences. The group is not performing; instead it performs
dramatised collective experiments in the presence of a public. The group also organises workshops
called “Secret Retraining Camps”. Other Spaces has used space odyssey (Aniara), Odradek (Kafka)
and the Golem myth in their experimentation on human metamorphosis. In Golem Variations (2011)
the Golem myth is the starting point to investigate the topic of creation which also includes the theme
of destruction. Golem Variations takes the spectators or participants on a journey of day-to-day politics:
the performers and the audience create together variations which have to do with the mine accident in
Chile, 9/11 and the Israel – Palestinian crisis in the Middle East. Esa Kirkkopelto, the convenor of
Other Spaces suggests to reach out of our sphere of experience as human beings and to be open to
other forms of being in our universe. The hiking event Reindeer Safari is a performance art event in
three parts, a collective hiking performance. On this urban research trip the participants of the Reindeer
Safari can hike through the city as a herd of wild reindeer and get an understanding of how reindeer
experience the world. It’s a way to start perceive the city from the point of view of a semi-wild herd
animal.
We witness interesting presentations of ordinariness – the human readymade – in which the performer
is relocated. It is very much the tension between “being oneself and “acting a role” between the material
reality of the body and the body as a reference, a symbol or a metaphor. The space between being
and representing the performative self is crucial in Finnish contemporary performance practice. The
contemporary theatre emphasises the materiality of the body. The performance In Human Disguise
(2009) co-created by director Milja Sarkola and choreographed by Eeva Muilu examines the confusion
and estrangement caused by naked bodies being publicly on display. Besides the performers, also the
spectators cannot avoid thinking of their own responses when faced with bodies which bear no social
or cultural status. We are sharing the feeling. An appreciation of quite how much there exists disguised,
role-based, aggressive or commercialized nudity. Strong physicality and bodily presence could be
one of the distinctive marks or a common nominator for many contemporary performances. In the
performances of the group Und er libet this physicality and the extreme states of mind reach trancelike
dimensions or physical exactitude.
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The companies are more and more international like Nya Rampen, Oblivia and Nirvana. Oblivia´s
Entertainment Island trilogy is a good example of collectively devised, interdisciplinary and minimalist
performances. The starting point is the popular culture and entertainment industry, which the performances scrutinise from the private perspective using clichés, stereotyped gestures, movements, sounds
and voices familiar from films or photographs or advertisements. The third part of the trilogy treats
nakedness, pornography, violence and voyeurism with a strange yet provoking and intelligent elegance.
Nirvana is a multicultural company and their production Paradise a good example of the self-critical
and profound approach towards popular culture. It is worth mentioning that both Oblivia’s artistic
director is female (Annika Tudéer), and Paradise is directed by a female director (Sini Pesonen).
Entertainment has its deeper side and simultaneously seriousness can be twisted into entertainment.
This kind of conscious shaking of the boundaries questions our prevailing assumptions about what is
insignificant, profound or superficial.
Nya Rampen´s Conte d´Amour (2010) takes the case of Josef Fritzl as a starting point to investigate the
relation between family and love and their darker hidden sides: the inner interdependences, the need to
possess, jealousy and all other emotions which are the elements of romantic love. We are shown these
emotions in all their spine-chillingness. Josef Fritzl is not a concrete factual character – Conte d´amour
is not a documentary performance – but more a reflective surface against which fantasies are projected.
The performance also urges us to think of the role of patriarchal masculinity and family structures.
According to researchers of citizens’ movements and organisations, the new culture of movements,
such as the radical environmental activism that became organised in the mid-1990s, is based on the
Do-It-Yourself principle. They emphasise direct action and personal choices. The same applies for this
fourth wave of organisation in theatre.

Entertainment Island | Oblivia | Photo Eija Mäkivuoti
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The groups’ ways of working reflect new ways of organising society. Networks or other tools are used
to convene public meetings, demonstrations and other activities. The operations of these new hybrids
also reflect lifestyle and consumption choices, becoming part of personal political responsibility and
choices that are carried out not only through consumption, food and lifestyle choices, but also through
the choices made by the theatre group in terms of its ways of working. Participation is based on selected
projects in the same manner as political identity is self-constructed and reflected in participation in
various campaigns and projects. Theatre-makers are not separate, but rather participatory members in
various networks and groups, often simultaneously. There are fewer and fewer formal practices. The
ways of working emphasise the coexistence of different views, but also the spirit of consensus; there is
room for various views as the process happens. The productions are designed to be light and productionrelated problems are solved in ways to maximise flexibility and freedom.
The new operators challenge the limits of the system as all new movements tend to do. They can be
seen in the light of Alain Touraine’s view of how movements battle for the control over the historicity
of society. Historicity is the general cultural orientation or model that creates the framework in which
stakeholders operate. In Finland, the theatre model has progressed from amateur theatre to professional
theatre, city theatre and permanent state-subsidised professional theatre. The field of free theatre is
a changing dynamic process. Just as the movements that are born, operate, move and eventually die
out. But does anything in Finland die out? The key to the significance of political movements lies in
their impermanence. Perhaps the question is not so much about their breaking through and having
their position be recognised in the traditional sense, but more about the simple opening up of different
opportunities. And of course there is recycling, so not everything has to die out. The groups have gone
through, and will continue to go through, coups d’état and radical changes to bring fresh blood.

Conte d’Amour | Institutet & Nya Rampen | Photo Markus Öhrn
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Fluid Boundaries – Hands-On Approaches
Many of these groups produce devised theatre which means theatre focusing on collaborative and
compositional processes instead of staging a play. This kind of theatre can be interpreted as a backlash
against the playwright-director relationship or against the omnipotence of the author-director, and the
supremacy of the director. This has meant the shift from the playwright and director towards the
performers and the collective. We could say that this new performance art shares Jerzy Grotowski’s
idea that theatre is something “ that takes place between the audience member and the actor”. All the
other things are unnecessary extras.
Hans-Thies Lehmann´s book, Postdramatic Theatre, was published in 1999 and although it was translated into Finnish rather late, it has become quite embedded in Finnish stage practices paving the way
for the paradigm shift towards performative aesthetics and aesthetics of presence. Many of the trends
could be conceptualised in the frame of the performative turn and performance art. In general, human
behaviour is conceptualised within the framework of a performance and performing, which means a
disinterest in the written text. Performing means something entirely different to acting in the contemporary Finnish theatre. When it comes to contemporary postdramatic theatre the frame of reference has
radically altered, the barriers between different forms of arts, between theatre, dance and new circus
have come down. One of the key concerns is the power and autonomy of the performer, his or her role
in the process. Perhaps performance art has partly become the artisan handcraft of performing arts. The
performance artists are increasingly thinking about the immaterial value of their art in a world faced
with an economic crisis and cultural climate with an emphasis on material values.
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We could talk about the new wave against the psychologically-orientated realistic drama-based tradition.
Contemporary Finnish theatre renegotiates the traditional status of the text through the inclination of
an actor. A non-figurative way of performing, a non-performing presentation rather than representation,
is finding its territory in the Finnish theatre. We have more and more experimental theatre where the
performer is not acting a character, not expressing in the traditional way, but performances where the
performer and the role are not essential and where the body which earlier was suppressed by logos and
psychology will now assume power in itself. The new theatre practices are interested in the presentation
of ordinariness – the human readymade – in which the performer is relocated. This new way of performing
relies on the power of the body and the power of the encounter between the performer and the audience.
New contemporary theatre offers new narratives with no theatrical plots. It has abandoned the linear
narrative traditions. Instead, it uses time and duration for a new kind of encounter between the
performer and the audience. These often nomad performances happen outside traditional theatre
venues. They challenge conventional perceptions of performance and reality, of seeing and being seen.
The aesthetics of minimalism deconstruct the performance into elements. Drama and text-based theatre
as well as traditional authorship have become contested concepts. “Theatre is a practice in which
societies negotiate around what the body is and means.” Simon Shepher´s statement is highly
applicable in contemporary Finnish theatre.
New interactive and dialogical forms and “hands-on strategies” of performances could be also analysed
in the frame of reference of Nicolas Bourriaud’s dialogical aesthetics. His central premise is that artistic
practice in the nineties can be understood in terms of a paradigm shift in which artistic practice is
“focused upon the sphere of inter-human relations (…) and the invention of models of sociability”.
In Finnish contemporary theatre the makers want to reconnect art and life and so they more and more
frequently step out onto the streets and into reality. It is as if the makers long for more everyday life in
their work. This also has a strong political connotation which is maybe most powerfully formulated in
Aune Kallinen’s draft for a manifesto:

1.

Art should not ease anxieties nor conform with society.

2.
Art creates a space and time for us to experience something other, to see and hear something
other. Art is a place where one can think and feel beyond rationalism, where the inexplicable is
constantly present and where everything that we don’t know yet and whose value we cannot calculate
yet, is shared with other people.
3.

Making art is creating worlds together and/ or in creating worlds we make theatre.

4.

Making theatre is radical, laughter always contains a seed of anarchism and revolution.

5.
We live in a world where everything is measured: in centimetres, kilograms, hours, euros.
Already in our mothers’ wombs, we know our place and our numbers. We live in a world where
coming generations, generations that are staggering on the doorstep of adulthood, cannot aim for more
than their parents in terms of material riches. Clean water and clean air are luxuries; work which is at
the same time interesting and guarantees an income is becoming rare; freedom is an illusion we think
we enjoy when drinking Coke and zapping through countless TV channels. Social exclusion appears
to be an individual choice or an issue of inferiority. However: exclusion means to be excluded. There
should be measures that focus on what (and who) is excluding rather than on those who are in danger
of being excluded.
6.
As long as we try to understand politics, life and art with concepts that are based on their
economic performance, there will be no politics, life nor political art which would seriously create
something new, which would create space, which would understand and not understand at the same
time. Our world picture and the concept we have of ourselves (of people, of the world, of the living
and the nonliving) has to be overthrown, and we need to understand that everything is radically
different to what we have made ourselves understand until now.
Hanna Helavuori
Director, TINFO – Theatre Info Finland

Finnish theatre is
living in a fascinating
rapture zone.
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Nirvana Theatre
– Making
Theatre with
Punk Attitude

For theatre artists born in the eighties popular culture is a generational experience. The frantic beat of
movies, music, music videos and computer games makes a kind of theatre that comes right into one’s
face. Sini Pesonen is Nirvana Theatre’s artistic director and one of the founding members:

The driving force behind the founding of Nirvana Theatre in 2008 was the desire to find an equivalent
punk attitude in making theatre. The artists met as
students at the Theatre Academy in Helsinki and the
fact that they were required to choose a group to belong to bothered them. The noughties saw the so-called
fourth wave of independent groups in the Finnish
theatre field (cf. Helavuori, 7-11). What all of these
new collectives have in common is their hybrid nature.
They often come together for just one production
and it is typical for them to combine music, film and
dance with the means of theatre.
Nirvana Theatre is an association with a growing
membership and an increasing number of productions every year. Nevermind (2008), for example,
attracted a film director who was impressed by the
production’s visuality and collective involvement
of the audience. Normally the people involved in
a production are chosen from Nirvana’s group of
members but for the performance
Paratiisi (2011) the search was broader.

A Phenomenon

Sini Pesonen | Photo Lauri Moilanen
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– Theatre often feels bland in comparison with for example rock music which instantly takes hold of a
certain state of feelings. At a concert or festival the spectators can be part of different kinds of rituals,
which often leads to a physical experience that is really purifying.

– We were looking for amateur performers: actors, musicians and dancers. Paratiisi is the story of a
refugee boy, so we also wanted to work in a multicultural group, Sini Pesonen says.

Chaos in the Theatre: Not Just a Representation
It is in the spirit of our time to accept incompleteness and a large variety of possible choices. This spirit
also beats in popular culture. At Nirvana Theatre Sini Pesonen looks for ways to bring the chaos that
surrounds us in the world to the stage:
– I’d like to see more simultaneity on stage, so that all of a sudden many things happen at the same
time and the spectators can choose what to focus on, she says.
In our rough and fragmented world there is a purifying aggression which the young theatre generation
takes pleasure in using as a driving force for their own work. But it is not unproblematic for the
performers to plunge head-on into the work and letting go of embarrassment doesn’t’ necessarily come
easily to them.
Together with her artistic partner and husband, writer Jussi Moila, Sini Pesonen is interested in developing
the work of actors. - We admire the moments when something happens on stage that is a real act and
not simply a representation of it.

Art for Ordinary People
By flirting with the world of popular culture and film, Nirvana Theatre also manifests its resistance to
an art world that is inward-looking and based on the cult around artist geniuses. Art for ordinary people
is their claim. There is a scene in the performance Paratiisi where all performers dance to Michael
Jackson’s They don’t really care about us. Cleary popular but what do you mean when you talk of
making critical popular culture, Sini Pesonen?

The group easily finds the smallest common denominator once the elementary rhythm of a performance
starts to resonate. Creating action and text for the stage, Pesonen and writer Jussi Moila think about
bringing music onto the stage. This
way a performance often finds
its rhythm very early on.
Sari Havukainen

A Phenomenon
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Knives Cut the Air– a Nordic tragedy for four people, text and
direction by Jussi Moila, premiere 10.12.2011 | Photo Maria Gallen-Kallela

– Well it has to do with the tone or context in which we work. By making heard unusual voices and
shedding light from different angels our performances hopefully give the spectators a feeling of
‘aha! That’s also a way of looking at this!’.

The
Attraction
of
Real Reality

Susanna Kuparinen: Theatre Needs Authentic Sources in a Time When
Politics Has Lost Its Grip on Power and Theatre Its Touch with Reality
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Susanna Kuparinen (born 1974) is a journalist and theatre director. In her latest work she made use of
genuine quotes of city representatives, members of parliament and civil servants. The statements had
been made at meetings of the Helsinki City Council and in plenary sessions of the Finnish
Parliament, all of which are open to the public.
Alongside her artistic work Kuparinen is chief editor of the magazine Voima is an alternative free
magazine which serves as a platform for investigative journalism.
– Good political satire is in itself political. It works in the same way as investigative journalism: it digs
out names, Susanna Kuparinen says.
Kuparinen is interested in how documentary theatre can show
that power is something exercised by people and expose
how that takes place. In her opinion political theatre too
often negates power. Theatre makers don’t lack anything when they create their pieces. They belong to
the winning team who can afford to laugh at the
clowns in the political arena. They can afford it
because they don’t depend on politicians.
– But then again to the poor the world and
Finland present themselves as a harshly
hierarchical and humiliating machinery.
People with small incomes are
directly dependent on different
transfer payments and decisions
taken on the political level,
Susanna Kuparinen reminds us.

Photo Klaus Welp

Parliament
Parliament was directed by Susanna Kuparinen and premiered at Ryhmäteatteri (Group Theatre) in
March 2011. Finland was just before its next parliamentary elections and people’s general discontent
and the social divergence between the successful and the marginalised predicted a victory of the
nationalistic populist party (True Finns). Yet, the climate seemed favourable also for the new political left.
The performance Parliament is highly political. Politicians figure with their names in this play that
deals with corruption and grey economy and scrutinizes an amendment according to which the
minimal social welfare payments of under 25-year-olds are cut.

In Documentary Theatre Real Life Becomes Magic
Susanna Kuparinen noticed that her audience needs constant reminder that the statements used in the
play are real. Already the first try-out audiences said that the comments and behaviour of many
politicians were so appalling and absurd that they started to watch the performance like a fictitiously
written play.
Parliament is the fourth performance in which Susanna Kuparinen and her respective working groups
research and apply the means of documentary theatre. She is interested in translating texts and levels of
reality familiar through journalism to the stage.
In order for the stage to be as attractive as the “real” reality it is important that the actors don’t try to
imitate or mimic their subjects. Even the most exact imitation is just a copy and inevitably makes the
stage reality lesser than its real-life model. Based on the factual subject matter and through psychophysical acting the actors build their characters with the help of quotes from the minutes of actual
meetings.
When the statements of politicians made in meetings are moved to the stage they become magical.
When the actors repeat such lines, the feeling is incredible: the politician is conjured up on stage, the
theatrical situation becomes real.
(Source: Susanna Kuparinen’s article“ Nimet esiin – teatteria dokumenteista” in “Nykyteatterikirja –
2000-luvun alun uusi skene“ edited by Annukka Ruuskanen, Like, 2011)

Artists and journalists hang out with the
elite, and amongst the middle class everyone uses casual, dubious, professional
elbowing. Finland is a well-mannered hegemony
where mockery is a gift not an offence.
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Esa Kirkkopelto 
Artist and
Researcher
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Everything is intertwined with everything. Working at the Theatre Academy as professor for artistic
research and leading the performance art group Other Spaces, Esa Kirkkopelto unites in himself two
areas that feed into each other. In the rehearsals with Other Spaces (also known under its Finnish name
Toisissa tiloissa) it is possible to create a laboratory environment where thoughts and methods based
on artistic research can be tried out. And then again it is the exercises developed by the group which
spark off new pedagogical ideas for actors’ training.
This new form of acting is to be based on a psychophysical tradition but should now be freed from
possible directions from the outside and become auto-directed. Already in 2007 when Esa Kirkkopelto
became professor he had a draft for an artistic research plan which he soon started to implement. His
research project is now known under the name Actor’s Art in Modern Times (Näyttelijäntyö ja nykyaika).

Auto-Directing Performer / Actor
At the beginning of the new century and after having worked as a theatre director in the eighties and
nineties, Esa Kirkkopelto felt that the time was ripe to let go of the kind of directing that builds rehearsal situations around the position and viewpoint of an outside viewer. The artistic research project
Kirkkopelto was conceiving of at the time was not the only thing that benefited from him turning away
from directing. His decision also influenced the work of the collective Other Spaces. In both cases
Kirkkopelto refers to himself as a convener rather than as a director.
Acting and The Present (2007–2011) is a unique, practice-driven project, also from an international
point of view. Its uniqueness is based on the fact that art and science are combined in research. The
researcher-actors who were asked to join the group all studied at the Theatre Academy in the eighties
under Jouko Turkka, who was the head of the school at the time and teaching acting. Turkka (born
1942) is a controversial character in Finnish theatre. His acting and performance body syntax based on
extremely physical exercise and expression was ahead of its time and somewhat waiting to be
articulated. The descendants of this teacher-father wanted to revisit his acting method and select
aspects of it for further development.
With the ideal of the auto-directing actor in mind, and indeed the auto-directed group of makers, the
project set off to create a system which was to be based on an independent dramaturgy of the actor.
The result was a toolbox which each actor can make use of and adapt according to his or her needs.
Esa Kirkkopelto, leader of the research project, explains: With the means of the acting dramaturgy
which we propose, the body of the actor can be re-organised. This deconstruction and re-arrangement
is needed so that the actor’s skills are again in relation to the demands of contemporary theatre.
– The idea is that, for example, a theatre can commission a training package for its actors which is
intertwined with the rehearsal process of a given performance, says Esa Kirkkopelto.
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Reindeer Safari Photo Jaakko Ruuska

This means, that the new acting pedagogy isn’t applied in detached workshops for the creators but
offers itself as a continuous working method for the rehearsal room, there where the actors create their
work. Now there are tools with which the actors can analyse their own work. The first trials in Finnish
theatres have already produced a lot of support and feedback. Practices can be rehearsed and discussed
in a very meaningful and direct way once actors themselves are teaching actors.

Reindeer Safari and Other Performance Events
The experimental group Other Spaces was founded in 2003 following a workshop Esa Kirkkopelto
held at the Finnish Academy of Fine Arts. Kirkkopelto became aware that rehearsal situations are
often more interesting than the actual performances because what happens in rehearsals is more
immediate and memorable. This was the starting point for developing exercises that can be performed
to an audience.
Collective exercising, therefore, is one approach of Kirkkopelto and his group. They have developed
non-textual exercises that go back to physical imagination and formal changes and which carry
names like the Human Mountains, Mushrooms, Clouds, Germination and Rays of Light. There are
already tens of exercises ready to be applied and new forms of experiences are constantly being
developed. In their Secret Retraining Camps Other Spaces also gives an opportunity to audiences
to try out these exercises in a save and supervised environment.
In the past years, Other Spaces has produced several performances, the last was Golem Variations.
It is a piece about creating: about the materials and mechanics of creation and about the experience of
being created. In 2011, Esa Kirkkopelto and his collective have reached a new phase where the group
puts aside the creation of actual performances and focuses solely on workshops, free exercising,
demonstrations of exercises and collective physical exercise events. Reindeer Safari which has already
been carried out twice, serves as an example of such a collective physical exercise event. During the
safari, the audience experiences what it is like to be a reindeer, a semi-wild herd animal in an urban
environment. For the Reindeer Safari the audience is not only armed with dry food typical for the
species but also with a portion of reindeer knowledge. The creators of the safari act as reindeer dogs
and take care of practical issues so that the audience has the chance to concentrate fully on the
experience of being a reindeer.
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Dreams That Come True: a Base for Performance Art in Helsinki
Autumn 2011 Other Spaces gets a permanent base in Helsinki where it settles down in the Performance Centre, a structure it has founded together with other performance art companies (cf. page 22).
The centre becomes an interactive space for makers and audiences to meet, a truly supportive base
where international workshops and residencies are also planned to take place.
– Esa Kirkkopelto looks into a bright future for the centre: “The Performance Centre is becoming a
place where live art makers can meet and where we have the chance to support each other, get
inspired by each others’ work. This will also help to reduce competitive feelings.”
One of Esa Kirkkopelto’s dreams is to create more collective physical exercise events, for example
on sports fields. Another dream of Doctor of Philosophy Kirkkopelto is to take his publication
A Manifesto for Generalized Anthropomorphism from 2004 to a next stage.
– I can’t let go of anthropomorphism. You just can’t put the body of a living actor into brackets.
A Manifesto for Generalized Anthropomorphism, the next moves of the reindeer dogs and other information:
www.toisissatiloissa.net
Essays and interviews as well as a project description of Acting and The Present (Näyttelijäntyö ja nykyaika)
can be found in the publication NYKYNÄYTTELIJÄN TAIDE - HORJUTUKSIA JA SIIRTYMIÄ
(Theatre Academy / Maahenki Oy, 2011)

Sari Havukainen

Golem Variations | Photos Timo Wright | Kiasma Theatre

”One does not, however, need to break any conventions or walls to be liberated from this situation. It is enough for
the performance to be conceived in itself as reality. It is enough for theatre to start believing in itself as an event. It
is enough that we understand that each
and every experience we have gone through is in itself an event
that touches everyone, and that creating
experience for oneself and others is also action.”
Esa Kirkkopelto / A Manifesto for Generalized Anthropomorphism

In photo Esa Kirkkopelto

”The phenomenon of human is the phenomenon
of the stage, theatre the place of encounter for that
phenomenon.” Esa Kirkkopelto / A Manifesto for
Generalized Anthropomorphism
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New Spaces
for
Performance Art
in Helsinki
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Based in Helsinki’s Suvilahti, the Performance Centre (Esitystaiteen Keskus) offers rehearsal and
office spaces as well as residencies to professionals from the performance art discipline and the wider
independent performing arts scene. The Performance Centre was founded 2009 to bring together actors
of performance art. Artists and artist groups who follow performance and visual arts traditions as well
as those that come from the outside have approached each other so closely in terms of their work that
they are really aware of the meaningful aspects of cooperation. Performance Centre aims to strengthen
the professional activities. More info: facebook.com/EsitystaiteenKeskus.

HOMES AWAY FROM HOME
As an art form, performance art crosses country and language borders. The members of the Performance
Centre all belong to wide international networks and this is why one of the aims of the centre is to
develop, strengthen and increase international exchange. Performances and projects tour and work in
residences more and more both in the Nordic countries as well as in the rest of Europe.
The Performance Centre is looking for international partners for its new project ”Homes away from
home 2012-2013” which includes: mini-residences, international meeting places
for artists, workshops, discussions and conferences, working in a
laboratory context and the exchange of performances.
Suvilahti is an area in Helsinki that used to house a power plant for
electricity and gas. In the first decade of the 21st century
the buildings were adapted to host different actors
from the art scene as well as various city festivals. The
Suvilahti area is a fair walk away from the centre of
Helsinki but the metro stop Kalasatama is right next to
it.
The Performance Centre is run by its founding members Oblivia,
Other Spaces, Presentaatio, Performance Arts Society and Reality
Research Centre.
Kirsi Reinola

Oblivia
from Helsinki –
A company
of the Year *

* (Esther Boldt / Tanz Jahrbuch)

Oblivia is one of the most vital live art groups working today. Entertainment Island gives us three
astonishing pieces in one evening, exploring the liminal space between culture and entertainment. This key
work by the group was created over three years, with some of the project devised during a Creative Lab
residency at the CCA (Francis McKee, director of CCA)

”Wonderful audience and great success!”, says Oblivia’s artistic director Annika Tudeer just after home
coming from tour. In spring 2011 Oblivia performed in Scotland (CCA) and Germany (PACT Zollverein). In August / September the Entertainment Island was seen first in Estonia, then Denmark, Iceland
and Faroe Islands. Later the year Oblivia took to the road in Poland, OKNO Festival in Szczecin.
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The critics are positive, Kirsten Dahl (in Stiftstidende Aarhus) gives 5 stars blessing Oblivia’s
energetic being on stage and critical of society remarks. “There is something in Finnish performing
arts companies” says Dahl referring what seen.

Entertainment Island 1, 2, 3 – A Trilogy
The meticulous physicality and unstinting humour of this superb
Finnish company are a tremendous vehicle for communicating
complex issues and profound observations on popular culture.
Mary Brennan, The Herald, UK 17.4 2011

Photo Eija Mäkivuoti

Drilling through the vast world of entertainment and popular
culture, from the shiny surface to the murky and private regions
underneath, Entertainment Island is a project on popular culture
and entertainment by the performance company Oblivia. Moving
from the entertainment industry through local and to private entertainment, the trilogy explores entertainment and popular culture.
The trilogy is shown as a full evening length work.

Museum of Postmodern Art – MOPMA 2012-2016
It’s over! Postmodernism is over. As the mainstream clings feverishly to the expressions of postmodernism artists are moving forwards, towards new ‘isms’. In their newest long term project Oblivia
puts postmodernism in a fictitious museum and deals with issues of today, the past and the future.
Museum of Postmodern Art –MOPMA runs over five years, 2012-2016 forming five performances and
several connected projects. MOPMA is produced in co-operation with both international and national
partners and will culminate with a festival in 2016.
MOPMA 1 is the working title for the first performance in the series of five performances. Inspired by
the marathon interviews of Hans Ulrich Obrist, ‘A Conversation With…’ is a series of conversations
with artists and programmers examining their work, working practices, inspirations and the current
creative climate.
The series of conversations will be presented as live performances in a composed setting in front of an
audience. The first conversation took place during the Baltic Circle 2011.

Oblivia
Founded in 2000 in Helsinki, the international performance company Oblivia is a unique force on the
Finnish performance scene. Oblivia’s collectively devised, interdisciplinary and minimalist
performances merge the boundaries of art forms and nationalities. The background of Oblivia’s
members from Finland, UK and Iceland are in music, visual arts, dance and text.
For further info, see: www.oblivia.fi
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Entertainment Island 3 | Photo Eija Mäkivuoti

Kristian Smeds:
Wake up,
Dostoyevsky!

– I had been thinking of undertaking a collaborative work
involving a larger group of
people. In The Brothers
Karamazov the collective mind
takes a leading role.
I am interested in the “Karamazovian” personality, a constant
issue in Dostoyevsky’s novel.
The Karamazovian temperament is shaped by religion, god and, benevolence as well as by envy, wantonness and murderous
thoughts, says Finnish theatre director Kristian Smeds.
12Karamazovs, inspired Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, turned out to be a unique
theatrical experience. Smeds has been preparing the Karamazov workshop for four years with a group
of Estonian students. These multi-talented young artists even composed the music for the performance.
12Karamazovs continues Kristian Smeds’ idea of building a cultural bridge across the Baltic Sea.
12Karamazovs will start touring after performance period in Finland and Estonia. First stops in
December 2011 are at Nordwind Festival in Berlin and Stadtsschouwburg in Amsterdam.

New Works
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Kristian Smeds’ latest work
12Karamazovs has been
performed in Tallinn (Estonia)
and Turku (Finland) in October
2011. The performance is a
collaborative work involving
Smeds Ensemble, Turku City
Theatre and the Von Krahl
Theatre in Tallinn.

Even after 12Karamazovs is done and dusted, Smeds is not planning to forget Dostoyevsky. Johan
Simons has invited him to stage a performance at the Münchner Kammerspiele. The Smeds Ensemble
has already started working with the director’s choice of text, this time Crime and Punishment. The
Munich premiere will take place on 6th October 2012.
Again, the team is international: besides working with local Munich-based actors, the Finn HannuPekka Björkman will take on the role of Raskolnikov and the Hungarian actress Annamaria Lang will
play Sonia. The young Finnish dramaturge and playwright Saara Turunen and producer Eeva Bergroth
collaborated on the dramaturgical reworking of Dostoyevsky’s classic novel and the world around it.
Kristian Smeds’ way of working is first to split the material into smaller pieces, then to tie it up again
and stage it in a new form.

‘Making Theatre Is a Matter of Will’
– I’d rather not talk about ‘process’. Directing is like knitting a nice woolly sweater: collective,
freestyle. This takes time. As the leader of the working group, I am responsible for thinking things
through thoroughly first. By doing this you always find what you are looking for. Ultimately, making
theatre is a matter of will, says Kristian Smeds.
Smeds’ most recent production in Finland was Mr Vertigo, based on a novel by Paul Auster, and
which became a huge success at the Finnish National Theatre during the 2010-2011 season. In Mr
Vertigo the director invited the audience to take a seat on the revolving stage and to be amazed at the
magic of devices and the theatrical atmosphere and finally – by a flying boy. In addition to Helsinki,
Mr Vertigo was also produced in St Petersburg in April 2011, when Smeds was awarded the Europe
Prize for New Theatrical Realities.
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The Cherry Orchard (2010) is a performance-happening that Kristian Smeds developed together with
Lithuanian actors. Based on the Anton Chekhov play, production of Smeds’ Ensemble took place in an
old summer cottage and orchard just outside Vilnius. The site specific performance was then invited to
Wiener Festwochen 2011 and performed in Macondo, a refugee settlement on the outskirts of Vienna.
From there this unique event was streamed live to the Theater der Welt festival in Mülheim as well as
Baltoscandal in Rakvere, Estonia.

12Karamazovs | In middle photo standing Kristian Smeds | All photos on the page Ville Hyvönen
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Kristian Smeds’ work with the Flemish national theatre of Belgium (KVS) was a production entitled
Mental Finland that toured Finland, Lithuania, France and Austria in 2009.
With regard Smeds’ earlier stagings, the most acclaimed in Finland and in Russia was The Unknown
Soldier, a modern adaptation of a major Finnish novel. It was performed during 2007-2009 all together
122 times on the main stage of the Finnish National Theatre. A Russian theatre critic Pavel Rudnev
refers to the performance:
THE UNKNOWN SOLDIER is about the superiority of defeatist philosophy over victorious philosophy –
that it is better to be a victim than to rule Europe and the world.

The XII Europe Prize New Theatrical Realities Awarded to Kristian Smeds
Kristian Smeds was the first Scandinavian theatre director awarded the Europe Prize New Theatrical
Realities (EPNTR). The international jury announced the prize for Smeds’ theatre art saying:
Smeds’ plays are wild, energetic, and filled with many distinctive voices and can be interpreted in many
different ways, and can take full advantage of a wide variety of theatrical techniques. His language is rich
and colourful, but at the same time natural.
In Smeds’ world, the personal and the political are indistinguishable, and his work is characterized by a
deep concern for human beings.
Smeds is at home portraying the inner worlds of his characters as in highlighting the remotest corners of
society.

For more info and photos of performances: www.smedsensemble.fi
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Earthquakes and Aftershocks
Theatre will emerge if life is pushed to its limits until all existing categories and concepts lose their
meaning and their justification for being; where madness, fever, hysteria and hallucinations are life’s
final barricades against the approaching ENSEMBLE OF DEATH and the THEATRE OF DEATH.
Art can never be a representation of reality or its mirror image. Art’s only chance is to form a
”r e s p o n s e to reality” – the more tragic the reality, the stronger the artist’s inner imperative to
create an alternative that is free and independent.
The above is borrowed from Tadeusz Kantor (1915–1990), to my mind one of the greatest theatremakers of all time. Kantor’s whole life was spent working on his own artistic manifesto, seeking a
new direction and developing his own unique theatrical language.
Kantor’s ideas of the ”impossible theatre” sprang to my mind when I saw the Kristian Smeds
”workshop’s” production
.

12Karamazovs

Kantor and Smeds’ performative languages and signature styles are entirely different. But both have
produced works of such poetic vigour and theatrical vision, defying all attempts at definition and
intellectual analysis, as to render the viewer thoroughly shaken. They are like earthquakes, followed
by waves of aftershocks. You return to the performance time and time again, it invades your dreams,
forces you to view reality anew, makes you see and observe things you had previously failed to see or
hadn’t dared to face.
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This theatre renders impossible all methods of creating representative or illusionist drama. Smeds has
previously said that he wants to examine rage. Dostoyevsky’s Brothers Karamazov offers a genuine
opportunity for making visible people rendered ill by the state of society. Here, it is present, bald and
defiant. This is not about a let’s-grin-and-bear-it pack mentality. Smeds knows not just his Dostoyevsky
but also his Büchner: a man is like a well, frightening to gaze into. Or the world and reality are a well,
frightening to gaze into, such is the extent of the humiliation, violence and menace in Karamazov.
Smeds’ previous works, and the lengthy collective process of creating them, feed the expression.

Smeds has got his masterclass. The journey he has taken together with the students from

Viljandi over the past four years and the results of that journey are now here for us to see. Could this
masterclass happen in Finland? The Smeds’ workshop?

A Karamazov like this cannot be hothoused into being. It takes time. Harsh and true to life, this is
why an organically conceived dramatic language is an increasingly rare experience. And it is doubtful
that this production would exist without the surrealism and improvised musical approach of Mental
Finland. It was there that the cardboard first appeared, the outsider art. That cardboard can be used
to make a horse that, when flogged to death, allowes you to believe and to feel revulsion. The miracle
of theatre. Like the appearance of the Three Sisters on stage, a gaggle of alchies. One pisses herself,
flooding the entire market place. Grandfather Frost comes along and freezes it to create an ice rink.
Bakhtinian grotesque in action! And neither would it exist without Mr Vertigo, a return to the miracle
of theatre and the co-existence of the actors and the audience, face-to-face.
Hanna Helavuori

New Works

The Fourth
Member of
the Theatre
Group
Nya Rampen

Elin Westerlund (born 1985) studied arts management at the University of applied sciences Novia.
Since 2006 she has been working as a freelance producer for several different theatre groups in
Helsinki, and as the festival coordinator of Hangö Theatre Festival. In the beginning of 2010 she became
the fourth member of Nya Rampen – a Finnish Swedish-speaking theatre group working and living in
Berlin. Founders of the group are: Elmer Bäck, Rasmus Slätis and Jakob Öhrman.
TINFO’s producer Jukka Hyde Hytti decided to ask how his colleague is doing these days.
JHH: Why did Nya Rampen decide to move to Berlin and make its newest production Worship! there?
EW: Last year we found ourselves at a turning point. We realised that we wanted more than what the
theatre scene in Helsinki could offer us. There were only few opportunities for us to develop in the
way we wanted and we felt that the climate was not as inspiring as it could have been. Nya Rampen
had existed for already 10 years and it became pretty clear that we needed to take a bigger step in one
direction or another. The solution was obvious, we had to broaden our working field. Personally I was
eager to continue to develop my producer’s skills on an international level.
JHH: Actually this was not your first time to test the atmosphere in Berlin as a working environment?
EW: Right, the first experience was Conte d’Amour, a collaboration with the Swedish theatre group
Institutet and director Markus Öhrn. Its premiere took place in Berlin in spring 2010 and after that we
felt that we had the option either to continue working in Berlin or to stay in Helsinki. At the same time
as we were thinking of our next step, the Baltic Circle festival (Helsinki) and Nordwind festival (Berlin)
expressed an interest in co-producing our next project. This seemed to fit exactly with our plans: we
had a chance to move to Berlin, get new influences and at the same time we were able to keep a strong
connection to Finland and hopefully bring some fresh breeze into the theatre scene in Helsinki.
JHH: How does the reality in Berlin differ from Helsinki from your point of view?
EW: For a producer Berlin is a perfect place to work. We are in the middle of everything, it’s cheap to
live here, it’s diverse, vibrant, you are surrounded by open-minded creative people, and you see
opportunities lining up everywhere. However, I don’t have a wide network of contacts in Berlin yet,
but pretty fast we have got good connections to other theatre workers and producers. Also thanks to
Conte d’Amour and its success!

New Works
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JHH: Any similarities?
EW: I was quite surprised to realise how small the theatre circles are also in Berlin and Germany.
Everybody knows each other or has worked together. In Berlin the challenges lie in totally different
areas than in Finland, it takes some time to get to know the funding system and how to build an
organisation and so on.
JHH: What additional value does all of this bring to the artistic content?
EW: To be in the middle of Europe, to be able to see the kind of theatre we’re interested in and to meet
people who are interested in our work. It is very important for us to feel that every day the environment
is inspiring us. Also stepping out of your comfort zone and working artistically in an unknown and
new environment brings additional value to your work. In my work as a producer of a free group,
networking plays a huge role. During these ten months I’ve lived here I’ve got more valuable contacts
than I would have in Finland.
JHH: So, is it artistic plans that direct you?
EW: Yes, it really doesn’t matter where we live. As long as it is somewhere where our work makes
sense and we feel creative and inspired by the people we work with. This year we have mostly been
preparing Worship! while at the same time touring Conte d’Amour together with Institutet, so it has
been a busy year.
JHH: Have you faced any new, unexpected problems in terms of producing?
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EW: Worship! is a big production for a free theatre group, all in all we are about 20 people involved,
most of them based in Helsinki but also people from Sweden and Berlin. To be in a totally new place
takes a lot of energy of course. Solving all kinds of problems is a big part of a producer’s work and that
takes much longer when you are in a new place without colleagues and the contacts you used to have.
You have to do everything from scratch, find the right contact people, the right way to do certain things
and so on. But there’s also a positive aspect: it makes you question and rethink old work patterns and it
forces you to go back to square one. An independent group always struggles with finances, this situation is
the same whether we are in Helsinki or in Berlin. We have been really fortunate to have a lot of people
in Finland believing in us and in our work, and supporting our decision to move to Berlin. So we are
thankful for both the financial support and any other help we have received.
JHH: About Worship!, the performance is exploring people’s need to believe in something? Why
do you believe Nya Rampen finds new angles – right now – to this very crucial question?
EW: We are interested in investigating people’s need to have an ideology or an idea that gives meaning
to their lives. It doesn’t have to be religion, it can be dedication to art, to politics and so on. But in
today’s world where individualism is lived to the extreme, it seems that people are again searching
for simple, concrete and collective ideas. The will to simplify and deconstruct ideas is a trend we also
see in the theatre. We want to simplify theatre by categorising it: post-dramatic theatre, documentary theatre, realism and so on. It seems we are again having a more narrow-minded outlook on the
world. In Worship! we are discussing these matters through the most “accomplished” dramatic works,
Shakespeare’s tragedies.
The play is also about the collision of different worlds, the encounter or clash of different genres and
realities: Theatre meets authenticity, Shakespeare’s drama in all its perfection meets the imperfection
of real human beings. It is through these juxtapositions that we would like to discuss theatre and the
impact theatre can have, or can it have any impact at all? What do we look for when we go to the theatre?
Are we looking for something real or just for something we wish was reality?
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JHH: You really sound enthusiastic, that’s nice to hear! Please tell something about Nya
Rampen’s future plans.
EW: Yes, I am excited about the future. Our next project is another collaboration with Institutet and
Markus Öhrn. It is called We Love Africa and Africa loves us and will premiere in autumn 2012. We
keep working in Berlin and Africa will continue along the same path as Conte d’Amour, using some
of the same aesthetics and working methods. We also want to investigate some of the same themes like
“the white man’s burden” or nuclear family structures. Only this time, they will be mirrored by the
Western world’s view of Africa. We have already got funding from Germany and Austria. Thanks to
the great success of Conte d’Amour we have many people interested in our work.
JHH: The Swedish group Institutet has recently hired a new producer. How do you share tasks
and work together in this kind of international co-production?

Photo Pamela Lindqvist

EW: Institutet found Alexa Graefe from Berlin. She has worked for example with Christoph Schlingensief
and Constanza Macras. For me it is very valuable to have a producer colleague and I am excited to
have her joining the team. Even though it has been interesting to be responsible of a production not
only of my own group but also being a tour manager for our co-production. But now when our project
is expanding there is definitely room for a bigger production team!
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JHH: And Conte d’Amour is touring all the time?
EW: During this autumn we played in Switzerland and Poland but now we have a break as both groups
are working with other projects. Winning the grand prize at Impulse festival this summer means that
our work will be presented at the prestigious Theatertreffen in Berlin and at Wiener Festwochen in
May and June 2012. This is a big honour and we are very much looking forward to it and what the
future will bring for both groups.
JHH: Does Nya Rampen now feel more like a European theatre group?
EW: Although we moved to Berlin and work here, we always want to point out that our mission is not
to become a German theatre group, we are and will always be a Finnish theatre group. Our dream is
to have one leg strongly rooted in Finland and the other one in Europe, and at the moment that is in
Berlin.

New Works

Sacred City
The Art of
Moving
an Elephant

Sacred City was a co-operative project realised by Reality Research Center (Todellisuuden tutkimuskeskus), a Helsinki-based performing arts collective, and five Japanese artists. In November 2010, the
ten of us embarked on a quest for an experience of the sacred in the urban environment. The work was
done in two parts: the first in Helsinki at the Baltic Circle festival 2010, the second in Yokohama at
Yokohama Performing Arts Market, in February 2011.
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On a stormy November night the five Japanese arrived: dancers and choreographers Megumi Kamimura,
Natsuko Tezuka and Taiyo Toshiaki, performance artist Yoko Ishiguro and playwright Daisuke Kishii.
The group gathered at Espan lava, a glasshouse-stage on a park street in the heart of Helsinki. After
two weeks the performance was premiered, a five-hour rendering of the idea of a temple, set as an
installation of participatory scenes.
Three months later the Helsinki process was mirrored in the second part of Sacred City, the two-week
session among the tentacles of the Tokyo metropolis. This time the glasshouse was set on the shores of
the Pacific; we performed a three-hour participatory installation in the culture space and cafe Zou-nohana.
The most compelling part of the project was the clash of cultures. We set out to enable discourse
between artists from different cultures; that we achieved, as the Helsinki-part was run by the Finnish
artist and the Yokohama-part by the Japanese. The differences unfolded in the structures of our process,
in the ways of building something together. Generally speaking, the Finnish longed for a structure, a
draft, a map for the performance, while the Japanese were anguished by this, and craved for an organic,
un-predetermined process. The differences seemed to reveal something deep in our cultural memories
– reflecting our process, in Japan a temple is traditionally built without a draft on paper. Instead it will
grow from a practice and an inner tradition concealed in that practice. The city became our vehicle,
and the destination, the sacred, was best revealed in the communication of the group, and within the
performance, in the communication with the audiences.
Along the clash of cultures there was a strong feeling of togetherness and an atmosphere of sharing.
The scenes within the performance were based on joint action between performers and spectators: they
made small trips together to observe the city in a sacred way, sacrificed eggs, sat in cafes, wandered
blindfolded and sipped magical drinks. As a bitter aftertaste to Sacred City a giant earthquake shook

the seabed northeast of Japan and sent a tsunami wave on the very shores that we had performed on
only a couple of weeks before, causing the Fukushima nuclear disaster.
When preparing for the performance in February we planned moving the natural-sized elephant statue
displayed at Zou-no-hana as a collective action within the performance. The director of the art department governing the site decided to forbid this and we respected his cautiousness, at the same time as
making fun of Japanese bureaucracy. After the rigid structures of society had overrun the creative process, nature took over; after the earthquake our group member Yoko Ishiguro send a laconic message
to the rest: ”I think the damn elephant finally moved.”
Photo Pekko Koskinen | www.todellisuus.fi

Tuomas Laitinen
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Reality Research Center (RRC) is a performing arts collective based in Helsinki, Finland. It is devoted
to question the prevailing concepts of reality. What is reality? How can we observe, describe, define,
reflect, discuss, present or represent it? This research is done in RRC through developing new forms of
performance. RRC consists of 35 artists from various fields. Taking part in Sacred City were game designer Pekko Koskinen, artist/architect/performer Saara Hannula, live artist/director Tuomas Laitinen,
live artist/director Julius Elo and dancer Minja Mertanen.

Around the
Campfire of the
Performing Arts

TINFO - Theatre Info Finland, Dance Info Finland and the Finnish Circus Information Centre are
known internationally as the information centres for the performing arts in Finland. The centres are
subsidised by the Finnish state and have made themselves a name as expert organisations for their sectors. Being international is an important guiding principle for their activities and they understand the
promotion of artist mobility as one of their central responsibilities.
34

In recent years the field of theatre has opened up in many directions. Individual artists and groups
exploring new working methods have positioned themselves as serious creators side by side with the
traditionally strong Finnish speech theatre. Experimental works are often connected with research and
the Theatre Academy of Finland offers a Master of Arts Degree Programme in Live Art and Performance Studies (LAPS) which is taught in English.
The Performance Centre which opened its doors in Suvilahti in Helsinki this autumn, presents its activities in the following way: “The future of theatre in our country depends on laboratory research - in
other words on the newest performance forms. Fresh ideas in mainstream theatre often originate from
the avant-garde: performance art, contemporary dance and theatre.
The production of performing arts works can be compared with research or development projects.
Each work of art is its own product, a live prototype which cannot be reproduced, sometimes not even
transported to another place. A
production is a collaboration network between individual artists
or micro communities which
come into being through the creation and presentation of the work
of art after which they disperse
only to be re-created for another
project. How is TINFO involved
in this?
Hanna Helavuori, director of
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TINFO, answers enthusiastically: – Also in the field of theatre, artists are more and more involved in
different collective processes and thus strengthen the idea of the collective. Intercultural community
art and local arts practices are growing. TINFO acts in cooperation with the Finnish theatre sector in
its broadest sense. Guest performances at festivals and artist exchanges are an integral part of international mobility which TINFO supports through its involvement in several international partnership
projects.
There are already concrete outcomes and experiences. In October Juha Jokela directed Mobile Horror and Irene Aho Panic at the Intercity Festival in Italy. Juha directed by Mikko Roiha for the dance
company Minimi was presented at the same festival. At the beginning of December the brand new productions of Nya Rampen Worship! and Smeds Ensemble’s 12Karamazovs are presented at the Nordwind Festival in Berlin and Hamburg. During the same festival the Finnish-Estonian artist duo Juha
Valkeapää and Kaja Kann will be the representatives of the performance art field while Eeva Muilu’s
dance workshop is being developed into a performance and Kimmo Pohjonen rocks his accordion in
his manic way. The famous Volksbühne am Rosa Luxemburg Platz in Berlin and Kampnagel in Hamburg are the festival’s main venues.
Local and international artist collectives play a central role in new artistic processes. It is the aim to
create closer relationships and more meaningful interaction also with audiences. It is for this reason
that artists’ residencies are essential and they need to take into consideration the particularities of the
sector: in addition to accommodation it is necessary to offer rehearsal and performance spaces. The
works created in such a context should be seen as meeting points between makers and audiences.
These are some of the needs that are now being met by the Performance Centre in its own space in
Suvilahti and by the international festival Baltic Circle which organises residencies every autumn in
cooperation with the Helsinki International Artist Programme HIAP. This new curatorial work means
taking artistic as well as economic risks. In international cooperation we need a strong campfire that
fuels our sector, and TINFO definitely brings along its pile of expertise.
Jukka Hyde Hytti

Tampere Theatre Festival & TINFO – Theatre Info Finland
invite you to

FINNISH THEATRE SHOWCASE IN TAMPERE
9 – 12 August 2012
Thu 9th Aug
Fri 10th Aug
Sat 11th Aug
Sun 12th Aug

Get-together Party
Demo Buffet – New Performances from 10 a.m.
Finnish Contemporary Drama – Meeting Playwrights and Agencies
Closing Ceremonies – Future Plans

Festival performances all day and night long.
www.tinfo.fi						

www.teatterikesa.fi
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