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They’re dotted around a park: sitting on the swings and tracing the tramlines of a tennis
court; walking on walls and lolling on gravestones and lurking in bushes. All of them are
dressed in the same, gothic Victoriana: lopsided top hats and moth-eaten tails, bunched
black skirts and lacey black veils. Their faces are egg-white white, detailed with crisp
black doodles: cobwebs and scales, puckered lips and smokey eyes. They look a bit like
Rocky Horror fans, done up as Riff Raff and, of course, they make perfect cameraphone
fodder.

Then they start singing: deep throaty bass notes, thick with reverb. Some foreign
language: tribal, earthy, possibly primitive. Instruments join in, a lone drum first of all,
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then more of them, and before long, these rudimentary horns – elongated metal
vuvuzelas – pipe up in a resonant hum. The effect, is like an accordion gasping into life.
Or a wheezing lung with a death rattle. Or a rudimentary police siren. Weeeee-wawww.
Weeeee-wawww. And then, ladies and gentlemen, we’re off.

Deblozay, which translates from Creole as ‘chaos,’ is rooted in the Haitian festival of the
dead, Guédé, and its rara music, which is repetitive, atonal and slowly works its way
inside your bones until you become locked in its beat. We’re not in Haiti, of course.
We’re in Greenwich. Even before we start, there are big questions of appropriation and
exoticism at play. What does it mean for French performers to enact a Haitian ritual as
art in London?

Deblozay isn’t really a show you watch, per se. There’s not much to see: the initial oddity
of these deathly figures, and later others dotted around Greenwich in tableau, in the
flicker of paraffin lamps. Instead, it’s something you’re part of. You experience it from
within, as part of a crowd, processing through the streets. It’s composed out of pace
and rhythm, out of space and proximity. Of people and power. Of people power.

A funereal march through a squeeze alleyway is noticeably different from a giddy
samba-style carnival down an empty A-road. It’s one thing to follow the leaders and
another to rush out of the way as they charge through us. When they stop playing,
lurching to a gradual, woozy halt, you feel a potent sense of rudderlessness. Someone
shouts, “Come on lads, one more tune.” You want – crave for – the party to restart.
Sometimes, when it’s motoring along, you feel your chest start to swell. You feel your
feet start to skip and fizz, almost tap-dancing. You feel a shout, a laugh, rising up and
you just want to tear off, ricocheting through the streets like a rogue firework.

It’s the summer solstice, too, and, with the sun refusing to go down, there’s a charge in
the air. The electricity of midsummer; that itchiness, that restlessness, that edge. There
is a flicker of the London riots at play. We’re heading through big council estates and
these bellowing horns seem to be a rallying cry. Come join us, they say. Bring out your
dead. Bring out your grievances. When we get to smarter, more expensive flats, the
noise seems confrontational. It disrupts the area, with its manicured calm. I remember,
too, that Deblozay stems from Marseilles, another place ripped up by rioting not so long
ago. The same feeling’s present, the same power and excitement and possibility,
especially as our numbers swell with local residents and passers-by joining in. Only this
time, it’s contained – controlled chaos, not a destructive rampage.  It’s almost
memorialising that night, raising its spirit(s) and reclaiming the streets once again. This
time, though, it’s a creative, communal, hopeful act. We end in an urban clearing,
festooned with fairground lightbulbs.  An organ toots up and suddenly we’re dancing.
All of us together.

Photograph: Sylvian Betrand
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Streets of Greenwich      http://www.britishtheatreguide.info/reviews/deblozay-streets-of-gree-10255
B r i t i s h  T h e a t e r  G u i d e

By Howard Loxton

The LIFT brochure describes this performance by Marseilles-based company Rara Woulib as “the most 
extraordinary funeral procession you will ever attend”.

I am not sure about the “most”—the Virgin Mary’s funeral in Bill Bryden’s production of The Mysteries 
sticks in memory and in real life what about Princess Diana’s? This certainly doesn’t seem like a funeral 
but it is definitely a procession, one that processes through the streets and byways of Greenwich, but it is 
much more than that and earns its place as a piece of international theatre.

The company takes its name from the rara of Haitian musical tradition when people come to gather and 
parade and it uses the instruments of rara: long metal trumpets called klewons and blown tubes that 
produce a haunting sound and together with different drums other percussion.

Deblozay is a Creole word that means something like chaos or bedlam but, though their ghoul-like 
characters disrupt normality and often challenge their follower’s expectations, this is a very carefully 
thought out event that responds to its environment while still allowing its performers the freedom to 
improvise in response to individual audience members. 

The company keeps its locations secret from its audiences, but, since the only other Greenwich perfor-
mance is sold out, it won’t be a spoiler to tell you they set of from St Alphege’s Church in the heart of 
Greenwich.

The performance begins, before the fading of the daylight, with the audience entering the park that was 
formerly the church’s graveyard. They are greeted by strange noises that could be musical or mechani-
cal coming from the shrubbery. Ahead is billowing smoke, where a black and white clothed woman is 
sitting.



Gradually it becomes apparent that the whole place is populated with chalk-skinned figures clothed in 
funereal black and white. They stand on old tombs, atop walls, sit on the swings of a children’s playground, 
glance this way or that yhou qwill sot them. One picks up a leaf and studies it; another holds a feather, 
some advance and retreat over the same spot. Over a wall is what could be a burned-out building and 
there is a matching dereliction about these figures who seem trapped in some limbo.

Close-up, you see their white faces with deep-shadowed eyes sprout delicate decoration. A flourish of 
fine-lined curlicues cures up from a collar or creeps over a forehead, a cheek carries a complex veining. 
Their world-weary garments and mournful countenances have beauty as well as sadness. Each you come 
close to has a different ornamentation to discover.

First one then another begins to make soft moaning sounds, a few notes of melody gradually emerging, a 
cry of “male!” and there is drumming and harmonising and now everyone is moving out onto the streets 
of Greenwich.

For ninety minutes, they lead their followers first down a narrow lane then onto the highways. Traffic 
must wait for them, through roads lined with flats where their music is echoed by voices from balconies, 
along a route where sometimes red flares ahead predict the path.

Suddenly these revenants may turn and rush back through the crowd following, leaving those at the front 
deserted. Sometimes they will occupy a space where there is room for their followers to encircle them and 
all be in contact. Even if unable to be close, there is the music, the haunting wind sounds and sometimes 
just voices, changing tempos sometimes solemn or wistful but often developing dance rhythms, getting 
faster, and beneath a railway bridge exploiting its acoustic.

Each performer is a different distinctive character, maintained throughout, at times interacting with au-
dience members, that one almost collapsing with exhaustion, this staring into one’s soul with sad eyes.

Turning off the roadway, a path below the railway is lit by the flickering flames of myriad oil lamps. The 
roar as you cross a bridge over Deptford Creek is not just the trains on the track above but a sound that 
vibrates below your feet and, looking down, there are more black and white figures in boats on the water 
and moving on the walls high above it. Along all the route you can see silent figures, on buildings, in open 
grassy spaces, watching and watched.

For a time, everything halts. Along a long wall below the railway, the performers are strung out and 
waiting for a signal. When they move on, it is to split the group onto paths either side of a succession of 
railway arches, then to a sequence of chaos as they dart between and around them before finally emerging 
on to a roadway again and eventually to a fairy-ring of lights on a greensward where the evening culmi-
nates in the performers inviting everyone to dance.

Yes it's a procession, not a play, but it is ninety minutes of total involvement, full of music packed with 
emotion and characterisations that require actors, not just musicians. It is a piece of theatre fashioned to 
fit its location but that crosses cultures and continents. I enjoyed it.



Theatre goes walkabout: these shows really move audiences
Promenade theatre often means little more than a shuffle, but a wave of 
walking-based productions are taking audiences, on foot, into unknown 
territory

    Matt Trueman 
 

When theatregoers get to their feet, it traditionally heralds one of two things: a standing 
ovation or a walkout. And while theatre is not the sedentary artform it once was – we've 
sprinted through Punchdrunk's labyrinths and cycled round Blast Theory's Rider Spoke 
– most audiences still remain seated through performances.

When theatre gets us walking, it's often as a means to an end. Promenade theatre – 
despite its name – usually involves standing around and shuffling from scene to scene. 
Immersive theatre is more about exploration than ambulation. However, some shows ask 
audiences to walk alongside, with or in the midst of a performance, which means that 
walking itself becomes integral to the art.

Frédéric Gros's new book, A Philosophy of Walking, looks at the fine art of putting one 
foot in front of the other. Actually, as Gros makes clear, there's nothing fine about it: 
walking's neither a skill nor a sport, but a humble and, given the path of evolution, fun-
damentally human activity. Many make the same claims of theatre.
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Deblozay and Greenwich and Docklands festival London
Rara Woulib’s Deblozay is at Greenwich and Docklands festival, London



Gros writes about walking for its own sake and in its own right: hiking, mostly, but also aimless wan-
ders, epic pilgrimages and everything in between. And theatregoers can undertake a variety of walks at 
this year’s Greenwich & Docklands international festival in London. A laundry conga-line will wind 
its way through the Old Naval College and 100 dancers will stream down the Thames-side paths, 
while Cie Pied en Sol’s Spring leads the audience on a stroll through the seasons.

Then there’s Deblozay, a London International Festival of Theatre co-production rooted in Haiti’s 
festival of the dead, Guédé, and the rara music of Haitian carnivals. Rara Woulib transplant a potted 
version of the ritual – in Haiti, processions last for several days – into western urban environments, 
where death is usually kept more out of sight.

«It’s not just a walk,» insists Deblozay’s director Julien Marchaisseau. It’s a procession: audience and 
performers become a single mass. «You’re sharing time with a lot of people,» he says, «just walking 
with friends, strangers and neighbours.» Marchaisseau also seeks to steer us towards trance. We head 
in the same direction, at the same pace and in the same rhythm. «You let the music sink in and let go 
of your daily life to just go with the music. It’s not a part of daily life. It’s like a time capsule.» Gros 
says something similar: that walking for its own sake is a break from routine – «suspensive freedom», 
he calls it.

Walking also frees your mind. «It gives your brain something to worry about,» says Slung Low’s Alan 
Lane, who has created several city-wide promenades. «That leaves another part of your brain open to 
other stuff.» For writers, walking can bring a different mode of thinking. On foot, sentences can fall 
into place in a way they don’t when staring determinedly at a screen.

Gros writes a lot about this split focus and, following Karl Gottlob Schelle’s 1802 essay The Art of 
Walking, compares walking with sitting. Gross argues that the seated worker is, essentially, «shackled» 
to his task and so «in a state of nervous irritation due to forced and prolonged concentration». You 
could say the same of audiences, sitting fidgeting in the stalls. Walking lets us process theatre in a 
different way: less concerted, perhaps, but, as a result, more receptive.



Robert Wilson’s Walking, a three-hour walk through installations, sought meditation 
through repetitive mechanical action. It’s quite possible to lose yourself when out on foot. 
That, says Lane, means the theatremaker’s «duty of care goes through the roof». He’s seen 
walking audiences unwittingly step out in front of buses.

Conversely, walking can attune you to your environment, turning your focus outwards. 
When theatre borrows from the walking tour, as in shows like En Route or Fiona Tem-
pleton’s YOU – the City, it relies on this impulse. Walking changes your relationship to 
a place. You walk through, rather than simply going to; you’re enveloped by a space, not 
observing it from the outside. Your perception relies on different senses. You can feel its 
geography and, to go back to Gros, you can’t really rush: «Walking is the best way to go 
more slowly than any other method that has ever been found.»

Theatre is similar: a chance to stop everything else and focus on one thing. Walking 
theatre, like slow food or slow travel, seems to suit that beautifully. One thing’s for certain: 
it’s beginning to find its feet.

• Greenwich and Docklands International festival runs from 20 to 28 June.

A world of meditation … an ‘angel’ guides visitors along the route of Robert Wilson’s exhibits 
in his three-hour piece Walking in Holkham, Norfolk. Photograph: Si Barber
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With their talent for bringing about an upheaval 

and restructuring the collective urban framework, 

artists who penetrate and occupy public space are 

the most capable of getting to grips with social ta-

boos. Amongst these features death which is denied 

in a society where ageing as well as illness have been 

ignored, hushed up and brushed under the carpet for 

a long time. “Bringing back the dead to our town centres”, 

is as well the fervent wish of Alexandra Tobelaim, ac-

tress trained at Erac at Cannes who is a founder of 

the Tandaim company. With Lieux publics she initi-

ated last November an artistic work intitled Le Mois 

du chrysanthème (The Month of Chrysanthemum): on the 

tarmac strips of turf welcome back the dead to the 

land of the living for a shortlived intergenerational 

communion, like a rite of passage, an initiation cer-

emony between the different stages of life: “In an en-

tropic fashion we will greet the dead from everywhere, creat-

ing a kind of cemetery without borders.” 

If the West has gradually evicted, banished and 

expurgated death from daily life, and in parallel re-

moved cemeteries from its town centres, other civi-

lisations still cohabit and live in close proximity with 

their dead in a more tangible fashion. On his return 

after four years spent in Haiti, Julien Marchaisseau 

founded in 2007 the Rara Woulib collective: “Life 

there is fragile and precarious but the greater the presence 

of death in everyday life, the greater the sense of vitality 

which pervades people’s lives. On my return to France, I was 

shocked to see to what extent death is hidden and excluded, 

concealed behind the walls of retirement homes, of hospi-

tals; undertakers deal with everything, there are no more 

vigils and wakes… Hence the idea of confronting the public 

once again with death by conferring on it a soft and poetic 

complexion.” Musical parade at night, Deblozay (mean-

ing “disorder” in Haitian creole) draws its inspira-

tion from rara (a carnavalesque and musical form of 

voodoo), summoning up Haitian guédés (spirits) and 

Mexican aesthetics from the Festival of the Dead, 

combining zombies and the living in a bewitching, 

frenzied dance: cultural syncretism both joyful and 

formidable which seizes hold of the onlooker be-

holding this sight so as to make him lose his bearings 

and anchorage points, engulfing him in a swirling, 

uplifting and transfixing urban trance. This collec-

tive, comprising around twenty musicians and visual 

artists, initially tested out and experimented with 

this spectacle in the streets of Marseilles, occupying 

the Parc Longchamp at nightfall, or transforming Le 

Pavillon de partage des eaux des Chutes-Lavie into a 

giant “music box”: “This approach consists in inhabiting a 

city at night, which is a habit that we have lost and grown 

unaccustomed to in many places. Each new spot gives rise to 

and brings into being a new form of writing.”

The elders and transmission

A society which is in denial about its dead and 

death also averts its gaze from the elderly. In Echap-

pées belles by the Adhok company, the latter take their 

revenge by escaping from a retirement home to evoke 

and deliver moving scenes, slices of life, before set-

ting off to the sound of the Ramones. Posing ourselves 

collectively the question of transmission, also means 

reconciling ourselves with our own history. With Erf 

(Sons of the Soil) the Dutch company Schweigman cel-

ebrates and commemorates the memory of the elders 

in order to root and anchor the family heritage in the 

present: “Behind every individual there lurks an imaginary 

triangle of ancestors. Physical features, just like psychologi-

cal and emotional patterns are handed down from genera-

tion to generation.” The plastic artifact in the landscape 

symbolizes seven generations of forebears, embodied 

and portrayed by the same number of masks planted 

Like Rara Woulib group and their strollings, some 
artists are endeavouring to revive the spirit of 
grand collective rituals. New ceremonial behaviour 
patterns are carving out a niche for themselves in 
public spaces.

persistence OF rituals

Rara Woulib, Deblozay. 
Photo : Bushido.

Julie bordenave 
Traduit par Sarah Jane Mellor
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on stakes, with ever vaguer and uncertain features 

the further we go back in time.

In a more symbolic way, Dries Verhoeven chooses 

to pay homage to a fading memory of a whole world 

through Fare Thee Well which is a show intended to 

“bid farewell to what has disappeared and what is doomed 

to vanish in the future; to lost fragments of our civilisations”. 

These vestiges can be visualized by means of a tele-

scope; encrusted at the centre of the image there is a 

flowing text which enumerates all those things from 

which we will have to take our leave. One prediction 

succeeds another to the background music of one 

of Haendel’s operatic arias; we are 

gripped by the poignant sensation 

that we are witnessing the waning 

and fading away of our own con-

temporary existence and through 

this the fleeting glimpse of our own 

identity. This is a dizzying sinking 

feeling for the isolated viewer who becomes the hap-

less observer of a world from which he temporarily 

withdraws: “a visual requiem for our epoch, an elegy of 

dystopias in a crisis-hit era, exposing the world as being in a 

state of flux”, the artist comments.

The rituals invented

Before paying homage to the vestiges and rem-

nants of a civilization, the street arts put forward the 

idea of enshrining it amongst beings who are well 

and truly alive. Street artists have never been lacking 

in creativity in inventing collective rites and rituals: 

at the turn of the Millennium, Théâtre de l’Unité of-

fered its irresistible Manifestations de Joie (Manifesta-

tions of Joy); more vehemently, the “Manifs de droite” 

(Right-wing demos), created in 2003 in the wake of 

the movement of casual and intermittent employees, 

experienced their heyday following the election of 

Nicolas Sarkozy in 2007… Places of manufacture give 

rise to traditions which create ties and bonds that 

knit closely together the social fabric of a geographi-

cal area: at the Channel in Calais, bringing in the New 

Year has for a long time been celebrated collectively, 

on the occasion of Feux d’hiver (Winter fires); for the 

inauguration of Les Thermes d’Encausse in 2011, Les 

Pronomade(s) initiated a Poste Restante service, in-

viting local inhabitants to deposit sealed messages 

with the postal authorities, to be delivered to the in-

tended recipients or addresses in 2036 (that is to say 

twenty-five years later, the duration of the lease)… 

In Marseilles, Lieux publics introduced in 2003 the 

urban ritual Sirènes et midi net. On the first Wednes-

day of each month, the test of the civil protection 

and defence siren is blended by artists into a unique 

ephemeral creative work on the Opera forecourt: “A 

creative work of art which resonates with this urban sound 

signal, with what imaginary ideas it conveys, between war 

and aquatic divinity, amidst musical glissando and screech-

ing seabirds sweeping the mariners of The Odyssey to a 

watery grave…” Over the years, this monthly event 

has brought together a crowd, a whole fraternity of 

faithful spectators; people also turn up to attend in 

order to learn the latest tidings, a habit of yesterday, 

of times gone by…

Other rituals have been introduced by Lieux pub-

lics connected with the city’s cultural heritage, such 

as Stars on Stairs, which is acted out on the monu-

mental steps of Saint-Charles railway station and 

its breathtaking open-air stage overlooking the city. 

A more “immaterial” heritage, the legendary verve 

and sparkle of Marseilles will enjoy pride of place 

and be honoured on the occasion 

of Le Grand Bavardage (The Big Talk) 

next September during Métamor-

phoses event. This will consist in a 

Sunday banquet for one thousand 

guests, set out on tables laid along 

La Canebière, where local artists 

(Ilotopie, Agence de Voyages Imaginaires, No Tunes 

International…) will take part in this feast, partying 

and carousing with the invited public in order to 

“render audible to the whole world the expressive language 

and gift of the gab for which this city is so famous”.

Public space is well and truly the dedicated place 

to bring out the full force of a collective body, going 

beyond and transcending normality, even resulting 

in the creation of new customs. Thus by taming and 

domesticating set limits and forbidden things, real, 

imaginary or fantasised, street arts can also trans-

gress and contravene them by opposing reinvigor-

ating, liberating, transgressive or reflective acts and 

gestures; sometimes a mere spark is all that is re-

quired as a catalyst to enable us to reclaim and re-

possess this supposedly public space, where frontiers 

existing in our minds sometimes outnumber and 

outweigh physical frontiers.

To pay homage to  
a fading memory of 
a whole world.

Rara Woulib, Deblozay. 
Photo : Bushido.
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