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Breakthrough Moments :
Open Dialogue in the Ridiculusmus Play,
“The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland”

David Woods
Published in : Context 138, April 2015.

http://developingopendialogue.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Context138-Woods.pdf

Aulanko, 2013

My co-artistic director of Ridiculusmus, Jonathan Haynes, and | had already been working on
the play that would become The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland (Woods,
2014) for twelve months before we had heard of open dialogue. We called the play The Family
Drama and, drawing as it did on our personal backgrounds, it was littered with situations of
family crisis resulting from mental illness. Our pasts contained events with problematic
outcomes and we wondered whether the mental health system today would do any better. We
sought out contemporary research projects and met with Charlotte Burck and her team at the
Tavistock Centre, London. Their study, Ways of Coping, looked at the experiences of teenage
carers of mentally ill parents, a role | had been in. It was during that encouraging exchange of
ideas that Charlotte urged us to “look at what’s happening in Finland”.

We familiarised ourselves with the published literature on Open Dialogue and watched Daniel
Mackler’s film (2011) and, after we made contact with Jaakko Seikkula, he encouraged us to
attend a dialogic conference at Aulanko in Haméenlinna, Finland, so that we could spend some
time with him and his colleagues. Bartering the fees for a performance of our work in progress,
and with the support of a Wellcome Foundation grant, we set off on an ambitious field trip. On
the way, we visited Keropudas hospital in Tornio where Open Dialogue had evolved, in the
hope of broadening our knowledge of these methods in practice.

We readily agreed to Jaakko’s request for an
improvised stage version of a treatment
meeting at the conference. We thought it
would be good for the development of the
characters’ stories as well as gaining first hand
experience of the approach. What took place
that morning at Aulanko had a profound,
transformative influence on the play and our
practice in general. For me, it remains a life-
defining moment that I still don’t fully
understand.
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Some background

Ridiculusmus is a London-based theatre company of almost a quarter of a century vintage,
driven by the artistic partnership between myself and Jonathan Haynes. The Eradication of
Schizophrenia in Western Lapland is our most recent and possibly our most ambitious work.
It attempts to convey the experience of visual and auditory hallucinations by simultaneously
performing two plays about a family in crisis to two separate but adjoining auditoria. The
audience in one space is able to hear, and occasionally see, what is happening in the other. The
audiences then swap sides to see what they previously heard and to hear what they previously
saw. It is an ambitious and sometimes frustrating construct but one that we felt gave some
physical and experiential experience of psychosis to a non- psychotic audience.

Our method of working has evolved over time. We meet in an empty room somewhere,
improvise for a set period of time, recording everything, and then edit that improvised material
into a play. This affords space for material to develop but is also a structured situation where
we feel safe to create, fail and create again. This initial phase highlights areas of interest we
then research. This research, in turn, informs a new phase of improvisation, which leads to
more new discoveries about the material. Our discovery that open dialogue is also a way of
working that explores issues of concern within structured gatherings from the point of view of
the people involved was uncanny.

Similarities were also evident in the mode of being that is required by the therapist and the
improvising actor. Sensitivity, listening, openness and playfulness are all aspects of open
dialogue and of our own creative process. As improvising actors, we must respond ‘in the
moment’ — tricking ourselves into believing an action is occurring for the first time.

Therapists need to leave preconceived notions outside the treatment meeting. Yet, at the same
time as working from moment to moment, we are also thinking dramaturgically about our
contribution to the narrative, reflecting from within our roles to push the story along, enacting
a sequence of actions that we have discussed in advance or that spontaneously arise. This
mirrors the use of reflecting processes that Tom Anderson contributed to open dialogue.
Finally, tolerating uncertainty, a cornerstone of the approach, is something we embrace as
essential to the fragile industry we inhabit.

Clearly, we shared an affinity in our working methods, but whether these discoveries might
inform, or be included in our evolving play, remained to be seen. For reasons of confidentiality,
actual exchanges from treatment meetings were scantily available. There were transcripts of
extracts from treatment meetings in the literature (Seikkula, 2002), but I found these bafflingly
simple and short.

Reading these extracts didn’t bode well for contributing magical moments to an exciting new
play. The dialogical process seemed so subtle as to be invisible and revolved around the
‘undramatic’. Successful outcomes are moments where tension is dissolved. Theatre generally
aspires to the opposite of this; tension is ratcheted to a high level and maintained for as long as
bearable. Explorative contemporary drama might even be said to aspire to stage unbearable “in
ver face” action with objectionable situations and characters.

Family drama has tended to opt for crudeness in the mechanics of its revelations — big things
are communicated in big moments at big gatherings with great intensity. Such choices are the



stuff of cliché — there seemed to be no traumas
left that we would be able to unveil that would
generate surprise. So, whilst the prospect of
finding something stunning in the open-
dialogue literature seemed unlikely, resorting to
the conventions of family drama was equally
unpromising.

Meanwhile in Aulanko

After the opening speeches at Aulanko, we set

up the conference hall into our double auditorium arrangement. We presented a 15- minute
extract from the play and were met with ponderous silence from the audience of more than 300
therapists! We then removed the wall and created a circle of chairs for the staged treatment
meeting that would follow. | changed into Dad, (not a costume change, a subtle head shift from
one thought pattern to another; a touch of physical transformation in the spine or face maybe —
a jigsaw of people from real life and elements of myself, glued together with imagination).
Patrizia was in character as Dad’s wife, Jade, and Jon and Richard, as the two sons — Richard
and Rupert. We took our places in the circle. What a circle it was: Peter Rober, Belgian
academic, clinical psychologist, family therapist and trainer, Markku Suteila, chief
psychologist at Keropudas Hospital and Jaakko Seikkula, professor of psychotherapy at the
University of Jyviskyla — not that this was in any way intimidating!

The meeting skips along. | remember Jaakko thanking us, the family, for coming along to the
meeting. Richard has some problem with books; Mum has gone. Jaakko asks, “What do you
think Mum would say about the books? Shall we have a chair to represent Mum? Where should
we place the chair? Next to Dad? Next to Richard? Away from Jade?”

We seem to have talked about nothing, but after a few simple exchanges, Dad/l am bursting
with emotion. It swells in me like grief, but is also a relief. | am asked something, and I can’t
speak, the words come out as a torrent of pain. Jaakko and Markku start to cry. We all mourn
the absence of the fictional mother. And it ends. We’ll meet tomorrow. This is what would be
said in a treatment meeting but everyone agrees we should actually do this tomorrow. It’s the
last day of the conference, and schedules can be juggled.

By the end of the second meeting the following day, the fictional problem has now been clearly
aired. How can this family resolve what needs to be acknowledged or mourned, that they have
lost their mother? They have unearthed this trauma and the play has found its big revelation,
but doesn’t know it yet. Still in a state of embarrassment about what has been happening to me,
I go along with the idea that | was performing all of that. Inside, as someone who has cried less
than five times in my whole adult life, I find it all confusing.

Jon and I return from Finland, glowing. We haven’t really comprehended the change that has
occurred, but we are back in the same room at Shoreditch Town Hall, with this still-incomplete
work in progress. We are agreed that it cannot be simply be a demonstration of the open-
dialogue approach. Such ‘info theatre’ is not to our taste. For us, it encourages a lazy
consumerism on the part of the audience that won’t lead to genuine learning. There has to be
an active step towards engaged thinking to comprehend and be able to put into practice what
we are drawing attention to. To demonstrate open dialogue in this context would be the



theatrical equivalent of rote learning. The play needs the tension of proximity to this work but
must not be a demonstration of it.

We insert some lines around this idea into
the script:

Doctor: A colleague of mine — we did a
training course together on a way of & [%
working that has practically eradicated g, &
schizophrenia in...

Richard: Western Lapland?

Doctor: You know it?

Richard: Very well, it’s the name of the play
what we re in.

Doctor: Play? Right. Well then you Il have
heard they think psychotic meaning-making is meaning-making — they don 't want to medicate
meaning-making... anyway my friend, he got
struck off.

Richard: Why?

Doctor: Well, he tried it and the medical
director claimed he was harming his patients
by not prescribing the anti-psychotics that the
pharmaceutical companies wanted him to.

A performance in Salford consolidates this new
direction. Mental health service-users there tell
us of the production line treatment routinely
meted out to them.

The premiere nine months later in Brighton

We open the play, still unfinished and unresolved but, into it, we have inserted some chinks of
light. Richard unlocks his traumatic memories through writing about them. This writing
becomes a way of coping with or, ‘managing’ his problems:

Richard: The whole thing is kind of constructed to help me recover from these, whatever you
call them that are going on. Have been going on, for some time, probably will continue to go
on, these, um, problems. Doctor: So the fictional realms help you manage your problems?
Richard: Is that what I said?

Doctor: Yes.

Richard: I didn’t say my problems. I said these problems.

Through this process, Richard accepts that his mother is gone and will never come back but it
takes us another six months to find a way of unraveling this without lapsing into sentimentality
or stating the ‘obvious’.



Six more months of thinking

During this time, we review video footage of the show and a post-show talk with Markku and
Mia Kurtti, a nurse in Tornio. They believe all psychoses are responses to traumatic events and
that open dialogue provides an opportunity to unlock the memory of these events and help
defuse them. This conversation with Markku and Mia gives us new ideas for the structuring of
the play.

In the play, we have developed this theme of unearthing traumatic memories to a point where
‘Dad’ becomes visibly distressed by the memory of ‘Mum’, and here I come back to my
personal meltdown in Aulanko. I now have a place for it in the show. | can explore it in every
performance. I can’t say I fully understand it, yet, but this is where I have got so far: Whilst
the therapist helps facilitate a therapeutic narrative and understanding for the client, we, in our
minimalist articulation of therapeutic breakthrough, attempt to allow the audience to come to
the work with their own narratives, perhaps with traumas that are unresolved. By under- writing
the specifics of our staged family-drama, we allow the audience space to process their own
experience.

At Aulanko, while my improvised character engaged with the specifics of the fictional
situation, my thinking dramaturgical self identified something in need of emotional release. |
was unable to pinpoint what it exactly was — the feeling that the play had finally come to
fruition? Grief for my own enforced childhood maturity? The fragility of my ongoing existence
in our impoverished industry? The responsibilities of fatherhood? Of leading? Or something
encompassing all these things that recognised, in the safety of the empathy of a dialogical
situation, that all of these things could be heard, understood and valued. The trauma is now
something shared between the characters in the play rather than borne only by Richard, but it
is also shared between ourselves and our collective work, and between us and our audiences.
A resolution that, we hope, would be assessed by Jaakko as a ‘good outcome’.

Conclusion

Despite operating in the very different spheres of theatre and therapy, Ridiculusmus’ working
method and output share a remarkable similarity to open dialogue. Paying close attention to
the details of dialogical exchange, clarifying meaning and allowing time for empathetic
reflection while concentrating on being ‘in the moment’ and soul-full inform both. These
qualities act as enablers of genuine communication and ultimately serve in both scenarios as a
building block for healthy societies. The exciting implication for practitioners in the arts and
therapy is that there is an opportunity to improve both areas through creative exchange,
enhancing the therapeutic quality of performance, and the performative qualities and skills of
therapists.

The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland premiered at SICK! Festival in Brighton
in March 2014 and has since played seasons in London, Melbourne and Edinburgh and toured
around the UK from Scarborough to Cornwall. It remains in the company’s touring repertoire
with plans for further performances throughout 2015.
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Reference added to the original article : who is Tom Andersen, cited in this testimony ?

https://www.taosinstitute.net/about-us/people/in-memoriam/tom-andersen

Tom Andersen, Ph.D.

Tom Andersen was Professor of Social Psychiatry at the Institute of Community Medicine,
University of Tromso, Norway, and was the initiator of Reflective Processes in therapeutic
practices. He is the author of The Reflecting Team: Dialogues and Dialogues about Dialogues,
1991, and Death Talk: Conversations with Children and Families, 1997. Tom died in the spring
of 2007. He will be missed.

Article:

The Reflecting Team: Dialogue and Meta-Dialogue in Clinical Work,

by TOM ANDERSEN, M.D. (1987)
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/d0i/10.1111/].1545-5300.1987.00415.x/pdf

Book:

The Reflecting Team: Dialogues and Dialogues About the Dialogues,

by Tom Andersen (2004)
http://www.amazon.com/The-Reflecting-Team-Dialogues-About/dp/0393701204
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OPEN DIALOGUE WORKSHOP

06-08 June 2013, Haméenlinna, Finland

Therapy Meeting
From right to left, three psychologists and the four actors of the theatre troop Ridiculusmus :
Prof. Dr. Peter Rober / KUL-Belgium, Marku Suteila and Prof. Dr. Jaakko Seikkula.
Picture by Luc De Bry who participated with his son to the OD Workshop.

Two actors having suffered depression and psychosis, to the Ridiculusmus Theater Troop of
London, UK, was interested to learn about « Open Dialogue », hence they have been to
Western Lapland to meet the OD Team. Then, in order to illustrate for the participants what a
treatment meeting is like, the Ridiculusmus Theater Troop of London, UK, has been invited
to the 2013 Workshop to play the roles of family members during a visit of the OD Team.

Impressed by the remarkable Open Dialogue results, they wrote a theater play entitled « The
Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland ». They played it for the professionals at
that Workshop (see video on p. 19).

The actors, from left to right: Richard Talbot Patrizia Paolini, David Woods et Jon Haynes
« Open Dialogue » Therapy Meeting at Aulanko Hotel, Haméenlinna, Finland
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Book Description

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Eradication-Schizophrenia-Western-
Lapland/dp/1783191082/ref=sr _1_1? _mk_fr FR=AMAZON&dchild=1&keywords=the+er
adication+of+schizophrenia+in+western+lapland&qgid=1591004327 &sr=8-1

aicuiusmus Mediterranean roasted vegetables. Finnish Folk and Margaret
Drabble. Adolf Hitler and the knitted cover for a toilet roll. An
THE ERADICATION OF audience split in two experiencing auditory hallucinations. The
SCHIZOPHRENIA new work from acclaimed theatre company Ridiculusmus is
IN WESTERN .| inspired by a treatment method for psychosis that has virtually

eradicated schizophrenia from Western Lapland. The text is
syncopated and harmonised throughout with duets on words
and phrases, cooking up a dizzying concoction of memory,
delusion and reality that culminates in a unified third act of
denouement set between the past and present the crucial
defining moment of the protagonists life. It conjures up a comic
nightmare of delusion while offering a hopeful world of
polyphonic uncertainty, a world where dialogue can transform
your life.

LAPLAND

Jo Hynes ) B Voods

OBERON MODERN PLAYS

Product Description

Press Reviews

'Embedded here is an argument for a different treatment for mental illness, practised in
Finland, that embraces dialogue with a community, not just a patient...it's a startling piece of
work that challenges how you listen and fathom what you hear.' Four Stars - Guardian

"...intelligent, formally liberated and bloody peculiar...as both seriously thought-provoking
and seriously funny theatre, it sees Ridiculusmus (remaining) at the very top of their game.'
Four Stars - Exeunt Magazine

About the Author

Ridiculusmus has been producing seriously funny theatre for over 20 years. The company is
led by David Woods and Jon Haynes, who write, direct and perform. Ridiculusmus' origins
are in the shadowlands of theatre and comedy. They began as a rabble of graduates from the
Poor School in London adapting comic novels for the London fringe and have evolved over
the last quarter century into a robust double act. Driving and leading as author-actors, the
company's co-artistic directors David Woods and Jonathan Haynes have established the
company as a flagship UK performance group touring nationally and internationally with
works passionately wrought from minimal resources, and with an oxymoronic aim: to be both
serious and funny.
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Product Details

Editeur : Oberon Books Ltd (20 février 2014)
Langue : Anglais

Broché : 94 pages

ISBN-10 : 1783191082

ISBN-13 : 978-1783191086

Poids de l'article : 100 g

Dimensions : 12.85x 0.51 x 19.84 cm

Best Sellers Rank: 3 (on Amazon.co.uk, on 10 November 2021)
69,402 in Books (See Top 100 in Books)
3,508 in Drama (Books)
5,071 in llinesses & Conditions
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The

Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/mar/24/play-mental-illness-eradication-
schizophrenia-western-lapland-open-dialogue-hallucination

The play that wants to change
the way we treat mental illness

by Laura Barnett

Mon 24 Mar 2014 11.07 GMT

The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland is based on a new approach called
‘'open dialogue’, and replicates the experience of having an auditory hallucination.

David Woods and Richard Talbot rehearsing The Eradication of Schizophrenia in
Western Lapland by Ridiculusmus. Photograph: Tristram Kenton for the Guardian.

12


https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/mar/24/play-mental-illness-eradication-schizophrenia-western-lapland-open-dialogue-hallucination
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/mar/24/play-mental-illness-eradication-schizophrenia-western-lapland-open-dialogue-hallucination
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/laurabarnett

Can theatre offer a cure for psychosis? It's unlikely — and it would be unwise for any theatre-
maker even to try. What theatre can do, though, is convey the experienceof psychosis: the
hallucinations and delusions — often terrifying, sometimes comical — that define reality for
those with schizophrenia and related conditions.

This, at least, is the belief shared by David Woods and Jon Haynes, co-founders of the theatre
company Ridiculusmus. Their new show, The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western
Lapland, examines the effects of psychosis on several members of a fictional family, using an
innovative conceit. The audience is split in two, with each half sitting on either side of a
dividing wall. For the first act, each half of the audience watches one scene, while another
scene is performed on the other side. Later, the audiences swap places; and in the final
section, the wall becomes transparent, so that both halves of the audience are watching the
same scene.

The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland in rehearsal: Richard Talbot, David Woods,
Jon Haynes and Patrizia Paolini Photograph: Tristram Kenton for the Guardian.

The effect, at least at first, is bewildering — and that is the point. "It's as if you're having
auditory hallucinations,” Woods tells me when we meet during rehearsals at the Basement in
Brighton, where the play is beginning a national tour. "Initially it'll be overwhelming,
chaotic. Then the audience will go out of the theatre, change sides. Slowly the voices will
settle into place. In a way, it's the same with schizophrenia. You don't always get cured, but
at least, you can recover."
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The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland in rehearsal: Richard Talbot, David
Woods, Jon Haynes and Patrizia Paolini Photograph: Tristram Kenton for the Guardian

Woods and Haynes know more about schizophrenia and psychosis than most. Haynes was
sectioned in the mid-80s, and spent six months as a patient in London's Maudsley Hospital,
Woods was a carer for several family members with mental health problems. It was this that
first drew them towards making a show about mental illness: a series of early improvisations
on the subject of family (the company devise all their work through improvisation and
extensive research) threw up memories from their own pasts.

They contacted the Tavistock clinic in London, where they took part in a workshop on child
carers for adults with mental health issues. It was there that they first learned about "open
dialogue™: a revolutionary approach to the treatment of psychosis that has, over the past few
decades, virtually eradicated the condition in Western Lapland, the area of Finland where it
originated.

Intrigued, Woods and Haynes travelled to the Keropudas hospital in Tornio, Finland,

where Dr Jaakko Seikkula first evolved the method - and were so struck by what they found
that they decided to make open dialogue the key subject of their show. "I thought: 'Wow, this
is wonderful," Haynes explains. "I can imagine that if we'd had this kind of approach [in the
UK] years ago, things might have been very different for me. When | was ill, | remember
feeling very much that | was the problem. With open dialogue, that's not at all how the
patient feels."

Open dialogue is, as the name suggests, a treatment based on talking rather than medicating,
and on intervening as early as possible in a psychotic episode. Families are directly involved
in the patient's therapy, with the aim of identifying the skewed dynamics, or other sources of
emotional tension, that may have caused the patient's crisis. "The idea," Seikkula tells me
over Skype, "is to organise the psychiatric system in a way that makes it possible to meet
immediately in a crisis, and work very intensively together with the family."

The statistics on open dialogue are startling: according to a 2003 study conducted at
Keropudas hospital, 82% of patients who were given open-dialogue treatment had no, or
mild, psychotic symptoms after five years, compared to 50% in a comparison group. The
method has attracted international attention — in 2011, Seikkula helped found the Institute for
Dialogic Practice in Massachusetts, to take open dialogue to the US. But it still remains far
from the mainstream in many countries, including the UK.

The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland has Open Dialogue as an underlying
theme, inherent in the idea of an audience listening to a family's experience of psychosis,
much as a psychiatrist might do during an open-dialogue session. Each scene begins with a
group of disembodied voices describing the principles of the method, and the psychiatrist
character in the play mentions the fact that a colleague in the NHS has been struck off for
using open dialogue in the place of anti-psychotic medication.

Haynes and Woods' key aims are to raise awareness of open dialogue, and to dispel the wider

stigma surrounding schizophrenia. "I would hope,” Woods says, "“that people who see the
show would start listening: talking to each other rather than just barging their way through
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life. And that they would realise that there is a lot more to schizophrenia than just the tiny
minority who go out and stab somebody with a knife."

The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland in rehearsal: Jon Haynes, Patrizia
Paolini, David Woods and Richard Talbot. Photograph: Tristram Kenton for the Guardian.

The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland has open dialogue as an underlying
theme, inherent in the idea of an audience listening to a family's experience of psychosis,
much as a psychiatrist might do during an open-dialogue session. Each scene begins with a
group of disembodied voices describing the principles of the method, and the psychiatrist
character in the play mentions the fact that a colleague in the NHS has been struck off for
using open dialogue in the place of anti-psychotic medication.

Haynes and Woods' key aims are to raise awareness of open dialogue, and to dispel the wider
stigma surrounding schizophrenia. "I would hope," Woods says, "that people who see the
show would start listening: talking to each other rather than just barging their way through
life. And that they would realise that there is a lot more to schizophrenia than just the tiny
minority who go out and stab somebody with a knife."

Seikkula, too, believes that a piece of theatre such as this has a powerful role to play in
expressing what he, and other practitioners of open dialogue, consider the fundamental
definition of psychosis. "Psychosis belongs to life," he says. "In my mind, we can all have
hallucinations. If we are in a stressful enough situation, each of us can react in that way. This
play gives people a very concrete experience of how that really is.”

The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland is touring the UK.
See ridiculusmus.com for full details.
For more information on Open Dialogue, see opendialogueapproach.co.uk
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The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland

By Ridiculusmus

Photos: Richard Davenport

“If the title is a mouthful, the show itself'is a mindful” A Younger Theatre

The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland is informed by a treatment for
psychosis that has seen amazing results in Western Lapland. Ridiculusmus travelled to the
region to study this radical new therapy as the starting point of their own creative journey.

“There’s something electrifying, yet oddly reassuring about this experience. A startling piece
of work that challenges how you listen and fathom what you hear”” The Guardian
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The audience is divided in two while two sections of the play run concurrently on either side
of awall. It is only in Act 2, when the audiences switch sides, that the full story is revealed.

This innovative staging offers visitors a unique and three-dimensional insight into what it is

to be psychotic.

“To me, the very confusion and disjointedness of the play was part of its strength, and | found
it strangely uplifting”.  Anne Cooke, Consultant Clinical Psychologist and Principal Lecturer
at Canterbury Christ Church University, writing in the British Journal of General Practice

“The latest transmission from Ridiculusmus is in, and it’s as tense and audacious as it is
vital. Extremely funny and often heartbreaking... both seriously thought provoking and
seriously funny theatre, it sees Ridiculusmus (remaining) at the very top of their

game” EXeunt

The show has been performed on various continents in venues that range from art houses to
village halls, black box theatres to mental health festivals. It was developed with support
from The Wellcome Trust in collaboration with leading scientists and Finnish health
professionals.

“It is an open door to understanding, which is the first step to removing the stigma around
the condition. This is Ridiculusmus’s stated aim, and they are very successful” Everything
Theatre.

Written by David Woods and Jon Haynes.

Original Cast: David Woods, Jon Haynes, Patrizia Paolini and Richard Talbot.

Commissioned by Sick! Festival, Brighton. Funded by the Wellcome Trust and Arts Council
England with support from Shoreditch Town Hall, Metal and Stephen Joseph Theatre.

*kkkk

17



Videos & Trailers

Trailer from Ridiculusmus on Vimeo

Inside The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland - A short film
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At the « Open Dialogue » Workshop, 6-8 June 2013, Haméenlinna, Finlande,

medical professionals react to The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland
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Past VVenues

Between 2014 and 2019, the theatre company has been on tour and “The Eradication of
Schizophrenia in Western Lapland” has been played at the following places :

Battersea Arts Centre, London

The Albany, London

The Lowry as part of Sick! Festival, Manchester
Northwall, Oxford

Shoreditch Town Hall, London

Stephen Joseph Theatre , Scarborough

The Poly, Falmouth

Village Hall, Grampound

Summerhall, Edinburgh Festival Fringe, Edinburgh
Battersea Arts Centre, London

Arts House, Melbourne, Australia
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The Guardian
Maddy Costa
Web link to article
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Earlier this year, Jon Haynes, co-artistic director of Ridiculusmus, listed on his blog several
things that “may have contributed” to the company’s new show. One was reading a book by
the psychiatrist RD Laing as an undergraduate and “finding the idea of madness quite
attractive”; another, being sectioned and discovering that “madness wasn’t so attractive after
all”. The four characters in The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland are all
experiencing or assimilating mental illness in ways that are funny, fragile, unsettling and
touching to witness. Madness looks confusing, painful, exhausting. It also looks a lot like
ordinary life.

That’s down to the ingenuity of the staging: the audience are divided on either side of two
rooms connected by net-curtained windows. In one, a mother is exhibiting signs of psychosis,
to the bemusement of her sons; in the other, the eldest son is talking to his psychologist from
his own state of psychosis, possibly triggered by his parents’ divorce. Sound bleeds from one
room to the other, blurring the stories. Even when the audience swaps sides and the action
replays, it’s a struggle to put the pieces together. If the eldest son — played with deadpan
concision by Haynes — is “mad” in one room and “sane” in the other, what’s the difference?
Is his psychologist — a deliciously distracted performance by the other half of Ridiculusmus,
David Woods — also hearing voices? There’s something electrifying yet oddly reassuring
about this experience: what does it matter if nothing makes sense?

Embedded here is an argument for a different treatment for mental illness, practised in
Finland, that embraces dialogue with a community, not just a patient. There’s room for the
show to develop, but already it’s a startling piece of work that challenges how you listen and
fathom what you hear.
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The latest transmission from Ridiculusmus is in, and it’s as dense and audacious as it is vital.
A family drama and a meditation on schizophrenia collapsing simultaneously in on one
another. There is no roadmap to guide the audience through their experience of the play, and
no sense that the company’s process of development has culminated — instead there is trying
and failing, trying and succeeding, trying and succeeding in being rather trying, and
everywhere dialogue, contradiction and contemplation.

The audience is divided in two, and positioned at either side of a partition. One side presents
the interior of a house, and behind its curtained windows the other side is a psychiatric ward.
Two sections of the play run concurrently, with characters stepping in and out of their scene
and into the other, and dialogue synching into parallel or reflecting at strange angles like
theatre overhearing itself.

Its surface is smartly suggestive of psychotic experience: we hear voices we half-recognise
but can’t understand; we suspect something is going on without our knowledge or consent;
our sense of existing within a coherent community is disrupted; time slips, slides and folds in
on itself. After the interval, when the audience switches sides and the play appears to begin
again, it obtusely refuses to, as if gaps have unnervingly opened in our memories.

The family drama is extremely funny and often heartbreaking, the pressures that mental
illness can exert across multiple generations are rendered with those touches of ‘serious
laughter’ which Ridiculusmus have made their calling card. Patrizia Paolini is notably
brilliant as Mum, whose own schizophrenia is doomed to recur in her son Richard.

Conversations which toss discussions of food preferences in with threats of violent machete-
murder are absurd but harrowingly real. Imagery becomes increasingly obtuse, until the final
act in which the family becomes sort of Jungian archetypes or visitors from Richard’s
psychosis. Bulls, Adolf Hitler, chintzy toilet roll holders — chunks of a mind cast adrift that
wash back in in newly threatening dimensions.

Behind all this, Haynes and Woods are staging a number of discussions. There’s a plea for
wider understanding of illnesses such as schizophrenia, of the vicious capitalism of the
pharmaceutical drug cartels which, in psychiatry textbooks and even, via their lobbying of
governments, in education, have erased all traces of so-called "talking" therapies in favour of
their chemical drugs, euphemistically called medications, and the power of dialogue to open
up and heal.

There’s also a brilliantly staged discussion of what theatre is, and what it means to be an
audience member. When the Doctor character quotes R D Laing’s Politics of Experience,
“Your experience of me is not inside you./My experience of you is invisible to you./l cannot
experience your experience./You cannot experience my experience’, within the context of this
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fragmented, asymmetrical production, it’s a reminder that all experiences of theatre are
essentially monadal and mediated by the infinitely centred nature of experience itself. It puts
schizophrenia on context, it reminds us that in many ways schizophrenics have simply
stepped ‘out of line’ or failed in their attempt to ‘play along’ with this prescribed pantomime
of a communal perspective, but it’s also a forceful statement about the act of watching and
interpreting theatre.

The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland is intelligent, formally liberated and
bloody peculiar. It’s doubtlessly still evolving, and could perhaps shed a little of its obscurity,
but as both seriously thought-provoking and seriously funny theatre, it sees Ridiculusmus
(remaining) at the very top of their game.
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A Younger Theatre
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If the title is a mouthful, the show itself is a mindful. Commissioned by SICK! Festival
Brighton, The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland somewhat playfully engages
with the rather weighty topic of schizophrenia, namely a treatment known as ‘Open
Dialogue’, which has practically achieved the effect proclaimed in the title. The list of thanks
in the programme is testament enough to the amount of research behind it, though this
research is sensed rather than seen or heard in the show itself, to its great advantage. The
research and subject matter led the creators, Jon Haynes and David Woods, to try to embody
the illness and its unconventional treatment within the play itself, by experimenting with its
form, content and delivery. They play with multiple or uncertain meanings, voices and
audience experience to create a powerful and sometimes unsettling picture of mental illness.

The first commendable point is the mechanism by which the audience is split into two halves.
So often heavy-handed and intimidating, here we are simply handed a coloured sticker, which
determines which side of the council chamber we are to sit on. In the centre is a wall dividing
the action and the audience, but allowing certain movements and interactions between the
two. With this clever but simple design by George Tomlinson, the company hope to achieve
“a simultaneous performance of two plays”. It’s debatable whether what is experienced by
one half of the audience constitutes an entire play, but what happens in the interplay between
the two is far more interesting.

In quieter moments, one could hear and partly see what was happening on the other side.
Performers would speak through the wall, inexplicably pass through momentarily and then
return. | became fascinated with the divergent experience that the other half of the audience
were having, and the sneaky suspicion that they might be having a better time than me. This
is a not only a lovely metaphor for the ‘grass is always greener’ phenomenon; the feeling that
there is meaning and a fuller reality just out of reach also seems an elegant illustration of
what moments of living with schizophrenia might be like.

Although characters often act inexplicably and bizarrely, this is never overdone, and always
seems as if it follows some kind of internal logic, unknown to us. All performances are subtle
yet powerful, particular that of the only female member of the cast, Patrizia Paolini.
Characters seem to occupy an unstable position — sometimes being sane, sometimes not;
sometimes being children, sometimes not; and sometimes being alive, and sometimes being
dead — or never alive at all. The multiple narratives of the play never quite emerge into a
cohesive or coherent whole, which though unsatisfying, is of course completely appropriate
for the subject matter. The tone of the piece is distinctly negative and unsettling, which might
seem strange in a piece about an almost miraculous, hopeful method of treatment for
schizophrenia. The truth is that this cure, like so much of the play, though now in sight,
remains still just out of reach.
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If you like your hand held when going to the theatre, this show is not for you. The
Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland is a stimulating, confusing unfolding of
events where the audience hear two performances at the same time and swap seats half way
through. The aim is to introduce people to the experience of schizophrenia.

This is a clever approach. It allows you to empathise with people who experience the world
in such a radically different way it can be hard to find anything to relate to. It is an open door
to understanding, which is the first step to removing the stigma around the condition. This

is Ridiculusmus’ stated aim, and they are very successful.

It isn’t always a fun experience, but then it never claims to be. It is highly confusing, but then
| feel that this is the point. Four superb actors interact over a set you can see and one you
can’t. There are multiple times, places, characters all of which achieve synergy and slip into
disparity. It follows the story of a mother and son, both of which I assume have the condition
(it is never mentioned) and opens a portal into their life, their relationships and a dire turn of
events.

The set is as nimble as the dialogue. It allows a split audience to see certain things but not
others, it masks and reveals in a tantalising fashion. The DIY-look costumes assist this and
the weirder they get, the more disturbance they manage to imbue.

There are some marvellously funny sections, mostly led by Patrizia Paolini, and many
downright disturbing ones, all blended together. We humans like narrative and consistency
and this performance breaks many theatrical conventions to achieve a wormhole through
which anyone can pass. An example of this is one actor playing two characters, yet barely
changing anything to differentiate between to two — one minute he’s saying he’s twelve, the
next he’s asking his son to obey his mother. Reality is broken apart.

Whilst this play is very successful in achieving its aim, it fails to signpost to give sufficient
context to the confusion. No one ensured I picked up the program (I nearly didn’t) and here
only is the landscape and ambition of the work explained. Luckily the venue was bright
enough for me to read it easily during the performance — and | needed to several times. If |
hadn’t reread my program I wonder if I would have walked out with a jumble of erroneous
ideas from a jumble of senseless actions. There is power in this — but it negates the stated aim
of the play.

| can see how giving too much context within the body of the play may ruin the adept writing
and absurdist naturalism, but a short verbal explanation at the start or the insistence people
receive and pay attention to the program would have sufficed without destroying the spirit.
The Eradication of Schizophrenia in Western Lapland is well worth seeing, but do treat it like
a performed academic paper with the program as the abstract.
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