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Play Dead is currently one of the truly sublime artistic achievements of contemporary circus, no matter how personal or biased it may sound. It 
includes the world's highest artistic level of an uncompromising character, captivates with visually engaging images associating tenebrism and 
naturalism in 17th century painting, and with the overall action on stage draws you into the dreamy timelessness of surrealism. Play Dead in the genre 
of physical theater, acrobatic dance and circus is a work with an exemplary non-linear dramaturgy, the pillars of which were an excellently built play 
full of dramatic moments crowned by the interplay of actors, perfect timing of actions and further conscious repetition (e.g., bends) and refined 
transition of scenic motifs (e.g., touch) and imagination triggering a narrative free from any description. The acting was characterized by a spirited 
and introverted gestural expression (including meaningful hand shapes), meaning was indicated by both barely perceptible blinks or fixed gazes 
(someone was always watching someone), and precisely constructed movement scores for highly technically trained bodies. The stage depiction of the 
coexistence of a group of people who perceive, respect, and perhaps even love each other, but also disagree, argue, and provoke each other, sounded 
the strings of tragedy and comedy. 


The performance was full of emotions, touching and stunning, entertaining, and even spontaneously evoking laughter. To give an idea of the beginning, 
a lady and a gentleman descended the stairs from the top of the semicircular auditorium. Natasha Patterson, in a long turquoise gown, listened to the 
narration of Jérémi Lévesque, in a blue suit. His preoccupation with talking, while the viewer deliberately did not hear anything specific except for the 
melodically intense speech, strongly contrasted with her willingness to listen. She tactfully retreated, he added, and while she discreetly moved away, 
the young man immersed himself in himself, but did not stop talking. Her inner state subsequently boiled over. She began to widen her eyes, roll her 
neck, throw herself back, these bends deepened and the pace of the flailing increased. The man continued to articulate. The originally romantic 
postcard developed into a drama with a sharp turn into comedy. 


In the darkened stage space, reminiscent of an apartment, a massive almara stood on the left, in front of it a wooden table and period chairs with 
upholstered seats. On the right side there was a two-seater sofa, with its shape and decoration evoking the Baroque, a cupboard and a lamp with a 
decorative lampshade. A carpet and a light curtain were made of fabrics on the stage. The completely functional scenography was complemented by 
props - objects such as a duster, plates, a cup, etc., ranging from ostensive effects to functional use by the actors to symbolic use as a theatrical symbol. 
The dining table, for example, united the group, also served as an anchoring base for the poles with rotating plates, and after folding the legs on one 
side, it became an inclined plane on which the acrobats climbed and slid. Similarly, the costumes were not only pleasing to the eye, but above all they 
were able to highlight the geometry of movement and underline the features of the stage character. Dance Zone; A sublime and Virtuoso Contemporary Circus Prague, Czech Republic

P E O P L E  W A T C H I N G



“Not only did the six Montreal artists of People Watching 
offer us the festival's favorite show, but they also created 
one of the most memorable contemporary circus shows of 
recent years.”

La Presse 


“The Canadian company People Watching, whose thread 
we must not lose, has constructed before us, with barbaric 
delicacy, with the subtlety of clockwork precision, a show 
of such power that it compels the eye(s) not to miss a 
single detail.”

La Verdad; When You Feel Like Eating the Whole World

San Javier, Spain - August 2024


“People Watching has created with barbaric finesse, with 
the subtlety of watchmaking precision, a piece of such 
power that forces the eye not to want to miss a single 
detail.”

The Truth


“Baroque decadence elegantly fits into a past era of 
emotional and sexual repression that ends in a crisis of 
infidelity revelations and devolves into a new era of 
unfettered passion.”

Niche MTL

“Play Dead is currently one of the truly sublime artistic 
achievements of contemporary circus. It includes the 
world's highest artistic level of an uncompromising 
character, captivates with visually engaging images 
associating tenebrism and naturalism in 17th century 
painting, and with the overall action on stage draws you 
into the dreamy timelessness of surrealism. Emotions 
flowed from the performance, it moved and amazed, it 
entertained and even elicited spontaneous laughter. 
Behind this unique project is a solid group of creators, 
virtuoso artists, personalities of different nationalities 
and disciplines, as well as totally available artists with 
the willingness to break away from the perfectly 
familiar and open themselves up to a challenge.”

Dance Zone; A sublime and Virtuoso Contemporary Circus

Prague, Czech Republic


Play Dead is an exceptional, highly promising creation, 
with a strong dose of energy and talent. Long live Play 
Dead and this collective that watches people! Let's hope 
this nugget from the Montréal Complètement Cirque 
2023 festival comes to a venue near you soon.

Click Cirque, Françoise Boudreault

QUOTES Play Dead; by People Watching
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Capsule: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EW0m_OY8gSA

Play Dead; by People Watching

Le  Festival   Quartiers   Danses est  fier de souligner  le travail d'excellence  du collectif People 
Watching, composé des artistes Ruben Ingwersen, Jérémi Lévesque, Natasha Pa!erson, 
Brin Schoellkopf, Jarrod Takle et Sabine Van Rensburg, à travers la remise de ce prix de 
distinction de sa 21e édition.

L'œuvre  Play  Dead , présentée le 8 septembre 2023 au Studio-Théâtre des Grands Ballets 
Canadiens, dans le cadre de la programmation en salles du FQD,  se mérite le prix Prix Coup 
de cœur | National, pour son originalité et sa grande richesse artistique.
 
Nous sommes fiers de contribuer au développement artistique du collectif People Watching. 
C'est avec plaisir que nous souhaitons présenter leur travail chorégraphique à nouveau 
dans le cadre de la 22e édition du FQD, qui se déroulera du 5 au 15 septembre 2024. 

DISTINCTIONS

21E ÉDITION DU FESTIVAL QUARTIERS DANSES

Rafik Hubert Sabbagh               
Directeur général et artistique

© Melika Dez              © Melika Dez              

The Festival Quartiers Danses is proud to highlight the excellent work of the People 
Watching collective, made up of artists Ruben Ingwersen, Jérémi Lévesque, Natasha 
Patterson, Brin Schoellkopf, Jarrod Takle and Sabine Van Rensburg, with this award of 
distinction for its 21st edition. 


Play Dead , presented on September 8, 2023 at the Studio-Théâtre des Grands Ballets 
Canadiens, as part of the FQD's theatrical program, has been awarded the Prix Coup 
de coeur | National, for its originality and artistic richness.


We are proud to contribute to the artistic development of the People Watching 
collective, and look forward to presenting their choreographic work again at the 22nd 
edition of the FQD, which runs from September 5 to 15, 2024.

General and Artistic Director

AWARDS

 

PRIX COUP DE COEUR - WINNER
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A veces -eso es- parece que, sintiéndote un privilegiado por estar allí, estás contemplando un hipnótico espectáculo pintado por Caravaggio que, milagrosamente, se ha hecho carne en movimiento con esos personajes jóvenes iluminados por su misterio y su magnetismo; espectáculo que muestra, humildemente y al ...
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Un momento de la representación del espectáculo 'Play Dead', de la compañía canadiense People Watching, el sábado en el Auditorio Parque Almansa de San Javier. Pepe H
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Sometimes - it's true - you feel privileged to be there, to contemplate a hypnotic spectacle painted by Caravaggio, 
who miraculously became flesh in motion with these young figures illuminated by their mystery and magnetism; a 
spectacle that shows, humbly and at the same time in all its splendor, human nature in all its beauty, its heartbreaks, 
its fears, its physical prowess, what madness.... And, at other times, what you're looking at is a wandering of ghosts 
and memories of the past, of shadows that lurk, of loves that have said goodbye, of hands that have helped you, of 
bodies that you have embraced not without despair, of loved ones who have never returned, of subdued lights that 
heal your wounds, of family dishes that come to life before your eyes... You see the game of taking risks, of scaling 
your most hidden desires, of stripping naked in the fog..., of being invisible, of being waited for with someone else's 
whole body, of being something more than a few bright and dark days in the world, of being even something more 
than the enamored dust and oblivion we will become.


The Canadian company People Watching, which we must not lose sight of, has constructed before us, with barbaric 
delicacy, with the subtlety of clockwork precision, a show of such power that it forces the eye(s) not to miss a single 
detail. And he deploys a pleasing, eerie attentiveness to isolated, distant sounds that come from a small bell or the 
rubbing of a glass or the opening and closing of a cupboard door. At other times, sublime music will flood the action 
with a splendor you don't want to end.


Play Dead", as the project is called, is far from grandiloquent or commercially pretentious, and is the result of the 
collective creative and interpretive work of the six artists-dancers-acrobats who make this prodigy possible. On 
stage, a few pieces of antique furniture, a high-cornered curtain, a few lamps, and a stroll of palpitations and glances 
that span centuries of domination of the body, and the pursuit of pleasure, create this production that does not ignore 
the recognizable character, sometimes so ridiculous, of human behavior, glorious at other times.


Dance, circus stunts, admirable physical theater that sometimes makes you shudder...; this chronicle of human 
relationships does not omit fatalism, nor the “damn them” of all those fates condemned to meet death at the wrong 
moment, or the merry-go-round of betrayal or misfortune. Above all, “Play Dead” is a celebration of affection, 
sensuality, friendship, dance, the pleasure of being together, and the audacity of breaking down walls.


Six authentic, sometimes almost invisible beasts celebrate the miracle of the performing arts on the Almansa Park 
Auditorium stage. And yes, it's true that this show could have been even better at the Winter Theater - may no one 
have the stupid idea of changing its name -, the new space of the San Javier Theater, Music and Dance Festival 
which, directed for another year by David Martínez, has reached its 54th edition converted into one of the most 
desirable summer theatrical events in all of Spain; I know: let's leave out the Barcelona Greek.


Indeed, six magnificent artists dedicate themselves to a show that they themselves helped to assemble and dismantle 
and which, as they say, came about when, in the spring of 2020, they felt “driven to seek ways of sharing intimacy 
with an audience during a period of deep isolation”. And they hit the nail on the head, endowing the communicative 
and impactful possibilities of contemporary circus with doses of dramatic depth that resonate deeply with the 
spectator. Their names, bless them: Ruben Ingwersen, Jérémi Levesque, Natasha Patterson, Brin Schoellkopf, Jarrod 
Takle, Sabine Van Rensburg.


Several things became clear on Saturday evening; One of them is that, without a doubt, both the trajectory of the San 
Javier Festival - which enjoys the firm support of Mayor José Miguel Luengo (PP) - and the audience accustomed to 
most of its programming, with its exemplary behavior and demonstrated loyalty, would deserve to be accompanied in 
future editions by internationally renowned artists, deserve to be accompanied in future editions by companies in the 
category, for example, of Belgium's Peeping Tom, whose latest show, “S 62°58”, W 60°39" -coordinates which 
correspond to Deception Island, the exact spot where a ship ran aground in the Arctic ice - would certainly leave 
other nights to remember.

Play Dead; by People Watching
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The 15th annual Montréal Complètement , which annually attracts audiences from 
literally all over the world to the Canadian circus metropolis, offered both 
“traditional” new circus and the latest in contemporary art. The festival premiere of 
Play Dead by the Collectif People Watching (People Watching Collective) was one of 
the absolute highlights. The group of graduates of the Montreal National Circus 
School, with all their qualities, very significantly overshadowed the rest of the 
program with their magnificent, yet intimate work. 


Play Dead is currently one of the truly sublime artistic achievements of contemporary 
circus, no matter how personal or biased it may sound. It includes the world's highest 
artistic level of an uncompromising character, captivates with visually engaging images 
associating tenebrism and naturalism in 17th century painting, and with the overall action 
on stage draws you into the dreamy timelessness of surrealism. Play Dead in the genre of 
physical theater, acrobatic dance and circus is a work with an exemplary non-linear 
dramaturgy, the pillars of which were an excellently built play full of dramatic moments 
crowned by the interplay of actors, perfect timing of actions and further conscious 
repetition (e.g., bends) and refined transition of scenic motifs (e.g., touch) and 
imagination triggering a narrative free from any description. The acting was 
characterized by a spirited and introverted gestural expression (including meaningful 
hand shapes), meaning was indicated by both barely perceptible blinks or fixed gazes 
(someone was always watching someone), and precisely constructed movement scores 
for highly technically trained bodies. The stage depiction of the coexistence of a group of 
people who perceive, respect, and perhaps even love each other, but also disagree, argue, 
and provoke each other, sounded the strings of tragedy and comedy. 


The performance was full of emotions, touching and stunning, entertaining, and even 
spontaneously evoking laughter. To give an idea of the beginning, a lady and a gentleman 
descended the stairs from the top of the semicircular auditorium. Natasha Patterson, in a 
long turquoise gown, listened to the narration of Jérémi Lévesque, in a blue suit. His 
preoccupation with talking, while the viewer deliberately did not hear anything specific 
except for the melodically intense speech, strongly contrasted with her willingness to 
listen. She tactfully retreated, he added, and while she discreetly moved away, the young 
man immersed himself in himself, but did not stop talking. Her inner state subsequently 
boiled over. She began to widen her eyes, roll her neck, throw herself back, these bends 
deepened and the pace of the flailing increased. The man continued to articulate. The 
originally romantic postcard developed into a drama with a sharp turn into comedy. 


In the darkened stage space, reminiscent of an apartment, a massive almara stood on the 
left, in front of it a wooden table and period chairs with upholstered seats. On the right 
side there was a two-seater sofa, with its shape and decoration evoking the Baroque, a 
cupboard and a lamp with a decorative lampshade. A carpet and a light curtain were 
made of fabrics on the stage. The completely functional scenography was complemented 
by props - objects such as a duster, plates, a cup, etc., ranging from ostensive effects to 
functional use by the actors to symbolic use as a theatrical symbol. The dining table, for 
example, united the group, also served as an anchoring base for the poles with rotating 
plates, and after folding the legs on one side, it became an inclined plane on which the 
acrobats climbed and slid. Similarly, the costumes were not only pleasing to the eye, but 
above all they were able to highlight the geometry of movement and underline the 
features of the stage character. 


For example, Brin Schoellkopf, a visually elongated, slender young man, first entered the 
scene in trousers with cut-off legs, threads still hanging from the edges. He held 
excessively long leather shoelaces in his hands, which he imaginatively struggled with in

his flexibility to send a message about the slightly neurotic state of being of a 
distinctive character. Later, he balanced on glass bottles, and then walked over 
their necks in a calm mood. After all, all the “heroes of the novel” were 
distinguished by their originality, which they emphasized with solo action with 
an object or with a partner, and thanks to this, they constantly differed from 
each other, which increased the tension both outward and inward in the story. 
Artist  Natasha Patterson dominated the stage in the role of a manipulative 
beauty, the character played by Sabine Van Rensburg exuded mystery. The 
male quartet, represented by Brin Schoellkopf, Jarrod Takle, Jérémi Lévesque 
and Ruben Ingwersen, was full of strength and sensitivity, delicate and fast, 
flirtatious and fragile.  The softly lit space exuded the aesthetics of silent films, 
with a floral, earthy perfume. 


Behind this unique project stands a strong six-man crew of creators, virtuoso 
artists, personalities of different nationalities and disciplines, as well as 
completely available artists willing to break away from the perfectly familiar 
and open themselves up to a challenge. For example, none of the performers 
here flaunted their original circus discipline, on the contrary, they all very 
cleverly infiltrated it into the scenic universe of Play Dead and expanded their 
portfolios to new levels. For example, Sabine Van Rensburg, a circus artist of 
South African origin with a deep family tradition, an excellent aerial acrobat on 
a scarf, allowed herself to "hang" here, but only for a few dramatic seconds, 
during which she held on to the curtain with which she descended and rose in 
the throbbing rhythm of chaos. However, she made her mark in the memory 
above all with her solo situated in a closet. She was able to inhabit the 
minimalist space from many perspectives, from a position upside down, 
leaning between frames or hanging on a wardrobe door, all without giving any 
hint of temporary discomfort. In general, the omnipresent lightness was created 
under the impression of soft and almost silent touches and impacts, whether the 
artists "fell like corpses" directly to the ground or smoothly blended into the 
space, or jumped on each other and bounced off each other in flight. 


On the sound level, melodies and noises sounded, classical and also pop music, 
often as if a gramophone needle was scratching into a worn record. The 
musical dramaturgy introduced another layer of unexpected connections, one 
of the surprises was Tchaikovsky's Piano Concerto No. 1 in B minor, Op. 23 
linked to a dynamic destructive action, when the acrobats themselves 
illuminated sections of the stage with a central light suspended in such a way 
as to help them move from place to place. It was fascinating to watch how they 
emerged from the darkness in various phases of the movement phrases, and at 
the same time the arrangement of things changed with them. It was a moment 
as if the glowing physical energy, fed by the phenomenal composition, was 
struggling to the surface from boiling water held by a jumping lid. Although 
there was no straightforward circus exhibition, the risk not only did not leave 
this scene, but did not leave it for a second throughout the performance. 


The People Watching Collective is a group of six multidisciplinary artists who 
decided to collaborate in Montreal in 2020. During the pandemic, they shared 
an apartment, a kind of intimacy during a time of global isolation, and with that 
came many creative ideas. They therefore began to search for a common 
language that would include all their previous experiences but also the 
challenges that successfully filtered into the final form. The production of Play 
Dead by the young collective is literally destined to become a hit of upcoming 
festivals with artistically directed dramaturgy in the outlook of the seasons, 
without exaggeration, around the globe. 

Play Dead; by People Watching
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They are six, from four countries, dedicated to collective creation in the purest sense of the term and speaking the same language: one where contemporary dance, theater 
and circus come together in unison. A dialect tinged with surrealism that the People Watching company considers inseparable from circus art, given the diversion of 
various objects for acrobatic purposes and the physical feats that transgress the usual and leave one speechless. After having first presented its first show, Play Dead , last 
year at the Théâtre La Chapelle, as part of the exploratory section L'autre cirque of the Montréal complètement cirque festival, it is investing this year at the Tohu to 
reveal it to the general public.

It was at the National Circus School that Brin Schoellkopf (from Vermont), Jérémi Lévesque (from Quebec), Sabine Van Rensburg (from South Africa), Natasha 
Patterson (from California), Ruben Ingerwen and Jarrod Takle (both from Australia) met, admired each other and formed a strong friendship. While it was clear to the six 
artists that they wanted to work together, not all of them having graduated in the same year, each began their own career path. However, some of these paths crossed, such 
as those of Schoellkopf and Van Rensburg, who were from Passagers , and those of Lévesque and Patterson, members of the team of Réversible , two shows by Les 7 
doigts, which only cemented their ties, as well as their shared vision.

Then the relentless pandemic struck. It turned out to be rather favorable for the birth of the first opus of what was not yet People Watching. While Takle and Ingerwen 
were certainly stuck in Oceania, the four other comrades moved into the same loft and devoted themselves to creation without interruption or outside distraction, 
conditions extremely rare in the current era.

Confinement also influenced the content of Play Dead . Not only does its scenography sketch a domestic setting, but the show is particularly interested in "the intimacy, 
the absurdity" of living together and the visceral need for others, explains Brin Schoellkopf. For the members of People Watching, this imposed break also evokes the end 
of the carefree spirit of youth. Jérémi Lévesque speaks of an "awareness of our relationship to friendship, love, death, and the fragility of all that." These themes naturally 
lead to a reflection on appearances. "When it cracks," he adds, "what lies behind it? We approached this question in different ways, without being fatalistic."

Rethinking the circus
Fueled by these considerations, the sextet set out to conquer the Holy Grail of contemporary circus: to create a meaningful work free of discontinuities. "From the 
beginning, we wanted to move away from the act-transition-act model," says Lévesque. "However, it's nice to say it—and I feel like I've heard it in half the projects I've 
been involved with—but we usually end up falling back into the act format, because of the circus apparatus.”

This is why the six companions made the bold choice to renounce their respective specific expertise. Because creating from given circus disciplines would have 
predetermined "what the world we tried to build with the show will contain," explains Takle. The creative process would have been oriented towards justifying the use of 
these disciplines (the Korean board for Lévesque and the tightrope for Schoellkopf, for example) rather than allowing them to be chosen based on what the artists wanted 
to express. However, the dramaturgical aspect occupies a cardinal position in their approach. "In the circus, often, from one scene to the next, there is a kind of wipe and 
reset  : we sweep the stage, we put on a new apparatus. We wanted the feelings to flow throughout the performance, to find more natural ways of moving from one thing 
to another through writing."

In addition to marrying dance, circus, and "physical theater," People Watching's work is steeped in cinematic influences. "It's in our visual vocabulary, in the way we 
compose the image. There are even certain moments in the show that are based on an image that we wanted to set in motion." The challenge, says Brin Schoellkopf (who 
would love to make a film based on Play Dead ), was "to find [transitions] between these scenes"... that wouldn't seem like transitions.

The group also refines its composite aesthetic, imbued with a certain "dark humor," as Lévesque calls it, through immersive performances. As Jarrod Takle 
enthusiastically asserts, he and his colleagues are fond of in situ performances, "where anything can happen, where we can interact with the audience, bring them into our 
world." And the troupe would love to export this world to other art forms. "We want to continue exploring different creative sources," says Jérémi Lévesque passionately, 
"working with people who are more into costume design or even fashion. We also want to collaborate with visual artists and do installations, video, and photography."

While exploring new disciplinary territories, the collective will attempt to conquer new lands. After Montréal entièrement cirque, it will tour Play Dead to Germany, 
Spain, the Netherlands, and Norway. And the company will embark on its tour with a nomination for the very first Propulsion Prize for Innovation and Enrichment of 
Circus Arts from the Conseil des arts de Montréal (in partnership with En piste, the national circus arts group)  . A very attractive calling card.
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