BADco.
A Pound of Hysteria, Acceleration… – melodrama
“I believe cinema allows us to withdraw as we sit in an unfamiliar place surrounded by unfamiliar people, but when we sit down to watch television with the family … that’s when things get tense.”

– Rainer Werner Fassbinder

While discussing the disintegration of the Soviet Union in a televised interview, Heiner Müller and Alexander Kluge return to Brecht’s sentence “Petroleum resists five acts”. That sentence sums up the problem that faces epic theater. How can dramatic material depict historical processes with all their inner contradictions, progressions and setbacks that transcend characters and their relationships? The same question – what dramatic material is an adequate means of representation of the organizing principles of today’s reality – is the speculative problem of A Pound of Hysteria, Acceleration… BADco.’s new performance attempts to find the answer in the historical dialogue of two artists, the playwright Heiner Müller and the film director Alexander Kluge. At the end of the eighties two artists speculate about politics and social upheaval, yet today that speculation resounds as a document of our own present.

Oil remains a problem of epic representation, but from today’s perspective it is also as an invisible substrate of the circulation of energy and matter in modern society. The basis for permanent expansion of production and consumption for the purposes of accumulation of capital that threatens to bring the planet to an anthropogenic boiling point. A viscous fluid that incombustibly fetters us to the preservation of our current lifestyle.

Grabbing for the emergency brake of the locomotive of world history is Benjamin’s metaphor of revolutionary rupture in the unbearable progress of modernity. The methodological question of a catapult for metaphors, a formal register that enables dramatic representation of historic processes, is the foundation of a conversation between Heiner Müller and Alexander Kluge. Staging complexities of political turmoils and social relations, of circulation of matter and affect, is not a matter of documentary representation of reality through theatre but a Brechtian question of the functional transformation of means we use to represent that reality. If we were to argue with a certain tendency in contemporary theater, Müller’s intuition against the documentary material into criticism: the political stake of theatre is not to present a different social reality, but rather to stage the existing, melodramatic social reality under different terms.

A Pound of Hysteria, Acceleration… is set in an alternative television environment, in a different cycle of circulation of images and social commentary of reality. If the television was a companion to the golden age of welfare state, the post-television age of new screen technologies is a companion to its dismantling. And that post-television age is marked by a new agony of the so-called middle class, a new melodramatic condition dominated by a generalized feeling of discontent with what seems to be a completely blocked social reality that screams for change – although what change that may be remains completely intransparent from the everyday experience of that reality. This performance reconstructs and deconstructs the affective charge of that agonized confusion and ideology of helplessness by performatively pushing its intensity to its needed point of interruption: “When all that mass of things does not circulate ever faster and faster, existing things turn into ghosts of time.”
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The production includes a conversation between Alexander Kluge and Heiner Müller titled The Poet as a Catapult for Metaphors. We thank Alexander Kluge for the permission to use it. The production is inspired by the works of Douglas Sirk, Rainer Werner Fassbinder, Pina Bausch, Michael Heinrich, Timothy Mitchell, Nanni Balestrini and the Midnight Notes collective.

The production was rehearsed at the artist-run platform SKOGEN in Gothenburg, Sweden, the Culture Center Novi Zagreb, City Center for Culture Maksimir and POGON – Center for Independent Culture and Youth.
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The production is a part of TIMeSCAPES – Images and performances of time in late capitalism – a partner project of BADco. (Zagreb), Maska (Ljubljana), Science Communications Research (Vienna), Walking Theory (Belgrade) and Film-protufilm (Zagreb). With the support of the Culture Programme of the European Union.

Review excerpt:
“A live video recording of the spectators on the big screens located across from the audience frames the spectators themselves to look like a paid audience in the television studio. Both the disturbing monotony of passing through the essential theatrical frame - the door, and the quite contrasted current of Müller and Kluge’s quotations, create a clear dramatic dialogue, keeping in mind that here there’s no "disoriented individual" drowning in a swollen soap opera bath, but only the ”mechanical" versus the ”reflective" of the performance.

[The p]erformers of Medak’s production do not manage to wake up, though they do occasionally scream in helpless frustration, storm the wall or piss themselves in sleep. Enormous importance is given to sentences, sentences converted not only to quotes on the subject of the difficulty of formulating our current tragedy, but also sentences as performers of their own. Because sentences have a life of their own, they remain materialized on the floor, on the screens or on the back of the dancers. Their stillness and finality is quite different from the supposedly necessary “hysterization” of the performers as a vehicle of their interest for an audience used to entertainment of media.”

Nataša Govedić, Zarez, 07. 10.2013

