THANK YOU
Thank you for supporting the 2010 Perth Festival Education Program and providing
your lucky students with a Festival experience. We are very pleased to be able to
offer you this resource pack in conjunction with your attendance of The Society.
This document is designed to support you in the role of facilitating learning and
organising Festival excursions. It is highly recommended that students know some
background information about the performance before they attend.
Should you have any feedback or queries, please contact me on 6488 8636 or at
schools@perthfestival.com.au. You will also find up-to-date information on our
website perthfestival.com.au/schools.
I look forward to hearing from you soon and truly hope you and your students have
an unforgettable Festival.
Kind regards,

Mandy Hawkhead
Perth Festival Education Officer
PS Don’t miss Jo Strømgren Kompani present a lecture and debate exploring
working methods and artistic principles of repertory extracts on Friday 19 February,
12.30–3pm at $5 per head. For more details call 6488 8636 or visit
perthfestival.com.au/en/Schools/education-workshops/.
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INFORMATION
ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE
VENUE Octagon Theatre, UWA
DURATION 1hr no interval
THEMES Patriotism, individualism, elitism, racism
SUITABILITY Year 11–12 Drama and Dance
COMPANY Jo Strømgren Kompani
ARTISTIC DIRECTOR Jo Strømgren
PRESENTED BY Perth International Arts Festival

SYNOPSIS
Somewhere in Central Europe, a society of sworn coffee drinkers gathers for the
daily ritual. However the harmony is broken by a horrific incident – the discovery of a
teabag. As the investigation unfolds, the questions become more and more
complicated. Do they have a domestic traitor among them or is the teabag a symbol
of a much larger and global conspiracy?

NONSENSICAL LANGUAGE
This performance features nonsensical language. Jo Strømgren Kompani has
created its own international niche through its long-term research on abstract text.
Each production involves a completely new linguistic alias, inspired by a specific
culture or region. The Company policy is to stimulate associative interpretations
instead of forcing any particular options upon the audience. Worldwide success in 50
countries has proven this nonsensical language manifesto to be more than just a
temporary funny idea. For all audiences: the performers do not even know
themselves what is being said on stage. So please do not panic.

THE COMPANY’S PHILOSOPHY
A general pessimistic view of the world is the foundation of the company. Humanistic
values and common sense seem to be disintegrating, both globally and domestically.
The company is however well aware of theatre being a microscopic player in
universal contexts, with virtually no significant influence on any larger matters. But
the idea of making a contribution for the better is as valid as ever, if ever so marginal.
The company therefore humbly defines its ambition as a fart-in-the-universe quest to
pinpoint utterly sad human behaviour.

As residents of a rather small country, the company sees no point in communicating
to only a local segment representing a large share of common viewpoints and
opinions. The company is therefore dedicated to a global arena and determined to
exploit tensions within international diversities.

The artistic ambition has always been to present intriguing contexts. Provocation
most often leads to rejection and cuddling leads nowhere, but in between there are
many ways of tricking people to see, admit and reflect upon uncomfortable and
important issues. Universal communication across borders can often be seen as a
utopian cliché, but the attempt and the possible achievement do not necessarily have
to involve an artistic compromise. Geographical and cultural competence is
necessary, as well as an intelligent approach to chosen subjects of scrutiny. Sharp
edges can even become sharper if the inter-cultural effort is taken seriously. The
company’s success in 50 countries with controversial performances has proven this
ambition to be legitimate.

The company does not follow a defined method, but seeks to assimilate existing
techniques of storytelling and melt this together in a particular style where the
personal viewpoint is given maximum priority. Message is more important than form.
However, the company is dedicated to exploring new techniques absent in general
theatre. As a consequence, the particular research on abstract languages has
become somewhat of a company trademark.

The profile is of an independent company. The principle of being small but efficient is
important. Likewise to maintain flexibility, ability to surprise and not to forget the
everlasting question of taking artistic risks. Increasing credibility and status in the
international arena has given the company many a chance to become an institutional
body. The negative sides of such firm and conventional establishment have however
been rejected. Independency does not however imply any lack of professionalism
and competence. Rather the contrary.
http://jskompani.no/eng/pages/8-philosophy

ABOUT JO STRØMGREN KOMPANI
Jo Strømgren Kompani
was founded in 1998.
Based in Bergen Norway, it
has grown to become one
of the most established
independent theatre groups
in Scandinavia. Aside from
specialising in nonsensical
text, their style is
characterised by a
particular mix of dance and
theatre, often accompanied
by puppetry, film and live
music. The company
presents about 100 shows
in ten to 20 countries
annually and performs in
both large national theatres
and alternative indoor

ABOUT JO STRØMGREN
CHOREOGRAPHER, THEATRE DIRECTOR, PLAYWRIGHT
Jo was born in Trondheim, Norway, in 1970. He fulfilled
the cliché of a Norwegian childhood with a close
relationship to wilderness, indoctrination in social
democracic values and traumatisation from violent troll
fairytales. Apart from this traditional background, he was
forced to spend many years in tropical areas due to his
parents’ occupation. This early mix of local identity and
globetrotter confusion has been relevant in his professional

jskompani.no/eng/pages/6-company

work, both in themes, variation of genres and perhaps especially in
his interest in different languages.
After graduation, he was drawn by two alternative studies – chemical engineering at
a polytechnical college and Russian language with the Norwegian military. A stray
application to the National College of Ballet in Oslo was accepted, however, so he
made an impulsive choice.
Due to skepticism towards academic methods and extreme absence, he never
managed to graduate neither in classical ballet nor choreography. He nevertheless
initiated a fruitful career as a dancer which later led him to choreography and theatre
direction. Literary ambitions evolved and he soon had a steady career in playwriting.
Although these three artforms are defined as his main occupations, he has also been
developing a particular style of set design and lighting design. Involvement in filmmaking, both in front of and behind the camera, is also worth a mention. The multidisciplinary character of his work however should be seen as nothing more than a
natural interest in the overall process of storytelling.
As an Artistic Director of Jo Strømgren Kompani (founded in 1998), he has
developed a significant personal style with a mix of theatre, dance, puppets, film and
live music – wrapped in a nonsensical language frame.

As a choreographer he has been commissioned by a wide range of companies, from
classical to contemporary. As a theatre director he has predominantly worked with
national and municipal theatres in Scandinavia and with plays by Henrik Ibsen. In the
role of playwright he has written a long list of works for theatre and scripts for film. He
is a member of Writer’s Guild of Norway.
http://jostromgren.com/eng/pages/29-about

AUDIENCE ETIQUETTE
It is very important that you know something about audience etiquette before you attend a
Festival event. You will be attending performances with the general public who, just like you,
want to enjoy the performance without distractions. Test yourself by filling in the gaps below:

•

Make sure p_________ are switched off.

•

No use of c_________.

•

No t_________ or m_________ around during the performance as this distracts other
audience members

•

Make sure you go to the t_________ before the show or at interval (if there is an interval)

•

Don’t rustle the program or make unnecessary n_________ during the performance

•

No e_________ or d_________

•

Pay a_________ at all times. Imagine how the performers would feel if they looked up and
saw audience members looking elsewhere or even sleeping!

•

Applaud at a_________ times

•

Don’t s_________ along, c_________, or t_________ your feet in musical performances.
This distracts other audience members.

•

Make sure you d_________ in an appropriate way for the performance, the venue and the
time.

•

Follow your t_________ instructions at all times. They have put in a lot of effort to take
you to the event so make sure you show them that you appreciate this through your
behaviour and your thanks.

•

Go to the performance with an o_________ m_________ and a p_________
a_________. Even if you have never enjoyed this type of performance in the past, if you
try hard enough you will definitely be able to find at least one part of the event that you
appreciate.
And the golden rule of audience etiquette is, do not to do anything that makes people
notice ___________ instead of the performance.

MEDIA

October 17, 2008
DANCE REVIEW | JO STROMGREN
Highly Caffeinated Dancers With Aversions (Gasp) to Tea
By GIA KOURLAS

Ideas percolate like pots of steaming, delicious coffee in “The Society,” a work by the
Norwegian choreographer and director Jo Stromgren. Three men — die-hard
consumers of that beverage — lose their equilibrium when a tea bag mysteriously
appears. What ensues is a caffeine-induced nightmare in which the performers,
moving with jittery precision and speaking largely in gibberish, become both the
accusers and the accused.
“The Society”, performed on Wednesday night at Abrons Arts Center (in a copresentation with Performance Space 122), expertly straddles the fragile line
between humor and horror. The production features dream-sequence passages of
dancing in which the performers forgo their rigid characterizations to dust the floor in
floating, orgasmic unison; comedic touches worthy of Peter Sellers; and a witty
stream of nonsensical language.
As a program note points out: “For all audiences: the performers do not even know
themselves what is being said onstage. So please do not panic.” It’s like hearing a
conversation through the ears of your pet; inflection helps the meaning seep through.
The setting is Central Europe, where the three men — Bartek Kaminski, John
Fjelnseth Brungot and Trond Fausa Aurvag — relish their cafe existence. The
discovery of the tea bag shatters that fantasy. With increasing agitation, indicating
they have drunk one cup too many, the performers resort to burning and
electrocuting one another in a quest to get to the bottom of who the enemy is.
Mr. Stromgren’s torture chamber, which includes a wooden counter with pigeonholes
for rows of white cups and saucers, becomes a setting for even more outlandish
behavior when a pair of red chopsticks is found. The pseudosophisticated European
sensibility undergoes a Chinese invasion, and Mr. Stromgren holds little back in his
razor-sharp depiction of Asian stereotypes.
Martial arts, karaoke and the Communist worker all have a place in “The Society,” in
which mistrust gives way to stupidity and, finally, senseless brutality. It’s a microcosm
of the world at large, and it doesn’t take a shot of espresso to understand that fear is
the scariest thing out there.

Dance

OtherShore and Jo Strømgren Kompani—Two Kinds of Daring
By Deborah Jowitt
Wednesday, October 22nd 2008 at 1:48pm

I saw members of Norway’s Jo Strømgren Kompani perform Strømgren’s There at
Jacob’s Pillow in 2003 and have always wanted to see more of Strømgren’s work.
Five years was way too long to wait, but I’m grateful to Performance Space 122 for
presenting the company now. Like the earlier work, The Society, which premiered in
Beirut last spring, has an-all male cast. It’s brilliant. It eats into your conscience,
makes you laugh while you’re horrified, and edges the everyday world so far into
fantasy that you doubt it can return. Nightmare has become the new reality.
The three superb performers play members of an elite coffee drinkers’
society—maybe the only members. As the piece begins, they’re awaiting the right
moment to brew a pot: Trond Fausa Aurvåg meticulously polishes the cups—each in
its own cubicle in a large chest that almost spans the stage. John Fjelnseth Brungot
paces and consults his watch. The head guy, Bartek Kaminski, sits in an armchair
with his head in his hands. Connoisseurs, they almost swoon at the first taste and try
to guess its provenance. When Charles Aznavour’s “Esperanza” magically comes on
over their radio, they break spontaneously into the first of several wonderful dance
passages that have the look of music hall numbers refashioned by faulty memories
and amateur aspirations.
As is usual in Strømgren’s works, the performers speak a specially designed
gibberish. This time it’s French gibberish (although Aurvåg, when receiving phone
calls from the society’s supplier, speaks an atrocious French-accented English
reminiscent of British comedian Peter Sellers). You don’t know exactly what is being
said (neither do the performers), but, on another level, you do.
When a tea bag is discovered in a cup (the men handle it as if it were a dead
mouse), they’re convinced that one of them is a spy, a traitor. Political analogies
begin to leak from the goings-on. Those on the other end of the phone line clearly
have a Big-Brother authority. Torture is permissible; two of the guys practically
request it to clear their names (I never thought I could laugh even while writhing, at
the wacky, but agonizing procedures they devise). Uh-oh. Traces of Chinese culture
appear: a photo pasted on the bottom of a drawer, chopsticks hidden behind cups.
The men try to laugh it off with crude and hilarious Chinese impersonations. Aurvåg
is clearly the turncoat (to us, anyway; he tells his buddies he learned to handle
chopsticks—which he does with dazzle—from Jackie Chan movies). Nevertheless,

the men affirm their commitment to coffee; coffee drinking denotes manliness,
patriotism! But the society is beginning to crumble from within.
A war seems to be happening outside the window, and the men’s behavior becomes
stranger and stranger. Throwing furniture out, spouting improbable dialogue,
breaking into dance, lip-synching Aznavour’s songs, they become crazed,
disheveled, punitive; yet they always return to a relaxed “this is nothing, we’re doing
fine” sort of camaraderie. When the situation reaches its most bizarre stage of
disintegration, they reappear wearing black wigs and Chinese peasant outfits,
moving tough and talking Chinese gibberish (perhaps hoping to fit in to whatever new
regime is lurking). Aurvåg tries in vain to remind them how to pronounce French
gibberish. In the end, Brungot and Kaminski, in their new “Chinese’ identities, are
about to take their first taste of coffee, while Aurvåg warns them not to. Lights within
the cups spookily illuminate their faces. Blackout.
The Society went over in Lebanon). I wish I could convey the many excruciatingly
funny moments that also send off alarms in our heads. And how to explain how
marvelous these performers are? We laugh at Strømgren’s bumbling Everymen,
ache for them, become exasperated with them, fall in love with them.

EXCURSION DOCUMENTATION
Please contact the Education Officer for further information

PURPOSE OF THE EXCURSION
• To view a performance of The Society as part of the Perth International Arts
Festival 2009. This has links to the Dance and Drama learning areas of the
Curriculum Framework.
ENVIRONMENT
• Venue: Octagon Theatre, The University of Western Australia.
• The venue has wheelchair access via a lift located inside the foyer.
• Please contact the venue for specific information: theatres.uwa.edu.au/ .

TRANSPORT
• Transport arrangements are the responsibility of the school.
• For public transport options contact Transperth www.transperth.wa.gov.au.
• Buses should enter the University from Winthrop Avenue, turn left and follow the
inner ring road east until the bus bays are reached (east of the tennis courts). If
these bays are at full, buses can proceed to Car Park 23 (Boatshed), Synergy
Parkland May Drive in Kings Park or Nelson Crescent near the WACA and wait to
return to the bus bays for pick up.
• Schools are advised to allow adequate time for travelling to the venue and to arrive
30 minutes before the performance commences. Latecomers will not be admitted
until an appropriate break in the performance.

STUDENTS
• This performance is suitable for Upper Secondary students. It contains Curriculum
Framework links to Dance and Drama.
• Students will be involved in viewing a performance that is one hour with no interval.
• If you are bringing students with special needs or intensive health care needs please
contact the venue to ensure that the venue is suitable.

SUPERVISOR / SUPERVISORY TEAM
• It is the responsibility of the school to develop a supervisory team that meets their
specific requirements in line with the recommendations for supervision below.
• Perth International Arts Festival, performers and venue staff may lead, demonstrate,
perform and present activities but will not undertake any role in a supervisory
context.

EXTERNAL PROVIDOR INFORMATION
• The Perth International Arts Festival presents The Society as part of the 2010
program.
• The Festival has a public liability insurance policy for $20 million.

SUPERVISOR STRATEGIES
• It is the responsibility of the school to develop a supervisory team that meets their
specific requirements in line with the recommendations for supervision below.
• Perth International Arts Festival, performers and venue staff may lead, demonstrate,
perform and present activities but will not undertake any role in a supervisory
context.

IDENTIFICATION OF EXCURSION PARTICIPANTS
• This is the responsibility of schools.
• School uniform or some form of easily identifiable item for each student is an option
which may be considered by schools.
COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES
• The contact phone number for the Octagon Theatre is 6488 2691.
• The contact phone number for the Perth International Arts Festival is 6488 2000.

EMERGENCY RESPONSE PLAN
• For information on venue emergency response planning please see the document
provided by University Theatres included in this pack. If more information is
required, please contact the venue directly: theatres.uwa.edu.au/.

BRIEFING STUDENTS AND SUPERVISORS
• Comprehensive Audience Etiquette Guidelines are contained in this pack.
•

It is the school’s responsibility to brief students on excursion arrangements and
performance etiquette prior to attending.

• Please arrive half an hour before the show is due to commence.
• Should there be any questions and to clarify excursion arrangements, teachers are
encouraged to contact the Education Officer on 6488 8636.
OTHER RELEVANT DETAILS
• This performance contains coarse language. This warning is present in both the
Education Program Brochure and the Education Section of the Perth Festival
website.

This information is valid from 5 February to 1 March 2010

OCTAGON THEATRE
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Bar/Other Seller

Front of House Manager
Lock cash in till. Assist
FOHM.

Stand-by


Place all staff on stand-by immediately a
potential danger is identified.
 Contact Security on 2222 and advise them
of situation.

STAGE

Evacuation


5

3

1

4

2

FOYER

Standing inside auditorium say,
“This way please Ladies and
Gentlemen” in a calm and relaxed
manner.
Encourage patrons to go to
Assembly Area (Riley Oval).
When auditorium clear – follow audience
out of building by closest exit.
Close doors and remain there until
collected by Front of House Manager.
No patrons are to return to venue unless
otherwise instructed by Front of House
Manager.

Instruct theatre technician to make
evacuation announcement (not necessary if
auto evacuation signal is sounding).
 Advise all staff to proceed with evacuation.
 Maintain phone contact with Security.
 Monitor progress of evacuation.
 Advise Security/Emergency Services of
situation upon arrival.
 Check auditorium is clear and all doors
closed.
 Ensure toilets are cleared.
 Collect all staff from their exit doors and
ensure they are accounted for.
 Go to assembly area (Riley Oval) and
advise patrons of situation.
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