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Le Salon part of the Melbourne International Arts Festival   
The opening night for Le Salon in Melbourne gripped its audience and left them in absolute awe of what the human body is capable of. Provocative and pushing boundaries, the story is mysterious to behold, challenging the audience to piece together the story from pieces of a puzzle. It reaches out and mesmerises the audience like the headlights of car, imparting a strong sense of danger as it follows a family’s downward spiral into an abyss of madness and mayhem.
Although Le Salon is billed as a theatrical performance, it is the dance element which dominates in this piece which fuses the physical with the sublime. Absolutely cutting edge in its approach, it is an amalgam of theatre, dance and opera. The three elements are skilfully woven together, giving the story layers of meaning.
At a basic level, you are never quite sure if you have understood the family depicted and the relationships between the members. It is apparently about the decline of a family, probably quite wealthy at one point. It deals with the changes to individuals, about getting old, having a child, sibling rivalry, the pain of life and work, romantic and filial love. Events are not explained and it is not clear why the members of the family turn against each other.
At the centre of the story is the grandfather played by Simon Versnel, the singular actor in the piece. Versnel has a demeanour which could be straight out of a Shakespearean play - he could easily slip into the role of a Falstaff or a King Lear. His physicality is so dominating and permeates the entire performance in a crude, in your face way. An old man who is facing the indignities of old age, dementia, incontinence and sexual frustration, he veers between being a comic clown and a crude heathen. His lightning fast reactions switch between comedy and pathos. Many of the gags are played around his failing body. Memorably in one scene he attempts to seduce his wife and fails. In another scene he trims his pubic hair and later succumbs to wearing an adult incontinence appendage. He is not a dancer but on occasions enters into the dance routine and shows us the beauty of a real body moving with rhythm.
Around Versnel circle and swirl the cast of dancers which comprise his two sons and a daughter-in-law. They are the next generation who are in the full throttle of youth and they throb with the agony of life. Their movements are extreme and acrobatic in style, involving fantastic gyrations, flips and splits. There is no sense that these individuals are masters of their destinies. Their lives appear most painful as they generally hit the floor repeatedly in moves which are despairing and desperate. Very often there is a theme of repetition in the dance and it seems to convey that these individuals are trapped in their circumstances, doomed to whatever fate has in store.
A sub-context is the struggle between the two brothers. It is somewhat a rendition of the struggle between Cain and Abel, as we have the feeling that one son is favoured by the father over the other. Through his moves, one son played by Lefeuvre imparts a cheeky brazen character. The other son by Chartier shows us a dominating and at times traumatized personality. A common tussle by young boys on the floor is the inspiration for one of the most grotesque sequences in the entire performance between the two brothers. 
A particularly brilliant sequence is the dance of love, a pas de deux from Chartier and Gabriela Carrizo. Using their newborn as the link between them, they remain constantly lip to lip and pass the child between them, that is from the father to mother. In this scene we are reminded of the holy trinity, the family unit, and the music that accompanies imbues the moment with an encompassing feeling of eternal love. Interestingly, Carrizo says this piece was inspired by the birth of her own child and the story incorporates later the element of fear of losing those who we love. 
Le Salon is part of a trilogy - the other parts are Le Jardin and Le Sous-Sol (which means cellar) - that deals with the fading fortunes of an increasingly desperate family locked in a bitter struggle. As the last part in the trilogy it ends with a seismic and catastrophic scene. 
Interwoven throughout the narrative is the beautiful voice of mezzo soprano Erudike de Bedul who plays Versnel’s wife. Her performance combines a range of songs and styles which inject the mood into the dance pieces. Sometimes the songs are slyly humorous, but the best effect is when she invokes the elegiac mood of the disintegrating world.
Peeping Tom have said that this story was inspired by events in their own lives, but has also credited their play as a reflection of the world in the aftermath of September 11. They are playing Le Salon for the farewell performance in Melbourne so there is a heightened sense by the actors/dancers of an ending which must come to pass. 
Melbourne this night was very appreciative!
Le Salon is at the Melbourne International Festival from Thursday 22-Sat 24 October 2009.
