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Collective reading as a community-formative act in the performance The Death of Ivan Ilyich by Tomi Janežič
  In this essay I will try to offer an analysis of the performance The Death of Ivan Ilyich by Tomi Janežič, as seen in Timisoara at the theater festival TESZT in May 2015., as an community-formative performative event. Community will here be understood as discussed in the two influential philosophical texts – The inoperative community by Jean-Luc Nancy, first published in the year 1986. and famous discursive answer to it - The Unavowable Community by Maurice Blanchot, originally published in 1983. 

  Since the Seagull, three years have passed, Tomi Janežič is still alive, Jasna Đuričić is still alive, Boris Isaković is still alive, I am still alive. Probably, however, not everyone who has seen Seagull is still alive. Only the others are dying. We are staying here in order to turn our theater into a  discursive place of the death. In the same theater – Serbian National Theater in Novi Sad, with almost identical author’s team, Tomi Janežić has come back to another Russian literature’s classical text – The Death of Ivan Ilyich by Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy. This novella has been written after the War and Peace and after Anna Karenina, between the years 1882 and 1886, and at the same time while Tolstoy was writing his memoirs. These two literary works overlap in their thematic cores: What is the purpose and/or meaning of the life if we have to die? In the contemporary literature, art and philosophy, there have been many replicas, replies, and dialogues with this text of Tolstoy's - the most notable ones being Anton Chekhov’s The Boring story and Akira Kurosawa’s film adaptation Ikiru, as well as Martin Heidegger's mention in Sein und Zeit, where he describes the plot of the novella as an unpleasant feeling and social conventions that need to be carried out by the non-dying ones while the one is dying. Heidegger writes: “Wir erfahren nicht im genuinen Sinne das Sterben der Anderen, sondern sind höchstens immer nur >dabei<”
; only to further declare the collapse of the notion „man stirbt“ –  “one dies”. Tolstoy develops this idea even further, as not only the inability of the non-dying ones to experience the death of the other while being exposed to it, but also as an occasion in which all the non-dying ones could joyfully remind themselves of their own liveliness in the present moment, as opposed to the expected raising of awareness of their own mortality: “The very fact of the death of someone close to them aroused in all who heard about it, as always, a feeling of delight that he had died and they hadn't.”
 The actors in the performance are repeating the sentence as a mantra: There, he had died, and I hadn't. There, he had died, and I hadn't. There, he had died, and I hadn't.
  Is the notion of death eliminated and repressed from the public sphere, or is it rather as Freud was describing the state of public discourse after the World War I – only denied, without a possibility of being transposed into the unconscious? What might be different between the end of the nineteenth century, when Tolstoy’s novella was written and between the contemporary moment when Janežić’s involvement with it is being performed, are the movements, both intellectual and physical ones – of the dying ones, and not of the death itself. Walter Benjamin describes the loss of the authority of the death in modernism, which among other things, manifested itself also as the crisis of the storytelling. In his study about the literary opus of Nikolai Leskov, Benjamin writes: 

Sterben wird im Verlauf der Neuzeit aus der Merkwelt der Lebenden immer weiter herausgedrängt. Ehemals kein Haus, kaum ein Zimmer, in dem nicht schon einmal jemand schon gestorben war. (...) Heute sind die Bürger in Räumen, welche rein vom Sterben geblieben sind, Trockenwohner der Ewigkeit, und sie werden, wenn es mit ihnen zu Ende geht, von den Erben in Sanatorien oder in Krankenhäusern verstaut.

Understanding the repression and removal of the death discourse from both public and private spheres, as the possible removal of the dying ones and not the impossible removal of the death itself, could open an introduction to understanding the community-forming that happened that day in Timisoara, in the theater – which brought together the discourse of death and our mortal corporealities. We needed the performance to bring the discourse of death back into the public sphere. Not only we needed its thematic core, contained already in the title itself, but we needed the collective movement we made towards the content of the text and of the performance – the collective reading of it.  

  In his book What is art? form the year 1987 Tolstoy attributes to the arts the ability of being the catalyst of the communication between the human beings, thus the catalyst of the community itself:

(...)We will inevitably notice that the art is one of the links between the two human beings. Each art work is provoking its recipient to enter into the certain relation with the one who has produced, or is producing art, and with everyone who are simultaneously, before or after, receiving the same artistic impression. (...) It is the means for the humans to unite(...)
  
Multiplying communities - the community of the mortal ones, the community of the ones who read, the community of the lovers and the community of the living and the dead ones

   The literary and theatrical topos of the performance The Death of Ivan Ilyich, announced in the title and already discussed in previous passages reveals itself through the theatrical form, simple and clear, but remaining so only at the very beginning – fourteen actors, two set designers and the director are all wearing mourning clothes, are all wearing smart black suites, are all deceiving us in representing the attendees of the funeral of Ivan Ilych. And then, starting from the name of the author and the title of the novella, they all start to read. Aloud. To us. Sentence by sentence, passage by passage, through strange group dynamics and preconceived choices of who reads what, in most of the cases probably made by the director Tomi Janežić himself. 
  The death from the title, the death of an ordinary one, the death of everyman, and above all – the death of the other for the performers, and for the spectators as well, in the course of durational nature of the event, in the course of the next four hours, is becoming the exact phenomena described by Jean-Luc Nancy as the “presentation of finitude in and by community”, is becoming the material through which audiences and performers are communicating, and over which are they commuting and exchanging:
True, what tears apart is the presentation of finitude in and by community – the presentation of the triple mourning I must go through: that of the death of the other, that of my birth and that of my death. Community is carrying out of this triple mourning (I wouldn't go so far as to say that it is the “work” of this triple mourning, or in any case it is not simply this: there is something broader and less productive it the carrying through of mourning.)

Provoked and contained in the performative event, the community of the mortal beings, or in other words the community of the dying ones is being formed at the very beginning of the performance by its theme. Maurice Blanchot in his text, further follows the line of Nancy’s argumentation noting that the very condition of being beside the dying-one is what opens the space for the community:

To remain present in the proximity of another who by dying removes himself definitively, to take upon myself another’s death as the only death that concerns me, this is what puts me beside myself, this is the only separation that can open me, in its very impossibility, to the Openness of a community. 

Discourse of the death was embodying in the theater space, by permanently multiplying the textual level of the performance. Text was not part of it only in its acoustic quality by being read aloud by the actors to us, but also by the very materiality of the words which were present on the stage. Text has been projected on the scenography which was made of numerous black doors glued to one another, and being slowly repainted from black to white, by set designers Daniela Dimitrovska and Željko Piškorić during the whole duration of the performance. Specificity of the performance in Timisoara was also its multilingualism – the text was projected in the four translations of the novella – in Serbocroatian, English, Hungarian and Romanian. Presence of the text in the performance was even tripled by the booklets each spectator received when entering the theater hall, containing the integral text of Tolstoy’s novella, in one of the four above mentioned language options. 
     First three or four pages of the novella have been read on stage by the actors and during this time each audience member was demanded for a multi-focal attention, by constant augmentation of the textual presence. Tolstoy and the death being spoken on stage, Tolstoy and the death being projected on the background made of the black doors, and again, and again, and again, Tolstoy and the death printed out on the papers, resting on our laps. And then, the director and the actors proposed a new movement towards the textual material by stimulating the participatory act of the reading of the novella by the spectators. “When was the last time you read aloud in front of the other one?”, they asked us, while simultaneously, this same, unusually invasive question,  was being projected in the four linguistic variants. Each and every audience member was supposed to read aloud a certain number of the pages of Tolstoy to the person seated next to her. And then to take time and listen to the other one reading.      
     This very movement, already denoted in the subtitle of the performance – a collective reading – offers a horizon for the second type of community – the community of the ones who read. In the same sense in which Nancy argues that mourning is not working, or not only that, Blanchot argues that to “to write is to produce the absence of the work”. Literary community, is, according to Blanchot the one which has the following attributes: “always already lost, it has no use, creates no work and does not glorify itself in that loss”.
 Precisely in the willingness and determination of the spectators, and for that matter of the author’s team of the performance as well, not to produce, precisely in our collective non-working, in this absence of the work through collectiveness of reading aloud, the literary community came to existence. On the intimate communication between the writing one – and the ones who read his ecriture, Blanchot writes: 

“The one for whom I write” is the one whom one cannot know, he is the unknown, and the relationship with the unknown, even in writing, exposes me to death or finitude, that death which does not have it in it to appease death.
  
Writing, and reading, solitary practices as they are, are unable to remain stable in their solitude, are inevitably reaching out towards someone, towards the unknown, and this movement, in Blanchot’s words confronts the writing/ the  reading one with the death, once again, and in exposure of the death, according to Nancy arises the horizon of the community. From the solitude towards the unknown, from the unknown towards the death, from the death towards the community. Nancy is determined and exclusive in regard to this: Community does not sublate the finitude it exposes. Community itself, in sum, is nothing but this exposition.
 Theatrical situation of the coupled reading is doubling this exposition – not only is the one exposed to her own finitude thorugh the first type of community – the community of the dying ones, but she is also exposed once more to the unknown, given that she is reading aloud and being read aloud to and by the neighbour that she has not previously been acquainted with(which was also strongly encouraged by the author), and through the unknown with the death and finitude, and through the death and finitude with the community, once again. 
   The shared intimacy of the performative technique of the reading aloud, opens the space for the third type of the community to be formed between the reading couples – the community of the lovers. In the part of his text dedicated to another novella with the death in its title – Marguerite Duras’s The malady of death, Blanchot claims: 
The community of lovers – no matter if the lovers want it or not, enjoy it or not, be they linked by chance, by “l’amour fou”, by the passion of death(Kleist) – has as its ultimate goal the destruction of society.

And yes, the destruction of the society is supposed to be directly connected with the creation of the community, and especially while our society is obviously not exposing us to our finitude, whereas our theatrical community is “nothing but this exposition“. Ever-multiplying voices, of the coupled actors reading to each other, of the coupled spectators reading to each other, were filling in the theater space. Text in four langauges, in possibly even more then four languages - one spectator of the performance in September in Belgrade at the BITEF festival, has been seated next to the Japanese guest and coupled with her; was this woman translating Tolstoy simultaneously into Japanese or did she get her own booklet in advance? in how many languages has death been verbalized?; murmuring, whispering, screaming, uttering of the text, was filling in the theater space. And all of us, were determing not to produce, all of us were determined to if produce then only “the absence of the work” and surplus of the death, all of us were determined to share the solitude of dying, to share the solitude of reading. Not by chance, I was seated next to the director, not by chance I claimed that last time I was reading aloud just a few days ago, my text, in Kosovo, in another festival, not by chance he said he shares moments of reading with his girlfriend, not by chance was this encounter the encounter with the unknown, and then with the death, and then with the community, and then with the destruction. 
  And Tolstoy, in his text What is art? is broadening the promise of the community formed through arts, insofar that he proposes a fourth type of the community – the community of the living ones and of those who departed, so that he proposes the community for whose existence through art, the death itself is not an obstacle: 

 (...)and more than this – he senses mysterious joy of the togetherness which, despite their death, is uniting us with all the people from the past, who have been moved by the same sensation, and with all the people from the future who are yet to be moved.
 

When Blanchot quotes George Bataille in saying that „but the community can last only at the level of the intensity of death“
, does he also mean that we can, impossibly but still somehow possibly, reach out to the dead ones, if we could only endure with them „the level of the intensity of death“, which they experience genuinely and we only mediated in the theater, does he also mean that we can reach out to him, and to Bataille and to Tolstoy, and to our great-grandparents?    
   Nevertheless, as it always inevitably happens with the community, our community, all four above described possibilities and sub-types of it ceased to actually exist, they dissolved before ever being formed, remaining forever either in the past or in the future, and never coinciding with now and here, never being genuinely present in our theater of the death. Blanchot writes: “The people are not like that. They are there, then they are no longer there; they ignore the structure that could stabilize them.”
 If there ever was in May, in Timisoara, something we might call the theater of the discourse of the death and if there ever was the community formed through it, if there ever was something that could possibly attach us to it, and stabilize us temporarily, we have inevitably and irreparably ignored it.
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