The Touch of

Classical Antiquity

Performances of “Gardzienice” theatre company are born out of music. It is music that leads the actors, it is music that gives an ecstatic rhythm to their performances. It is music that has provided an impulse to one of the most challenging adventures in theatre at the turn of the 20th century.

Tadeusz Kornaś

T

he village of Gardzienice is located less than ten miles away from Lublin. There is a 17th century manor there, and attached to it there is an extension which is said to have been an Arian chapel. In 1977 it became the site of the Centre for Theatre Practices “Gardzienice” founded and run by Włodzimierz Staniewski. The room is tiny, only five by seven meters in size. So the first performances could be watched by about twenty people at a time. Yet Gardzienice soon became one of the most important Polish theatre companies, invited to the greatest theatre festivals in the world. At the end of the eighties the palace annexe was raised from ruins and the company found its new site there, and a a much bigger stage, too.

In Gardzienice virtually everything can be of use to theatre: the ruins in the vicinity of the park, a time of the day or a season of the year, trees, plants, stray dogs, buildings, the whole village, and even our (that is, the spectators') way to the village or a short passage between different places where performances are held. For the last few years, at night several plays (or at least their fragments) have been staged there in a row, as well as concerts and practical demonstrations of the company's methods. Włodzimierz Staniewski has been building them up into a structure – The Cosmos. In Gardzienice the play functions in its natural context, in other places it must be built anew, carrying over the energy of a place and the element of work. For the last few years The Cosmos, just as the whole of Gardzienice activity, has been associated with the culture of the ancient Greece.


In 1997 the group created Metamorphoses, based on Apuleius's work in its literary layer. But it is songs that have formed the primary matter of the play. Research, deciphering and reconstruction of ancient Greek songs out of extant fragments makes probably the most extraordinary journey in the history of Gardzienice company. Fragments of songs have been preserved on scraps of papyri or on stelai, and each of their decipherings and performances provoked heated discussions in the scholarly world. Only few musicians-scholars have attempted to reconstruct the sounds of ancient Greek music so far. Approaching the deciphered signs with extreme reverence, they usually created monophonic music. Gardzenice took a different path: they created dynamic and expressive polyphonic music based on ancient notations. Their reconstruction shows how ancient music could have sounded, but did it really sound like that? This is unverifiable.


Very few “musical notes” have survived since antiquity. John G. Landels wrote that out of the musical pieces composed between 600 BC and 400 AD “a miserably meagre collection has been saved till today. The performance of the longest of them, the Second Delphic Hymn, could have taken up to a quarter, and the shortest pieces contain fewer than a dozen of words some of which lacking musical notes to accompany them. What is more, beside two brief fragments that may have been authored by Euripides, there are no extant pieces from the 6th and 5th BC, a “Golden Age” of lyrical poetry, tragedy and comedy”.


In Gardzienice the work on ancient Greek sounds that the company tried to transplant from the past was commenced by Maciej Rychły, later joined by Tomasz Rodowicz. Rychły recollects that “Staniewski was looking for metamorphic hymns, for some Eleusian, mystery-like, ceremonial procession music. My collaboration consisted in suggesting a possibly widest range of options for musical expression suitable for building up the dramaturgy of the spectacle”.


Rychły taught actors to sing reconstructed songs. But Staniewski did not need reconstructions, but living music. This resulted in alternating dynamics during rehearsals; sometimes complex rhythmic structures or scales were simplified or theatricalised. Ancient songs gave rise to movements and steps, actor's expression, a way of articulation, even to whole scenes, and conversely, requirements of the dramaturgy of the spectacle influenced the songs. Staniewski is not a purist. He intended to create a performance, not a museum of songs. Ultimately, the music which was used in the play is not a strictly academic reconstruction. In accordance with intentions of the artists creating the spectacle, it is supposed to render the spirit of ancient Greece. It is supposed to be living music, just as Staniewski imagined it to have been sung ages ago. The performance turned out to be ecstatic.

Another important theme taken up by Staniewski is ancient mystery rites. Apuleius does not seem to be a fortuitous choice. The title of the spectacle draws on Metamorphoses, an ancient novel about adventures of Lucius who is turned into an ass, preserving, however, all the qualities and feelings of the human being. He has numerous adventures and misadventures, and finally comes back to his human form during the procession in honour of Isis.

His peregrinations have been compared to Odysseus' wanderings. However, the final chapters of Metamorphoses add a totally new dimension to the character of Lucius. When he comes back to his human form, he is about to set off another journey. He is initiated into the mysteries of Isis. Book 11 of Metamorphoses contains the only first-person narrative account of the passage through the elements and domains of the underworld and heavenly powers, i.e., the most secret and protected parts of the mysteries (there is much to suggest that Apuleius reveals his own experiences). The descriptions of these experiences are ambiguous, but Lucius' wanderings acquire a new meaning in the context. It can be seen as a journey of initiation. Włodzimierz Staniewski claims that he wanted to show in his performance the greatest turning point in the history of the western civilisation when the world associated with ancient Greek culture was transforming into the world of Christianity. That was a great challenge, to some extent also triggered off by the condition of notations in which the Greek songs have survived till today.

The play opens, just after the Prologue, with sounds of the ancient Christian hymn “Lytaneo Siato”. “This piece of music is in a very real sense both an ending and a beginning”, wrote John G. Landels. “It is probably the latest in date of all the documents with Greek musical notation, and it is also the earliest preserved Christian hymn with a musical score.” So Gardzienice's play was not supposed to be a reconstruction of the ancient theatre, nor did strive to observe its rules. It is true that Staniewski wanted to reconstruct the way the ancient Greeks perceived the world, but not necessarily by means of the twenty-five-centuries-old form. However, he drew on the greatest turning point in the history of mankind (or, at least in the history of the Western civilisation) when the old gods: Apollo, Dionysus, Demeter, Eros, and Isis, were giving way to the new one: Jesus Christ. So the play reverberates with songs in honour of Bacchus and Apollo, as well as Christian hymns. The story told by Staniewski reaches beyond an individual tradition. It is a struggle and an attempt at embracing a religious experience.

Well, in fact, when one is watching the performance, one can easily fall into a dogmatic chaos. Since is it justifiable to combine mysteries in hounour of Dionysus with a mystery rite initiating into the cult of Isis, only pass on to singing an Apollonian hymn and an old Christian song?  It is true that at the time of the broadly conceived turn of the centuries in the Roman Empire all those divine orders did exist one next to another, but is it feasible to mix them to such an extent?

Eleusinian (associated with Demeter), Dionysian and Orphic mysteries were present in ancient Greece much earlier than salvation mysteries in honour of Isis, which were introduced there about 300 BC. Later (in the Roman era) mysteries of Mithras and Attis became widespread, too. Each of them was different, each celebrated a different power. However, Staniewski treated the period of those seven centuries synchronically. He was interested in the secret of the mysteries as such, what they consisted in and how they could be inspiring for the theatre. 

Metamorphoses is a strange spectacle. In fact, there are no plot, no heroes, and even no characters in it. The songs are assigned a commentary, and the action is put in brackets. Yet everything forms a complete, harmoniously evolving whole. Gods, deities, demons and songs, whose presence is evoked by actors' activities, are gradually becoming real heroes of the play. But this subplot cannot be recounted. Just as in the old days, the secret of the mysteries cannot be told. The Greeks used to have a fitting word for this – arrēton (the ineffable). Simply, the secret of the mysteries could not be revealed, it could not be conveyed in any discursive language. Gardzienice have attempted to get closer to it.

After Metamorphoses Włodzimierz Staniewski and the “Gardzienice” Ensemble took up an even  riskier challenge, producing another performance drawing on ancient Greek culture, Electra after Euripides (2004). So far each subsequent undertaking of Gardzienice had drawn on a different culture, but this time another, already the second performance was related to ancient Greece. Until then the song was at the core of each performance of Gardzienice (it gave rise to actors' activities), but now Staniewski tried to reconstruct the long forgotten art of cheironomia, or gesticulation.


Already in Metamorphoses the work on gestures based on iconology of the ancient vases and other iconographic sources was of huge importance. During a rehearsal demonstration actors presented to the viewers whole sequences of body postures copied from ancient iconography. As many as over one-hundred-and-sixty different meaningful gestures recovered from images on vases and sculptures could be distinguished.

The third “ancient” spectacle of “Gardzienice”, Iphigenia in Aulis after Euripides (2007), was to be produced in cooperation with Krakow's Stary Theatre. When Staniewski began work on this performance, he declared that the crucial issue would be “how to carry out a sacrificial rite in contemporary theatre. This is an incredibly powerful question. My intuition tells me that one of the burning issues people are going to face will be the issue of sacrifice”. Another experiment with music was carried out: for the first time ever auteur music was specially composed for the play by Zygmunt  Konieczny (a Polish composer of theatre and film music). What is more, it was played from a tape, though previously, music had been played live during other performances. However, the Krakow's Cosmos will feature an enriched version of the play, with a chamber orchestra conducted by Mikołaj Blajda. The spectacle will consist of  Metamorphoses, Odyssey, and Iphigenia in Aulis, starring Krzystof Globisz in a guest performance, who already played the part of the Messenger during the company's tour in Greece.

Quotations from: John G. Landels, Music in Ancient Greece and Rome, London: Routledge, 1999.
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