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RAISING HELL

An Introduction to Howard Barker’s Theatre of Catastrophe

DAVID IAN RABEY

1. BARKER: AN ODYSSEY OF RESTLESSNESS

The English dramatist-director Howard Barker (b. 1946) has, through a unique combination of style, content, theoretical argument and mise-en-scène, persistently countered conventional presumptions and propositions of the supposedly ‘natural’ or ‘inevitable’ restrictions of how one might think, feel, speak, act, love and exist. His plays and productions refuse to offer an immediately, readily or completely recognisable world. They offer something more profoundly alluring and haunting: the resonant collisions, surprising embraces and mesmeric duels of characters who advertise their theatricality and stake everything on their own powers and politics of performance. His work offers a purposefully anti-naturalistic expansion of vocabulary: of language, terms of experience, scenic and physical expression, and being.

Barker aims to create an authentically theatrical art, different in style and objectives from film and television; he sees no point in the theatre trying to compete with these other media, or seek a reflected glamour by what must inevitably remain a second-hand association with their style and effects. He aims to move theatre onto a different ground. He repudiates both entertainment and pedagogic enlightenment (which both offer to answer all questions and resolve all contradictions) as ultimate objectives of the theatrical experience. Rather, he creates a theatre which offers a deeper imaginative opposition to society through speculations involving a questioning relief from prevalent social ideals. This theatre becomes a space which is resistant to social pressures and necessities; and the suspension of these forces and promises entails anxiety, rather than more conventional forms of pleasure. Here the actor, through her/his diction, rhythm and movement, has to mesmerise and fascinate the audience to continue and extend their considerations of possibilities. It may be that the audience for this theatre does not yet go to the theatre. But it might, if it encountered a theatre (as Barker calls it, an Art of Theatre) which offered something more than what is currently conventionally associated with theatre’. This is a theatre that proposes that nothing is impossible.

Barker’s stage plays first appeared in British theatres in the early 1970s, at the Royal Court’s Theatre Upstairs and the Open Space, at which time his first radio plays were also broadcast by the BBC. In 1975, Claw premiered at the Open Space, and Stripwell opened on the Royal Court main stage, as did Fair Slaughter in 1977. Always prolific, Barker was active with and produced by the Royal Shakespeare Company at the Warehouse Theatre (That Good Between Us, 1977; The Hang of the Gaol, 1978; The Loud Boy’s Life, 1980), Oxford Playhouse and Sheffield Crucible (The Love of a Good Man, 1978/9; No End of Blame, 1981; A Passion in Six Days, 1983). At this stage, Barker’s plays were muscular, savagely comic attacks on the promises of social authority; an authority which achieves its ends through various forms of confidence trickery. Those in power establish rules and principles (based on justice, law, democracy) by which they themselves are unconstrained. They provide distractions, incentives and promises of security to prevent their subjects from recognising and emulating their deceit. Moreover, Barker’s plays depict political power shaped and complicated by the urgings of sexual passion, sometimes unlived but always eruptive. This passion may not always be a force of disclosure; sometimes personal pathology informs and shapes social repression. Barker’s imaginative compulsion to push beyond surfaces and current reflexes was exemplified by the way that whilst, like some of his contemporaries, he analyzed the rhetoric and historical mission of the British political Right (in Loud Boy and Birth on a Hard Shoulder, 1980), he presented in That Good a dystopian view of an imagined future Labour government. Barker’s drama was also keenly and unusually aware of counterpoints between the English present and the European past, especially in Fair Slaughter, The Love of a Good Man and The Power of the Dog (1984), and his finest achievement of this period and style is his first major consideration of power and the artist, No End of Blame.

However, Barker’s imaginative restlessness and stylistic self-development drove him to new forms, plays of contradiction rather than of analytic thesis. These plays often excavated a startlingly re-visioned history which challenged conventional obedience to the moralities of documentary and theatrical realism; they discarded satire of the contemporary in order to glimpse what Barker termed ‘anti-history’: an unofficial (indeed, anti-official) account of formative and recurrent historical events, in the tragic odysseys of marginalised and obscured figures, who demonstrate the promptings of passion (the pain of wanting), melancholy (the sensed inevitability of irrevocable loss) and the illogical persistence of the human spirit. This period begins with the abrasive, fractured landscape of Victory (1983), the sexual yearning and enquiry into national promise in Crimes in Hot Countries (1983) and leads to Barker’s first major tragedy The Castle (1985), a densely brooding and deeply resonant excoriation of the psychic entanglements of gender, sexuality, war and power. The Castle was premiered by the Royal Shakespeare Company at the Barbican Pit, as the centrepiece of an unfortunately brief retrospective season (‘Barker at the Pit’), which also included the professional premiere of Crimes in Hot Countries and the hitherto unperformed Downchild (written 1977), a fine example of Barker’s earlier style which subverted the form of the comedy thriller to condemn the imaginative failures, betrayals and constrictions of the Harold Wilson era which, in the words of that play’s protagonist, ‘made stupor rhyme with socialism’. Also in 1985, the BBC production of Barker’s radio play Scenes from an Execution won the Prix Italia; this dramatisation of artistic impulse, political assimilation and state ownership became recognized as a classic of the radio drama form, and also had an extended life as a frequently and internationally revived stage play.

Women Beware Women (1986) and The Bite of the Night (1988) were the final two flowerings of Barker’s associations with the Royal Court and the RSC, respectively. Women Beware Women was the first major example of Barker’s so-called ‘conversations with dead authors’, his reanimations of classic texts to pursue new enquiries from the springboard of familiar theatrical and cultural conclusions: here he hi-jacked the form and characters of Thomas Middleton’s Jacobean tragedy to present a more disruptive speculation on sexual transformation and its threat to civic discipline. Rejected by the Royal Court (as the RSC would in turn reject The Europeans), The Bite of the Night was his most ambitious play to date, an innovative four-and-a-half-hour investigation of the mythic imagination of successive societies, and the prescriptive gesture politics of various representatives of different sexual conditionings, delineated in terms and images which were both visceral and increasingly poetic. Indeed, Bite represents a full breakthrough into Barker’s unique form of poetic theatre, a politically resonant form of expressionism he termed Theatre of Catastrophe, which was developed by The Europeans (written 1987) and Rome (written 1989, published 1993, and still awaiting a full professional production). The Europeans (staged at the University of Aberystwyth in 1991 and by The Wrestling School in 1993) is one of Barker’s most masterful and continuingly resonant works, a harrowing love story set in the aftermath of Islamic-Christian cultural war, and dramatising the power of the individual to re-perform and subvert the political mayhem which political systems impose on people.

1988 saw the formation of The Wrestling School, a theatre company founded by the actor-director Kenny Ireland with the main objective of premiering and reassessing Barker’s plays in production. Ireland directed The Last Supper (1988), Seven Lears (1989), a revival of Victory (1991) and The Europeans (1993), but his humanist directorial instincts were increasingly at odds with Barker’s ever more searching and uncompromising texts. Barker directed his own work with Ego in Arcadia (Italy, 1992) and Hated Nightfall for The Wrestling School in 1994. Indeed, from then on, Barker became the principal director of his own theatre company, The Wrestling School, and expanded his verbal and dramatic ambition and experimentation into a unique theatrical style involving a distinctive boldness in movement and scenographic effects. Barker has developed a sense of pictorial stage composition, informed by his work as a painter, in which movement acquired a near-balletic choreographic precision and the soundscape became an additional ‘sonic character’ alongside scrupulously delivered language of operatic reach and scale. His theatre is uniquely distinguished by its classical discipline, visual imagery, and moral ruthlessness. His combination of text with precisely orchestrated mise-en-scène makes him a British composer of theatre comparable to Robert Wilson, and the publication of the theoretical essays which underpin his practical experimentations (in the volumes Arguments fora Theatre and Death, The One and the Art of Theatre) emphasise the ways that his forms of artistic enquiry involve challenges to social objectives: here, the aesthetic (and the poetic) is political.

2. THE FORTIFIED CASTLE AND THE FLAYED SKIN

Barker’s work exemplifies and demonstrates the power and principles of seduction as characterised by the French philosopher Jean Baudrillard. I here wish to acknowledge, in appreciation, the writing of Charles Lamb (latterly in The Theatre of Howard Barker, Routledge, 2005), which first makes the link between Baudrillard and Barker, with specific references to their theories of performance, and self-performance; but I would like to develop the range of associations which one can project (in the geometric sense) from this link. This initiative might appropriately begin with a consideration of what I would suggest to be Barker’s principal artistic project: the reassessment of all values, by a formal estrangement of what might conventionally be recognisable or familiar. His repudiation and defiance of the familiar and recognisable terms of so-called ‘real life’, and of conventional theatrical naturalism, finds argumentative support in Baudrillard’s rhetorical assertion:


The real, moreover, has never interested anyone. It is a place of disenchantment, a simulacrum of accumulation against death. And there is nothing more tiresome. What sometimes renders the real fascinating – and the truth as well – is the imaginary catastrophe which lies behind it.1



This links with Barker’s assertion, Only catastrophe can keep us clean’, and his refinement of the terms of his form of tragedy, Theatre of Catastrophe. In words from his 1986 revisioning of Thomas Middleton’s Women Beware Women:


Catastrophe is also birth. Out the ruins crawls the bloody thing, unrecognizable in the ripped rags of former life. Ghastly breaths of unfamiliar air! Like the infant, expelled from the silent womb, screams red its horror, then tastes oxygen. I have to find my life!2



Compare Baudrillard’s valorisation of the catastrophe which lurks behind the accepted terms of ‘real life’, where ‘real life’ is something hitherto accepted and apparently inclusive, now perforated and undermined by the principles of seduction and reversibility:


Suddenly this seizure rebounds on the so-called ‘real’ world, to reveal that this ‘reality’ is naught but a staged world, objectified in accord with the rules of perspective… A hole in reality, an ironic transfiguration, an exact simulacrum hidden at the heart of reality, and on which the latter depends for its functioning. This is the secret of appearances.3



And, indeed, Baudrillard’s account of the process and dynamics of seduction might also serve as a description of the duels at the centre of Barker’s dramas, their struggles for the terms of power and sexuality (which are usually shown to be linked):


Seduction always seeks to overturn and exorcize a power. If seduction is artificial, it is also sacrificial. One is playing with death, it always being a matter of capturing or immolating the desire of the other […] The seductress […] survives because outside psychology, meaning or desire […]

There is something impersonal in every process of seduction, as in every crime, something ritualistic […] Dramaturgy without a subject. The ritual execution of a form which consumes its subjects. This is why the piece takes on both the aesthetic form of a work of art and the ritual form of a crime.4



Barker’s drama proposes, in the words of his play Golgo, that ‘There are those recorded, and those who fail to be recorded, obviously there is OTHER TESTAMENT!… ALWAYS OTHER TESTAMENT!’. Thus Barker opposes History – the imposition of ideological and moral narrative form – with Anti-History – the disruptive fragmentation of this form by the testimony and performance of individual pain, a pain articulated by characters who are socially marginalized but capable of displacing the labellers and ‘Historical Authorities’ from centre stage; thereby these characters demonstrate the insecurity of all promised reconciliation and the instability of all order. The very spatial dynamic of plays such as Hated Nightfall, (Uncle) Vanya, The Early Hours of a Reviled Man, Golgo and The Fence are strong examples of a literally ‘hell-raising’ Barkerian trope, in that some personified force conventionally repressed or marginalised as ‘abject’ erupts into the centre of the stage action to claim dramatic primacy and wreak havoc (Dancer in Hated Nightfall: ‘The world abhors me. It writhes to know I walk upon its surfaces… Ijump on it‘; ‘Chaos. How it suits me. It’s my medium’). Such transgressive protagonists are sometimes in turn catechised by choric figures, resembling the classical Eumenides or furies, except that this outraged chorus represents a moral-historical order, which would reclaim and/ or prosecute the transgressor(s). However, the fundamentally conventional terms of this chorus are eluded, questioned and/or reversed by the protagonists’ sense of what Stephen Greenblatt–of whom more later – would call ‘absolute play’ (Dancer: ‘What you describe as a rebuke to me, is no more or less than my desire’).

In their provocation and examination of the catastrophic collapse of conventional values, Barker’s plays necessarily interrogate myths of political totality, and generate imaginative seismic reverberations into various areas of global political tensions. Either metaphorically or literally, these tensions are centred upon what the French philosopher Julia Kristeva calls ‘that fragile spot of our subjectivity’, a vulnerable part of the self ‘where our collapsed defenses reveal, beneath the appearances of a fortified castle, a flayed skin’.5 Indeed, Barker’s plays The Castle (1985), The Europeans (1987) and A Hard Heart (1992) take as their central images fortification and sieges. They demonstrate an incessant drive for one-upmanship, escalating terms, outbidding, ostentatious performance and concessionary sacrifice – crucially, of other people – in the interests of a supposed larger game-plan. This drive is often associated with the sexual reflexes of an individual psyche, projecting itself onto others, because insecure and therefore paranoically desperate to establish a control, or monopoly, of definition – which inevitably turns out to be doomed and flawed. The architect of The Castle, in the play of that title, creates an edifice which will re-present and amplify the sexual conditioning of his captor and ruler; the architect knows that The Castle ‘will create enemies where there are none’, and the more insistently it escalates, the more devastating are the repercussions when its inevitable Achilles heel is discovered, and its weight of invested definition is turned against itself in collapse.6 I hope, from even this brief account, you will glean a sense of how these plays predict aspects of post-9/11 global politics and the paradoxical reflexes of the so-called Var on terror’.

3. SHATTERED MIRRORS AND ABSOLUTE PLAY

But I would also argue that Barker’s drama offers further insights, in terms which other theories might help us to appreciate fully. Stephen Greenblatt’s























4. THE CULTURAL NEGOTIATIONS OF A SHAKESPEAREAN DRAMATIST























5. A LAW UNTO HIMSELF
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