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Small but Wise
Hanna Baltyn
The winners of the Szczecin "Kontra​punkt" 2004 festival were Warsaw and Lublin. Provisiorium won the recognition of the jury, while Unia Teatr Niemożliwy (the Union Impossible Theatre) and its Opcje życia (Life Options) received the Grand Prix of the audience, which is extremely uplifting, almost as much as the original title of the book by Leszek Kołakowski, little-known since it was published some forty years ago: Klucz niebieski albo Opowieści budujące z historii świętej zebrane ku pouczeniu i przestrodze (The Heavenly Key or Uplift​ing Tales from Holy History Collected for the Purpose of Teaching and Warning). For years Marek Chodaczyński, the chairman of Unia, has been interested in those parables. In December 1993, just before Christmas Eve, he staged a joint premiire of five of them - old and new. Apparently, this is just the correct number

to avoid suecumbing to tedium, because even wisdom served in excess becomes boring. In Szczecin the young people -it is they who constitute the audience which votes by attending shows and fill-ing coupons - chose wisdom versus cur-rent politics, a newspaper vision of the world, extreme glumness, pseudo-psy-chological sentimentalism or kitsch (rep-resentatives of all those currents may be found in the "Kontrapunkt" programme). Such a collective, wise decision to opt for the intellect and unhampered albeit disci-plined thought, oceurs rarely.
The tales written by Kołakowski for adults, and containing numerous pro-vocative philosophical morals, have not aged; nor has their source - the Bibie, which although as old as the world is still doing well on the book market. Packaged in the form of an Enlightenment philo​sophical tale, the reflections sound guite
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modern in every political-economic reality. Moreover, they are addressed by a specialist to laymen, and thus in a relaxed, witty and accessible manner promote both philosophy and philosophising as a way of life and a way to deal with life. The book is composed of seventeen stories about assorted heroes, headed by the Lord God. Chodaczyński who, as the very name of his theatre indicates, spe-cialises in impossible ventures, intends to adapt and stage the whole set.
The conception of the spectacle is simple. The lectures are given al a table. Each of the episodes has its own stage design in the form of smali can/ings executed not in theatre workshops, but personally by sculptors. The activity of the actor - this is a one-man show with musi​cal improvisations on the piano - comes down to telling the parable while simultaneously manipulating the figurines, which for Ruth czyli Dialog miłości i chleba (Ruth or the Dialogue of Love and Bread) were made by Ewald Kornek (from Mazuria). The task entrusted to Beata Łuczak, who described how the widów of Helion the Judean abandoned the land of Moab and moved together with her mother-in-law, Naomi to Bethlehem, was to act with four fiat figures made of brass and rows of ordinary bricks which, as the need arose, played the parts of a grave, a bed or bread. Ruth gave herself to Booz in return for bread, and he ultimately married her, which Naomi correctly predicted by not noticing anything culpable in Ruth's deed. There is nothing blame-

worthy, writes the philosopher, in the fact that    someone expresses his gratitude for love with bread. In the parable about The Conflict of the General and the lndividual in Morality Anna Porusiło told the story of Sarah with the help of sand, pcb bies and three stone sculptures by Jacek Müldner-Nieckowski (from Mazovia). From the very beginning the love triangle involving Sarah, Abraham and Hagar does not have any futurę, but it nonetheless heads for a situation as old as the world. Hagar will pay the price of banishment since, as the philosopher declares, in life we often suffer deserved punishment for undeserved superiority. In turn. the harlot Rahab, the heroine of an "espionage-musical-moral-butchery scandal" in the town of Jericho, betrayed her kins-men in the hope of receiving an award. The walls of Jericho, Joshua's spies, the old harlot and the priests blowing their trumpets are magically brought to life by Marcin Rząsa from Zakopane. Here, met-amorphoses are achieved in a fraction of a second. The burnt ruins of the town are simply a tree trunk charred from the middle, whose outer side features carved walls, gates and roofs. The actor, Maciej Dużyński, shows the debauched frolics of the wooden spies behind the door of Rahab's brothel by tapping his fingernail on a tabletop. We find this amusing because not much is needed for visions of orgies to emerge in the imagination of even the most virtuous spectator. What do we takc to heart, and with what sort of a lesson do we leave? "Let us blow
our trumpets, and perhaps some sort of a miracle may happen". Who had ever seen town walls tumbling because of the sound of a few trumpets?


The puppets for Jael czyli Bezdroża bohaterstwa (Jael or the Tracklessness of Heroism) were madę out of clay by Aleksander Kuberski (Pomerania). They are erotically so fascinating (in the fash-ion of the Venus of Villendorf, espe-cially the way secondary sexual features were shown by anonymous artists of the Palaeolithic Age) that they drew attenlion away from the complicated plot of the struggle waged by the Israelites against the Canaanites. The themes are honour, individuality, heroism, and cowardice. The motives of the titular heroinę, who uses a nail to pierce the head of a lover defeated in war, having previously con-fessed her love for him, are known to no one, perhaps with the sole exception of Jehovah. The third morał, worthy of being cited, proclaims: there is no life philoso�phy which a sensible man could not jus-tify convincingly.


The oldest Unia staging was that of the parable about the undeservedly thrashed she-ass belonging to Balaam, which was not mentioned in the title of a tale about objective guilt only because she was an animal and not a person. The dispute between the angel, seen by the ass and invisible to Balaam, takes place on a pastry board (carvings by Grzegorz Durlik from the region of Kielce); the nar�rator (Maciej Dużyński) hides the fig�urines in his pockets. The unpleasant story about unjust pumshment, in which the she-ass is the greatest victim, con-tains a sixth morał: "Such is life". This should have been the title of the whole spectacle, much better and wiser than Life Options which I regard as excep-tionally hopeless and forgettable. Wiser - since it is always worth feeling wiser, and there is nothing morę sensible than referring to personal experiences in dif-ficult situations. I vote a hearty YES in favour of such an intellectual and, at the same time, thoroughly sensual theatre. Quite possibly it goes against the stream. Or perhaps it stands quite still, with stoic wisdom at its disposal.




















Opcje życia (Life Options) atter Leszek Kołakowski. Direction Marek Chodaczyński Unia Teatr Niemoż�liwy. Warszawa. Presented at the "Kontrapunkt" festival in Szczecin, April 2004.








