
Looking for love in polythene clouds

Ismene Brown
31 January 2007 • 12:01am

Ismene Brown reviews Mime at Queen Elizabeth Hall and Buchinger's BootIsmene Brown reviews Mime at Queen Elizabeth Hall and Buchinger's Boot
Marionettes at the ICAMarionettes at the ICA

For no fewer than 29 years the fantastically underrated London International Mime
Festival has been turning gloomy January into a positive mine>eld of unpredictability,
and when better than the start of a year to go to the theatre asking not to see the
expected.

Mime these days means whatever someone says it means – circus acrobats, puppeteers,
silent clowns, thunderous physical theatre, even (oh woe) talking actors.

But, whatever the show's weapons, they still aim to dismantle one's sense of physical
reality, to create a world made entirely of similes and metaphors.

This needs extraordinary visual tricks, props and skills, and yet the faithful engine of
narrative or emotional thrust needs to be properly built, too.

Thrust was the problem with the much-anticipated return of France's celebrated
Philippe Genty company, last here in 1992.

Illusions with fabrics, light, perspective – this is the veteran Genty's area, and La Fin
des terres ("Lands' End") did things with vast plastic bags that you would not credit.

The slim narrative entailed a man and woman trying to >nd each other; they kept
turning into other lovers (how French), or getting lost in rooms crammed with
billowing white polythene, as if searching through clouds.
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When the man found his love, she was sealed inside a bubble and they kissed through
the membrane walls.

I might have suspended my disbelief, if it hadn't been so easy to see the joins on the
plastic, and if the movements of the cast were not so pedestrian.

There was a strange, delicious point where the lovers were re-embodied as two
gigantic, sweet-faced puppets whose arms and legs were tenderly manipulated by the
cast, as if we all deserved everyone's help to achieve love, just once in our lives.

But overall the show was, literally, too baggy.

The Spanish company Buchinger's Boot Marionettes won the opposite prize: for
wonderful excess in a very tight space.

Even the words for their show were fun: Vestibular Folds concerned an opera called
Shellachrymellaecum, great-great-grandmother Hannah and a sweet potato who is a
boxing champion, climaxing with Thomas Edison's murder of Washington Irving
Bishop, a famous "anti-spiritist" and rival of Houdini.

Inside the tiny ICA, seating a mere 60, the show we saw had the exquisite speci>c
cruelty and beauty of what some extremely imaginative Edwardian children might
dream up in a puppet theatre they got for Christmas.

The gigantic, headless presences of the puppeteers lumbered carefully about the stage,
all in formal, black Victorian children's clothes, manipulating tiny, exquisitely
grotesque insectoid or skeletoid marionettes in three tiny acts.

These embraced such strange visionary \ights as blighted deserts heaving with
rhizomes and circus performers, a fearful nursery where every newborn is a freak
(shades of great-great-grandmother Hannah's barrenness), and a scientist's lab where
newly invented electricity hums and \ickers, and ancient records play, cracked in half.

Two worlds collided in the implied narrative: the peculiar miniature fantasy land and
the uncomfortable purposefulness of the massive puppeteer-children playing God in
their speci>c, disturbed way.

Brilliant, lingering image-making.
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