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Introduction: Genesis

21 September 2016. I’m in a bookshop on Avenue Cartier in the Montcalm district of Québec City, passing time before heading up the street to interview Robert Lepage over lunch. From inside the shop – near his childhood home of 887 Avenue Murray – I see Lepage stop and peer into the displays. But whatever he is looking for he can’t see, so he comes in to search. We greet and he tells me the playtext of his most recent solo, 887 (2015), has just been published – timing neatly with a month-long run in Québec. The book hasn’t arrived in stock, but his excitement is genuine, and without arrogance. Over lunch, my first question is about process. I’m confused; I observed Ex Machina for four weeks in 2013, completed a second block of observation immediately before this interview, and neither case matches accounts of process I have read. What is the relationship between Lepage’s work and the RSVP cycles, the devising methodology to which his name is connected? ‘I don’t refer to RSVP anymore’,1 he says.

There’s more to the story, of course, but the moment captures the essence of what I attempt to unfold in this book. Lepage’s work has changed to such an extent that the discourse attached to it needs to be revised. Writing about theatre dates quickly and even quicker where Lepage is involved. I’m not distancing myself from the situation; writing this book has changed my perspectives, for example, on Lepage’s authorship within devising. The title Robert Lepage/Ex Machina reflects the root of this revision. It became clear to me while researching that, since its launch in 1994, Lepage’s company has done much more than embody a star director’s practice; Ex Machina, in fact, has significantly transformed Lepage’s practice. By reading their developmental dynamic as being intrinsically intertwined, this book generates a new narrative around Lepage’s oeuvre, and invites us to reappraise Ex Machina’s work as a whole. Our chance meeting in the bookshop, again, encapsulates much that unfolds in what follows. Here is Robert Lepage, searching a bookshop in his childhood stomping ground for the playtext exploring his family and its relationship to Québec’s ideological history. How does this match with charges of political absenteeism or lack in cultural specificity? How does the lexicon of chance, chaos and cycles match with textual order? These contradictions require us to revisit cornerstones of the discourse that emerged in response to Lepage’s work, and in relation to questions of aesthetics, audience, collaboration, cultural specificity, form, intercultural drama, narrative, politics, praxis, technology and the body, and the future of theatre.

To generate a fresh narrative, Robert Lepage/Ex Machina: Revolutions in Theatrical Space returns to primary sources – interviews, rehearsal observations and performance analysis – supported by periods of work in Ex Machina’s archive.2 In this reading, practice is prioritized. Ex Machina’s theatre is sophisticated and merits an intricate reading, taking in the sum of its outputs – and my sense of it is that we have not yet properly understood the practice, which inevitably puts criticism off the scent. We need to look again at ‘Lepage and co’. Accounting for the development of a practice and its relationship with discourse and presenting new terms of analysis are complex tasks that demand quite systematic organization. This book is therefore divided into three parts, each containing three chapters. The distinctive phases of Ex Machina’s story are organized in loose chronology by these parts and chapters. Individual chapters address roughly three Ex Machina productions touching significant developmental, critical or creative themes. Lepage’s theatre pre–Ex Machina is addressed later in this introduction, revealing foundational principles and long-standing collaborative relationships. This reading shows how Lepage practised his company long before he actually created it. Ex Machina, therefore, is both the result of Lepage’s artistic maturity and the vehicle that he designed for its further development – and deserves significant energy of attention. This book explores its subject with just such attention, producing a depth of perspective via a wide-spectrum reading of Ex Machina’s developing theatrical ecology, and its historical underpinning.

Ex Machina in brief

Ex Machina has between fifteen and twenty projects in various developmental stages, from inception to touring, at any one time. The number depends upon Lepage’s performing commitments; when touring a solo performance, he spends less time in Québec ‘starting fires’.3 The company’s slate may resemble a random helter-skelter, but the reality is one of carefully planned workload distribution. The easiest way to understand it is to picture it as a spiral. As projects are pushed up the spiral they reach a higher level of realization with each stage of development. By the time they reach the top, they have received multiple points of focus, but are just one of many projects touring the world. When Lepage is in Québec, the potential to work on more than one project at a time is heightened. Sometimes work is dropped to make way for new material; Needles and Opium (1991), for example, toured with a replacement performer until 1999, stopping when Lepage started touring The Far Side of the Moon in 2000. Spiral development ensures productivity, variety, maximum exposure, multiple revenue streams, continuous refreshment of creative focus and personnel, and a backdrop of cross-fertilization that nurtures projects, regardless of whether they are active or incubating. We must, therefore, read across Ex Machina’s often disparate performance events, and not on linear terms of one-production-after-another, to fully appreciate this practice. A three-dimensional approach recognizes not only Ex Machina’s distinctive approach to theatrical programming, but also connections between different works. I treat nearly all of the following examples to some degree in what follows, but rather than grouping productions in categories as I do below, in chapters they are brought together in relation to their cousins on the spiral. The following list, however, usefully illustrates long-term developmental trajectories at work, and the overall coherence of the company’s programming strategy:


•Classical forms – the negative experience of Elsinore caused Lepage to withdraw from acting, and somewhat from classical drama, or to rely on texts he had directed previously. Nevertheless, a steady pattern is represented by Elsinore and A Midsummer Night’s Dream (both 1995), The Tempest (1998, 2011), La Celestine (1998, 2004), Hamlet Collage (2014) and Coriolanus (2018).

•Co-productions – these begin with A Dream Play (1994), and La Celestine (1998 and 2004). Though initially rare, once Lepage defines personal terms of collaboration in 1999, partnership work accelerates with Cirque Du Soleil (KÀ, 2004; and Totem, 2010), various opera houses, Canadian National Ballet (Frame by Frame, 2018), the Stratford Festival (Coriolanus, 2018) and Théâtre du Soleil (Kanata, scheduled 2018).

•Dance forms – Ex Machina frequently work with dancers, but The Geometry of Miracles (1998), Eonnagata (2008) and Frame by Frame (2018) reflect major engagements with the form itself, at regular intervals of ten years.

•Music forms – there is a gap between Noises, Sounds and Sweet Airs (1994), and Kindertotenlieder (1998), but Jean-Sans-Nom (1999), The Damnation of Faust (1999), Busker’s Opera (2004), 1984 (2005), The Rake’s Progress (2007), Ring Cycle (2010–13), L’Amour de Loin (2015) and SLĀV (2018) show steady patterns of engagement with musical forms. The gap between 1999 and 2004 is explained by Lepage’s world tour performing Far Side, and heavy commitments on KÀ in Las Vegas.

•Original ensemble works – these are scheduled regularly every four to five years: The Seven Streams of the River Ota (1994), Geometry (1998), The Dragons’ Trilogy (2003), Lipsynch (2007), Playing Cards series (2011–14) and Kanata (2018).

•Original solo works – these occur on an almost precise pattern of five years: Elsinore (1995), Far Side (2000), The Andersen Project (2005), 887 (2015), with the 2010 solo ‘slot’ occupied with Lepage performing in The Blue Dragon (2008).

•Technological forms – regular engagement with the possibilities of technology-as-form occurs with Zulu Time (technological cabaret, 1999), Métissage (museum installation, 2000), KÀ (‘entertainment architecture’,4 2004), Image Mill (projection narrative, 2008–13) and The Library at Night (VR project, 2016).

•Three-handers – the rareness of three-handed work on the roster is remarkable, given the pre–Ex Machina success of Polygraph (1987). The following appear elsewhere, but they are worth noting separately as they emerge as creative solutions to works that actually began life with casts of one or two: La Casa Azul (2001), Blue Dragon (2008), Eonnagata (2008) and Needles and Opium (2014).

•Upgrades – Ex Machina upgrades and re-presents its repertoire when new information or technologies become available. The company handbook confirms the reworked Trilogy (2003) was revised due to a ‘new perception of Asia’.5 The transfer of Faust to the Metropolitan (2008/9) was enhanced by advances in lighting and projection technology. An upgraded Far Side (2017) was intended to reflect changes in the political landscape since 2000. A rotating, cut-away cube design first used in A Dream Play (1994) was redeployed in 1984 (2005), and subsequently enlarged to upgrade both Needles and Opium (2014) and revisit Elsinore as the Hamlet Collage (2014).



Connecting these complex activities is the notion of contradiction, which underpins Lepage’s project of revitalizing the theatre.

Revolutions in theatrical space

Lepage’s engagement with contradiction as a creative, spatial principle began in the 1980s, was extended through engagements with Japanese culture in the 1990s (see Chapter 1) and would lead to Ex Machina’s conception as a meeting place where the contradicting imperatives of different disciplines could clash – both demanding and leading to new theatrical forms and narrative modes. The following summary of Ex Machina’s praxis develops across subsequent chapters.


•Ex Machina embraces the contradictory imperatives of performance disciplines because this presents them with unique creative problems, and propels their work towards interdisciplinarity, innovation and custom-made solutions.

•An inherent emphasis on customization according to needs gives theatrical labour at Ex Machina its particular character, imbuing both the creative process and resulting theatrical forms with cultural specificity, because this mode of customization stems from Québec’s culture of patentage.

•Such customization frequently entails reconfiguring the entire theatrical space, and this places spatial innovation at the forefront of Ex Machina’s style.

•Architectural elements are frequently favoured in spatial innovation, acting as a locus for contradiction, and giving it concrete expression. This also allows architectural elements to act as a bridging point for the reconnection of story and space.

•Architectural elements, especially when animated, energize the space by containing and/or mobilizing contradiction.

•This use of architecture produces not only concrete narratives – which I define as stories with meanings that are inseparable from spaces and objects – but also Lepage’s architectural aesthetic.

•Concrete narratives entail that the political effects of Ex Machina performances are embedded in the action of theatrical space itself, demanding a shift in criticism away from the psychological drama of character, and towards material relationships between figure, narrative, space and architecture.

•Concrete narratives require the integration of the actor with architecture and technology, producing stylistic innovation in performance.

•Simultaneously, this integration of actor and architecture necessitates a model of creation that demands the involvement of technical collaborators at every step.

•The complete involvement of technical collaborators, while ostensibly simple, actually necessitates an alternative model of theatrical production, both creatively and financially.


•When Ex Machina collaborates with other institutions and companies, this innovative model of production interacts with the mainstream as an impetus towards gradual change.



Contradiction is key – driving Ex Machina’s architectural aesthetic, cultural grounding, praxis, process, relationships with criticism and theatricality, and bringing their work into debates surrounding the narrative turn.

Architectural aesthetics

The frequency with which architectural principles of shape, space, form, structure and perspective emerge as determining factors across the spectrum of Ex Machina’s work is striking – whether it be an artist’s house, building or rebuilding a theatre, the animated planks of a stage floor, a castle, a record-breaking architectural projection, the world’s greatest libraries, a bridge or a model of a childhood home – even architects themselves. This book therefore coheres around some key architectural concepts, using them to describe, read across and problematize apparently disparate works, and identify overarching architectural aesthetics in Ex Machina’s oeuvre. As Cathy Turner observes, ‘Such an approach has its risks’. Considering theatre in architectural terms means considering it as ‘world-building, socially as well as aesthetically’,6 which may be overstating its potential. However, I take this approach positively, as a lens through which to read Ex Machina’s theatre both artistically and politically.

The most challenging element of this aesthetic in that regard is architecture as spectacle, what Ray Winkler of Stufish – ‘the architects behind the world’s biggest rock concerts, live events and theatrical shows’ – calls ‘entertainment architecture’.7 Lepage’s career covers everything from fringe performances, delivered with a suitcase and little else, to ‘the most elaborate sets ever’.8 Indeed, Mark Fisher of Stufish designed both theatre and set for Lepage’s first Cirque du Soleil show, KÀ (2004),9 at a cost of $165 million. Lepage’s commitment to scale is understandable, given his interest in theatre was triggered not only by the ‘poor man’s art form’ that gave him refuge as a teenager, but also the twenty-five-minute songs of 1970s Prog Rock bands. Lepage often cites youthful experiences of watching bands like Genesis as giving birth to his theatricality (hence chapter title). Without a band, theatre was simply ‘the next best thing’. He identifies groups like Genesis and Gentle Giant as important touchstones.10 Peter Gabriel, Lepage says, would ‘dress up as a flower, or as a lady, as a fox’, while Jethro Tull would use ‘amazing sets and costumes’ to ‘tell stories’.11 Unsurprisingly, Lepage and Ex Machina have created two of Peter Gabriel’s world tours (Secret World, 1993; and Growing Up, 2002).12 Beyond spectacle itself, ‘entertainment architecture’ is critically important; Lepage is often challenged for presenting spectacle at the expense of depth. Moreover, KÀ would witness the death of a Cirque performer, Sarah Guyard-Guillot, in an industrial accident,13 while Zulu Time (1999) would leave another, Jeff Hall, with life-changing spinal injuries (see Chapter 4). The ever-increasing risks involved in connecting body and technology bring architectural aesthetics into ethical question.

Another aspect of architectural aesthetics requiring introduction is what Lepage calls ‘geo-poetry’.14 This is what Alberto Pérez-Gómez describes, in architectural terms, as embodied research in ‘lived time and space’.15 Lepage’s architecting of performances reflects his perceptions of physical place, revealing another level of architectural aesthetics, and this useful critical term. For, whenever Lepage works on a project, he travels to and surveys its source – a playwright’s home, a garden, the desert or a residency with puppet makers – and embeds himself in it to appreciate its ‘geo-poetry’. Travels in Iceland, for instance, gave Lepage the design concept for his Ring at the Metropolitan Opera (see Chapter 7). Landscape was translated into architectural scenography; indeed, Joseph Clarke writes, the ‘entire stage seems to gesture at the audience’,16 and these gestures were central to the performance. Lepage’s embodied experiences often become the architectural shape of Ex Machina’s process, and even their performances. Clarke argues that technology, ‘far from dematerializing the body, is reinforcing its fundamental role in our perception of space and information’, so much so that the ‘embodied experience of space’ is ‘back on the agenda’.17 As Gray Read writes, perhaps we should consider buildings ‘not as objects but as actors in the city’, and focus ‘on how architecture acts, even without moving, in a thousand stories depending on the people, the place, and their interactions’.18 Human agency and experience, then, can combine with architectural gestures, and form meaningful concrete narratives beyond the notion of spectacle. Additionally, the intersection of the performer’s body with architectural elements foregrounds the theatrical labour at the heart of the theatrical form, asking us to consider how we define – or are defined by – the ideologies of the material spaces we encounter.

Connecting architecture and body also shapes the theatrical reception of Ex Machina’s work. As Peter P. Goché writes, when entering ‘a new setting’, we follow ‘the impulse to instantaneously scrutinize everything’; architecture can sustain this ‘initial ontological wakefulness’ – extending what he usefully describes as ‘the passage sequence’ of entering a space.19 Audiencing in this context might be characterized as experiencing an extended ‘passage sequence’; indeed, pleasure here derives significantly from initially stimulating and then maintaining scrutiny. The idea that reception itself is architectural – a passage sequence through a developing conceptual architecture – is developed subsequently, particularly in relation to characterizing Lepage’s process as one of architecting performances based around formal experimentation with various narrative architectures drawn from cinema (see Chapter 5).

Another key architectural gesture in Ex Machina’s practice is their touring-in of self-contained theatrical units into performance spaces. Read’s characterization of Peter Brook is relevant here. Brook’s work ‘as a theater director is architectural’, emphasizing the shared ‘primary act of both theater and architecture’ – namely, the symbolic demarcation of empty space. This ‘architectural gesture’ produces ‘a doubleness in the present’ – a hosting of a place, event or story, that is both there and not there – which ‘opens up time and compounds space’.20 Lepage accentuates this opening of time and space by placing an empty space into an already empty space, but this is no mere intellectual gesture. Space within space is the very fabric of metaphor in Ex Machina performances. Lepage’s most recent solo, 887 (2015), is in many ways an emblem for architectural aesthetics. Beginning in direct address to the audience, Lepage initiates a guided journey through a series of recessive spaces, thus creating a spatial metaphor of moving backwards in time (see Chapter 9). Such architectural gestures reconfigure space as fluid and defined by human interaction.

In what follows therefore, the term ‘architecture’ is not limited to the sense of ‘buildings as objects in relation to other buildings’, but is taken in the more active sense Read describes – architecture ‘as actions in the world that make a difference in the social life of a place’.21 It is through such architecture that narrative and space are reconnected, resulting in a concrete narrative that is simultaneously solid architectural material and intangible metaphor. While most theatre is material and intangible – holographic in nature, we might say – Ex Machina’s is particularly so. Here, the physical and metaphorical are joined in spatial elements that can have a continuous presence. If the spectator will read the relationship between the figure and
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