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Witness: A Directords Retrosp
Serge Tampalini

It was agreed that we would work intensely for a fourrwe ek peri od .. three d
meant that initial ideas were discussed by email or passing conversations in corridors [and the odd
di nner ] .. books/films were suggested and anec

to become part of a vast reservoir from which we all could draw.

SUMMARY

The project WITNESSwas a performance-as-research project, which featured an inter-disciplinary
work of devised and improvised theatre. The project used performance to investigate the concept of
“witness” as/in performance; i n -oloniabthegreandc e s s
film, post-trauma human rights, justice and ethics studies and the theory of political performance

itself.

In the attempt to confront and heal historical and political trauma, states and societies have often
used public performances, whichcent re on concepts of *“witness”
telling and apology of injustice, human rights abuses, torture and even attempts at genocide. This
has also sometimes involved the public trial of those confessing to these actions. One of the
foundational recent events of this performative, cathartic nature has been the South African Truth

and Reconciliation process.

Our project investigated the performative nature of these political and social events; that is, their

nature as public actions, as “events with a specific/ ti me
interested in the inter-racial and inter-cultural acts of interpretation that such events must engender;
the stories that must be constructed and communicated as performed stories. We hypothesised that
these stories are always mis-tellings and mis-readings, as they must also be acts of translation. What
is the nature of the history that i's constru

“witnessed” by fireadaled”aauadi emcae ?“ i mpl

As a performance, our project was itself inter-racial and inter-cultural, involving a Tanzanian actor
and film-maker, Dr, Martin Mhando and Australian actor and writer, Dr. David Moody and

director/designer Dr. Serge Tampalini; it was also an act of translation and interpretation, because
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we constructed the performance out of our own stories and our own devising; our own readings and
witnessing of these events. As a performance, we could foreground the way these events involve

bodies and emotions; that they were corporeal and material actions in a specific time and place in

front of a specific audience. Part of -aoderr arg
witnessed evenre-pr esenting soci al “ argtamdingooh the,emotiomahanda d d  t
corporeal, as well as intellectual nature of

The project involved research not only in literature on social trauma and ethics itself (including
Bauman and Levinas, foundational here); but also work on performance, literature and trauma
(including work by Grehan, Rothberg, Clendinnen and Kaplan). We also used memoirs and
reportage on specific events, in particular the work of Antjie Krog and Philip Gourevitch.

METHODOLOGY

Our project involved detailed historical research on events such as the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission, The Rwandan and Bosnian war crime trials, and the Australian
Bringing them Homeeport. It also involved the theoretical research outlined above. These works
provided the historical background of the work, but we did not use the stories themselves as

verbatim sources.

This research was realised through a process of devised performance, involving story telling,
improvisation, filming and re-playing. This dramaturgical reading and clarifying of the process was

part of the research, as our encounter was also an event of showing, witnessing and performing.

DESIGN

As with all my theatre work, | begin with designing the poster — that will give public visibility to
our work and themes. Pl aying with images all o
status of signs and as such present themselves as puzzles that require the participation of the
spectator®s i maginat inemniimgt h.e tthrerya wesltlaii mg coofr

of ideas.
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+ THEBLUE ROOM THEATRE PRESENT

WRITTEN:

The final poster was assembled from two ideas
eye] —this came out of a photo shoot with David ar

and prejudices are negotiated/rehearsed — hardwired or not.
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THE BLUE ROOM THEATRE + PRESENT

PREVIEW: 4 MAY SEASON: 5-8, 11-15, 18 -22 MAY 7PM
THE BLUE ROOM THEATRE, 53 JAMES STREET, PERTH CULTURAL CENTRE, NORTHBRIDGE
BOOKINGS AND INFO: 9227 7005 WWW.BLUEROOM.ORG.AU

A series of questions arose from our discussions about how events like the Holocaust and Apartheid
happened?

9 chance/accident
1 positions of power/superiority — political racial and social
9 fear and force
1 worthlessness
9 ignorance

i t eeaespondestthat suggested the openingscene -e x t ract ed and rewri tt
St op pR amdl "Gsare DeadThe tossing of the coin plays with chance/probability. What
foll owed is of major interest to per fthescemeanc e
was right .. and when Martin reinvented the sc¢

we recast it as the agency into the complex matrix that was the main body of the performance.

Martin within the framing/casting spins coins that always come up against him — heads - a

term/activity that iIs often used to decide wh
beginning of al | subsequent scenes. l't“s not
Martinspinstails... t he possibility/ chance of change .. ?
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SET

| wanted the performance space to be in-the-round—but t he Bl ue Room Theat
so | went for having the audience on three sides. This ensured that each audience member could

witness other audience me mber s witnessing. We are never i

The one thing that cannot be denied was that
complicated. So | needed to contextualise the work. | used projected images by the South African

photojournalist Peter Magubane and garnered p
of stretched clothes .. clothes that could hav
of horrendous cri mes .. aontofehewal of clothes I positionedani t ne s
old wardrobe .. |l arge enough f or—ardhlmndystorage r s t
place-f r om whi ch al | the props that were wused ir
implicated.

I struggled with how I would visually repres
tortured and silence by tyrannical regimes. |
withint he ti me frame .. and perhaps a little clic
Shoes [coul d tal k] .. piles of shoes .. absent

It also, as | was to discover, connected to the Holocaust Museum.
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Theaudi ence al so enter through a room fulll of
performance could take place.
The performance c¢closed with an excerpt from
almost frorzenmoment from a burl esque nightclub perfo
insi stence on the power of | aughter to probl e
an angel of mercy rescues you, that " s cmoenet h
completely different .. mor al uncertainty w h
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The Stoppard and Barnes"” scenes served as boo
kind of Theatre in Education performance/political the at r e .. sSigns were st
throughout the performance .. the deliberate i

placed between the audience and the performance, and finally demonstrated by her character as the
director inthe finalsc ene i n which the performance is dec

i s innocent .. there i s no one answer ... there

THE TV STUDIO

The proscenium style setting presented different problems and some elegant solutions. This was a
remembered performance that attempted to reconnect with the traces of the original performance

|l eft behind in the performers [and audience]
perspective reinforced thi s .hitsafthepast/phriermance.o e s w

The images and sound remained constant.

Locating the performance within a conference on diegetic life form proved challenging and
exciting. The following is one of the proposed structures for the representation of Witnessat the
conference. It is offered as an insight into the territory we were exploring.

We propose that defining creative artworksahstract forms of lifemay be a way of
il'luminating both strands of academic scho

creative arts scholarship
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The above is taken from the conference website, and seems more than pertinent to what we

could/might/will do.

The idea is that we present a theatre piece that is not immediately locatable as theatre — yet it bears
many oftherules / | anguages of theatre .. lights, set,
There are two characters [and a director] o f

The people watching are first of all participants in a conference-i t “s j ust t hat they
theroleof an audience .. that are being spoken to
explicate the point[s] of the play from within the/their theatrical frame. It is the performance that is

once again speaking. It is the characters [and director] from the play that speak/perform the
conference presentation .. i n diegetc lifefamthatt he ¢ ha

was/i s the play..?

OK, a possible structure

The participants arrive to find two characters [and a director - on the book for prompting!] involved

in the coin tossing scene .. which | eads into
the air ... BUT instead of continuing the direc
Antigone scene .. a smalanamohen tolie dscenassi Mt
instead of going into the De Klerk speech .. w
original production of Witness.. i n whi ch Davi d contests the eff
strategytr.y aamand wengage the participants .. how

Martin flipping the coin [tails] ends the presentation.

PROGRAMME NOTES

Two men, one Black, one White, meet in the shadow of a horrifying and violent crime; they are
asked to bear witness. But exactly what is the nature of the crime they have witnessed? And to
whom do they testify? And what good will it achieve for anyone, especially the victims? The stories
that they relate and translate are powerful, and have a life, and carry a death, all of their own. They
find that they too are being translated and transformed; that someone is witnessing their own

trauma.
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This play came out of a process of research and improvisation, and seeks to interrogate the relation
of witnessing to historical and personal trauma. There is no single narrative except the terrible
things humans do to other humans. The stories we tell are gathered from a number of witnesses and
a number of texts; we claim no single voice, answer or truth. To the process of hunting and
gathering texts we have added our own writing, based on the many and powerful stories we have
read. We want to ask the following questions, at least: How do we forgive such horrific acts?
Should we even try? Can mere words express, contain, or transform the depths of such suffering? Is
silence the most truthful option; or an act of implicit betrayal? How do we stop it happening again?
Can hope and love survive in the face of such inhumanity?

What survives an act of inhumanity?

RESOURCE TEXTS

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead [Tom Stoppard]

Country of my Skull [Antjie Krog]

A Human Being Died That Night [Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela]

The Investigation [Peter Weiss]

The Island [Athol Fugard, John Kani and Winston Ntshona]

Laughter [Peter Barnes]

Standard Operating Procedure [Philip Gourevitch & Errol Morris]

We Wish To Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed With Our Families: Stories From
Rwanda [Philip Gourevitch]

The production has been nominated for the best production and best sound dgsifor 2010 as

part of the Actords Equity Awards.
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AUDIENCE RESPONSES
AWitness was brilliant! Writing spectacutar

fil thought the play was very powerful and moving. As a drama student | learned a lot about
presentational acting and wow. | don't know widldt said it was a misimash. | thought it was

dynamic and very well showiag
fiBrilliant show! Good creative atmosphere. Great aciors
AENncouraging grass roots theatre, great!

fiLiked the play, until the mask part and the workshop part. For me it dedrfrot@ the theme, the

frivolous jokes etc took away from actually leaving the venue thinking of the dheme.
AExcellent, entertaining productian

AA very well performed play, the actors are excelfent.

fiLoved the show.

AENjoyed it very much.

filt was a great [ay.0

fiGood times had by adl.

Al had to get used to the small space in the room but once i did i loved it, it's a special feeling to be

so close to the stage.
AAward nomineé& Witnesso
fiExcellent enlightening plag.

fiLet the movies go 3d, live theatre widlver be 2d, and even 2d it would never be boring! Thanks

for a powerful experience tonight. Though leaving Perth soon I'll take that with me.

AWitness is a brilliant play.

fiGreat show, brilliant mix of moving and funay.
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REVIEWS

[Review: Arts Hub]

Witness

A Ujamaa Productio at the Blue Room Theatre

Less a play and more a theatrical essay, Witness trudges through daunting terrain — colonialism in
Africa, communism in Cambodia, Islamic terrorism, the Holocaust, and even a brief, uncomfortable
glance at our own Northern Territory Intervention.

A skim through modern day human atrocity is never going to be easy to wrap up within the hour.
Neither deeply moving photojournalism nor words straight from the mouth of Nelson Mandela
himself can adequately explain or humanise evil expressed on a grand scale. But in this Ujamaa
production, co-writers and performers David Moody and Martin Mhando, and director Serge
Tampalini at least use a tentative tread, and, in the end they do admit they are out of their depth.
Based on an improvisation processes and the scrambling of several monstrous injustices into one
story/essay, the script is not especially elegant (improvisation may be more suited to comedy or at
least the lighter side of humanity). The task here, for actors as well as the audience, is to maintain
that thread of continuity. Knowledge of worl d
time around you will still get the point: events and circumstances change, but the moral landscape

does not.

We hear the voices and silence of torture sufferers, their families, and a recital of facts from history

books. One minute we see into an anguished heart, then into a mind trying to clamour out of

darkness with any of the discriminating tools available — philosophy, reason —when just to the side

lies a deepening sense of absurdity. As victims cope with disorientation, those who hold power

debate semantics. And a court of law, the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission,

attempts justice through its own rigid and ultimately impotent logic.

The idea that we all need to bear witness to what has happened is the defining and disarming idea

here. And although Witness may seem clumsy an
performance that makes it worth watching, and that gives the experience an appropriate sense of

humility.
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[Gordon Johnson: Theatre Australia]

Witness®” is a world premiere play written by
conjunction with Murdoch University senior lecturer, David Moody who is also an actor and
director. This presentation by the Ujamaa Pro
brotherhood") is showing at the Blue Room mai
7.00 pm until 22nd May.

It is Africa, and we weave our way through the mountains of shoes and boots which have
been retained when their owners, being worth much less, have been brutally killed. We are led into
a room where a black man (Martin Mhando) and his white friend(Davi d Moody) are pl
the coin“, natwurally it comes down ,heads"™ ev
period of enjoying each other®"s company, the
fraternising with the superiorwh i t es and t he whi tte@vman .f drheb dilm
has witnessed the appalling crimes of the black activists. Later, with dread and dismay, he relates
his memories of the atrocious deeds and their resultant victims, to the African Truth and
Reconciliation Commi ssi on" s-AnnedPhilpseShe raplaysherst i g at

reel-to-reel tape recorder, which recalls a history of decades of torture and trauma.

We see how prisoners over the years have managed to retain their sanity by various means,
from transferring their emotions, through to very dark humour. For both the winners and the losers
these events do not simply disappear with an

reconciliation really mean anything to the victims?

Director Serge Tampalini, Murdoch®"s Chair
a challenging play. | n thehd & B8new hbeightdor futuBeaBlueRoond e  t h
productions, the resulting quality sincehasbe en noti ceably more matur e
doesn“t only cover the suffering in Africa, b
t hroughout the world. The Gadaf fi and Pinoche

stolen generation are all there, as the scene shifts seamlessly from one plight to another.

Serge Tamp al comisting®f pited ofrfgotwear, cengtantly reminds the
audience of the missing millions. The background wall is a collection of clothes and skins of the
dead. Onto this wall are projected photos and films of various atrocities, which in conjunction with
the eerie sound effects, tribal music and dim, moody lighting (Aleesha Green) retain the atmosphere
throughout.
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To be appreciated fully, this beautifully structured and scripted play requires a certain
amount of prior hi st oimindesare hekvy gningl batddmieble. Thih e pl a
reminds you that theatre was originally as much a messenger, or newspaper of the day, as it was
entertainment. Some may find this plain boring, but for others who are interested in the struggles
and suffering of the past —and in Africa, the present —they will be amazed at the cruelty of man to
his brothers. The pr ogr asenpesingsthe questor, wilttle blakds o ws a
and the whites ever become a synapse with an effective junction?
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