‘No beauty for me there where human life is rare,

part one’: Caligula

The first section of the dyptich’ No beauty for me there, where human life is rare’ is based on Albert Camus' Caligula, and has already been introduced at Documenta X, one of the most important exhibitions of the visual arts, in Kassel. The second part is a dance-theatre performance, ‘Morning Song’, which had its opening performance 13 January 1999 in the Lunatheatre in Brussels.

This part is conceived as a discussion on art and beauty and is not performed in the classic theatres, but in centres for the visual arts. It is an open performance, staged by the permanent core of Needcompany actors, supplemented by special guests from the music and dance world, who may change from show to show.

Text: based on Caligula/ Albert Camus

Actors: Simon Versnel, Grace Ellen Barky, Gonzalo Cunill, Viviane De Muynck, Mil Seghers, Carlotta Sagna, Misha Downey.

Dancer: Tijen Lawton in a choreography by Carlotta Sagna

Musician: Kuniko Kato 

Language: Spanish

About the Documenta X project

Shunting in the Art Station

 (fragment from the Süddeutsche Zeitung’/ Eva-Elizabeth Fisher)

"It is hard to link theatre with politics." Jan Lauwers doesn't even try. He trusts his astuteness and the power of his actors and, through a reading of Camus' Caligula, asserts himself in what unswervingly belongs to the daily ritual of documenta X: the "100 days - 100 guests" series of talks. Seven actors and actresses appear on the stage of the documenta hall. Only the eighth (Grace Ellen Barkey), who acts as the presenter, is dressed up as an oriental princess, a charming image used as an antidote to Caligula's keynote declaration, which also gives the performance its title: "No beauty for me there, where human life is rare." In the case of Lauwers' drama, the words spoken by a violinist about the composer B.A. Zimmermann just before interpreting a piece of his music would apply: that he wanted to convey emotions despite all serial technique.


Lauwers is able to do that. Despite the analysis and calculation, the dialogues are imbued with passion by mere language, and the discussion panel soon becomes a banquet table in the spectator's imagination. What was intended as a lecture becomes a captivating, repeatedly interrupted role play. Caligula's cynical attitude to art and life shed light on the killing freedom of being allowed to do anything and actually doing it. In so doing it reveals the very essence of unconstrained abuse of power: Caligula needs to play the lord of the manor, is a fiend to every man, tied to an absurd truth.

The Museum as a Centre of Silence

I don't find that it helps art a lot when people take it out onto the streets. I believe we should re-evaluate the whole idea of the museum, but I think it is of the utmost importance that the museum be a center of silence. There is hardly any silence left in our society. Art is separated from politics and religion. For that reason I'm convinced it is important to be able to go to a place where silence reigns, where beauty is offered to the eye, where we are confronted with things which are different from the day-to-day things in our lives. An artificial setting is important. 

The director Jan Lauwers was born in Antwerp in 1957. From 1976 to 1980 he studied painting at the Royal Academy of Fine Art in Ghent. After graduation, he worked as a theatre playwright and director. In the early eighties he founded the Epigonentheater, from which the Needcompany was later born. Since then he has staged some fifteen productions, several of which were co-productions with the Brussels Kaaitheater and the Theater am Turm in Frankfurt/Main. His most important works include "Need to know", "Ça va", "Julius Caesar", "Invictos", "Anthonius und Cleopatra", "SCHADE/schade", "The Snakesong Trilogy" and "Needcompany's Macbeth".
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