If you run fast enough, no-one will know where you are

A show that cannot sit still and that is completely wrapped up in movement, this was the aim in creating If you run fast enough, no-one will know where you are (8+). Early on in his career, director Jetse Batelaan became known for making shows that were almost completely lacking in action. With If you run fast enough, no-one will know where you are he intended to do the opposite: to create a show with lots and lots of action. With an added unique element: much of what happens doesn’t take place onstage, but offstage, behind the stage or to the sides of the stage. Five performers are constantly in motion, but out of sight for much of the time. While this is going on, a number of abstract objects enter the stage, plus a musician and a technician dressed up as ghosts, and two young children who each give a presentation about their favourite sport. And during all of this, there’s a voice-over that reads a fairy tale.

Another voice, male, from inside one of the moving boxes, talks of the various sources that have served as inspirations for the show. He refers to the Greek philosopher Heraclitus and his aphorism “Panta rhei, ouden menei”: “Everything flows, nothing remains still”. What Heraclitus meant was that everything is forever in motion, and thus wrapped up in a process of becoming. There is no such thing as a static reality.

The fairy tale unfolds as follows. Once upon a time, “in a land not very far away at all,” there lived a poor lumberjack and his wife. They had a daughter, Stippelientje, the first of fourteen in total. Stippelientje was attracted to anything that moved, and she herself was a child that liked to move. She moved so much that, had she lived today, she would have been labelled as an over excited child. One day Stippelientje was out gathering mushrooms when she ended up in a part of the forest that had come to a complete standstill. The birds, for instance, were hanging in the air as if petrified. But the stillness was suddenly interrupted by a prince, riding his horse. He and Stippelientje talked for a while and together they reached the wise conclusion that the forest had been struck by “a phenomenon called a standstill”. They talked and talked and finally, their encounter ended with a kiss. The next morning, the prince had disappeared, and the forest had started moving once more. A storm even began to blow. From that moment on, Stippelientje took a different approach to life. She had found a sense of peace, and could appreciate a standstill as much as she loved movement. She no longer felt the need to run after everything, and lived very happily ever after. As it reaches its conclusion, the fairy tale suggests that she dies. 

The course of the fairy tale follows the teachings of Heraclitus, who believed that things exist solely by the grace of their opposites. Without movement there can be no standstill, and vice versa. They are two sides of the same coin. According to Heraclitus, this dialectic is what triggers the dynamism in the real world. 

Sometimes it seems as if what is happening onstage in If you run fast enough, no-one will know where you are, is an idiosyncratic interpretation of the words spoken by the voice-over. And at other times there seems to be some sort of coherence, but the scenes and the images appear before or after they are mentioned in the text. Perhaps all of this is just make-belief, and perhaps we as viewers discover links between the text and the images only because we like to see such connections, and expect to find them? Director Jetse Batelaan himself has dubbed his creation an “autonomous story in pictures”. 

