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Not so long ago, Michael&Caja took part in the Mare Librum Festival which celebrated the 300th anniversary of Dutch philosopher, theologian and jurist Hugo de Groot (Grotius). Grand gestures and beautiful costumes infused their tale about Hugo de Groot and his wife Maria. But now Caja van der Poel and Michael Driebeek van der Ven are returning to the basics. They choose for the timeless tale, De Kleine Johannes/A way of Man. 

“It’s great to finally be able to get dressed on my own”, van der Poel says with a laugh. “Lately, I always needed help to hoist myself into my costume, not to mention the ritual involved in going to the loo”. She has been collaborating with Michael Driebeek van der Ven in NOORDVOLK theatre company since 2003. Their studio, situated close to Holland Spoor train station, is the location where their creative concepts are crafted into original, socially engaged productions. “We started humbly with Play on 2 chairs. We travelled all over, which was quite easy since the décor, as the title suggests, consisted of two chairs. But the productions that followed became increasingly bigger”, Michael explains. At a given point in time, they needed time to reflect. As mature theatre company they faced the question whether they should continue with the larger productions or whether they should return to their roots. With A way of man it would appear that they have chosen for the latter. On the anniversary of the 150th birthday of the author Frederik van Eeden, van der Poel is narrating her tale on the stage of the Regentenkamer. “I first read the novel in secondary school. In the first instance because it was one of the shortest novels on the list. But it contained so many layers, and it appealed so much to me that it stayed with me.

Jonathan, the main protagonist in the story, is a young boy on the road to becoming a man. On this journey, he is propelled ahead by the quest to discover the ultimate truth. He encounters several characters claiming to have the key to this absolute truth and he follows them, his questions always ready at hand. Caja van der Poel attended the School of Storytelling in England. “I am trained as an actress. Storytelling is an entirely different profession. I experienced it for the first time in The Hague, with A Christmas Carol. All by himself, Ashley Ramsden managed to create an entire world for me. I knew instantly that this was also what I wanted to do. Michael also noticed the captivation of his colleague. “She was literally glowing afterwards. It was more than a case of a performance being ‘ever so nice’. I had a very good gut feeling about this right away!”

Adulthood 

The two took the book from the shelf again and engaged with the story afresh. “All I could remember was that Jonathan spoke to insects. When I read it again, I understood the story’s depth and meaning. It’s about being human, becoming an adult. What I like in particular is Jonathan’s ability to adopt the truth of another without ceasing to ask critical questions. He does not become a follower and his journey never becomes an escape from reality. Jonathan is on a true quest for meaning. 

After the performances in the Regentenkamer, Michael&Caja are travelling to Edinburgh where they will be performing the production in English at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival 2010.

Van der Poel: “England and Scotland have a rich tradition of storytellers. Whilst we won’t be presenting a new medium, we will expose them to one of the greatest Dutch literary works.  We are curious to see if it strikes a chord. Before Edinburgh, we will be performing at School of Storytelling in Emerson just outside London. Ashley Ramsden will also be attending and hopefully he will give us a few final tips.”
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