
ARTISTIC CV

Nothing is more boring than an artistic  
CV driven by bullet points and dates. Hence 
my choice for continuous prose, which can  
certainly be read diagonally in my opinion.  
I have tried to highlight the main 'significant 
moments' in my carreer and, more  
importantly, the overarching themes that  
show coherence to demonstrate a substantial  
'artistic trajectory'. It's something I value  
greatly: 'continuous evolution'. Enjoy!

In 1996, I began my studies in Dramatic Arts (theater directing) at RITCS 
(Brussels) without any prior history in theater. Unlike my fellow students, I 
had not performed in amateur theater, nor had I participated in school plays 
or attended an art-oriented high school. However, as a teenager, I was very 
active in 'playing radio' with my Philips Sound Mixer, writing and performing 
poetry, making videos, and founding various pop bands and art collectives.  

In my very first ‘Solo’ - a RITCS-course where you are expected to create 
a free work without the guidance of a teacher - that background became 
evident. 
 
I presented a performance in which I played interviews that I  
commented on via a microphone, sang a song, had a dialogue with  
myself (one voice on cassette, one voice live), and concluded with a piece 
of sound poetry that I had edited using Mozart's Requiem. So, many early 
examples of what I now call 'staged audio'.

TEEN POET AND  
WOULD-BE POP  
MUSICIAN

After my studies, I gradually joined the young Leuven theater company 
Braakland/ZheBilding, founded by my former classmate Stijn Devillé and  
dramaturge Els Theunis. They had received a small initial grant from the  
Flemish Community with the explicit task of exploring the boundaries of  
theater. That appealed to me. 

Although Stijn and I primarily shared writing as a quality, it evolved into a 
form of music theater that we developed together with Els (and increasingly 
with actress Sara Vertongen and musicians such as Geert Waegeman, Gerrit 
Valckenaers, Rudy Trouvé, and Youri Van Uffelen), a form that, however, did 
not hinder the use of (literary) text. On the contrary: it became our defining 
feature to combine spoken text with live music. No background music for 
atmosphere; we asked our musicians to play fully. 

As a result, we increasingly placed the actors behind (standing)  
microphones. This initially seemed like a disadvantage - less freedom of 
movement, less facial expression (for this reason, actor Dirk Buyse had his 
microphone placed a meter away in the early days) - but this method of story-
telling led actors to focus more on text delivery and vocal use than on physi-
cality. It produced theater that relied less on the visual and more on auditory  
experience.

MICROPHONES  
ARE WHAT WE DO

ADRIAAN VAN AKEN
IN BROAD OUTLINES AND SIGNIFICANT MOMENTS

© Katrijn Van Giel



We learned how something rather ‘content-based’ as text can be treated 
more formally when spoken to music (and adjusted our texts accordingly) 
and how something more ‘formal’ as music gains content when text is  
spoken over it (and adapted our direction accordingly).

THEATER  
FOR THE EAR

Adriaan Van Aken’s text shows 
a keen eye for detail and seemingly 
pointless observations. They ebb 
and flow, but in the end, you find 
yourself in a sea of anonymous 
urban melancholy. As a portrait of  
a teenager, Dansen Drinken  
Betalen hits the nail on the head, 
but even more so as an evocation 
of general human aimlessness. 
Especially because it works so  
tenderly here. You would wish for  
it to last, and that is rare in theater.  
 - Wouter Hillaert on Dansen  
Drinken Betalen in De Morgen, 
2006, ★ ★ ★ ★

 

In 2010-2011, our company received the Flemish Culture Prize for  
Performing Arts for this. Our significant contribution to Flemish theater in 
the 2000s was that with our texts and our theater, we managed to make 
something completely non-theatrical like ‘literary description’ theatrical as 
‘describing to music’ creates an almost cinematic experience in the minds 
of the audience. 

Key performances from that period include Lev, De Vreemdeling,  
Immaculata, Lied, Naast, Dwaallicht and the original version of Dansen  
Drinken Betalen from 2006. In 2009, Stijn and I - working increasingly  
independently - each created a performance that would strongly influence 
our future trajectories.

According to the jury, 
“Braakland/ZheBilding has found  
its own artistic story in a very  
unique form of music theatre.  
This close-knit group of creators  
has produced an impressive track 
record of performances in a short 
time. A bright future awaits them.” 
  - VRT NWS, august 2011 
 

Excerpt from Dansen Drinken Betalen © Geert De Vleesschauwer



For Stijn, this was Hitler is Dood, where he mastered the craft of large hall 
productions while also showing himself for the first time as a good dialogue 
writer, whereas previously, just like me, he focused on text that was more 
told or performed toward the audience or forms of ‘voice play.’

I chose in 2009, a bit fed up with directing, to first create a fully- 
fledged audio play from my new text Gevoelige Mensen (‘Sensitive People’) 
in the music studio of Youri Van Uffelen, to which all collaborators lent their 
voices: the musician, the actress, the videographer, and I as the writer and 
director. That seemed to fit dramaturgically with the story of ‘four thirty- 
somethings who have never belonged anywhere in their lives until they  
meet each other on a magical night.’

SENSITIVE  
PEOPLE

Van Aken’s story finds its rhythm 
in the live soundtrack by Youri  
Van Uffelen. It comes to life in the  
projected road movie which seam-
lessly blends into the live story- 
telling at the DJ table. Appropriately 
understated yet convincing acting 
draws the listener and viewer into 
the anecdotes of a handful of lives. 
Under a dome of melancholy, Van 
Aken builds his own romance. That 
of the searching urbanite, half  
depressed but also half hopeful.  
 - Stijn Dierckx on Gevoelige  
Mensen in De Morgen, 2012

During the recording and editing period, we all heard the same result 
through the same two speakers. This changed the dynamics in the team, 
making a director redundant and drastically reducing the classic  
discussions between ‘the director’ and the rest of the team to an  
absolute minimum. Phew! 

The audio play was released on CD (that was how it went in 2009), and 
the live version was staged rather effordlessly, as recording proved to be 
a good way of preparing. In that, we reconstructed the audio play with live 
music, a plethora of microphones, and an overstuffed sampler, and we let a 
video section run along that offered yet another perspective on the story.

Excerpt from Gevoelige Mensen © Freek Verdonckt



During Gevoelige Mensen, something special emerged from myself as a 
newly-minted audio maker. People who enjoy the act of listening often  
attribute their love for audio work (audio plays, podcasting, etc.) to ‘the  
absence of the visual component’. This ‘lack of image’ supposedly  
maximizes their imagination. 

I learned that this does not necessarily apply to me. I enjoy listening  
because I love stories, sounds, voices and music. In my experience,  
a visual aspect can actually enhance the listening experience without  
dominating it.

THE EYE  
ALSO WANTS  
SOMETHING

Van Aken and Paquet stay  
far away from a straightforward 
message with a raised finger.  
No simplistic tirades against  
the far-right, but the story of a  
twenty-something who still needs  
to find his place in the sun.  
Accompanied by an internal mono- 
logue that is as associative as it is 
rhetorically considered, the reader, 
along with the protagonist, con- 
cludes that it makes no sense to 
shut oneself off from politics.  
After all, politics is everywhere.  
 - Gert Meesters on Over naar jou 
in Knack, 2006

Not too strange a perspective for someone who had already published 
two graphic novels based on his theater texts. Over naar jou (2006) and 
Weer over naar jou (2009) were collaborations with illustrator Philip Paquet 
and musician Youri Van Uffelen, who created a soundtrack for both comics 
that we put on CD and added to the comic book. This CD was meant to be 
played while reading and followed ‘the reading pace of the average reader.’

ONE IS NONE There, besides a multimedia aspect, you also see another recurring 
feature of my work reappearing: that it has not one, but multiple forms of 
presentation, often a performance and a publication. 

In the case of the comics-with-soundtrack, a live version was created 
right from the book presentation. In it, the audience bought a comic from us 
(borrowing was also possible), and it was read in the comfort of a theater 
hall while the soundtrack was performed live. The ‘together listening’ of  
staged audio work thus became ‘together reading with music as the  
connecting factor.’ 

Deeper into the 2010s, I conceived the plan to also adapt my theater 
text Dansen Drinken Betalen into a comic. To make this graphic novel more 
aligned with my then current theater practice, I planned to omit the text from 
the comic (no more text boxes, only an occasional speech bubble) and 
place the text together with the music on the accompanying CD.

Like Over naar jou, Weer over 
naar jou is accompanied by a 
soundtrack composed by Youri Van 
Uffelen specifically for the comic. 
Thus, the multimedia character of 
the music theater that Van Aken 
usually creates is translated into a 
reading experience, crescendoing  
to the dramatic climax.  
 - Gert Meesters on Over naar jou 
in Knack, 2006

Excerpt from Over naar jou © Philip Paquet Excerpt from Weer over naar jou



Thus, a genre with the rather unfortunate name ‘comic-with-audio play’ 
emerged, and admittedly, as a comic book, this proved to work  
significantly less well. However, the live version, the theater performance  
we created with the same components, was a hit. 

In it, the comic images were projected - a dynamic appearance and 
disappearance of the drawings on a large screen - and the voice work of 
Sara Vertongen and the music of Joris Caluwaerts were performed live,  
creating an integrated performance. One with international appeal, leading 
us to create an English translation (Last Call) and take it to the largest  
theater festival in the world, the Edinburgh Fringe, in 2016. Although it did 
not lead to an international breakthrough, despite notable interest from  
Asian countries, the audience reactions and reviews made it all worthwhile.

LAST CALL

Graphic Novel is a Page Turner: 
An inspired piece of late-night 
programming for its neon-streaked, 
after-dark tone, this graphic novel 
show from the Belgian company Het 
Nieuwstedelijk builds an air of unas-
sailable hipster cool in its telling and 
tone. Yet what elevates the piece in 
its sheer quality—from the appropria-
teness of the music to the technical 
navigation of the pages on the 
screen, to—in particular—the won-
derful range of captivating humor 
and emotion that Sara Vertongen’s 
performance adds.  
 - David Pollock on Last Call in The 
Scotsman (UK), 2016, ★ ★ ★ ★

With First Contact, we created a follow-up a year later, this time with a 
free comic app as a medium, allowing you to consume the work individually 
on your iPad, besides in the venue: voices, music, images as one integrated 
whole - a version that could also be used as an animated film. A film with 
audio under the hood.

“Hidden Gem”: This production 
is a masterclass in mixed media 
fusion: Joris Caluwaerts’ live musi-
cal score is evocative and lyrical, 
Paquet’s drawings brim with attitude 
and menace, and Sara Vertongen’s 
voicing of the central protagonist is 
simply stunning - her voice clipped, 
measured, bristling with bile. She 
nails this character. Jaw droppingly 
good - live acting rarely gets better 
than this. (…) Go see this. In fact, I 
suggest you make it the final show 
you see at the Festival this year. It 
will be something to take away with 
you that will really last.  
 - Roy Hutchins on Last Call in  
Fringe Review (UK), 2016,  
★ ★ ★ ★ ★

First Contact is een baan- 
brekend, multimediaal stripverhaal 
 - Filip Tielens in De Standaard, 
2017, ★ ★ ★ ★ 

from First Contact © Wide Vercnocke



Another constant in my work is the adaptation of literary text into (music) 
theater. At Braakland/ZheBilding, ‘our own texts, our own music’ was a very 
clear motto, but we occasionally made exceptions for texts that we would, 
so to speak, ‘have liked to write ourselves.’

In 2010, we created a version of the Flemish literary classic  
Het Dwaallicht by Willem Elsschot, an author known for writing ‘cathedrals 
of sentences’. In my text adaptation, I dared to subtly deconstruct those  
cathedrals. Elsschot’s stately sentences were transformed into phrases, 
word groups, and single words. Not only did this make the text easier to 
say, but it also proved to be an excellent way to make it work with the  
music.

LITERATURE  
AT THE CORE

“Darkness is the trump card, but 
that is without counting Adriaan Van 
Aken. The director decided to focus 
his full attention on Elsschot’s  
humor. Laarmans may let frivolity 
run free for once, something he 
usually suppresses. Enter Warre 
Borgmans, who finds a beautiful 
balance between Laarmans’ small- 
mindedness and the irony that 
keeps him afloat.”  
 - Eva Berghmans on Dwaallicht in   
De Standaard, 2010

MUSICAL  
DRAMATURGY

The choice of music was the result of entering the text ‘through the back 
door.’ Elsschot ends Het Dwaallicht deeply darkly with Laarmans returning 
home empty-handed to join ‘those who bore him, unspeakably’ (his family) 
and then concludes with an equally rainy quote from ‘an old, forgotten 
song’. The fact that this song is called There is a Tavern in the Town and is a 
cheerful drinking song suggests that Laarmans is not going home but going 
out to drink. It is something Elsschot does not mention. I do.

“Van Aken does not neglect  
the theme of alienation nor that of 
existential loneliness, but it is some-
thing else that interests this creator, 
more than the words, the rhythm 
that lies beneath. The musicality, the 
flow of the story, sometimes up- 
tempo, sometimes meandering.”   
 - Liv Laveyne on Dwaallicht in   
Knack, 2010

The first version I found of the song was an upbeat, cheerful barbershop 
tune, so I asked the five musicians of Dwaallicht to search for music in that 
vibe: doo-wop and barbershop. The performance became the hit of the city 
festival Zomer van Antwerpen 2010 and then went on an endless tour in the 
venues, ending with a version for 900 spectators in a sold-out Roma.  
Creating a performance for a very large audience? Check!

Dwaallicht © Greetje Van Buggenhout



In 2017, I staged Een Ontgoocheling, again based on an Elsschot novella 
for Zomer Van Antwerpen at the Antwerp Atheneum at Rooseveltplaats, not 
coincidentally the old school of Willem Elsschot. 

In Elsschot’s time, the Atheneum was a French-speaking elite school;  
today, it is the school with the largest number of nationalities in Antwerp, 
with students of Moroccan descent as the largest group. Therefore, we  
decided to place the updating of the Elsschot text not so much in the  
performance, but in an audio walk through the school that the audience 
undertook before the show. 

For this, we interviewed the students about their school careers and  
future plans. I transformed the interviews into easily performable text,  
which we had a smaller group of students record for the microphone.  
This became the basic material for the audio walk.

AUDIO WALK

THE DISCOVERY 
OF STEREO  
IMAGING

Also noteworthy from that period is a chapter from Het verdriet van  
België (‘The Sorrow of Belgium’) by Hugo Claus, that Joris Caluwaerts  
and I assembled into a contemporary audio play for the broadcast (and  
podcast) of De Sporen van Claus on the public radio station Klara. I made  
a musical text adaptation, in the style of my Elsschot adaptations, and we 
asked actor Jurgen Delnaet to record the text in the studio. 

During the editing, I discovered the possibilities of using stereo  
imaging in narrative audio work (which would later come in handy for  
De Kiezer Beslist). I began to give each character that Jurgen voiced their 
own place between left and right, similar to how you use jardin and cour in  
theater direction. Useful for overall intelligibility, but above all, extremely 
musical. It was also nominated for the prestigious Prix Italia.

Een Ontgoocheling © Katrijn Van Giel



My most recent foray into literature was arguably the most beautiful and 
certainly the most exciting. Symforosa Begijntje is a prime example of  
unadulterated Heimatliteratur by Felix Timmermans from 1918, telling the 
story of a beguine who falls in love with a gardener but dares not confess 
her love. 

However, when you present me the word ‘Symforosa’, I immediately think 
- purely due to sound association - of ‘Surfer Rosa’, the debut album of 
Pixies from 1988 and undoubtedly one of my favorite albums. 
 

I wondered if there was a link between these two works and got to work. 
The most common word in the Timmermans novella is ‘still’ (silent), while 
Pixies are the inventors of the musical principle ‘loud quiet loud’, making 
their music some of the most dynamic in rock history.

SURFER  
ROSA BEGIJNTJE

Rocking and intimate: can that 
go together? Absolutely! With the 
precision and respect with which a 
gardener prunes and trims roses, 
Van Aken pruned and trimmed  
Timmermans text into beautiful  
‘projection poetry.’ That is an ugly 
word for a wonderful thing.’ 
 - Els Van Steenberghe about  
Surfer Rosa Begijntje in Knack 
Focus, 2021, ★ ★ ★ ★

“For Adriaan Van Aken of  
Het Nieuwstedelijk, reading and 
listening are complementary.  
Het Nieuwstedelijk has found a  
unique form for what cannot  
be said.”  
 - Gilles Michiels on Surfer Rosa 
Begijntje in De Standaard, 2021,  
★ ★ ★ ★

Surfer Rosa Begijntje © Boumediene Belbachir

I asked Pieterjan Vervondel (Madensuyu) and Mirko Banovic (Arno,  
Arsenal, Zita Swoon, etc.) to create really loud music with sharply  
contrasting quiet passages in the style of Pixies and decided not to have 
the actors speak the small, quiet story of Timmermans but to project it in  
an equally dynamic manner onto scrim screens, turning the audience into 
not just viewers and listeners but also readers. 

Between the scrim screens, two actors (Joke Emmers, Gert Jochems) 
played a wordless parallel story that pleasantly brushed against the original 
text, further enhancing the concert-like character of the show. 

The performance saw the light of day at the end of the covid lockdowns 
and, partly for that reason, became a cult hit in Flemish theaters: finally loud 
music again! What a liberation!



When Braakland/ZheBilding merged with de Queeste to form the fusion 
company Het Nieuwstedelijk in 2015, I added ‘audio’ to the four pillars that 
the house would focus on: theater, text, music, debate and audio. I wanted 
to guarantee not only the word but also ‘the act of making audio’ a fixed 
place in the workings of the newly formed large theater house. 

In a quest for support, throughout 2014, I gathered as many independent 
audio creators (podcasters, musicians, sound artists, voice actors, etc.) 
as possible in OPEK, Leuven, for what I dubbed The 24 Hours of the Audio 
Work.

THE 24 HOURS OF 
THE AUDIO WORK

SOUND ALLIANCE Four creators selected contemporary audio work and engaged in  
discussions with the surprisingly large group present. Not only the shared 
listening experience was important, but more so the ‘coming together’ itself. 
Bringing together what would soon prove to be ‘an emerging sector’.  

During the third edition of The 24 Hours of the Audio Work in 2016,  
the foundation for what is now called ‘Klankverbond’ (‘Sound Alliance’) was 
established, serving as an interest group for Flemish independent audio 
creators. The main goals, besides building ‘a learning network’: 1) to have 
independent audio work included in the management agreement of the  
public broadcaster with a guarantee of necessary resources and 2) to  
persuade the Flemish Audiovisual Fund to grant subsidies for audio work  
in addition to film and television. 

These two goals have since been checked off (though the number of 
production opportunities and ‘pots’ is currently quite limited), through some 
lobbying, but above all by simply ‘uniting’. And also thanks to the strong 
wind at our backs caused by the wonderful (re)birth of the phenomenon 
‘podcast’, a word that had become so hip by the end of the last decade that 
you could get everything done with it.



NEW  
ADVENTURES  
IN AUDIO

Afscheid van een Auto is still widely listened to and was nominated for 
a Prix Europa as one of the best European audio documentaries of 2021-
2022. 

A prolonged farewell to a car by 
lounging in parking lots may sound 
tedious. The opposite is true. Van 
Aken summarizes his journey in 
15 compact episodes, and you’re 
already won over while he gives 
his car one last little tune-up at the 
‘mechanic’ around the corner—oil 
change, tire check, that sort of work. 
(…) The strength of the podcast lies 
mainly in the atmosphere that Van 
Aken evokes. Through his observa-
tions and moods, by the beautiful 
soundtrack. 
 - Bart Dirks on Afscheid van een 
Auto in De Volkskrant (NL) , 2021, 
★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Corona did the rest: putting the podcast on the map with the general 
public, something I would also benefit from as an individual creator with the 
podcast Afscheid van een Auto (‘Farewell to a car’) in 2021, which brought 
my work into very different circles beyond just theater - listening circles 
where my strongly music-oriented montage style (a result of my background 
in music theater) was praised as poetic, fresh, and innovative.

Afscheid van een Auto © Boumediene Belbachir

Afscheid van een Auto



ALSO  
RELEVANT AND  
NOTEWORTHY

I often easily go on about the comic books I created, the podcasts and 
audio plays, the various forms of multimedia theater, but I often forget to 
mention that my starting point is, in the end, still ‘storytelling.’ Writing, first 
and foremost. Editing audio (which strongly reminds me of writing) is more 
than a good second. 

I taught the writing workshop for the acting school Luca Drama in Leuven 
for several years. This allowed me to be involved in the program from within 
and to hear that they were looking for good subjects for ‘research in the 
arts.’ In 2013, I raised the issue that my work was always called  
‘melancholic’, but that I 1) actually did not know ‘what that word actually 
means’ and 2) whether I agreed with that designation.

OPAK RESEARCH This led to the initiation of an OPAK research project on behalf of Luca 
School of Arts and KULeuven, which we conducted under the name De 
kunst van het gemis (The Art of Loss), where we would investigate ‘the  
productive power of melancholy,’ placing Walter Benjamin against the  
dominant definition of melancholy, which goes back to Freud (who sees  
melancholy as a variant of depression).

I ♥ MELANCHOLY Our research group organized two symposia. The first took place in  
Leuven under the name I ♥ Melancholy (after a work by Jeremy Deller).  
For this, I invited fellow theater maker Johan Petit - not someone one would  
immediately see as ‘a melancholic’ - to speak about ‘melancholy and  
optimism’.  

During the second symposium, which was titled I Hate Melancholy and 
took place at Museum Dr. Guislain in Ghent, Johan Petit and I presented 
the first batch of the material that we had gathered for what was to become  
‘a staged reading’ (or ‘lecture performance’).

THE END IS NEAR The final result was titled Het einde 
is nabij (‘The End Is Near’, 2016), in 
which we surrounded the concept of 
‘melancholy’ with PowerPoint slides, 
YouTube videos, and stand-up, using 
examples from popular culture. 

The research culminated in the  
publication of a beautiful booklet.  
 
Although Het einde is nabij, which 
would later go on tour for a long time, 
was at least as successful an output 
of the research, as it was  
‘the translation into plain human 
language’ of what we had researched 
and discovered as a group.

Het einde is nabij © Vira Buchovska



MELANCHOLY = 
TRISTESSE +  
HUMOR +  
RESISTANCE

In my own words, this insight sounds like this: ‘melancholy can only be 
melancholy if, besides a lot of tristesse, there is also humor and (social) 
resistance.’ Therefore, melancholy does not only paralyze, it can also be ‘a 
productive force’. So if my work is called ‘melancholic’ again, I hope that is 
what they mean.

TRISTESSE

RESISTANCEHUMOR

THEATER / AUDIO 
/ MUSIC

Content-wise, this insight is my touchstone and compass in everything I 
create. The fact that it contains three elements that you can perfectly  
position at the points of a triangle reminds me of that other triangle that 
I like to use today to indicate the relevance of my work, not on a content 
level, but on a formal one.

Interesting about using a triangle of components is the tension field that 
arises in the middle. You can place work in it and see where it resides in 
the triangle. Many of my projects from the past few years are located more 
toward the axis of theater and audio. There is indeed a lot of music in it, 
but it serves more the aspects of theater and audio than music being a true 
end in itself.

THEATER

MUSICAUDIO



DE KIEZER  
BESLIST 

In 2018-2019, I created with De Kiezer Beslist (‘The Voter Decides’) my 
only work so far that sits perfectly in the center of the triangle — a place  
where I want to land more often in the future. 

I collected 1500 audio samples, all fillers and other platitudes from 
Flemish politicians (statements that always recur - the voter decides’, ‘it is 
a signal’, ‘we have to tackle that’, etc. - and created a podcast and a music 
album with musician Joris Caluwaerts and multimedia artist Bert Hornikx, 
which contained about ten songs based on audio montages of those fillers. 
During the editing, I assigned each political voice a place in the auditory 
stereo image that corresponded to its position in the political spectrum.  
Radically left voices were placed far left, far-right voices far right, and the 
rest in between, left and right of center.

For the live version, we developed a kind of gigantic equalizer  
consisting of seven LED columns representing the seven largest Flemish 
political parties. When a voice from, say, the green party resounded, the 
second column from the left lit up green; when a voice from the center-right 
NVA echoed, the second from the right lit up yellow, etc. Through the speed 
and rhythm of the montage, you achieved a kind of ‘political light show’ that 
was operated and ‘accompanied’ alternately by a young actor or a young 
dancer. 

This project garnered a lot of media attention (newspaper articles, radio 
and television interviews) surrounding the then-upcoming elections. The 
live version played around local debates all over the country and at political 
days in high schools. The podcast received five stars in the newspaper De 
Morgen.

De Kiezer Beslist is a brilliant, 
auditory middle finger to political 
language on catchy beats.  
Possibly also the first danceable 
political podcast. 
 - Robin Broos on De Kiezer Beslist 
in De Morgen, 2018, ★ ★ ★ ★ ★

De Kiezer Beslist



THE TRIANGLE 
REVISITED

One more triangle I would like to share, one that I received during my  
theater directing training from professor Geert Opsomer. He placed the 
three components that Elizabeth Lecompte of the New York theater  
company The Wooster Group named when she was asked the question, 
‘What is theater for you?’, on a triangle. 

Lecompte answered that theater for her consisted of one-third  
‘autobiography’ (the artist themselves), one-third ‘chronicle’ (how that artist 
positions themselves in relation to society and history), and one-third ‘form’. 
It looks like this:

AUTOBIOGRAPHY

FORMCHRONICLE

During the performance analysis classes, we used this triangle to discuss 
theater performances and other artworks without falling into the classical  
‘I liked it because...’ or ‘I didn’t like it because...’ By looking at where a  
work is placed in the triangle, you learn much more interesting things.  
A work that goes too far into chronicle can become too political and there-
fore ‘preachy’ or ‘slogan-like’. A work that overemphasizes autobiography 
can become ‘navel-gazing’ or ‘sentimental’. A work that goes too far into 
form can become ‘hermetic’. And so on. 

You can also apply this triangle while creating something. To balance 
what you make along the way and reach as close to the center of the  
triangle as possible. Or to deliberately disregard that center.



SOLDAAT 
VAN AKEN

My most recent work is titled Soldaat Van Aken, de vijand lacht zich dood 
(‘Soldier Van Aken, the enemy laughs himself to death’). It is an eight-part 
podcast and a performance based on that podcast, where I address the life 
of my father, Lode Van Aken (1943-2021), from a statement made by a  
military officer to him while he was trying to fulfill his military service:  
“Soldier Van Aken, the enemy laughs himself to death!” 

He was not the best soldier, my father, and by extension, not a very  
‘masculine’ man. However, in January 1970, when my sister was born,  
he became one of Belgium’s first househusbands.

By playing the phenomenon of ‘housemanship’ within the context of the 
1970s with its second feminist wave, I balanced a very personal podcast to 
bring my story to a wider audience than just those who know my father. 

By having the performance played by my daughter, the only grand- 
daughter of ‘the soldier’, the performance gained not only personality but 
also universal power, as her presence added two themes to my story:  
‘intergenerationality’ and ‘the importance of family.’

“Adriaan Van Aken could have 
marked the political nature of such 
stories with a thick marker. But by 
not doing so, the expressiveness 
is possibly even greater. This piece 
does not need to elevate an integral 
life choice into a message. Making 
a rare houseman into a hero? That 
would silence millions of housewi-
ves with a patriarchal imagination. 
No, in Soldaat Van Aken father and 
daughter find a precious balance: 
between the poetry of the parti-
cular and the politics of the petite 
histoire.”  
 - Gilles Michiels on Soldaat Van 
Aken, de vijand lacht zich dood  
in De Standaard, 2023, ★ ★ ★ ★
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HOLD HOLDEN 
HOLDING

My new work, Hold Holden Holding (working title), will be a new balancing 
act in this respect. The autobiographical aspect from Lecompte’s triangle is 
clearly present in the question that serves as a starting point: “Why do my 
teenage years haunt me so?” The chronicle slightly pokes its head up in the 
geographical place from which I will tell, which is far from home (‘being at 
home’ is another underlying theme), in the big city of New York. 

The biggest chunk of ‘chronicle’ lies in the book that I will use as a guide 
and source of inspiration, The Catcher in the Rye. If you analyze this novel 
and drop that analysis into the Lecompte triangle, you notice that something 
special is going on…

ANYTHING BUT 
WAR

The Catcher in the Rye is written and takes place shortly after World War 
II, a war in which author J.D. Salinger actively fought. He survived the Battle 
of the Bulge (a Belgian connection, indeed) and was part of the regiment 
that first liberated a concentration camp and thus saw the consequences of 
the Holocaust with his own eyes. 

Once he was discharged, however, that same J.D. Salinger first wrote a 
series of short stories and then a complete novel that touches on just about 
everything except that war. Moreover, he writes a novel about nothing more 
or less than... a slightly rebellious teenage boy?! 

This likely contains the seed for ‘the societal dimension’ of my project, 
the ‘chronicle’ aspect from the Lecompte triangle: growing up in a world 
where not so much (economic) prosperity is lacking, but rather something 
like a dream for the future… The link to today (climate change, war threats, 
extremism, etc.) is quickly made, especially for a concerned father of three 
children. And New York is a more than relevant place to research this.

NEW YORK  
REVISITED

New York may well resurface in my work in the future, as I was recently 
invited to contribute to the development of the project Audiotoren (‘Audio 
Tower’) for the Red Star Line Museum in Antwerp. This museum is housed 
in the original buildings of the shipping company that, between 1873 and 
1934, transported two million emigrants from Europe to America.  
It also tells the broader story of migration.

The museum features a tower that overlooks the quay from which the Red 
Star Line ships once departed - a spot that easily stirs longing for the place 
of arrival: Ellis Island, New York. I would create a sound piece to be listened 
to during the ascent of the tower, reaching its climax at the top, where the 
view unfolds across the port of Antwerp.


