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Excavation: the imaginary archaeology
of redevelopment

Vaulx-en-Velin, May 2012. I have reached the end of the line. I alight
from the subway train at Vaulx-en-Velin La Soie, the ‘multimodal’
transit hub that since October 2007 has connected this far-flung eastern
banlieue to Lyon city centre. Diffuse light from frosted skylights bathes
the underground platform in a soft glow. Warm-toned woods and
evenly spaced palm trees set this station apart from the older, workaday
concrete models I left behind in Lyon and Villeurbanne. In the years
following this visit the redeveloped neighbourhood above will come
to match the station’s contemporary aesthetic, but in 2012 the station
stands in stark contrast to the vast expanses of asphalt that come into
view as I ascend the stairs to ground level. I have the impression that
I have left a model home and wandered into a surrounding construction site, or that I have stepped off a polished stage set and entered the
scene shop. I am walking through a work in progress: the Carré de Soie
(Silk Square) redevelopment project, an initiative of the Greater Lyon
metropolitan area. The Carré de Soie encompasses the Villeurbanne
neighbourhoods east of Boulevard Laurent Bonnevay and the Vaulxen-Velin neighbourhoods south of the Canal de Jonage. Initiated in
2004, the project reimagines this disparate collection of brownfields and
social housing as the eastern centre of leisure and business for a growing
European agglomeration.
KompleXKapharnaüM, the street theatre company discussed in
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this chapter, is based in a former metal parts factory on rue Francia, a
short walk past the city limits in Vaulx-en-Velin’s western neighbour
Villeurbanne but within the boundaries of the Carré de Soie.1 In the
mid-twentieth century the workers in this small metal shop, then owned
by limited liability company DELMA, produced parts for the complex
machinery of local synthetic textile factories. Like other small mechanical and metallurgical enterprises in the area, DELMA persisted after
the 1980 closure of the city’s largest rayon factory by producing metal
parts for healthier industries. DELMA finally closed in 1995, the year
KompleXKapharnaüM was founded. The theatre company has occupied
the workshop since 2002. KompleX has dubbed the space EnCourS (In
Progress), a fitting name for a site in which the company develops its
own multimedia performances and hosts visiting companies for residencies of up to several months. The company has expanded its workspace to include the neighbouring derelict glass workshop, La Vitrerie.
The former glass workshop and former metal parts factory open onto a
small courtyard in which members of KompleXKapharnaüM and their
guest artists-in-residence share lunch each day.
KompleXKapharnaüM call themselves ‘21st century archaeologists.’2
The company’s production process typically involves archival research
and ethnographic interviews about the history of a neighbourhood or
building. In performance, company members project these primary
materials onto the exterior walls of the neighbourhood or building in
question. This chapter takes up two of KompleX’s artistic interventions
into industrial space, PlayRec (2006–08) and SPP (short for Sentier
Pédestre Périphérique (Peripheral Pedestrian Path), 2011–12). For
PlayRec, a touring production, KompleX developed site-specific performances that engaged with derelict or converted industrial sites throughout Europe. One such site was the Cusset hydroelectric plant a few blocks
from the company’s workshop in Villeurbanne. KompleXKapharnaüM
developed and staged a performance there in June 2007, just before
major construction began for the Carré de Soie redevelopment. Four
years after the Cusset version of PlayRec, KompleXKapharnaüM began
SPP, a series of local performances by KompleX and visiting companies
that marked the first phase of KompleX’s ongoing engagement with the
Carré de Soie project. These two productions present a rare opportunity
to observe how a theatre company engages with a working-class, industrial neighbourhood immediately before and during redevelopment.
PlayRec and SPP restage the excavation of the industrial past.
Archaeologists recognize excavation as both destructive and creative.
Anxiety about the destructive nature of archaeological work pervaded
the field’s scholarly discourse throughout the twentieth century.
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Archaeologist Gavin Lucas identifies ‘a critical paradox of intrusive
fieldwork, that in order to understand something, we have to destroy
that very thing in the process. Excavation therefore comes to possess
a double meaning, as the recovery and understanding of archaeological remains and, at the same time, the destruction of the context and
integrity of those remains.’3 Excavation might damage the very artefacts archaeologists would hope to unearth or forcibly remove those
artefacts from the surroundings that would make them intelligible. But
the physical removal of layers of sediment also allows for the accumulation of layers of meaning. Michael Shanks refers to ‘the construction of
archaeological knowledge’ as a ‘creative event.’4 In his collaborations
with theatre scholar-practitioner Mike Pearson and with fellow archaeologist Randall McGuire, Shanks argues for a ‘performative model of
the construction of archaeological knowledge.’5 Rather than simply
discovering or unearthing something called ‘the past,’ the archaeologist
engages in ‘a practice of cultural production,’ making something new by
recontextualizing material residues. (Thus excavation shifts from decontextualization to recontextualization.) From this relocated matter the
archaeologist constructs ‘a meaning, a narrative, an image’ that ‘stands
for the past in the present.’6 To excavate is to hollow out, but meaning
and narrative are fabricated (rather than found) within the void.
PlayRec and SPP offer two models of theatrical archaeology, both
of which play on the constructedness of urban and industrial memory
while remaining faithful to a materialist metanarrative. By this I mean
that the theatrical revelation of memory’s constructedness – or even the
theatrical re-enactment of memory’s construction – does not presume
radical polyvocality; it neither dispenses with material reality nor
ignores the power dynamics that determine which memories circulate
with greater or lesser ease. Here I echo Randall McGuire’s critique of
post-processualist archaeology:
Divorced from any theoretical metanarrative that would provide insight
into the relevance of competing knowledge claims, post-processualist
archaeology is devoid of the power to contest interpretations that uphold
existing conditions. […] Multivocality has the danger of denying or
masking the power of the powerful. We must be able to judge some voices
as pernicious.7

Without falling prey to positivism, KompleXKapharnaüM retains the
right to identify certain memorial constructions as more distorted
than others, or at least distorted to serve particular political and economic purposes. KompleX’s archaeological experiments demonstrate
the power dynamics at work in the creation of knowledge, narratives,
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and images of the past. PlayRec deployed montage and distancing
techniques in an attempt to generate theatricality, a sympathetic breach
with social processes – in this case, the social processes that construct
official memory.8 By contrast, SPP operated via what Amber Day has
called ‘ironic authenticity,’ a kind of parody that does not remove audiences from the sphere of politics but actually practices engagement.9
Ultimately the divergent production processes, performance aesthetics,
and audience experiences of PlayRec and SPP point to the unique artistic
and rhetorical tactics that become necessary when a theatre company
embeds its work in an ongoing redevelopment project.

PlayRec: memory made strange
With PlayRec, KompleX sought to commemorate working-class and
industrial heritage by creating site-specific performances on and around
derelict factory spaces. In each performance the company explored not
only the history of each industrial site, but also how local residents
remembered and transmitted industrial heritage. The production’s title,
PlayRec – derived from the ‘play’ and ‘record’ buttons on a video or
voice recorder – implied a double, folded temporality: a linear progression from start to finish but also, simultaneously, the documentation of
that progression for future use. PlayRec consisted of the documentation
of performance and the performance of documentation. According
to press materials prepared by the company, PlayRec performers constructed ‘[a] version of history that disregard[ed] the “grand narrative”
to focus on the wealth of individual recollections.’10 I offer a friendly
amendment by suggesting that PlayRec did not disregard the grand
narrative so much as challenge its hegemony and even stage its conditions of production. PlayRec posed the question, ‘What do we keep of
yesterday to build tomorrow?’11 KompleX’s project was not simply to
oppose impersonal historical narrative to personal testimony; rather, the
company’s production process and aesthetic choices re-enacted for the
audience how individual experiences are taken up and put to cultural
use.
Crucial to this project is the distinction among individual memory,
official memory, and collective memory. Pierre Duforeau, co-artistic
director of KompleXKapharnaüM, identifies only two kinds of memory,
‘that called official [memory] and then personal memories [souvenirs].
[…] For PlayRec, we want to confront the two types of memory […]
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We claim the notion of anecdotes, tales, and fables, which are also
modes of transmission of memory [mémoire].’12 The distinction between
mémoire and souvenir resurfaces in both the reception of PlayRec and the
French scholarly literature on urban redevelopment and industrial heritage. La mémoire (as opposed to the masculine indefinite un mémoire, a
memoir) refers to memory in the abstract – I have a good memory – or
the unquantifiable totality of individual memories, souvenirs. Mémoire is
always singular, whereas one might speak of a single souvenir or a collection of specific souvenirs. My mémoire is the sum total of recollections
throughout my life. As part of that mémoire, I have numerous souvenirs
of clearly delimited events, e.g. road trips, first dates, weddings, funerals.
As in the Anglophone world, a souvenir also refers to a material object,
e.g. a seashell or snow globe. Interaction with this material object in the
present produces a connection between present and past, between the
here and now and a spatio-temporal elsewhere/when. Souvenirs do not
evoke the past as lived; rather, they interact with human subjects to create
a third temporality in the present moment. I harp on the distinction
between mémoire and souvenir – and on souvenir’s materiality – because
Duforeau suggests that souvenirs persist as mémoire fades or is altered.
‘We perceive that bits of la mémoire are totally swept away even though
the souvenirs are still quite real.’13 In the literature on industrial heritage
and urban redevelopment, souvenirs refer to individuals’ experiences
of a site, whereas mémoire refers to the memory of the site itself. The
memory of a site is subject to political whim. Individual souvenirs, too,
are political, but they are not as easily changed by a facelift and a public
relations campaign. The project of PlayRec is to piece together souvenirs to reconstruct – both in the sense of building again and building
differently – a mémoire that is collective without being official, processual
rather than fixed. The souvenirs at play are the individual testimonies of
former factory workers and the materiality of each specific site.
All of KompleXKapharnaüM’s performances are site-specific; the
company’s ‘tours’ involve extensive residencies in the host communities. Thus what they tour is not a completed cultural product but rather
a set of methods and methodologies. These too remain open to change:
‘This approach differs from a sociological or historical approach based
on a particular methodology. It is more of a sensitive approach whereby
the artists attempt to remain open and responsive to their environment.’14 Of course, sociologists and historians too (should) allow the
fieldwork or archival environment to shape their research methodologies. Despite the stated contrast to a ‘sociological or historical approach,’
what the company describes here is simply sound research practice.
If some contemporary theatre scholars engage in performance as
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research, KompleX’s multidisciplinary artistic team engage in research
as performance.
To create each site-specific iteration of PlayRec required four phases:
preliminary investigation, residency, rehearsal, and rendition. First,
the company identified a former industrial site emblematic of its host
community. Usually this was a derelict factory building slated for
repurposing or demolition, though occasionally the company selected
an operational industrial site that had undergone dramatic change
such as automation. Practical limitations included structural integrity
and age. The company required 1) a structurally sound building and
2) living former factory workers who could provide written, oral, and/
or video testimony. Second, the team resided in the host community
for several weeks as its members gathered the materials for the performance. These included historical and contemporary photographs of the
site, archival documents and ephemera, and testimony from the factory’s former employees. Company members researched employment
records, studied neighbourhood demographics, posted public flyers,
placed advertisements in local papers, and went door to door to find
people who had worked in the factory and witnessed its demise. From
this research, KompleXKapharnaüM chose one former factory worker
whose narrative would serve as the through-line of the performance. As
co-artistic director Stéphane Bonnard recounted in our 2010 interview:
We always looked for a first time storyteller, someone who had never told
his or her story about the industry or the factory or the site. There’s always
that one person that everyone sends you to – oh, you want info on that
factory, talk to so and so – […] the keeper of all official memories. We
didn’t want to talk to that guy.15

KompleX also contacted local associations, community centres, and
squatters’ groups to gather information about the local socioeconomic
landscape. The company always enlisted the help of a local team to
navigate permissions and translate where necessary. Throughout the
residency, company members maintained a logbook describing their
production process, their encounters with interviewees, and their explorations of the city. Third, following this residency period, rehearsals
began. Company members shaped a coherent narrative from the materials they had gathered over the course of the residency. ‘It is a period
during which the documentary material is exchanged, shared, acted out,
interpreted and finally transposed into the fictional world of the intervention.’16 The company shared its original text with the primary witness
from each location; because the testimony of the primary witness acted
as the through-line for the performance, he or she had veto power over
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KompleX’s final script. Fourth and finally, KompleX staged the theatrical event three times for an audience of approximately 500 people each
night.
KompleX conceived and performed eight iterations of PlayRec
from 2006 to 2008: at Estacion Esperanza, a derelict train station in
Valladolid, Spain, for the Festival Internacional de Teatro y Artes de
Calle (May 2006); at Les Etablissements Cosserat, a former textile
factory in Amiens, for the city’s Fête dans la Ville (June 2006); at Les
Sucreries de Bourgogne, a former sugar refinery in Chalon-sur-Saône,
for the renowned Chalon dans la Rue street theatre festival (July 2006);
at Reininghaus, a former brewery in Graz, Austria, for the Strada festival
(August 2006); at the Trafalgar Street Arches, former site of the famous
Isetta ‘Bubble car’ factory in Brighton, for the Streets of Brighton festival
(May 2007); at the Usine Hydroélectrique de Cusset, an active hydroelectric plant in the company’s home town of Villeurbanne, for the festival
Les Invites (June 2007); at Zajezdnia Gajowa, a tramway maintenance
shop in Poznan, Poland, for the Malta festival (June 2007); and finally
at La Condition Publique, a former wool treatment plant in Roubaix,
for the festival Pile au Rendez-Vous (May 2008). As this itinerary indicates, KompleXKapharnaüM was invited to perform not by municipal
governments but by the organizers of arts or cultural festivals. All eight
performances occurred during the European summer festival season
between May and August. This meant that in 2006 and 2007, KompleX
was working on multiple iterations of PlayRec simultaneously. The residency in Poznan, for instance, occurred between the Brighton residency
and the Brighton performances. Post-residency rehearsals took place at
EnCourS in Villeurbanne or at one of France’s numerous street theatre
production centres, which also provided additional funding.
In what follows I offer a performance analysis of KompleX’s 2007
staging of PlayRec at the Usine Hydroélectrique de Cusset. The Cusset
hydroelectric plant stretches across the Canal de Jonage separating
northern Vaulx-en-Velin from the easternmost neighbourhoods of
Villeurbanne, and thus falls under the purview of the Carré de Soie
redevelopment project. At the time of the PlayRec performance in June
2007, Greater Lyon had already selected developer Altarea’s proposal
for the construction of the Carré de Soie shopping and recreation centre
(discussed in more detail below), though construction would not begin
until September 2007. The new transit hub and metro extension linking
the Carré de Soie to central Lyon would open in October 2007. No other
projects had broken ground, but Greater Lyon had chosen architect and
urban planner Bruno Dumetier to oversee the area’s overall redevelopment in 2004; thus, proposals for various plots of the Carré de Soie
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had been circulating for some time. Spectators attending the PlayRec
performance at Cusset would be likely to have seen these proposals as
they were widely disseminated and debated in the local and regional
press. These conditions of reception are crucial for the analysis I propose
below. As with all iterations of PlayRec, the 2007 Cusset performance
explicitly thematized the surrounding neighbourhood. In the case of
Cusset, that surrounding neighbourhood was about to change dramatically, even if the exact nature of the change remained uncertain.
The performance consisted of an assembly period, a prologue, and
two distinct acts separated by a brief acrobatic interlude. For the duration of the performance, the audience stood between the façade of
the hydroelectric plant and the makeshift light and sound booths of
KompleX’s technicians. These booths were actually bricolage machines
cobbled together from various ordinary objects. As one review notes,
‘Yesterday’s tools carry within them [portent en eux] the most sophisticated apparatuses. The video projector is concealed in a machine full
of rust.’17 The interplay of mechanical and digital technologies, which
would become a major feature of the performance, was already apparent during the assembly period. As the audience gathered, Stéphane
Bonnard stood before a stand microphone on a platform in front of the
hydroelectric plant. He held his script (loose, creased printouts) and a
battery-powered clip light by which to read. It was night; apart from
the reading lamp and the red work lights of the technicians positioned
behind the audience, the only light came from a projection on the wall
of the hydroelectric plant behind Bonnard, video footage of birds on the
Canal de Jonage. This projection provided the assembly period’s only
soundtrack: the ambient sounds of the birds’ calls and wind passing
through rushes.
Once all of the spectators stood in a group in front of Bonnard and
the plant, Bonnard spoke into the microphone to cue the technicians
and begin the prologue: ‘We begin with some images of Jérôme, a bit of
history.’ The projected footage of the canal was momentarily replaced
by a software window as the projectionist switched to another video.
KompleX did not hide the tools of their trade. The many videos projected and mixed during PlayRec were not cued to seamlessly follow one
another; the projectionist had to close one video, offering the assembled
spectators a brief glance at the company’s video editing software, and
select the next video to play. Bonnard did not typically look behind
him to see what was being projected, though several times he openly
looked to his colleagues in the dark behind the audience for confirmation that he could proceed with his spoken text. At times he even asked,
‘We’re good?’ before continuing. Bonnard spoke in a measured, slow,
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informal style and was not afraid to stop and correct himself, giving the
impression that his text was half-read, half-improvised from notes.
The projectionist selected and played a video in which Bonnard
interviewed a man, presumably Jérôme (his last name was not given),
standing in view of the hydroelectric plant in daylight. Bonnard said
to Jérôme, ‘So, the Grand History of Les Forces Motrices du Rhône [the
electric company based in the Cusset hydroelectric plant].’ Jérôme then
explained the history and function of the factory when it was first built
in 1894, concluding, ‘the electrification of Lyon came from here.’ This
brief projected conversation between Bonnard and Jérôme functioned
as a foil for the rest of the performance, as an official and widely circulated narrative to be complicated and nuanced by subsequent individual
testimony. This first projected interview also placed the audience in the
same position as KompleXKapharnaüM company members at the start
of their research process.
After the interview, Present Bonnard (whom for the sake of clarity
I distinguish from the Projected Bonnard of the pre-recorded video
footage) began the first act by announcing to the audience, ‘We are called
KompleXKapharnaüM, and we are preparing a show on the history of
the Cusset hydroelectric plant, at least, a certain history, between what
we keep, what we forget, what we sanctify, what we toss … certainly a
slightly partisan history.’ Of course, when Present Bonnard read these
words aloud in performance, the company was no longer ‘preparing’ the
show; it was performing it. As a theatrical event, PlayRec conjugated the
past into the present tense. The company’s production schedule – with
residencies and rehearsals from autumn to spring, performances during
the summer – ensured that each performance was a return to the derelict
site rather than an initial encounter. KompleXKapharnaüM positioned
themselves alongside their witnesses as the performance occasioned a
revisit to an abandoned or transformed space.
Present Bonnard explained to the audience that the company created
a flyer to solicit testimony from former employees of the plant. The
projectionist switched to video footage of Projected Bonnard taping
flyers to various local buildings. Some of this footage was recorded and
edited for comic effect. In the first shot, Projected Bonnard approached
the graffiti-tagged doors of a shuttered workers’ residence and affixed a
flyer to the door handles with two pieces of tape. The camera lingered
on the flyer, allowing the audience to read it and then to see it fall off
the door and fly away in the wind mere moments after Bonnard left. In
another shot, Projected Bonnard attempted to attach a flyer to a bicycle
rack but had trouble getting the tape off his fingers. In a third, an elderly
woman approached Projected Bonnard as he was taping a flyer to a
David Calder - 9781526147288
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 01/10/2023 01:43:08AM
via free access

Excavation

107

column. He greeted her, but she ignored him, read the flyer in silence,
and walked away, expression unchanged. The video footage undermined
any impression that Bonnard and his troupe were intrepid explorers,
dogged reporters, or saviours of a lost history. If anything, Projected
Bonnard came across as a lovably hapless clown, an impression reinforced by the man’s gangly, beanpole frame and his pile of frizzy hair.
In these clips, Projected Bonnard needed the help (even pity) of local
residents, not the other way around.
As the spectators watched Projected Bonnard trudge across town
taping flyers to columns, Present Bonnard listed his itinerary, dropping the names of familiar local landmarks. Some of these were (at the
time) future landmarks, like the construction site that since this 2007
performance has become the Carré de Soie shopping centre. Projected
Bonnard’s wandering and Present Bonnard’s spoken text worked in
concert to construct a narrative in which the company circled closer
and closer to locals with distinct memories of the hydroelectric plant.
Present Bonnard named these witnesses, and with a pointed finger cued
a technician behind the audience to play the corresponding audio file.
The first examples were quite vague: the audience heard the recorded
voice of a woman who recalled that her uncle once took her inside
the plant; she remembered everything being shiny and impressive. But
Present Bonnard explained that these early witnesses were able to direct
the company to another witness, then another, until they met Aimé
Henry.
Henry’s recollections of his time working in the hydroelectric plant
served as the through-line for the Villeurbanne iteration of PlayRec.
Present Bonnard gave the audience precise details of his initial meeting
with Henry. He was scheduled to meet Henry in front of the factory at
2:30 in the afternoon, but at 2:45 Henry was still not there. Bonnard
correctly guessed that Henry had already gone inside to the management offices, so he rang the buzzer and said to the voice on the intercom
that he was there for a meeting with Aimé Henry, ‘as if he still worked
there.’ Bonnard and his camera operator were buzzed into the building
and told that Henry was in the command centre. Bonnard came across
an employee in the building’s front hall and asked for directions to the
command centre, mentioning that he had a meeting with Aimé Henry.
The employee replied with a smile, ‘Aimé is here?’ In performance, this
detailed anecdote served as an authenticating gesture. The seemingly
extraneous information established Aimé Henry as a beloved presence
at the factory and, by extension, a valuable witness.
While Present Bonnard recounted the story of the company’s meeting
with Henry, the projectionist cued up the next video sequence, which
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showed Henry’s tour of the plant. By projecting a tour of the factory
interior onto the factory exterior, KompleX offered the audience a metaphorical window into the building before them. Henry, 80 years old,
worked for eighteen years maintaining the rotors of the hydroelectric
plant. When Bonnard took him back to the plant, he had not been inside
since his retirement in 1987. Everything had been automated. The plant,
which in Henry’s time had employed forty mechanics, electricians, and
machinists, now employed just six salaried workers who monitored the
plant from a control room. In KompleXKapharnaüM’s video footage,
one of these employees told Henry that he would not recognize anything: ‘It’s all been modernized.’ The kind of repair work that Henry did
for eighteen years was now contracted out to external companies.
In the video footage projected onto the wall of the plant, Henry moved
slowly but confidently through the plant, pointing out its features to
Projected Bonnard and explaining the activities that filled his working
life for eighteen years. Henry also inadvertently demonstrated the
savoir-faire of an electrical plant worker, as Olivier Bertrand remarks in
his 2007 performance review: ‘Savoir-faire is disappearing. Passing close
to a machine, Aimé remarked that it was not turning at the right speed.
No one had realized. He recounts that, that machine having always been
badly behaved, the old mechanics used to give the ball bearing a small,
precise tap with a mallet, to fix it.’18 Henry’s tone when recounting this
story was not one of smug self-satisfaction; he was simply offering advice
to today’s hydroelectric plant workers, who appeared more comfortable
in front of computer screens and instrument panels than under a rotor
with a mallet.
After clips of Henry’s guided tour, Present Bonnard told the audience
that he and the camera operator returned with Henry to his home for a
sit-down interview. The projectionists played brief excerpts of this interview while Present Bonnard spoke, so that Projected Henry appeared to
respond conversationally to Present Bonnard:
Present Bonnard: He shares with us some anecdotes.
Projected Henry: Back then it was all manual.
Present Bonnard:	His boss used to compliment him because he always
properly ironed his blues.
Projected Henry: Well, for me that wasn’t a problem.

In this quick and humorous sequence, the past – Henry’s pre-recorded
interview – appeared to react and respond to the present – Present
Bonnard’s live speech. The projectionist then played a longer excerpt of
Aimé Henry’s in-home interview. The projectionists cut the video feed
for the conclusion of the performance’s first section, in which Present
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Bonnard recounted at an accelerating pace his company’s wanderings
through the changing industrial neighbourhoods of Villeurbanne. He
concluded with their return to their base of operations at EnCourS on
rue Francia:
We meet, we chat, we put forward our questions, we listen, it reassures us,
warms us up. At times we feel cleaned out, empty in the face of the old folks,
their stories, which we don’t always know what to do with, the content of
the past, a whole era, what do I keep, what do I toss, recycle – an archaeologist is just that, that choice, what I prefer to pitch, what I want to save, in
order to tell this time, without it becoming nostalgia.

The choices of artist and archaeologist – what to jettison, what to
preserve – would have been intelligible to PlayRec’s Villeurbanne audience as the choices facing the urban planners of the Carré de Soie.
The various proposals for the derelict industrial sites of Villeurbanne
and Vaulx-en-Velin offered different answers to the same questions.
Bonnard’s speech evoked the destructive and creative capacities of excavation, which involves both the removal of that deemed ‘excess’ and the
repurposing of that deemed ‘significant.’
The performance’s entr’acte began in darkness. Pastel turquoise light
then came up on a wall of the factory, revealing a male figure in silhouette. This acrobat fell backward onto a trampoline and propelled
himself halfway up a wall of the hydroelectric plant; he ran up the
vertical surface before falling back onto the trampoline and repeating
the stunt again. The videographers of KompleXKapharnaüM captured
the acrobat’s movement and projected multiple distorted, slow motion
copies of his tumbling silhouette onto other walls of the plant (see figure
3.1). A clarinettist and a saxophonist, standing in elevated sound booths
placed amongst the audience and lit in shocking green, improvised
slow, meandering jazz over digitally produced rhythms. KompleX video
editors played and rewound their footage of the acrobat’s movement in
rapid succession, in time with the heavy beat, creating the illusion that
they were ‘scratching’ their digital video footage as a DJ might scratch
vinyl. The distortion process served to ‘emphasize the manipulation of
which the spectator is daily a victim.’19 As the live acrobat continued
his gravity-defying feat, a dozen copies of his shadow jumped back and
forth at odd angles across the walls of the factory.
After a few moments of this, Present Bonnard (relocated by then to a
technical booth placed among the assembled audience members) spoke
over the music into a microphone. He addressed Aimé Henry, who may
or may not have been present as one of the spectators: ‘We’re there,
Aimé. We’re going to tackle [s’atteler à] your story, choose voluntarily
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Figure 3.1 An acrobat’s image is captured, multiplied, and projected onto the
wall of the Cusset hydroelectric plant in PlayRec, Villeurbanne, 2007.

what we keep, what we toss.’ The audience laughed, recognizing the
performance’s refrain – ‘what we keep, what we toss’ – and perhaps
appreciating the stakes of these archaeological decisions when applied to
a specific individual’s life history. With their knowing laughter, the audience permitted KompleX’s artistic licence. Bonnard then compared the
nineteen KompleXKapharnaüM performers to ‘nineteen little children,
ready to machine [usiner] your memories in an act of reconstitution, an
homage, a celebration, an anniversary, a commemoration, a monument,
a statue, a guided tour.’ Bonnard’s litany of commemorative objects and
events began to sound like hip-hop against the increasingly heavy, irregular electronic beat. Like the video footage of Projected Bonnard posting
flyers that portrayed the artistic director as hapless, this section of text
asked the audience to excuse KompleX’s creative choices as innocent
child’s play. But the text also prepared the audience for the manipulation of memory to follow. Present Bonnard’s text and the simultaneous
manipulation of the acrobat’s movement were complementary audio
and visual components that introduced the audience to the process
of commemoration and to the rules of the performance’s second half:
present, embodied acts and material traces would be recorded, multiplied, distorted, played back, cut, scratched, and skipped.
In PlayRec’s second act, numerous activities occurred simultaneously
in order to produce layers of material and virtual images, some still,
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some moving, on the wall of the hydroelectric plant. The press release
for PlayRec describes the resulting mural, dubbed the Fresque-Manifeste
(Fresco-Manifesto), as ‘a kind of cave-drawing,’ a ‘giant fresco manifesto, like an illegal poster stuck to the main pillar of the Museum of the
21st Century, which is definitely going to rise up one of these days.’20
Some of the KompleX performers re-enacted the company’s research
and production process in two-person teams. One company member,
the researcher, would rifle through a box, binder, or album of archival
materials as another performer, the recorder, captured this action with
a digital video camera connected to a live feed. The documents (along
with the hands of the researcher) appeared projected on the walls of
the hydroelectric plant and could then be manipulated in real time by
KompleX video editors, just as the acrobat’s silhouette had been (see
figures 3.2 and 3.3).
Spectators could focus their attention on the factory’s façade or
abandon the frontal arrangement to watch the two-person research
teams at work. Some spectators remained fixed in one position, occasionally turning their heads to see what was transpiring around them,
while others opted to walk from performer to performer to investigate
the archival materials being ‘rediscovered.’ Other company members
dressed in white jumpsuits fixed black and white images directly onto
the wall of the plant with push brooms and buckets of paste. The gestures

Figure 3.2 KompleXKapharnaüM performers excavate archival materials in
PlayRec, Villeurbanne, 2007.
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Figure 3.3 Footage of a KompleXKapharnaüM performer’s hand is captured
and projected onto the wall during the re-excavation of archival material in
PlayRec, Villeurbanne, 2007.

these company members performed resembled those of billstickers who
paste billboards in the Métro stations of Paris and Lyon. As the billsticker team affixed more and more of these images to the wall, the black
and white pictures formed a backdrop for the video footage and other
images projected onto the hydroelectric plant.
I identify four distinct, thematic movements in the second act of the
performance: 1) technological and architectural history (the familiar
received narrative of industrialization), 2) optimism and nostalgia, 3)
energy and work, and 4) the question of power more broadly construed.
In the first, briefest movement, the documents projected were plans and
cross-sections of the factory and technical drawings of the machinery
within. These primary source materials represented the architectural
and technological history of industrialization. Accordingly, the accompanying audio was a digitally modified version of Jérôme’s earlier introduction to the electrification of Lyon, this time joined by the sounds of
the clarinet.
To initiate the second movement, the clarinettist switched from slow,
meandering tones to a quick, chipper waltz. The two-person teams of
researchers and recorders projected photographs and memorabilia from
the early days of the factory. In one photograph, dozens of men in black
coats and bowler hats stood proudly in front of the hydroelectric plant;
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in another, a woman in coat, dress, and elaborate hat posed by the banks
of the canal with the plant in the background. The spectators also saw
early postcards depicting the factory, complete with postal markings and
the handwriting of the card’s unknown sender. Present Bonnard spoke
into his microphone, imitating the tone of a carnival barker or scientific exhibitor at a world’s fair: ‘Science is now realizing its magnificent
promise! Every day it enlarges its domain, and each of its conquests over
nature brings to humanity greater well-being, hope, and new progress!
There exists in France a gigantic attraction, which we may show with
pride, as the accomplished model of modern electricity: it is the Jonage
factory!’ The next archival materials displayed were evidence of leisure
activities, among them vintage photographs of workers with musical
instruments and of women in bathing costumes by the canal.
The clarinettist’s clipped waltz faded out and gave way to the sound of
running, babbling water, which in turn ceded to the sound of Stéphane
Bonnard slowly typing on a computer keyboard. With the computer
monitor connected to a projector, the words Bonnard typed appeared
simultaneously on the wall of the plant. Bonnard made frequent
typos, which the spectators could then watch him correct in real time.
Occasionally Bonnard even muttered into his microphone – for instance,
‘Is that [noun] masculine or feminine?’ – eliciting laughter from the
spectators. Though it was initially unclear what Bonnard was typing,
he was transcribing some of the material from one of his interviews
with Aimé Henry. This became apparent when one of the KompleX
technicians projected that video interview onto the factory wall over the
other images, videos, and animations being produced by the two-person
teams of researchers and recorders. In the video interview, Henry read
from a text he had written in advance. He recalled how he and his team
made shish kebabs for dinner when they were on duty on Sundays.
‘I have only good memories here,’ he said, ‘especially with that team.
[…] When the old people left, I found myself with just young people,
that worried me, but I got on board with them, and I didn’t regret
those years. […] We all broke bread together in those days. […] I really
liked that work. I really liked those machines.’ Henry’s boss wanted to
promote him, but Henry resisted being shut up in an office; he preferred
to keep working with his hands. ‘They were good times,’ Henry recalled
in the projected interview. ‘That’s all in the past.’ Henry looked up from
his paper at Projected Bonnard and the unseen camera operator. ‘Is that
good?’ he asked. The audience then heard Projected Bonnard’s voice:
‘Perfect!’
The clarinettist (now sans clarinet) initiated the third movement by
slowly turning the crank of a music box to produce slow, plinking notes.
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The audience also heard the buzz of electricity as images of light bulbs
flickered on the wall of the hydroelectric plant and the actual light bulbs
on the technical booths flickered on and off. The noise intensified and
the musician turned the key of the music box faster and faster until
finally cutting into silence. A KompleX video editor then projected
footage of Projected Bonnard’s tour of the plant with Henry. Henry
showed Bonnard the rapidly spinning turbines and explained various
dials and meter readings. The musicians began to produce mechanical clanking sounds and strum twanging notes on electric guitars. The
sounds of electric music and machines were accompanied by a woman’s
confident, soothing voice, seemingly from an energy advertisement:
‘Producing more energy is vital. Pushing the world forward without
pushing mankind backward is called sustainable development.’ The
music intensified: heavy metal, electric guitar, the grinding of machines,
an air raid siren. The lights of the technical booths flashed alternating
red and green.
Finally the musicians cut this heavy noise and the clarinettist resumed
a slow, plaintive tune. KompleX technicians cut the flashing coloured
lights and bathed the wall of the hydroelectric plant in a pure white glow.
This allowed the spectators to see more clearly the progress of the mural
that the KompleX billboard team had been pasting to the wall throughout the second half of the performance. The mural consisted mostly
of life-size or larger-than-life black-and-white images of current and
former Cusset employees and residents of the surrounding area. While
preparing the performance, KompleX had taken photographs of these
witnesses and digitally edited them to resemble line drawings. Other
images in the mural included a rendering of the fée électrique, a fairy
commonly used to represent electrical innovation in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.21
In the fourth and final movement of the performance, spectators saw
interviews with local residents, filmed in tight close-up, projected onto
the wall of the plant. These digital projections appeared to flicker like
early film. A KompleX technician manually produced this effect: he
reached above his head and used the full weight of his body to pull down
a long metal rod connected to a rope. This rope was connected to a
labyrinthine series of pulleys and belts; the technician’s physical labour
had the end result of rapidly turning a paper fan positioned in front
of the digital projector. Thus the technician deployed an unnecessarily
complex array of simple machines in order to make digital video flicker
as if it were a filmstrip projected using analogue technology.
The first two flickering interviews were with two anthropology
students who illegally secure empty or abandoned homes for people
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living on the streets. One of the students remarked, ‘It’s a way of being
relevant. To “go vote,” for me, is not to engage in politics.’ The next
two interviews were with activists working on behalf of those who do
not have access to basic services and utilities – including the electricity produced by the Cusset hydroelectric plant. These activists worked
in establishment politics before becoming disillusioned by a perceived
disconnect between professional politics and people’s basic needs. These
interviews expanded the performance’s exploration of power beyond the
electrical to the political (or perhaps revealed the politics of electricity).
The interviews were replaced by projected video footage, not flickering
this time, of Aimé Henry standing on the shore of the canal with the
factory in the background. His digital image appeared over the material
images of the completed mural. At this point the KompleX performers
moved to the front of the assembled crowd and stood in front of the
hydroelectric plant for their curtain call. Even this simple element of the
curtain call, however, involved three kinds of bodies facing the spectators at once: first, the physically present bodies of KompleX company
members; second, the digitally projected image of Henry’s body; and
third, the black-and-white portraits of local residents.
After applauding the performers, spectators approached the wall of
the hydroelectric plant, where they were able to inspect more closely the
mural created over the course of the performance. KompleX had also
posted on the wall the text of the production and the transcripts of their
interviews for interested spectators to read. Scores of spectators opted to
linger at the factory to examine KompleX’s primary sources and speak
with the performers.
Though many of the videos featured in PlayRec were pre-recorded,
most of the editing and mixing occurred ‘live.’ The video editors had no
set script governing the distortion of the videos or even where on the
factory they would project them. The professional prospectus for PlayRec
thus describes the industrial site as a ‘factory/editing room’ [usine/
salle de montage].22 Montage captures both KompleXKapharnaüM’s
own technique – producing a composite performance from fragments
of video, text, image, and sound – and their industrial subject matter.
Workers on the assembly line produce a composite whole from multiple
parts, which is why factory assembly areas and film editing rooms share
the name salle de montage. Obviously the Cusset hydroelectric plant
is of a different character than an automotive factory; Henry and his
colleagues never worked at an assembly line. (This is why for the Cusset
performance KompleX incorporated more lighting effects and sound
clips reminiscent of buzzing electricity.) But salle de montage remains
an accurate description of the performance space created in front of
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and on the walls of the plant. KompleX’s audiences assembled memory
fragments into a composite spatial narrative.
The montage as form highlights the interstitial spaces separating
chains of images, denaturalizing a relation or progression through stark
juxtaposition. The interstitial spaces act as traces of human labour.
Spectators witnessed the work of producing electricity at Cusset and
the work of producing PlayRec, projected onto the walls of the plant
and also re-enacted live by the two-person research teams. Spectators
also participated in the work of assembling a narrative from distorted,
manipulated memory fragments. The effect was to denaturalize the construction of historical narrative then underway as part of the Carré de
Soie redevelopment.
Developers aim to establish the Carré de Soie as an extension or satellite of Lyon city centre, which they are accomplishing in part by conflating the industrial history of the Carré de Soie with the artisanal history
of Lyon. The urbanism team calls for mixed-use spaces on varying
scales, from streets that intersperse businesses with homes to single
buildings that contain both offices and apartments, to the most intimate
‘superposition’ of the ‘maison-atelier.’23 The maison-atelier is locally
intelligible as the architectural descendent of nineteenth-century Lyon
silk workshops on the slopes of the Croix-Rousse hill. Like other textile
pieceworkers, a Lyon weaver lived and worked out of one space. The
paradigmatic Croix-Rousse workshop featured a single, high-ceilinged
room dominated by one or more looms. Living functions were confined
to one corner of the space, with a small kitchen on the same level as
the looms and a sleeping area lofted above the kitchen. Many of these
spaces still exist as studio apartments with the original floor plan. By
calling for the installation of maison-atelier housing in the Carré de Soie,
Greater Lyon’s urban planners are attempting to link the peripheral site
to Lyon’s history of silk production as opposed to Villeurbanne’s and
Vaulx-en-Velin’s histories of chemical production. The maison-atelier
residences will offer the conveniences of new construction and the
cachet of period conversions: a connection to industrial history without
an actual industrial past.
If maison-atelier housing references the artisanal, proto-industrial
history of the Lyon silk trade more than the Fordist-Taylorist operations
of Vaulx-en-Velin rayon factories, the same is true of the name ‘Carré
de Soie’ itself. The silk monopoly granted to Lyon by François I persists
today as symbolic monopoly. In fact, in 1935 Vaulx-en-Velin’s largest
textile factory had to change its name to TASE (Textile Artificielle Sud
Est, Southeast Artificial Textile) from SASE (Soie Artificielle Sud Est,
Southeast Artificial Silk) following legal action by Lyon silk workers. The
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name Carré de Soie, like the proposed maison-atelier housing, binds the
peripheral area to Lyon city centre and evokes an earlier, artisanal form
of labour more palatable than Fordism to contemporary urbanists.
As a project of Greater Lyon, the Carré de Soie redevelopment is also a
project of isotopy’s absorption of heterotopy (in this case, the industrial
banlieue). Henri Lefebvre defines heterotopias as fascinating but taboo
spaces of mixing and difference, like shanty towns or marketplaces on
the edge of a city, that resist homogenization.24 Lefebvre posits a dialectical relationship between heterotopy and isotopy. He argues that
isotopy – everything that makes a place ‘the same place’ – continually
seeks to absorb the difference against which it defines itself.25 I argue
that the dialectic of isotopy and heterotopy plays out not just in space
but also in time. In the case of the Carré de Soie, the absorption of the
industrial banlieue is not just about the morphological and administrative ‘sprawl’ of Greater Lyon. It is also about representing the area’s past
differently.
Thus the function of PlayRec was to denaturalize this process by
staging it as a process. Theatre critic Floriane Gaber recalls,
This extremely rich work mixed video, music, and acrobatics to bring the
relatively recent past back to life: the economic, social, and human crises
that have changed the face of a number of our cities. Confronted with
such a profusion of images and sound, however, some spectators felt overwhelmed, even aggressed, while others passed from one screen to another,
hungry for more testimonies to listen to.26

Gaber’s critique of PlayRec evokes critiques made by Peter Bürger and
Andreas Huyssen in the 1980s of avant-garde shock aesthetics. If some
works produced by early twentieth-century avant-gardes functioned as
sensory re-education to fortify spectators for the perceptual shocks of
urban modernity, Bürger and Huyssen concur that such aesthetic techniques passed into obsolescence as rapidly as any outmoded industrial
technology. Bürger defines shock as a stimulus designed to alter praxis,
but he observes that, first, there is nothing to guarantee the direction
that praxis will take, and second, shock quickly loses its effectiveness and
becomes expected, even consumed.27 Huyssen agrees, writing that, in an
oversaturated information society, even critical information fades into
the background as noise.28 In Gaber’s view, the layering and purposeful
distortion of sensory information in PlayRec became just such meaningless noise and foreclosed on the possibility of praxis. In the case of other
iterations of PlayRec, she might have been correct. But in the case of
the June 2007 Cusset rendition, I believe Gaber ignores the significance
of the performance’s interpretive community – those local spectators
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familiar with the impending Carré de Soie redevelopment project who
would have recognized in PlayRec a restaging of the manipulation of
memory already underway in their community.
Plans and promotional materials for redevelopment projects have
performative effects. They symbolically redefine a neighbourhood so as
to lay the interpretive foundations for subsequent material, architectural
changes. The redevelopment projects discussed in this book (particularly in this chapter and the next) accomplish this by repurposing the
histories of their respective sites. With their June 2007 rendition of
PlayRec at Cusset, KompleXKapharnaüM staged this process at the very
moment when the semiotic restructuring of the Carré de Soie was about
to be materialized in architectural projects. Therein lies the significance
of the performance’s Fresco-Manifesto: the manipulated images altered
the appearance of a physical structure, the hydroelectric plant itself.
PlayRec’s theatrical excavation of the industrial past presaged another
impending excavation, the disruptive reconfiguration of the physical
landscape and the concomitant construction of historical narrative by
the Carré de Soie redevelopment.

The SPP: committed irony
Beginning in 2010, KompleXKapharnaüM embarked on a series of
projects in the Carré de Soie collectively called Projets Phare (Flagship
Projects). The name Projets Phare evokes the process of urban redevelopment in which a flagship project – in this case, the Carré de Soie
shopping centre – prefigures the conversion of a larger area. Paul
Ricoeur describes prefiguration as the introduction into daily life of
new elements that are not yet identified as part of a larger project, but
which lay the groundwork for inhabitants’ interactions with a project
to come.29 These discrete novelties indicate that something is coming
to pass. In English, ‘flagship’ refers to the ship in a fleet that carries the
commanding admiral. Figuratively, it refers to an organization’s most
important site (e.g. a flagship store) or product (e.g. flagship legislation).
In French, ‘phare’ refers to a beacon or lighthouse. A lighthouse does
not draw ships toward it – if anything, it warns them away – but it offers
clues as to the contours of an obscured landscape. The projet phare of an
urban redevelopment scheme is supposed to allow residents to see the
structure within the fog. Municipal governments and developers rely on
(theatrical) events to instil local confidence in a redevelopment process
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that will take decades to complete. A projet phare should have the same
effect.
The Carré de Soie shopping centre, however, instilled more doubt
than confidence. Residents welcomed the increased public transport (an
extension of the Lyon subway, numerous bus routes, and a new express
tramway connecting the Carré de Soie to Lyon city centre and the LyonSaint Exupéry airport). But the shopping centre as projet phare shed
light on the commercial intentions of developers. The shopping centre
features large chain stores indistinguishable from those at Lyon’s vast
Part Dieu shopping mall; it is more non-place than memory site.30 The
homogenizing effect of the shopping centre undermines Greater Lyon’s
claim that the redevelopment project will honour the site’s particular
industrial history.
During the planning process for the shopping centre, Greater Lyon
selected three finalists from the dozens of architecture and urbanism
firms throughout Europe that responded to the city’s call for proposals.
Ultimately the jury unanimously selected the proposal from Altarea.
The choice was the subject of much debate at an April 2004 town hall
meeting held to discuss the first phase of the Carré de Soie redevelopment. Attendees overwhelmingly preferred the proposal by rival firm
ING-Sorif, as it included plans for the preservation and redevelopment
of the TASE factory site. The panel of urbanists and Greater Lyon
officials observed that the ING-Sorif plan exceeded the limits of the
agglomeration’s call for proposals; ING-Sorif did not propose a recreation centre so much as an entire neighbourhood. Perhaps in an attempt
to spare the attending Altarea representative from negative attention,
Greater Lyon officials suggested that the audience’s concerns were less
with the Altarea project than with the scope of the agglomeration’s call
for proposals.31 A recreation centre, in other words, proved an insufficient projet phare for the redevelopment of the Carré de Soie. In order
to imagine the Carré de Soie as a coherent neighbourhood, residents of
Vaulx-en-Velin and Villeurbanne required a short-term project that
addressed the site’s industrial heritage.
Members of KompleXKapharnaüM attended the community meetings held to discuss the Carré de Soie redevelopment. From those meetings, they gleaned the questions posed by redevelopment projects in
general and by this one in particular. In the press pack for Projets Phare,
the company elaborates the stakes of the project that derive from these
questions. They are: 1) to regard the quarter differently, 2) to promote
circulation, 3) to accompany the urban project, 4) to open up the quarter
to the general public, 5) to participate in a new appropriation of places,
and 6) to initiate a platform for artistic meetings and exchange.32 Though
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industrial heritage does not appear in these stakes explicitly, the industrial character of the Carré de Soie runs as an assumed undercurrent
throughout Projets Phare. To regard the quarter differently is to regard
the quarter as something other than a peripheral dumping ground for
highly polluting industry, and also as productive once again following
decades of dereliction. To promote circulation is to humanize the vast
industrial plots that hinder pedestrian traffic. To participate in a new
appropriation of places is to encourage residents to reclaim the site
and its history, to develop new uses that respect industrial and spatial
memory.
To introduce the first Projet Phare to be realized, the Sentier Pédestre
Périphérique (Peripheral Pedestrian Path, SPP, 2011–12), I shall resort
to a brief fictional interlude. The following story contains one truth
and many lies: On 11 February 2011, construction began on Greater
Lyon’s new eastern highway (the Boulevard Urbain Est, or BUE). While
excavating earth for the highway’s aggregate base, the construction crew
discovered the remains of an ancient road. The road traces a full perfect
circle that cuts across the border between Villeurbanne and Vaulx-enVelin and encompasses much of the Carré de Soie. Though the origins
of the path remain unknown, subsequent archaeological digs along its
route have unearthed a cycloptic animal skeleton, a sixteenth-century
map of a circular utopian city, and a wooden totem pole. The Carré de
Soie was long thought uninhabited prior to the construction of dams
and canals in the mid-nineteenth century, but these recent archaeological finds suggest continuous human presence dating back to the Roman
Empire.
Needless to state, this story is absurd. There is an actual BUE, the
construction of which actually began on 11 February 2011, but crews did
not unearth an ancient road. KompleXKapharnaüM invented the find
and, in collaboration with local company BlÖffique Théâtre and other
visiting artists-in-residence, initiated subsequent mock archaeological
projects. The dirt and shovels were real, but the archaeologists were
artists in hard hats, and the artefacts were sculptures and paintings they
made, buried, and then unearthed. The two-year sequence of performance events centred around the SPP acted as an ironic foil to the Carré
de Soie redevelopment, inviting participants to construct a blatantly
invented past for a blatantly invented neighbourhood.
The structure of the artistic project also mirrored the organizational
structure of the Carré de Soie redevelopment. Greater Lyon formed an
urban redevelopment task force called Mission Carré de Soie to issue calls
for proposals for specific lots. In similar fashion, KompleXKapharnaüM
created Mission SPP to oversee rehabilitation of the imaginary road.
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Mission SPP consisted of KompleXKapharnaüM, BlÖffique Théâtre,
and cartographer Magalie Rastello. The artists of BlÖffique Théâtre,
frequent collaborators of KompleX that have shared space at EnCourS
since 2010, played the collective role of Archéotopos Agency, a team
of archaeologists investigating the origins of the ancient road. Some
members of KompleXKapharnaüM played themselves, while other
company members formed the fictional enterprise Marquage Urbain
Manuel (Manual Urban Marking, or MUM), responsible for tracing
the SPP on the ground. Magalie Rastello used her skills as a real cartographer to create the first map of the Carré de Soie.33 The members of
Mission SPP, in their roles as archaeologists and urban planners, also
issued calls for proposals for artistic interventions into the archaeological site. The call for proposals recounted as fact the 11 February 2011
‘discovery’ of the ancient road. ‘Given the unprecedented enthusiasm
[the discovery] has elicited,’ the call reads, ‘it was decided to restore this
road to walking condition and to make it into a Peripheral Pedestrian
Path (SPP) that will go around the quarter.’34 Mission SPP selected
graffiti duo Fat Poch and a team of film-makers and animators called
La Ménagerie to join the project. At SPP events, these artists presented
themselves to attendees as artists brought in to create work inspired
by the archaeological discovery. Although the entire SPP project was
artistic fabrication, some of the artists involved played archaeologists
while others played themselves.
Like a redevelopment project, the SPP project operated on two
temporal registers: the slow time of process and the fast time of the
event. Over the course of the 2011–12 season, KompleXKapharnaüM,
BlÖffique Théâtre, Fat Poch, La Ménagerie, and Magalie Rastello worked
in residence in the Carré de Soie to develop performance events. There
were five events in total, on 8 July 2011, 14–15 December 2011, 10
March 2012, 16 May 2012, and 6–7 October 2012. Each of the first
four performances was framed as the ‘inauguration’ of a new section
of the SPP. Mission SPP divided the path into four arcs, or ‘lots.’ Each
inauguration event was a promenade performance during which groups
of attendees moved from one artistic intervention to another, tracing
the arc of the SPP with their bodies. Only with the audience’s movement
did the path come into being; there was, of course, no actual road to be
exhumed (though Mission SPP called each performance the ‘opening’ of
a new section), and no permanent footpath was being paved. The SPP
consisted of spectators walking en masse through the Carré de Soie in an
approximation of a circle. (I write ‘approximation,’ because the perfectly
circular path of the imaginary ancient road cut through several impassable obstacles, including part of the Canal de Jonage.) The concluding
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performance in October 2012 was an opportunity for attendees to walk
the entire circular path.
Though Mission SPP styled each performance as an inauguration or
an opening to the public, the production process for these events did
not occur in artistic isolation but in collaboration with the residents of
the Carré de Soie. Graffiti artists Fat Poch conducted archival research
and interviews to learn more about the neighbourhood and decide what
images they wanted to create on which surfaces. La Ménagerie animators
stationed themselves on street corners and invited passers-by to walk,
dance, or leap for their cameras. Willing volunteers could then see themselves appear in animations as part of subsequent inauguration events.
For the second inauguration performance, KompleXKapharnaüM
staged an intervention in the derelict TASE factory reminiscent of the
company’s earlier PlayRec performances; this creation required the
same level of archival research, oral history, and community engagement as the PlayRec performance discussed above. Occasionally the SPP
production process required additional, less formalized performances.
BlÖffique Théâtre visited local schools and went from door to door in
the neighbourhood to interview locals about their vision of the past,
present, and future of the Carré de Soie. They did so in character as the
archaeologists of Archéotopos Agency. The artists then incorporated
these testimonies into their subsequent inauguration performances.
The production process for SPP indicates a key feature of the inauguration performances and the project as a whole, namely a tonal oscillation
between engagement and irony. In what follows I examine the tone of
SPP in more detail through an analysis of the fourth inauguration event
on 16 May 2012. The artists of KompleXKapharnaüM and BlÖffique
Théâtre graciously invited me to play the role of an archaeologist during
the opening of the final section of the SPP. My experience performing
as a member of Archéotopos Agency and interacting in character with
residents of the Carré de Soie alerted me to the complex nature of the
irony at work in this project, and its function in an ongoing urban redevelopment project. Ultimately, if KompleX’s 2007 PlayRec performance
generated distanced theatricality through montage and shock, the SPP
project generated friction internal to the redevelopment of the Carré de
Soie.
On the day of the inauguration of Section Four, I spent the morning
with Magali Chabroud and Denis Déon of BlÖffique Théâtre making an
empty lot look like an archaeological dig site. We drove dozens of wooden
stakes partially into the ground in a matrix formation and strung rope
from one to another to form a grid, imitating the way archaeologists
divide their dig sites into numbered squares. Using red and white striped
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barricade tape, we marked the arc of the fictional ancient road so that
our attendees could continue along its path. Chabroud’s brother, who
works in construction, arrived in the afternoon with the excavator that
he would operate that evening in the performance. On the far side of
the lot he dug a substantial hole, in which Chabroud and Déon partially
buried the latest SPP artefact, a wooden totem pole, which we would all
‘discover’ at the end of the performance. We cordoned off the hole with
the same red and white barricade tape.
Late that afternoon our audience gathered at a hangar on Avenue
Roger Salengro in Vaulx-en-Velin. Audience members could choose
from several advertised start times; over a hundred people attended in
total, but they experienced the promenade performance in groups of
around twenty. The meeting point was the workshop of local association
Voil’Avenir. Each year the organization (the name of which plays on
the words voile (sailing), avenir (future), and of course voilà) taught six
young people and four adults transferable, marketable skills in woodworking, metalworking, electrical work, plumbing, and painting by
employing them in the construction of catamarans that are accessible
to the mobility impaired. Voil’Avenir responded to a double need: first,
paid work and skills training for the jobseekers of Greater Lyon’s eastern
communes (where in 2011 a staggering 35 per cent of adults under
age 26 were unemployed), and second, opportunities for the physically
disabled to benefit from the proximity of the Rhône and Saône rivers
and the Canal de Jonage.35 Attendees of the SPP performance peered
through the windows of the Voil’Avenir hangar. Through some windows
they could see one of the catamarans in progress. Through others they
saw a looping short film by La Ménagerie, La marche universelle (The
Universal Step).
Throughout the company’s residency, La Ménagerie filmed Carré de
Soie residents taking a single step along the circular path of the SPP.
The company then spliced these shots together in rapid succession (at
a rate of twelve different walkers per second) to create the illusion that
a shape-shifting pedestrian was walking through the local landscape
around the SPP. During the inauguration of each new section of the
SPP, La Ménagerie screened an update of the piece and also invited
attendees to take a step for the camera that could be added later to
the film-in-progress. Of course, the screening location for this particular inauguration event, the workshop of an organization dedicated to
accessibility for the physically disabled, added an additional layer of
meaning to the title The Universal Step. By beginning the promenade
performance at Voil’Avenir, Mission SPP invited attendees to consider
questions of access and participation in keeping with the performance’s
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theme, ‘the ideal city.’ Who, an attendee might have asked, will have
access to the recreation and leisure centres opening in the redeveloping
Carré de Soie? For that matter, who has access to the performance in
which I am about to take part?
Members of KompleXKapharnaüM, in character as the technicians
of MUM, escorted attendees from Voil’Avenir along the path of the
SPP. Performers and attendees marked the arc of the SPP with white
paint dispensed from makeshift paint rollers. Each roller consisted of a
long handle, a paint reservoir (an upside down bottle with the bottom
removed), and a small tyre from a child’s bicycle. Paint dripped from
the reservoir and coated the bicycle tyre as the operator rolled the tyre
over the pavement. MUM took attendees south along Avenue Roger
Salengro, across rue Jacquard, and then further south through the
intersection with Avenue des Canuts. The street names in this area of
Vaulx-en-Velin read like a history of the French working class. Roger
Salengro was Minister of the Interior for the leftist Popular Front in
1936; it was he who publicly announced the signing of the Matignon
Accords that guaranteed the right to strike.36 Rue Jacquard, of course,
commemorates Joseph Marie Jacquard and the loom that transformed
textile production, an invention of particular significance to local silk
manufacturers. And the canuts were the weavers whose skill made Lyon
the centre of French silk production and who famously rioted in 1831
and 1834. MUM and the attendees of the SPP inauguration painted their
way along this historically evocative path from Voil’Avenir to the empty
lot where Archéotopos Agency waited to receive them.
A low concrete wall covered in dense shrubbery shielded the empty
lot from the view of the spectators as they approached from the north.
In order to gain entry to the lot, attendees had to ascend a few plywood
steps to the top of the low dividing wall, duck through a gap that we
performers had cut in the greenery, and descend another set of steps. On
both sides of the wall, performers stood ready to help. We offered hands
to small children and the elderly, and even lifted a two-seater pram over
the wall, through the brush, and down the other side. We greeted each
individual attendee with handshakes and a warm ‘Bonjour’ as each one
stepped down into the lot. Every performer had to shake hands with
every attendee. Such VIP treatment was typical of all SPP inauguration
events; I could easily identify those spectators who had attended past
performances by their enthusiastic participation in the ritual greeting.
One young girl shook my hand and then pointed to Chabroud’s brother,
still digging holes with his excavator at the far side of the lot. ‘You’re
letting him work all by himself?’ she asked. ‘That’s not very nice.’ She
then smiled and ran to greet the other performers. Once we had greeted
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every spectator and all were assembled before us, Denis Déon began
his introductory remarks in character as archaeologist Thibald Richter.
Richter summarized the archaeological finds made up to that point
along the SPP – a cycloptic animal skeleton and a map of a perfectly
circular utopian city – and explained with much gravitas the project of
Archéotopos Agency: to trace SIMs (Sentiers Immatériels et Mentals,
Immaterial and Mental Paths) by delimiting TBCs (Très Bons Coins,
Very Good Corners). Richter’s ridiculous abbreviations parodied the
preponderance of agencies and acronyms involved in the Carré de Soie
redevelopment and in French redevelopment projects more generally.
Some audience members chuckled at the speech while others nodded
sagely, offering knowing looks to their fellow spectators. Richter then
shared Archéotopos Agency’s latest hypothesis, that the ancient road
was an ‘immaterial and mental path for those whose minds wander.’
Residents of the Carré de Soie, Richter suggested, shared a psychic link
to the area’s past that Archéotopos Agency would attempt to demonstrate, measure, and analyse through a series of experiments.
The members of Archéotopos Agency escorted attendees a few steps
further along the SPP to a circular arrangement of chairs and stools
(see figure 3.4). In a glass case at the centre of the circle was displayed
one of the Agency’s first finds, the cycloptic animal skeleton. Many of

Figure 3.4 Archéotopos Agency (BlÖffique Théâtre) guide spectators through
the dig site to view the cycloptic animal skeleton, KompleXKapharnaüM, SPP,
Vaulx-en-Velin, 2012.
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the children in attendance recognized the skeleton from Archéotopos
Agency’s visit to their school a few months earlier. Agency archaeologists had recorded interviews at the school in which children explained
their theories about the mysterious prehistoric animal. Once all of the
attendees were perched on chairs and stools around the glass display
case, Magali Chabroud (in character, of course, as mononymous archaeologist Mandarine) recounted the discovery of the cycloptic skeleton
and explained that local children, thanks to their powerful psychic connection to the site of the SPP, were the key to understanding its origins.
We then asked audience members to close their eyes or accept blindfolds
we provided so as to enter a meditative state that would allow them to
tap into the psychic powers more easily accessed by the very young.
With the audience’s eyes closed, we played overlapping excerpts from
the schoolchildren’s recorded interviews with Archéotopos. Prior to
the performance we had taken great care to conceal our small outdoor
speakers among rocks and brush; more than a few audience members
appeared startled by the sudden sound. According to the conceit of the
performance, audience members had tapped into their psychic link with
local history and were hearing these voices in their heads (or perhaps
emanating from the skeleton itself). But the experience remained social.
Adults laughed aloud at many of the theories proposed. Children in the
audience gasped or giggled when they heard their own voices or those of
their friends incorporated into the performance.
After the recordings ended, Mandarine explained that the next step
in our psychic archaeological experiment was to have attendees walk a
short section of the SPP with their blindfolds still on. Audience members
could opt out if they felt unsafe, but no one chose to do so. Working in
pairs, we approached audience members, tapped them gently on the
shoulder, and helped them walk from their seats to the continuation of
the SPP. Two other performers held aloft a guide rope so that attendees
could blindly walk the 10 metres to our next archaeological installation.
We also stationed performers along the path to alert walkers who were
straying off course. Along the path we had buried additional speakers,
so that the blind walk was accompanied by otherworldly, atonal music.
At the conclusion of the blind walk, performers collected the blindfolds and audience members entered a small shed in which we had
mounted the artefact unearthed during the last SPP performance, a
sixteenth-century map of a perfectly circular utopian city, presumably
a city built (or designed to fit) within the circumference of the SPP. (It
bears repeating that this map was a prop painted, distressed, and buried
by the artists of BlÖffique Théâtre.) Spectators stepped into the shed
in groups of three or four, examined the map, and then proceeded to
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a cluster of picnic tables to record their thoughts on the map and the
components of an ideal city. Attendees had the option of drawing their
version of the ideal city with markers, filling out a written questionnaire, or recording an oral interview with me. Chabroud selected me to
interview attendees because of my accented French; she liked the idea of
a hapless foreigner badgering locals with questions. My questions were
the same as those on the printed survey. I began with questions about
the map itself and what it depicted, and transitioned to more topical
questions about the possibility of constructing an ideal city in the Carré
de Soie.
Adults, of course, immediately recognized these questions as pertaining to the ongoing Carré de Soie redevelopment project, and most
of them candidly shared their thoughts on the project’s strengths
and weaknesses. But adults and children alike also participated in
the fiction of the sixteenth-century map. Interview subjects of widely
varying ages, from primary school children to senior citizens, looked
me in the eye and explained in great detail, and with straight faces, the
features of the imaginary city. They comfortably inhabited their roles
as local residents with a psychic connection to the area’s past. Some
even proposed connections between the map and the animal skeleton.
One interviewee suggested that the cycloptic animals were popular
pets, while another informed me with great certainty that the cycloptic
animal patrolled the peripheral boulevard like a guard dog. These
interviews almost always ended the same way: respondents slowly
cracked smiles and chuckled, saying, ‘Thanks, that was fun!’ Then they
stood and moved on to the next attraction. Christopher Tilley suggests
that archaeological excavation ‘has a unique role to play as a theatre
where people may be able to produce their own pasts, pasts which are
meaningful to them, not as expressions of a mythical heritage.’37 Along
the SPP, attendees fabricated pasts as part of the ironic production of
a mythical heritage.
After completing their interviews, questionnaires, or drawings,
attendees could freely explore several other installations. They could
climb a massive pile of earth and gravel in order to survey the surrounding area through three different viewfinders. Each viewfinder
was actually an artwork prepared by animation team La Ménagerie:
looking into the eyepiece of each telescope, participants saw the surrounding neighbourhood, but they also saw La Ménagerie’s animations
interact with that real landscape. One panorama depicted the remains of
a local factory, visible from atop the pile of earth, being devoured by a
cartoon monster. La Ménagerie was also standing by to record the steps
of those who wished to be featured in the next instalment of La marche
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Figure 3.5 Spectators piece together a map of the Carré de Soie, SPP,
Vaulx-en-Velin, 2012.

universelle. Just south of the gravel pile, young attendees could work on
a giant puzzle depicting a cartoonish map of the Carré de Soie (see figure
3.5). Cartographer Magalie Rastello stood at a nearby table displaying
the latest version of her own map of the neighbourhood, complete with
satellite images. Attendees could share with Rastello their daily trajectories and itineraries, which she then marked on the map. The experience
concluded as the previous performances had, with a communal meal
prepared together by performers and spectators. Publicity for this performance had encouraged attendees to bring produce for spring rolls
(there was no admission price), though Mission SPP provided its own
materials as well.
During the meal, Chabroud’s brother cried out from his seat in the
excavator. He had found something! The members of Archéotopos
Agency herded the audience to the edge of the dig site. Chabroud’s
brother carefully backed up the excavator so that Magali Chabroud and
Déon could lift the artefact – the wooden totem pole carved by BlÖffique
Théâtre – from its resting place. A similar act of excavation concluded
the inauguration of each new section of the SPP: Archéotopos Agency
unearthed an artefact at the end of one performance, spent subsequent
weeks asking local residents about its history, and then incorporated this
testimony into the next inauguration, at the end of which a new artefact
was discovered.
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The costumes, props, and set pieces of the inauguration were symbols
of authority and authenticity that became patently ridiculous upon
minimal reflection. For one, archaeologists looking to locate and preserve delicate artefacts would sooner use a toothbrush than an excavator. The excavator served several purposes. It visually and sonically
echoed the origin story of the SPP, in which construction workers
excavating earth for the (actual) eastern beltway uncovered the remains
of an ancient road. The performers of BlÖffique Théâtre replayed this
scenario of accidental discovery with a different artefact at the end of
each section’s inauguration. The excavator also connected the fictional
characters of Archéotopos Agency to the municipal bodies responsible
for construction and redevelopment, lending them symbolic clout. It
also had phenomenological effects. The excavator was actually an excavator, operated by a worker actually trained to perform such tasks. That
worker was not pretending to dig holes; he was digging holes. But of
course the real action of the excavator only served to play up the unreality of its task: watching the excavator dig roughly into the hard soil of the
vacant lot, one could hardly consider it an appropriate archaeological
instrument. The props of the performance juxtaposed wanton destruction, symbolized by the excavator, with careful excavation, symbolized
by the rope grid, shed, and vitrine. Archaeologists do not wear hard hats
and white lab coats either, and there was certainly no need for them at
our dig site. The hard hats and lab coats granted their wearers authority
as members of the production team, while simultaneously revealing the
absurdity of just such markers of authority.
The SPP project relied on engaged, ‘authentic’ irony that generated
friction rather than distance. I argue that participants in the project –
and I include both performers and spectators in that category – behaved
doubly ‘as if.’ They practised a theatrical ‘as if’ by agreeing to pretend that
construction crews had unearthed an ancient road, that the members
of BlÖffique Théâtre were actually the archaeologists of Archéotopos
Agency, and that these archaeologists had really discovered a cycloptic
animal skeleton, a sixteenth-century map, and a wooden totem pole. But
they also practised what I call, borrowing from L. M. Bogad, a parodic
or ironic ‘as if.’ Bogad draws on Jürgen Habermas’s and Nancy Fraser’s
competing theories of the public sphere in his analysis of ‘guerrilla electioneers,’ mock candidates who run for real elected office. Habermas’s
public sphere required its members to behave ‘as if’ they lived in a
society of equals in which the most rational arguments would prevail. In
Bogad’s estimation, electoral guerrillas ‘play along with this magic as if,
faux-naively, and, in an “in your face” manner, declare their candidacy
for office.’38 In similar fashion, participants in the SPP project behaved
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‘as if’ residents’ voices, opinions, and memories were an integral part of
the Carré de Soie redevelopment.
Irony requires pre-existing ‘discursive communities’ or ‘counterpublics’ in order to function.39 KompleXKapharnaüM and the other artists
of Mission SPP could rely on locals’ understanding of the Carré de
Soie redevelopment, but they also deployed paratheatrical ephemera to
render the irony of the SPP performances intelligible. During my time
with KompleXKapharnaüM, a student intern and I cycled around the
neighbourhood distributing the latest issue of Soie Mag, a newspaper
created by Mission SPP.40 The tone of Soie Mag matched the mixture
of irony and engagement that characterized the SPP performances.
Archéotopos Agency disseminated its latest fictional findings alongside
actual interviews with former factory workers and their descendants
conducted by journalist Monique Desgouttes. Mission SPP released a
new issue of Soie Mag prior to the inauguration of each new section of
the SPP, and each issue contained instructions on where to gather for the
performance and what (if anything) to bring for the concluding communal meal. The intern and I did not simply leave copies on driveways
or in mailboxes; we knocked on every door, handed the residents their
copies of Soie Mag, invited them to the performance, and answered any
questions they might have. Developers and local governments attempt
to create ideal audiences for their redevelopment projects through the
performative enunciations of plans and promotional materials. Mission
SPP accomplished the same feat with Soie Mag. The newspaper, distributed locally and in person, helped to create an interpretive community
capable of decoding the shifting semiosis and engaged irony of the SPP
performances.
In his discussion of engaged irony, Bogad draws on de Certeau’s
concept of the ‘occasion,’ ‘a contingent, passing opportunity in which
the oppressed have the tactical agency to make oppositional or subversive moves.’41 Redevelopment, as a discursive, material, and embodied
redefinition of space – and also, as the projects discussed here make
clear, of time – presents such an occasion. Redevelopment is a hotly
contested negotiation of meaning among differently empowered agents.
PlayRec and SPP represent two ways in which performers have taken
advantage of the destabilization of meaning occasioned by redevelopment. The tactics have shifted based on the progression of the Carré
de Soie project: when it was symbolically but not yet architecturally
underway, KompleX deployed the distancing techniques of PlayRec;
once the neighbourhood had become a construction site, Mission SPP
practised engaged irony. Heterotopias, shock aesthetics and distancing techniques, engaged irony: all suggest an attempt to produce the
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spatio-temporal coordinates from which we might criticize the very
discursive and material formations in which we exist. Both PlayRec and
SPP demonstrate the possibility for a theatre company caught up in
redevelopment to engage in critical praxis: this is one example of what I
mean when I claim that street theatre’s capacity to make change might
be linked to its capacity to make sense of change.
The Carré de Soie redevelopment, PlayRec, and SPP are all excavations of the industrial past. The redevelopment project has hollowed
out the history of the area and discursively recontextualized material
remains in order to construct a particular narrative linking industrial
banlieue to artisanal city centre and create the appearance of a coherent
identity. The theatrical excavations of PlayRec and SPP adhere to the
logics of redevelopment. But theatrical excavation is a hollowing out
that calls attention to the process of hollowing out, in the same way that
performance suggests both doing and showing doing. Excavation is a
creative and destructive act that produces the past as past in the very
moment that it renders that past useful to and meaningful in the present.
The theatrical excavations of KompleXKapharnaüM participate in this
process while rendering it intelligible and therefore subject to critique.
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