L’IMPARTIAL        Saturday 3 November 2007
SPECIAL PUPPET FESTIVAL
ILKA SCHÖNBEIN : Between wild child and sophisticated aesthete

“Ilka would like you to meet her in front of her mobile-home” the theatre’s press officer says. In front of her grey house on wheels, the German puppeteer has arranged a wooden box and a lopsided seat, which look as if they were coming directly from her imagination. Here lives Ilka Schônbein, in this tiny space made of wood and metal. We thought it was red? “The previous one doesn’t exist anymore, it left me!” The sun cradled Beau-Site Park provides an ideal background for a meeting with this woman who likes so much to sleep down dale in the mossy woods! To night, as a part of the Puppet Festival, she presents here, in La Chaud de Fond, My Own Flesh and Blood, a way to discover on our stage her “clashing den”.
She looks a little bit anxious, doesn’t like excessively this kind of time where you speak about yourself. Holding tight her cup of soup in her palms, she starts: “For long time, I used to avoid meeting, I’m not a woman of many words”. We know all this, but the must impressive we could remember of this magician of craps, of this frail woman gripping her imaginary creatures, is definitely the cotton like state of main we had been left in by Winter Journey, adapted from Schubert. She smiles, as if having stopped worrying at the moment she saw us stroked by the black tenderness of her immateriality. Then, gradually, words show on the surface… “When I feel moved by a human suffering, then I want to create. In German, two very similar words mean everything I’m deeply concerned with: Wunder, which means miracle, and Wunde, wound… It’s just like a double layer of compost helping the show to grow…”
If Metamorphosis, her first play, made of indefinite variations, had no solid dramatic basis, Today, she begins integrating a text, and not the least: Why the Child was Cooking in Polenta , by Aglaja Veteranyi – a story particularly disturbing for Ilka Schönbein : “One year before, I was just thinking of telling the story of a little girl in a circus, whose mum, hanging from a tight rope, fell down from the sky… I was surprised to find this Rumanian writer, who killed herself in Zurich in 2002, haunted by the same obsession of her body thrown in the moving water, like the bodies of the poets Paul Celan and Ghérassim Luca.”
She chooses to read the text by Veteranyi “many, many” time in order to open a passage the puppets could loom up through. And as soon as the faces appear, Ilka resumes unchanging ritual: for hours choreographing in front of the mirror, to get rid of intellect, to reach emotion through images. We could imagine how this two sentences “I like particularly rough onion when I can squash it with my fist. It makes the core spurt!” could be scattered all the body around, could give rise to the scenography for the way of living apart she cultivates gives birth to fine aesthetic shows.
By the late 90’, in the streets of Avignon , spectators look with tenderness and curiosity at her magic work, so rare. In a place where entertainers prevail, she conjures up the wounds of the Shoah by the way of handmade creatures extending her emaciated arms. Today, even if many big European theatres fight over her, she still describes herself as a stranger, out of the society. Then, while she finds herself in the 18th arrondissement of Paris for several weeks, how does she live it? “Actually, nature calms me down too much. I feed as well on cities energy, even if I stay out. Now and then, I indulge in a dive in this stars bath”.
                                                     Alexandre Caldera

