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To kill and
be killed
Heroes: Mass Murder
and Suicide
by Franco “Bifo” Berardi
(Verso Books, £4.79)

TROUBLING: Heloise Werner sings Maria Vatenina’s opera with backdrop visuals by Izabela Barszcz
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Human cloning and
design dissected
E
OPINION

Three women combine their considerable talents to unsettling effect

veryone has a cultural
comfort zone — a space
they
can
effortlessly
inhabit without feeling
challenged.
For me, it’d probably be
sat watching some terrible indie band
with girl/boy vocals and heartwarming harmonies, playing third on the
bill at a 100-capacity venue, maybe
with a pint of cider in my hand.
Instead, I find myself sat in the
George Bernard Shaw Theatre at the
Royal Academy of Dramatic Art,
about to watch an opera about human
cloning.
The performance is part of the
Tete a Tete Opera Festival, drawing
to a close this week at King’s Place
in London’s King’s Cross.
Mannequin is billed as the first
video opera about cloning. It’s certainly the first I’ve seen. We sit down
and face a huge image of the performer, Heloise Werner, projected
on the bare brick wall behind the
performance space.
This image is joined by the physical reality of the performer herself,
standing in front. She is singing of
her life as Ania, a clone of a famous

singer, Anna, who died young at 27.
Set in a near future even more
obsessed with celebrity than the
present day, she was raised to be
Anna. The pianist and conductor,
William Cole, signals to the visual
team and fellow musicians, and we’re
ready to begin. Animated strands of
DNA float across the background as
the story unfolds.
“Who needs new songs?” sings
Werner as Ania, justifying her existence. “Everything’s been done
before. All the songs are already
written.”
She suffers a crisis of confidence
when her career as an imperfect
copy of a famous star falters, and
following a chance meeting with
another clone of Anna.
The opera, sung in English, is
sometimes hard to follow, in part

because the flurry of animated visuals are so stunning, you can sometimes lose the thread of the music
and the singer’s performance.
Things come to a head when Ania
meets her fellow clone: a supermarket worker, but a more perfect copy
of the dead singer than Ania could
ever hope to be.
Werner interacts with her own
animated twin, singing in wonderment as her clone nods and shrugs
along.
“My interest was in the moral
implications of things such as human
cloning and designer babies,” says
composer Maria Vatenina, “though
from a more psychological perspective. What kind of person would a
cloned human be? What mental
health risks would they have to overcome?”
Vatenina, who put the project
together alongside animation artist
Izabela Barszcz, cites Persona by
Ingmar Bergman and Tarkovsky’s
Solaris among the inspiration for the
work. I felt it also raised similar
philosophical questions as the Japanese anime Ghost in the Shell.
I asked about the difficulties syn-

chronising the striking visual work
with the unfolding opera.
“I actually had no frustrations
working this way as I almost never
had to compromise my music style
to fit the visuals,” said Vatenina.
“The only real difficulty was
[Barszcz] needed my music as soon
as possible so she could start working
on the visual, and I needed more time
to write it. But she was very patient
with me.”
A week after the performance, certain images and concepts from the
evening are still with me, at the back
of my mind: flickering, like the image
on the screen, and troubling me on a
level I can’t fully explain. In short:
it’s done what art is supposed to do.
“Our first reaction to artistic work
is usually on a rather emotional and
aesthetic level,” says Vatenina. “It
makes you feel something or it
doesn’t. You either like it or you don’t.
Then you begin to think about what
it all meant. Sometimes there is no
meaning and then you project your
own meaning onto it. I like to leave
space for interpretation.
“And we still don’t know what happened to Alice.”

HEROES takes as its starting point
the various massacres which have
been carried out by European and
North American young men in their
schools and workplaces in recent
years.
But it seeks to situate these apparently random acts of aggression in the
context of the world order which produced them — like RD Laing, Sigmund
Freud and all the other great psychoanalystic thinkers, Berardi believes
the contemporary social structure can
best be understood from the extremes.
The psychopathology of any particular
epoch, from this
perspective, is not
so much a deviation from the zeitgeist in which it
emerges as its logical conclusion.
Take
Anders
Breivik, who massacred 77 people in
Norway in 2011.
Breivik’s obsession
with how Christian, European values
are being undermined by the enemy
within — be it Muslims, feminists, or
what he calls cultural Marxists — is,
Berardi notes, “shared by a significant
segment of the public in the West. The
ideology and the sentiments that Breivik has expressed in his disgusting
manifesto are largely the same as
those held by the supporters of George
W Bush in the United States, Silvio
Berlusconi in Italy or David Cameron
in the United Kingdom.”
This is not to say, of course, that
those politicians condone Breivik’s
actions — but if there is, to quote Cameron, a “poisonous ideology that is
driving terrible actions” such as
these, it is one he himself shares.
Indeed, the professed ideology of
the killers is often little more than a
particularly pure form of neoliberalism. Pekka-Erik Auvinen, who killed
nine of his fellow high-school students
in November 2007, issued what he
called a “Natural Selector’s Manifesto” of which the focal point, says
Berardi, “is the perfectly neoliberal
emphasis on a misconceived notion
that is mistakenly called natural
selection, which has to be restored
against the socialist protection of the
weak against the strong.”
Of course, not every neoliberal
becomes a mass murderer. Rather, this
type of suicidal rampage is the product
of a particular combination of a wholehearted belief in the social-Darwinist
credo of the strong’s right to wipe out
the weak, with an awareness that oneself is not among the strong.
It is the credo of cynicism combined with the awareness that one is
a loser and, as Berardi puts it, “the
cynical loser is subject to extreme
danger.” The rampage is the way out
of this psychic impasse because,
according to Berardi, the mass murderer is someone who believes in the
right of the fittest and the strongest
to win in the social game.
But, crucially, “he also knows or
senses that he is not the fittest nor the
strongest. So he opts for the only possible act of retaliation and self-assertion: to kill and be killed.”
A fascinating read.

Dan Glazebrook

