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There’s nothing more boring than to be a spectator to an experiment when you don’t know the question it’s addressing. That’s also true for theatre, where experiments are nearly synonymous with mere spectatorship, and a well-known dramaturge like Jeroen Peeters has to reach deep into his bag of philosophical and rhetorical tricks to forestall rendering the dance pregnant with meaning but unable to reach full term. We call this conceptual dance. Once again, Peeters and the playbill have turned up the hype but even if we see past this, Scottish choreographer Colette Sadler (“The Making of Doubt”, “Musical”) presents us with the following:

First a plumber falls to his knees. He kneels on the ground, pumping his right arm. He stretches out his arm. He twists. His arm freezes. The paralyzed arm assumes the diagonal. He kneels again, elbow pumping up and down, fingers flying, striking the ground like a steel brush. He pauses, and watches as the curtain closes gently behind him. The noise of hammering on pipes penetrates from the speakers. The plumber has music.

Now there are three. Three men make a machine. Salvos of typewriters, the clatter of sewing machines, sparking voltage generators – composed by Noid, otherwise known as Arnold Haberl of Vienna. Raphael Vincent supplies the working light. Three men raise their arms. Their elbows swivel, their hands manipulate. For 60 minutes this simple fact is their sensation. At right angles, their arms folded in front of their eyes become a machine shaft transmitting every rotary movement. Hands turn screws. Elbows flex. An upper arm dropped on the ground forms an anvil. Then, shoulder to shoulder, three arms stretch into a drilling rod. An elbow bending down produces the crossbar. The mechanisms of the mechanics form a tool set.

Each body starts with the hand. It is the first toolmaker. The elbow follows as a pivot. The shoulder is the stable counterweight. Like a crane. The head is the driver’s cab. The legs are the pillars. The angled arm forms a scoop. It reaches between the bent legs, dredging. The premiere in Berlin’s sophiensæle looks like a real construction site.

There’s nothing more beautiful than watching others at work. That’s why forewoman Colette Sadler has done away with everything else, distributing only power and efficiency evenly throughout the room. She works calmly on the biomechanics of Assaf Hochman, Maxwell McCarthy, and Yohei Yamada. They concentrate on their angles with assurance. No bungling, no crooked dealings, no false bottoms, no experiments. Just meticulous work. That’s something very rare.
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