62-year-old Vanessa Van Durme reunited with her friends
“First Belgian transsexual” the focus of a show at the Avignon festival.

Vedène (Vaucluse)

Special correspondent 

Just for her. Just for actress Vanessa Van Durme, director Frank Van Laecke and choreographer Alain Platel have got together to create a show called Gardenia. She had dreamed about it, mentally rounding up the cast from old transvestite friends that she could muster, to persuade them to dust off their false eyelashes. 
The show is now on at Vedène, 11km from Avignon, in a brand new hall which is also a new festival venue. On the worn wooden stage stand 6 people aged from 55 to 67, initially all dressed in dowdy garb. They accompany Vanessa Van Durme, a 62-year-old Belgian transsexual. A young Russian man and a woman complete the cast. 

The tone is crude, mocking and unrestrained from the outset. Vanessa Van Durme introduces her friends as “Lilli legs akimbo” and Birgitta “with an arse like the Gare du Nord”. We also encounter the usual tranny in-jokes: “How does a faggot remove his condom? By farting”. There are in-jokes, more cabaret, and sequins, loads of sequins, and all belted out by the “girls” against a backdrop of flowery summer frocks.

The clichés of this artistic, fringe lifestyle are all there in their blowsy feather boa glory, but the show manages to resist the usual descent into melodramatic miserabilism. When the Charles Aznavour song “J’habite seul avec maman” (“I live alone with mother”) starts, it is the young Russian, some of whose scenes are rather contrived, who offers an outrageous and farcical translation. 
Transvestism is played out like a march to the rhythm of Ravel’s Bolero. We see it as a gradual form of self-revelation, slowly shedding the layers of faded finery to discover one’s true inner self. 

Group Photo
While at the start some of the men start off looking like elderly silicone dolls, they slowly gain a vibrancy of expression. The feeling of seeing them discover themselves as they divest themselves of their trousers is as beautiful as it is uncomfortable. The more make-up they apply, the closer they get to their true selves, the garish artifice a painful witness to this paradox.

Gardenia is a moving piece. It’s is cruel, sometimes funny and above all tender. Although it is a performance, it is an intimate one, by people who have in a way agreed to relive their pasts in public in order to be accepted and recognised, something which is impossible not to warm to.

The delicate interweaving of Platel and Van Laecke’s set – both of whom have worked with Vanessa Van Durme before – and the choice of music (from Dalida to Schubert) paint a very human picture of the transvestite world. Along with her friends, Vanessa Van Durme gathers together the pieces of her life for an unforgettable group photo.
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