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Clown jewel

Ismene Brown reviews Diquis Tiquis, Avner Eisenberg and Compagnie Josef Nadj at
the South Bank

21 January 2002 - 12:00am
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STRANGE how clowns have become so scarce. Apart from circus antics in big pants,
clowns have vanished from popular consciousness - ones trying to be funny, that is.

As we see every January in the London International Mime Festival, clowns must adopt
the latest shade of black to be modish. Last year the fine Russian troupe Derevo
reminded us how acid the bite of great dark clowns can be, how lonely the soul is in the
world, how absurd the world it constructs to keep itself company. This year Compagnie
Josef Nadj from France is the festival's big fish with Comedia Tempio, themed on the
life of an avant-garde Hungarian psychiatrist in the early 1900s who took drugs to
explore his mind.

Inevitably Freud and Kafka are the buzzwords, and men in poor black suits and women
in laced up Edwardian cream are duly put through contorted group therapy inside a
large ghetto woodshed. The set actually smells musty - a good trick (theatre could do
more with smell). There are parties, bad drug trips, hanging attempts, bits of slapstick
with chairs, and a general aimlessness, with only one properly surreal scene, when a
man perched halfway up a wall on the end of a plank has silent discourse with an
energetic but disembodied head on a nearby table.

If this is sophistication, I will very happily head for the less pretentious, physically
defter and extremely funny Avner Eisenberg. This American clown plays the bearded
old codger, with vagrant rags and a propensity to drop almost everything he touches,
which pins you down between compassion for the afflicted and an uneasy sense that
you are being taken advantage of.

He has frightful accidents with his broom, or leaks water from his mouth when he
drinks. He does bewitching sculptural things with piles of paper cups, on the pretext of
infirmity; he makes stilts from loo paper, or hands popcorn to the audience with his
grimy fingers to see who will eat it. In between are artless displays of young man's
strength, such as balancing an eight-foot metal ladder on his chin. I laughed hard
throughout, and was touched, too.

Which I was not by the festival's opening act, Diquis Tiquis, a Costa Rican duo with two
chairs, to which they were virtually glued throughout. As with Nadj, there was that
clerical suit for the man and period bridal lace for the woman: they must all study the
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same textbooks. I found an hour of synchronised swaying on chairs less than mystically
enthralling. Sometimes mime looks like shorthand for how little you can get away with.

e The London International Mime Festival runs until Jan 27. Information: 020 7960 4242
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