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Compagnie Bakélite

Compagnie Bakélite’ s compelling
double bill - Invaders and Love of Risk -
left everyone exiting the theater with a
lingering question: is the human the robot,
or is the robot the human? The visionary
French company literally presents a giant
surprise box, ingeniously bringing robots
and mechanical tricks onto the stage.
Through these objects, they introduced
subtle hints of satire into the soaring genre
of science fiction.

Invaders inventively casts the human actor
as the invading alien, and the objects and
robots as human beings living on Earth
atop a tabletop. As Olivier Rannou, the
founder of the company and a brilliant per-
former, dismantles this tabletop universe
with his fingers and his rubber army, the
audience is drawn into an absurd sense of
displacement: as if the objects on the table
were the true recipients of our empathy,
while the human performer on stage
became something mysterious, immense,
and not of our kind.

The second half of the production, Love of
Risk, removes ambiguity about the human
performer’ s identity and instead focuses
on the absurdity of robots mimicking
humans. The entire comedy consists of
sweeping robots acting as the most hilari-
ous restaurant servers ever, turning a can-
dlelight dinner into an unpredictable obsta-
cle-course game.

Clearly, both plays carried echoes of twen-

tieth-century sci-fi clichés: aliens versus
humans, and robots as rebellious intelli-
gence. The company is fully aware of
these clichés and deploys them intention-
ally. As in this genre, no actor carries more
inherent satire than robots and gimmick
boxes do. The production demonstrates a
classic definition of object theater, fore-
grounding both the literal materiality of
objects and their implied cultural context.
The robotic performers naturally draw
attention to the blurred boundary between
animate and inanimate, human and robot,
empathy and the other. No one would
question why the objects are on stage and
performing; nothing is more deserving of
the stage than they are in a narrative that
calls back to old Sci-Fi jokes.

Given such a context, | am happy to see
that Sci-Fi satire remains resonant across
time and countries. The audience at SIPF
laughs at the sweeping robot losing its
way on stage in much the same manner
as the audience at Culture Commune in
France. Do you want to take this as a
deep and dark satire of humanity’ s reli-
ance on technology - a timely topic in the
age of artificial intelligence? You may or
you may not. In the end, what brings this
non-verbal show beyond borders and time
is the laughter we burst into while watch-
ing it.
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The festival offered two Puppet Slam pro-
grams. The first was MCed by puppeteer
Miyako Kurotani, playing an ethereal witch,
complete with black brocade dress, pointy hat,
and broom, as she conjured up each new act.
The second was hosted by comic, mime duo
Zeroko (Masashi Kadoya and Keisuke Hama-
guchi). Dressed in colorful, mismatching pat-
terns, they taunted each other with simple
antics, often bringing the audience into their
games, as the acts set up. The slams show-
cased a variety of short shows playing with
storytelling and theatrical experiences created
with performing objects of all kinds. The first
night included artists who had taken an object
performance workshop with Ariel Doron. High-
lights, among the many talented, highly
expressive performers, included Masashi
Kadoya’' s presentation of a bored worker,
playing with the materials on his desk, who
ultimately creates a paper figure that reaches
heroic status by pulling a tablecloth out from
under a paper cup, despite getting sticky
notes on his feet, taking three attempts at the
trick, and having his head pop off several
times. Hana Morisaki’ s tale of a teddy bear
getting the bureaucratic run around while
gamely trying to receive unemployment bene-
fits was hilarious. Each new, unhelpful official
appeared as a face on a different part of her
body. Her physical struggle, holding the bear
in one hand, while balancing on one foot as
the bear confronted the official on the bottom
of her sock, viscerally expressed the frustra-
tions of bureaucracy. We simultaneously

watched the story and the inventiveness of
where the next official would appear. Hiroko
Wakasa’ s take on Little Red Riding Hood,
done only with her hands in different colored
gloves, was inspired. Her face contorted into
strong emotions to deftly amplify the expres-
sivity of her hands and, knowing the story
well, we awaited how she would execute each
new scene with her limited performance
elements. There was also Masanobu
Yamanaka’ s shadow performance with a
trick dog, Kajino Hanako’ s compelling
arrangements of evocative objects, and
Naoya Aoki, who brought juggling to meet
puppetry. The evening closed with a rousing
performance from Thailand’ s Ta Lent Show,
combining mime and objects in a way that
showcased the shared skills between these
arts. Ta’ s fully expressive face and body
silently took us through multiple mutations of a
pillow into animals in an underwater journey.
The second night opened with JIJO —wearing
a box with a face on it made from her name as
her head--finding a pet dog, evoked first as a
sound from a box, next as a small puppet,
alongside one of herself, and finally as a large
body puppet of both her and the dog, which
she performed from inside, walking on hands
and feet. Naname Maeda played a lascivious
character who revels in peeling an orange,
stripping a Band-Aid from his finger, and
taking naked tissues out of their box covering.
Shin Hanagata’ s “Opening Nothing” brought
a noh-like experience to puppetry. The per-
former sat in deep concentration and,

extremely slowly, performed the simple acts of
opening two boxes and lifting the cloth they
stood on. If object performance is about
watching objects and action, this act allowed
ample time and focus to observe every aspect
of these and transformed the raucous atmo-
sphere into one of mediation. The couple of
Silvouplait taught us the French word sachet,
meaning small bag, and used various versions
of these to create images and animals, ending
up underwater where they transformed into a
mermaid and a king, who rolls her offstage on
her wheeled chair. With one performer wear-
ing a traditional Japanese old man mask on
their midriff rather than face (while covering
their face), and their partner behind them per-
forming as their hands, the pair of Mashu and
Kei executed several dances to both tradition-
al Japanese music and more contemporary
tunes, inviting us to see traditional masked
performance in a new way. Kikuchi Kaho
relived her summer memories of fireflies
through objects and lights. The evening ended
with Taiwan’ s Flying Group Theatre’ s “Rub-
bish,” enacting the quest of a plastic bag with
small feet attached to find a head, trying out
various options from its rubbish heap. The two
puppet slam evenings offered the audiences
enjoying their drinks in Club 251 a fun sam-
pling of a range of puppetry explorations!

Claudia Orenstein
(Professor of Theater at Hunter College and the
Graduate Center, City University of New York)



