Je Suis Dead
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The Round Studio at Aberystwyth Arts Centre is not one of my favourite theatrical venues as I find it limiting and restrictive to the theatrical performance, however Je Suis Dead by Fools Proof Theatre was far from this. These performers took us from modern day London to the turn of the century Arctic tundra via 1950s America and the rise of German Dadaism in the 1920s, all in the space of an hour.

The set and lighting design by Magali Nueesch and Mary Cummings helped them significantly in this. I use the word ‘set’ but it would be more fair to say that the space featured several rows of chairs forming three sides of a box, the remaining side left open and facing the audience. This interior space was then lit in various states to evoke both intimate and far reaching spaces most effectively when we were properly introduced to the three modern day characters; James, Emily and Helen. Each had their own style of light (reflective of their personality perhaps?). These simple differences were enough to establish individual characters and spaces. My only complaint about the lighting design would be that I personally would have liked to have seen more light closer to the audience as this would have helped establish a better connection between playing space and actor especially in the moments when James entered the audience.

A word about the plot and the performances now. The plot was quite simple. Three people are involved in a train crash in modern Britian, the trauma of which brings them together. Slowly, as they deal with different aspects of this, they take on the personalities of certain ancestors in their families. It soon becomes apparent that these ancestors have already had similar experiences to their modern day counterparts. The audience gets a strange Shirley Bassey moment of “It’s all just a little bit of history repeating!” 
This style of multi-roling was very effective, and I have no complaints about the performances. The soft, playful nature of Britt Jurgensen’s ‘Young Girl’ was the perfect juxtaposition for the growing loss of sanity in her Dadaist character, and both were cleverly bought together in the character of Helen who seemed to waver between the two, hiding elements of them beneath her literally grey exterior (she wore a grey suit). 
Ben Phillips’s opening performance was a very good way to establish the playful nature he would have with the audience throughout. All the actors began as themselves, but Ben sat in the audience making a nuisance of himself before entering the space when Britt and Mary told him they were ready. I personally would have liked to have seen more of the mischievous nature which was seen when he and Britt finished a scene and ‘high five-d’. There was a level of arrogance that resonated through his character that contrasted so well with the poignancy of asking an audience member if he could talk “man to man”. 
Mary Pearson was the God Fearing Southern American of 1950 whose home life is upturned by activities she least suspects, but wrapping this up in a fairy tale led her to the kind and caring Emily (her modern day performance) her flitting between the two and making reference to each other throughout was the most effective linking between past and present of the three performers. 
Overall the three performers captured the comedy of their situation well, though I think more could have been achieved if they had decided to use direct audience address more often, and stepping out of character, because at times this seemed to lack conviction and focus (so rare was its appearance), and was detrimental to some otherwise fantastic performances. 
The highlight of my evening without a doubt, however was the excellent sound design, and sound-scapes that the cast themselves produced to compliment this. Barry Han’s excellent work here developed right from the audience entrance with the background ambient sounds being used, the cacophony of sounds from train crash and the vocal balances from the performers. It would be hard to pick one moment that stood out but the use of the crash sound at the end to bring the performance full circle was a very good artistic choice, and I think I was the only person who had to stifle a laugh at the lift sound effects, but they were perfection. My only minor criticism of the sound was that, at times, the levels were slightly high and I did loose some of Britt’s dialogue as the German Dadaist, Charlotte, though with a touring production in an awkward performance space this would be petty to dwell on.
Overall I was very excited by this production; it was so deliciously simplistic that I would recommend it to one and all for a fabulous evening of self-reflective physical theatre. Perhaps like me you’ll leave the theatre wondering “Where exactly am I going? And has someone been here before me?” Next time Fool’s Proof come to town make sure you book your ticket!
Timothy J Howe

