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The role of God the Father would not suit Alain Platel. He does not have much faith in forming one's own church, with its own services. His creation is carried out in a variety of structures and with a variety of people. ‘Bonjour Madame...’ and ‘La Tristeza Complice’ were born from the womb of Les Ballets C. de la B., but ‘Moeder en Kind’ and ‘Bernadetje’, both in collaboration with Arne Sierens, came into being under Victoria's wings.

And yet Les Ballets C. de la B. is his parish. He is officially its artistic head, although it still works like the collective it was - everything was shared communally. That used to mean there was a communal creative process: nowadays the members of the old collective challenge each other to create their own work, as has already been done by Hans Van den Broeck, Christine De Smedt and Koen Augustijnen. In such cases Platel never sets himself up as a patron saint; his credo is more like: 'sink or swim'. But in both cases support is provided.

It seems it is only to a limited extent that his creations originate in his own mind. When rehearsals start he gives little to go on - there is no divine plan. It always embarrasses him; ‘Bonjour Madame...’ was based on 9 men and 1 woman. ‘La Tristeza Complice’ on an arrangement of Purcell for accordions. There is of course always much more than that, presumed and hoped, but Platel withdraws to the position of Mr Not-Know-It-All, so as to leave space for the unexpected and the unconsidered.

This time the starting point is the music of J.S. Bach. This is usually associated with technique and mathematics. Or with the scent of holiness and heaven, the cry for salvation, away from here. Platel wants to go down a third path: Bach as solace, as a voice for longing, need, rapture, rebellion and surrender, for everything human.

After a year and a half listening to everything by Bach, Platel has assembled his chosen few, which will be performed live, led by the cellist Roel Dieltiens. The ensemble of 9 musicians play the violin, viola, double bass, oboe, flute, recorder, organ, harpsichord and cello. Greta De Reyghere (soprano), Werner Van Mechelen (baritone) and Steve Dujardin (alto) will perform the vocal parts. This time it is not an arrangement - one does not fiddle with Bach. The music is even being played on old instruments. But authenticity is not a question of folklore; it still all comes down to reaching out to today's audience by understanding the styles of the past. It is here, on the route of emotional response, that Dieltiens' and Platel's paths cross.

Platel would not know how to handle unresisting modelling clay, but he can deal with strong personalities who are ready to show the sharp side of their tongue. The 9 dancers, who come from anywhere and everywhere, have been trained in as many different dance disciplines. They include several from ‘La Tristeza Complice’ (Minne Vosteen and Samuel Louwyck, and Gabriela Carrizo and Franck Chartier who joined during the tour), a number of familiar faces from ‘The Best Belgian Dance Solo’, the competition that Platel set up (Lazara Rozell Albear and Larbi Cherkaoui), and several novices (Einat Tuchman, Lizie Estaràs and Darryl Woods). The group is again completed by the presence of children (an adolescent and a young girl). The starting point is once again to establish a world of differences.

Within this world the dancers invest their own stories or invent new ones, when Platel gives them the opening, and he excludes nothing of what is discussed in the dressing rooms: Diana, Dutroux, Dolly and Died-in-the-name-of-God. It produces uncomfortable images, which arouse notions of unutterable things, and exude the odour of lechery and rankness. A sort of hell.

And where does Platel fit into all this? You will not come across him if you are looking for an unambiguous answer. It is never either/or. His world is not neatly divided into sheep and wolves, a man is also a woman, and a thing can never only be beautiful. He embraces contrasts and connects up extremes. And/and. Simultaneously. There is no winner or loser in this movement; there is just as little talk of reconciliation (the sustained conflict as a source of the good, the true and the beautiful, if there has to be a moral to the story).

‘iets op Bach’ (A little something on Bach) proclaims itself a tumultuous marriage of heaven and hell.

Hildegard De Vuyst
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‘Mit unser Macht’ (soprano and bass) - Cantate 80

‘Weicht all ihr Ubeltäter’ (bass)

Gigue - cello suite in D minor BWV 1010
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‘Siehe, ich stehe vor der Tür’ (recitative for bass) - Cantate 61

Ricercar a 6 - Musikalisches Opfer
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JOHANN SEBASTIAN (BACH) gets stuck in ALAIN (PLATEL)’s gang

There is b.c.b.g. dance and there is C. de la B: a happy-go-lucky bunch, a discharge of brute art, a noxious feast.

Alain Platel, grand master of disorder, pulls the strings, although ‘Les Ballets’, as they are called at home in Ghent, have sworn by collectivity from the very beginning (it was not in the least necessary for Hans Van den Broeck, Koen Augustijnen and Samuel Louwyck to leave this ‘company’ to start work as choreographers elsewhere).

In contrast to his Flemish brothers and sisters (such as Jan Fabre, Anne-Teresa de Keersmaeker and Wim Vandekeybus), Platel has won his spurs without making a song and dance about it. He did not study at the prestigious Mudra school (founded in Brussels by the dance guru Béjart), and he is neither actor, nor artist, nor dancer. Without avoiding the paradox, he is what you could call a self-taught man.

His first performances, Stabat Mater (1984), Lichte Kavalerie (1985) and Mange p’tit coucou (1986), were not bestsellers, but they did lay the foundations for an extraordinary, sturdy, theatrical dance show. In 1986 the Flemish press was already writing the following about Les Ballets C. de la B.: ‘They tend to build up their shows on mistakes or failures; communication is created free of all conventional standards.’ The least one can say about this is that Platel has not strayed from his path!

Real recognition came in 1993-94 with Bonjour madame, comment allez-vous, il fait beau, il va sans doute pleuvoir, etc. (the title is said to come from one of Marguerite Duras’ works!), a vivid musical comedy that damns everything; utterly disturbed beings cause a small natural disaster on stage. Energetic, bold, explosive: what more could one want ? This was Platel’s Sacre du Printemps, his Huit et demi, his Fureur de vivre.
It was the very first time that this ’underworld’ of a socially marginal class was shown on stage like this. As a reflection of the changes in society, the character of the homeless man, which had already replaced the outdated ‘clochard’, was now represented by a new category of pariah, namely the ‘outcast’. Pierre Bourdieu had written his Misère du monde (Misery of the World), which was then slightly adapted for theatre. The same trend made the fashionable phrase ‘social gap’ number one in the charts of election speeches. This opportunity was eagerly taken: Platel was labelled as the choreographer of misery, supporter of a new social realism, minstrel of the poor. But just like all clichés, this one is also rather short-sighted.

Alain Platel was sometimes called ‘demagogic’ too: surely it’s unheard of to use poverty to draw audiences? Just as there are nouveaux riches, Platel might be the faux pauvre. But the choreographer of Les Ballets C. de la B. has a suitable answer to this: ‘Once, when Shakespeare was writing about kings, he was once asked whether he was a king himself.’ Even if Platel’s realism exists, it is not sociological in any sense: he only uses certain human characteristics, supported by a wide range of bodies and temperaments. Filth and beauty, exhibitionism and intimacy, tenderness and irony, violence and vulnerability are all inextricably entangled. That is exactly what Platel wants to show and he does so by means of a unique blend of grace and triviality, grotesque and sublime.

The reagents in this refreshing alchemy are the performers of Les Ballets C. de la B.; Platel has a knack of recognizing the most unpredictable talents in the 'non-standard' category, even among children and adolescents, whose presence has been the essential key to all the pieces since Bonjour Madame: the lyrical La Tristeza Complice, to music by Purcell played on the accordion; the exceptional Moeder & Kind (Mother & Child), based on a family thrown into chaos; and finally the moving Bernadetje, a girl as fresh as a rose celebrating her first Holy Communion amidst the sweat-filled air round the dodgem cars! Here we see youth as a paradox of lost innocence in a world that has gone totally mad. And equally, here is the child as the basis for expectations, dreams and violence: one could write many books on the topic of ‘children’ in Platel’s work, and particularly now we have had the ‘Dutroux affair’ in Belgium and the phantom of paedophilia has consequently once more aroused public interest.

Childhood - always beautiful, but sometimes blemished. One day Tatsumi Hijikata, the genius founder of Butô dancing, said: ’It will be a dirty child that reveals this dance, for it knows exactly how to give shape to these beautiful movements’. Alain Platel would undoubtedly be able to appreciate these words.

There are two sorts of artistic destroyers: the challengers and the simple-minded. Platel belongs to the latter category. But don’t get me wrong: the architect of Les Ballets C. de la B. does not look much like a frivolous cultural barbarian. He is all modesty and simplicity, which can be seen in his work. And today he is going for Johann Sebastian Bach. For a choreographer who does not come from the classical stable, you might easily compare him to the occasional walker who suddenly decides to climb in the Himalayas. Platel was most likely told: ‘Bach? Out of the question!’ To which the artist would have replied: ’Just the idea that something is sacred and unassailable makes my fingers itch.’

The sacred music of Johann Sebastian Bach, in contact with Les Ballets C. de la B., will undoubtedly lead to a feast of bodies, as in a fearless show of the immoral sort. But, as we were already able to establish in La Tristeza Complice, this does not mean Platel has no respect for the music. Apart from the performers in Les Ballets C. de la B. (dancers, circus people and children), he adds a ‘live’ baroque ensemble consisting of some ten musicians. This is conducted by Roel Dieltiens, a much appreciated cellist who, just like Alain Platel, does not like feeling tied down by frameworks that are too rigid, and therefore changes from baroque to modern music with the greatest of pleasure. And it is in this festive atmosphere that the anarchic C. de la B. company is living it up, with a mixture of sketches, group choreography, dance solos and circus numbers, woven into a suit of contemporary dance, like jazz and disco.

In Bach you will see little Bernadette from the dodgems once again. Taller and older, to be sure, but still in her white shirt, she is celebrating the bewildering wedding in drunkenness and blood. A wheelchair patient is playing the blues the way you will only see in the first scenes of Down by Law; An energetic dandy acrobat, juggling with fire from the palms of his gloved hands; a transvestite, more sequins than body; a sturdy showman, catching heavy bowling balls on his muscular belly; a choir of nymphs in swimming costumes you would no longer even see on the beach at Ostend, etc. Surreptitious, disturbed characters, playing with the thread of tenderness and thereby giving shape to Alain Platel’s popular opera of unsullied hearts.

One cannot possibly compare this to one or other charitable institution. Here the choreographer brings us a statue that has been thrown off its cross, a kind of radical body language, a craving for passion, a listening ear for that part of mankind that puts its vitality on the line and demands the right to speak on stage. No compassion nor misery; Alain Platel’s architecture of the threshold is explicit, a dissonant critique larded with humour which invites us to relax in the same way as occurs at a sudden awakening of consciousness.

Putting the emphasis on tenderness and sentiment, without becoming syrupy, the choreographer unleashes a poetry of liberation. Platel does not allow himself to be intoxicated by the fascinating beauty of passionate bodies, of suffering, of pain and other magnifications of the religious imagination. As a matter of fact, he chooses the sacred triviality of joy, total freedom of movement. He gives other people the pleasure of sharing the taste of his eccentricities.

In the second volume of De geschiedenis van de Westerse muziek (History of Western Music) one can read that the composer Bach was ‘influenced and torn’ by both the convergence and divergence between the social and moral forces characteristic for his time (the state, the urban middle classes, the Lutheran parish, the intellectual circles). Without wanting to transpose everything literally, one could say that a similar dualism between ‘influence’ and ‘distraction’ forms the main thread running through Platel’s work. A friction-zone has arisen between ‘cultural’ and ‘popular’, between trivial and sacred, between formality and freedom. Let us therefore call it the art of ‘escape’.

Jean-Marc ADOLPHE / Irène FILIBERTI
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Alain Platel's Remarkable Ladies

I was barely four years old when my father first took me on his calming tours round museums. I was always happy for several days afterwards. One thing I remember quite clearly was a passionate relationship I had with the bust of the Egyptian queen Nefertiti. I must have been five at the time. In later years I visited the same museums on my own. If I thought something was "no good", my father sent me back three times. If I still thought it was "no good", he was finally ready to listen to my comments. It was an extremely important introduction.

Then I was nine. I was sometimes allowed to go to the grown-ups theatre. I was greatly impressed by "De Clown en de Geishe", a corny pantomime by Marcel Hoste. I could not stop talking about it and at home my imitations repeatedly reduced my family to helpless laughter.

My parents sent me to Hoste, and I had some trouble, as an eleven-year-old, being admitted to his "Hoste-Sabattini-Mime School" for adults.

Hoste was not a good teacher but he was an outstanding guru. His theatre was an idyllic temple, and I particularly remember my timidity when changing clothes amongst all those adult bodies, my fascination for the "Decroux technique" (Decroux was a French mime actor who divided the body up into several segments and on that basis formed exercises and series of movements) and a lady who taught me to jump on the trampoline. The academic year was introduced, and at the end of each year there were real exams. I won the first prize twice, once with a piece about a fakir who swallowed his sword. My parents were also friendly with Frederik Vanmelle. He was an ex-pupil of Hoste's who, to the great displeasure of the master, had set up his own little theatre. I liked the man, and when we went to a show at the Sabattini theatre together, and Frederik was violently refused entry, for me it was finished, and I left the sect on the spot.

In the meantime there was amateur theatre too, and setting up theatre experiments with friends, generally characterized by a rather haughty view of things, and not a little provocativeness. I did take sporadic lessons in classical dance, but I was too lazy for an intensive course.

From now on it becomes more confusing.

What happened was that I met three women, of about the same age (sixty or so) and similar temperament, who were to exert a powerful influence on me but who otherwise had no connection with each other.

After grammar school I spent a year in Oklahoma in the States with a host family. To earn a bit of pocket money I helped Wanda Newton, who taught socially and emotionally neglected children of about twelve years old. Wanda often took me with her on fascinating trips, on which I got to see the "other side" of America: extreme poverty amongst the black and native Indian populations, child prostitution, drug abuse, violence, etc. She quite often had to back up her arguments by means of physical combat with one of her pupils. For someone like me, who had grown up in a sheltered environment, this came as quite a shock.

I also met Virginia Meyers in Oklahoma, at the University of Tulsa. She was a music teacher who introduced me to strange forms of artistic expression. For instance, she once rented the car park at a big supermarket, asked her students to come in their cars, and created a "ballet for cars" on the spot. She also organised a concert for two double basses which, according to the score, was to end in a fight between the two players.

She was over the moon about Paul Van Ostaijen's poetry, which she described as a work of genius, even though she did not understand a word of Dutch, and she taught me to listen to Bartok and Bach.

Back in Belgium I commenced my studies at the university. I graduated as a remedial educationalist, but retain few good memories of those five years of "war". Except for one: a work placement session in the children's section of a psychiatric clinic in Armentières in France. It was a bizarre encounter with bizarre children. While there I became fascinated by "movement", among other things. Most of the children could in fact only be approached by means of non-verbal behaviour. I spent hours, days, watching them, and cherish several unique experiences with some of these children, experiences which are, however, hard or impossible to retell.

At that time I was again taking classical ballet lessons, in fits and starts, under Paul Grinwis (who is now one of our most loyal fans) and mime techniques in the Tomasiewscki style (from Poland) under Wim Vanderkerckhove in Ghent.

The third in my series of remarkable women of mature years has not yet appeared in my story, but she is about to make her entry. She was Barbara Pearce, a Canadian who had lived in Paris for years.

Friends took me with them to a dance course in Paris. Great big sport halls, lots of people. Lessons in technique during the day and "workshops" in the evening. Pearce was giving "modern dance". During one of her workshops she asked me to improvise to the playing of a North African saxophonist. It turned into a 45-minute "coup de foudre", in which, after a few seconds, neither the musician nor myself had any awareness of time or place and where both of us constantly exchanged roles. Pearce got me to "dance", without any introduction or intervention.

At the end of the course she asked me to join her group. One of her dancers was away and she urgently needed a replacement for a piece that still had to be performed several times.

In the greatest secrecy (only my employer knew about it - I was after all doing my National (Civil) Service and was officially not allowed out of the country), I commuted between Ghent and Paris for six months: four days in Paris, three in Ghent. An entirely schizophrenic situation.

Pearce claimed not to be at all interested in my technical background, but in "ce qui se déroule dans ma tête", and obliged me to take three modern dance lessons everyday. She then confronted her dancers, fully trained in technique, with my translation into dance of emotions and stories, saying, "regarde-le, c'est ça qu'il me faut montrer". PATCHWORK (what a name!), the piece she made with this material, was performed in Paris, Lyons and Luxembourg. After that she was invited to Milan as a guest choreographer and I returned to Ghent.

I naturally sought a meaningful follow-on to the work with Pearce. But there was no teacher who in any way came near her outlook.

I decided to do things myself, gathered a few friends around me and in 1984 created STABAT MATER. Its basis was: two men, one extrovert and conceited, the other introvert and somewhat frustrated, meet a lady. They try in turn to win her, but it turns into a grotesque farce.

The piece was first performed in the loft where I lived at the time. The audience included representatives of "De Beweeging" festival in Antwerp, and they considered it good enough to include in their festival.

That festival, which was intended as a springboard for young Flemish dancing talent, primarily showed the first wave of the "De Keersmaeker" influence. Our piece was clearly not part of that and the critics were pleasantly surprised. So were we.

Up till then, it had mainly been the Nieuwpoorttheater in Ghent, De Beweeging, the Beursschouwburg in Brussels and the Stuc in Leuven that had followed our work with interest (and vice versa). But our amateurish handling of promotion and management prevented us from "conquering the world". What is more, we work with people who are intensely interested but are not involved professionally with dance or the theatre of movement. So rehearsals and performances were determined by, among other things, what was possible for each individual. And that turned out not to be so much. But we still stick to that, mainly because the confrontation between the illusory world of the theatre and the daily living and working reality of the performers provides us with interesting working material.

STABAT MATER was followed by LICHTE KAVALLERIE: five bizarre figures (united by using the same material for their otherwise greatly differing costumes) wrestle with religion and with each other in a space reminiscent of a temple. The thread running through the piece is a little wooden horse that is handed from the one to the other.

1986 saw the opening of MANGE P'TIT COUCOU. This piece was about a woman faced with three men, but continually disturbed in her contacts with them by a strange child living in an impressive cupboard. A real family drama, one might say.

All these pieces are essentially about the way people mess about with each other, and how this can lead to bizarre images, dialogues in dance, which together form a sometimes chaotic story. Personally, I find they have an East European atmosphere, and the frequent use of music from those countries definitely reinforces that.

In the meantime we also worked on Antichambre in Ghent, a BRT programme on the Nieuwe Snaar, and recently the ALCHEMIE project as part of the Klapstuk Festival in Leuven. We would like to return to our original working method. It was particularly easy-going and yet intense. But several factors prevent us from doing so.

First of all, we are now working together with the Nieuwpoorttheater. The organisation of a theatre like that demands, for example, that things are planned months in advance. We used to bring things out when we were ready for it. Now there is a fixed date and sometimes that has a threatening effect. In addition to this, the audiences, and the critics even more so, are spoiled for choice, with a surfeit of new things and surprises in the theatre, so that their demands are always increasing.

How far should one go in appeasing the audience? And to what extent is it possible to retain your authenticity when you are constantly influenced by watching others at work? This is very dodgy ground on which to walk.

In that respect it's laughable to think of all the people I have been compared to: Pina Bausch, Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker, the Epigonen, Jan Fabre, Jan De Corte, Radeis, Savary (whom I do not even know) and Kantor (whose work I have only recently seen for the first time).

But we shall carry on, until all at once a piece emerges that gives us genuine satisfaction. After all, every new piece arises for a large part out of the material and frustrations of the one before. We see them as logical steps in which we continue to drag certain elements along with us, but which do have to touch on "our" essence, otherwise we would have shaken them off long ago. For some time now we have been working on two levels.

On the one hand on the basis of the script, and on the other hand independently of it, by way of guided improvisation, physical training sessions, voice exercises and dance. During this period, any newcomers either find their place or not, and after this preparatory phase the rest of the work is done on the basis of the adapted version of the script. During the rehearsal process, outsiders are invited as soon as possible to what one might call sneak-previews, and are asked to comment directly.

Alain Platel, May 1988
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Roel Dieltiens - a cello as his partner for life

What inspires a young man to select a cello as his partner for life?

At the age of fifteen, he is tired of playing the piano and chooses for the cello. He works his way through the introductory study of his instrument at top speed and with vigour. It is obvious that the budding musician in Roel Dieltiens does not want to be confined to one narrow area. He teaches himself to play the baroque cello. He is interested in all types of music, but is definitely not an uncritical generalist. He plays old music on the baroque cello because it is best expressed by that instrument, not because he wants to fanatically specialise in old performance techniques. This feeling for musical balance soon becomes his hallmark. Thus, from the very beginning of his career he is a revelation to the worlds of both modern and baroque cello. One day he is the soloist with a large symphony orchestra, the next day he is a member of the ‘Orchestra of the 18th Century’ with Frans Brüggen, and the day after that he plays chamber music with friends. Although the constant changing between the world of old music and that of the modern cellist is not without its challenges, and it takes him several days to switch completely from modern to baroque cello.

His years of experience in both worlds give a completely new dimension to his cello playing. His close association with famous names in both traditional and modern performance techniques has greatly expanded his musical horizon. This is also the secret of his ability to astonish both experienced and new listeners. Contrary to the narrow specialism that has characterised music technique during the last decade, Roel Dieltiens reveals himself as a versatile contemporary artist. The listener immediately recognizes him as someone who first listens and then plays captivatingly personal and yet universally human, virtuoso but without superfluous frills. He purposely participates in all possible formations, playing as soloist, chamber musician or in an ensemble. And he always sounds the way he is, disarming and genuine.

Numerous recordings have been declared to be the absolute reference point by various international music critics. The words of the legendary Pierre Fournier about Roel Dieltiens are absolutely deserved: ‘He is predestined by his talent to the greatest success, and I am happy to behold such a beautiful example of rare instrumental prominence.’ This accomplished cellist is a much sought-after soloist in all of Europe and he often appears on the Japanese concert stage. In the United States he has his own ensemble, Context, for which he reserves 4 periods a year. There his American colleagues no doubt call him a family man. Roel Dieltiens combines his international career with caring for a large family - and this feeling for balance is to his credit as well.

Jerry Aerts

