GENEALOGIES OF DARKNESS

PAUL JACKSON

To see was terrifying, and to stop seeing tore me apart ...

(Maurice Blanchot)!

The theatre, whichisin no thing, but makes use of everything

— gestures, sounds, words, screams, light, darkness ...

(Antonin Artaud)?

There is a darkness in the soul
that loves the eyes. There is a light
in the mind that sees only light
and will not enter the darkness.

(Wendell Berry, “The Dead Calf’)*

The reimagining of the blackoutis one of the more notable features of

Australian theatre scenography over the last twenty years. However,
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the nature and role of blackout and darkness are rarely discussed
with any rigour or even sustained attention. Despite its increasing
presence on our stages, darkness is, with some notable exceptions,

missing from our critical discourses — it is nothing; it is no thing.

CONVENTIONAL DARKNESS

A blackout is normally understood as a visual and temporal absence,
an agreed break, a functional, conventional hiatus, having developed
from the use, and subsequent abandonment, of the house curtain.
However, a range of contemporary Australian theatre works have
conceived of the blackout as more than this —a palpable presence, an
affective void, tangible rather than conventional, informing narrative
and thematic structures, and fundamental to the work’s understand-
ing of image creation and meaning. These visual voids reflect different
dramatic and philosophical traditions, drawing on and contributing
to genealogies of darkness.

The purpose of this brief article is to reflect upon some
blackouts from my own practice as a lighting designer ... to think
through some of the various darknesses that I have created. Specifi-
cally, I want to think through shows where blackout was not merely
incidental — where it performed, for example, a simple function such
as narrative acceleration, akin to a filmic jump-cut. Rather, I want to
consider projects where utter darkness was thematically and structur-

ally core, stitched through the dramaturgical fabric of the work.



ADS 79 | GENEALOGIES OF DARKNESS 321

When I began designing in the mid-1990s, blackouts
were seen, among the people I worked with, as a failure, both of
imagination and of technique. They were viewed as a nostalgic
surrender to an outdated mode of storytelling, a denial of the reality
of the shared, inhabited space of the theatre. Dramatic, not post-dra-
matic. Lazy, conservative, clumsy. What was worse, they were not
actually blackouts — they were invariably what is known colloquially
as a ‘brown-out’ or ‘blue-out’, where enough residual light was left on
the stage to change scenery or personnel safely; where people, seen
in the gloom of half-light, could enter or exit quickly. The ‘dark’ was
conventional, agreed, never actual. The stage, the theatre, was never
truly blacked out and the world was never taken away.

Generationally, we abandoned the blackout. We embraced
the choreographed, visible transition, where actors and costumed
crew changed the world before us, lit fully and expressionistically,
scored and drilled.* Darkness lay in the shadows within and around
images, and at the perimeters of the performance area, but the stage
was never dark, never black — except for the brief punctuation at the
performance’s end. Blackout became a simple cue to applaud.

But the dark has its place, its claims and its own insistent
histories. Seen, choreographed transitions became the stultifying
norm and dissatisfaction with worn theatricality eventually combined
with evolving concerns about authenticity and representation to
push towards a renewed sense of possibilities outside the light. The

darkness returned — as actual darkness.
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dark dark dark. They all go into the dark,
The vacant interstellar spaces, the vacant into the vacant ...

(T:S. Eliot, ‘Four Quartets’)’

THE TELL-TALE HEARTS®

FIGURE 1: THE TELL-TALE HEART, MALTHOUSE THEATRE.
PHOTOGRAPH: JEFF BUSBY, 2007.
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A red curtain, saturated with red light, almost pulsing. You become
aware that the light has begun to fade, slowly, very slowly, the sense of
inevitability gathering, an intensifying foreboding. The house lights
disappear, the exit signs can’t be found, then the curtain appears to
shift and alter in your sight, flipping between red and a sort of grey,
the eye’s receptors, the rods and cones, struggling to smooth the shift
between colour and monochromatic vision, the slide into darkness
becoming a dramatised contest of perception ... retinal traces of the
curtain linger, falter and then are gone.

You cannot see the hand in front of your face. You cannot see
the hand that you can fee/ touching your face.

It is thrilling. Frightening. Palpable darkness. There is sporadic
laughter, then silence, but a pressure is building in your chest, and you
are unnerved. A single light fades up and a head is floating before you,
one side only illuminated. Across a series of crossfades, the different
planes and facets of the face are revealed, examined and eventually
combined, until the whole of a person, seated on a flight of stairs, forms
before you. The self is stitched together from the dark, assembled as a
kind of Lacanian negative, mirrored out of blackness, held together by
our gaze, which itself has been made anew from an utter deprivation of
sight. Total darkness as profound sensual deprivation — the perceiving
mind thrown back on itself; the eyes, sight, the status as watcher, as
audience, taken and then returned, gifted, transformed.

And then the man speaks: a tale of obsession and murder and

madness.
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Darkness here is both psychic descent and moral plunge. This
blackout was itself another sort of staircase, Orphic, leading to the
depths, to the cellar beneath, ‘to the dark entity of the house, the one
that partakes of subterranean forces. When we dream there, we are
in harmony with the irrationality of the depths.”

This i1s darkness after Ireud’s undoing of Enlightenment,
the unseating of the intentional, rational, moral mind, and the
excavation of the homicidal forces beneath. Chthonic: relating to or
inhabiting the underworld. Darkness as the expunging of the light of
reason — unearthing, opening, re-grounding. The old moral order, the
metaphors of light and dark, are made manifest and then undone.

This is not the simple, conventional removal of light to get the
actor on, not the blackout as managed, momentary absence. Rather,
this is a theatre of darkness, that begins in darkness, where darkness
has agency, force, logic, history, content. The utter dark, here, is the
fundamental inversion of the moral order, of all orders: ‘Light for

some time to come will have to be called darkness’.?



ADS 79 | GENEALOGIES OF DARKNESS

OEDIPUS REX?®

FIGURE 2: OEDIPUS REX, BELVOIR. PHOTOGRAPH: PIA JOHNSON, 2014.
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An empty stage, carpeted, with a panelled office ceiling. Sudden complete
darkness. Light. An old man seated in an oxygen mask, speaking.
Blackout. Light. He has folded himself, his exposed back revealed like
the human meat in a Francis Bacon painting. Blackout. Light. He is
speaking, muttering, exclaiming. Blackout. Light. He 1s contorted again,
recognisable only as selfless flesh. Blackout ... Light. Image ... Blackout
... Light. Image ... Blackout ... Light. He is standing on the chair,
naked, intoning, his underwear worn as a crown ...

The first section of Adena Jacobs’ Oedipus Rex (which is,
perhaps, more readily understood as a version of Oedipus at Colonus)
was a series of images of an old man with his oxygen tank, reciting,
intoning, writhing, suffering. Coming from an initial total darkness,
each image was separated by another absolute blackness.

These blackouts — sudden, unpredictable — married to loud,
enveloping soundscapes, undid the ability to understand the images
sequentially, to generate a comfortable, coherent narrative. Rather,
our Oedipus — and the viewing audience — blinked in and out of
existence, catapulted into light, then back into the void, ‘thrown’, as
Heidegger would have it (geworfen), into the world, then snatched
from it again, a kind of ontological arrythmia. The image/ darkness/
image structure was the correlative of a senile mind unable to form
and hold a cohesive identity, memory and sensory perceptions failing
to amount to an operative mental world.

Yet perhaps this sequence contained, staged, a stronger

proposition, more in line with philosopher Derek Parfit’s radical belief
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that no unique entity, such as a self, unifies a person’s experiences
and dispositions over time."” We are all, always, blinking in and
out, coming and going in disconnected instances of perception, at
best postulating a continuity that can never be grasped, proved or
embraced. Blackout here, then, was existential abyss, understood
in terms of an unstitched temporality ... but received, spatialised
models of knowledge and aesthetics were also engaged.

This troubling understanding of a discontinuous not-quite-
self could also be read as corresponding to a Modernist poetics of
multi-perspectivity. No single point of view, no moment or place of
seeing, no image, is either authoritative, sustaining or sustainable,
and so the object/subject 1s, at best, ‘circled’, grasped as a composite,
assembled from glimpsed fragments — think Wallace Stevens’
T hirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird, or Messiaen’s Vingt Regards
sur Uenfant Jésus. Reality 1s, at best, a sort of convincing collage, a
collection of artefact-perceptions endlessly reordered (by whom?) to
manufacture meaning.

The blackouts were then, perhaps, the spaces between stanzas,
the silences between sounds — but they were also the deep structure
itself, the very point, the dark matter, the fresh, black page. Darkness,
blackout, as the negative ground against which being, image and con-

sciousness flash.
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THE MYSTERIES: GENESIS'"

FIGURE 3: THE MYSTERIES: GENESIS, SYDNEY THEATRE COMPANY.
PHOTOGRAPH: BRETT BOARDMAN, 2009.

Matt Lutton’s section of Sydney Theatre Company’s The Mysteries:
Genesis dealt with Creation and Fall, from the bringing into being
of the universe from a primordial nothingness to the expulsion of
Lucifer, the Light Bringer, to the Garden of Eden and all that came
to pass there. The overall project was a contemporary remaking of
the medieval Mystery Cycles.

The work began with an extended, absolute blackout, out of

which God eventually spoke. A small light faded up to a very low
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level over many minutes to the point where it was just possible to
distinguish, first, mere mass and volume, then forms, in the darkness,
but never the details of those forms. Lucifer was eventually expelled
from this pitch Fundament into the light of the created world.

‘Heaven’ depicted as original Darkness allowed the production
to step around the problem of representing God and so stayed close
to Biblical sources of the creative, indivisible, originating voice/ con-
sciousness prior to Light and Matter. But, most importantly, it staged
a radical theatrical reversal: it positioned darkness as fundamentally
generative of performance, of creation. It is light that comes later,
and 1s, somehow;, ‘fallen’. Darkness is the place of potentiality and the
imaginative; it is source, font, original and originating — the visible,
the illuminated, the seen, 1s somehow less redolent, less compelling,
later, after, post-.

In his finely tuned essay ‘Creating in the Dark: Conceptualiz-
ing Different Darknesses in Contemporary Theatre Practice’,'* Liam
Jarvis starts by addressing Robert Wilson’s axiomatic, ‘Without light,
no space. Without space, no theatre.” Jarvis rightly points out that
Wilson’s insistence on light as the ‘most important element in theatre’
reduces darkness to the position of anti-aesthetic, as negation, residue,
outside the symbolic order. Light is the enabler, the fundamental
ground, generator of representation.

And yet the theatre that I made with Lutton, Kosky and Jacobs
reversed this, positing darkness as the locus of genesis: this theatre

comes, in every way, from darkness, and returns to it. Darkness clears
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cultural, mental and symbolic space, and this ‘negation’, contrary
to Wilson’s thought, allows representation to ground itself. Light in
our theatre 1s always already in a state of transient becoming, or of
imminent departure, fleeting, fading. Consciousness, and its mental
images, decaying on the retina even as they register.

In many ways I would suggest that Jacobs, Kosky, Lutton and
I are reacting to a perceived crisis: the currency of light and image
has been debased. In a screen-saturated hyper-world of brightness
and capitalist dazzle, the theatre can’t compete, nor truly contribute,
despite the over-stimulated reaching of Disney and Broadway. A
theatre like Wilson’s, based on a discourse of luminous spectacle,
must now founder. What the theatre has to offer now, has perhaps
always offered, is its enabling darkness, the possibilities of negation,
the descent, the abyss ... and perhaps an eventual resurfacing, even
a sort of gnosis ...

These initiating darknesses yearn for a reinvigorated
theatrical image-making, emerging from that dark Fundament(al)
clearance, where representation can arrive freed from the light-sat-
urated death spiral of late consumerism. These darknesses contain
both an anxiety and a hope — that theatre may no longer be possible,
and that stripping everything away will allow a renaissance, a
re-birthing. These initiating blackouts rehearse a type of theatrical
via negatiwa, an undoing of the knots of the already (con)figured
world, making a very different sort of ‘space’ where utterance can

have significance again.
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PICNIC AT HANGING ROCK?*"

FIGURE 4: PICNIC AT HANGING ROCK, MALTHOUSE THEATRE.
PHOTOGRAPH: PIA JOHNSON, 2016.

An empty interior space, carpeted, with asymmetric grey wooden
walls. A title screen suspended above. A snap to utter darkness. Loud,
sustained sound. An LED surtitle provides date and place. Lights
snap up. Silence. A line of Victorian schoolgirls has appeared from
the darkness. They speak, individually, in chorus, alternating, giving
the narrative of their picnic excursion to Hanging Rock. Over fifteen
minutes, the lights crossfade into a more Gothic sensibility. Shadows
deepen, colours blanch, the girls start to float in the space, a bundle
of rough sticks, bracken, is revealed looming over the space upstage,

materialising over the walls, pressing. The girls have slowly inched
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further and further downstage, increasing the gathering sense of
urgency and doom. As they reach the moment of narrative climax,
there is sudden loud noise and an instantaneous snap to black. They
are wiped. The world is snatched away. When light is restored, we are
elsewhere, with others, in a different part of the story. They in turn are
snatched, and we are moved elsewhere, else-when. This logic of dis-
apparition will be repeated again and again, as scenes and characters
are swallowed by the darkness — people are removed, repositioned,
changed, re-oriented. The blackouts are brutal, unpredictable, anni-
hilating. Just as Miranda was inexplicably snatched from the Rock,
removed from the world of light and understanding, so each scene is
taken away, each moment savagely voided. Peter Weir’s filmic text of
Picnic at Hanging Rock, drenched in languid Antipodean light, full
of soft, colonial lustre, has become, in this theatrical re-imagining,
an exposition of the always encroaching dark: a continual rehearsal
of erasure. And this dynamic of erasure is a dramatisation of the
Colonial White settler culture’s anxiety, its ever-present fear of oblit-
eration, of being swept away.

Weir’s sublime vistas are rearticulated as a repressed natural
exterior, spoken of but never shown. As Constanza Bergo'* has
noted, the trope of white vanishing in colonial narratives is built on a
perception of the ‘native’ landscape as other, alien, threatening and,
in many ways, beyond the ken of colonial models of discourse. The
settled/stolen landscape is represented and domesticated according

to European artistic models and discursive norms, but this domes-
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tication is never complete, and the subjugated land/other revenges
itself, erupts, bursts through the collective, strained performance
of calm, orderly civility. Children are lost, things disappear, time
slips, the world violently reorients itself ... Affective registers built
on Eurocentric nostalgia or ideas of the ‘picturesque’ are violently
expunged. Miranda is ‘taken’. The world is devoured.

In the stage version, the manifestation of this landscape, which
1s annihilation, the devouring maw;, is sudden darkness, the return of
the repressed, a new inflection of Kurtz’s Congo — “T'he horror, the
horror’.

Lutton’s production was set mostly in interior spaces,
classrooms and Edwardian parlours, and these came to resemble
forts, garrisons, barricades, holding out the darkness of the alien,
haunted land. Islands of light behind imagined glass, floating in a sea
of blackness.

As Bergo observes: ‘Settler colonial landscape is increas-
ingly understood as a spatial project produced by imagined
geographies. This fantasy-scape 1s a separate entity from physical,
occupied landscape; yet it always maintains a relation to it and can
manifest spatially’."”

When characters are ‘outside’ the quality is even more
dream-like and surreal, unhinged, adrift from a sure-footed sense of
shared reality. As Tom Wright has Mrs Appleyard argue, received
European culture, a proper education, is meant — for these inheritors

of Britannia — to offer itself as a bulwark against the non-civilised,
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the heart of darkness, the remnant natives, the country, indeed death,
and even time itself.

To the colonial mind, civilisation is performed in the face of the
threat of annihilating darkness; but the darkness, we understand now,

lies, rather, in the settler culture’s ignorance, hubris, fear and savagery.

FIGURE 5: PICNIC AT HANGING ROCK, MALTHOUSE THEATRE.
PHOTOGRAPH: PTA JOHNSON, 2016.

RECALIBRATION

Lighting designers know that, structurally, to sitin a sustained darkness
re-sensitises the eyes, recalibrates sight and allows a different type of
work that would not otherwise be formally possible. Darkness allows
of a different knowledge, perception and insight. This recalibration

can be considered and understood in wider thematic and cultural
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terms, asking us to think upon the various, sometimes troubling,

places and meanings of darkness in our theatre.

To go in the dark with a light is to know the light.
To know the dark, go dark. Go without sight,
and find that the dark, too, blooms and sings,
and 1s travelled by dark feet and dark wings.
(Wendell Berry, “To Know the Dark’)'®
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