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RED - THE SORROWS OF BELGIUM III: HOLY WAR

In late April 2022, the long-awaited third and final chapter of
'The Sorrows Of Belgium' will premiere at Belgian city theatre
NTGent. In ‘Red’, resident director Luk Perceval zooms in on another
one of the darkest pages of Belgian history.
On Tuesday 22 March 2016, Belgium was hit by a large-scale terrorist attack. Suicide bombers
detonated two bombs at Zaventem airport, and there was also an explosion in the Brussels
underground railway network. The attacks left 35 dead and 340 wounded.
The perpetrators were IS terrorists, returning from the war in Syria. They used nail bombs to cause as
many casualties as possible. The terrorist cell was linked to the attacks in Paris in November 2015.
“Our country is facing a severe ordeal,” announced the Prime Minister, Charles Michel. In solidarity,
the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin and the Royal Palace of Amsterdam were temporarily wrapped in the
Belgian flag.
In his trilogy, The Sorrows of Belgium, Luk Perceval, resident director at NTGent, focuses on
dark episodes in Belgian history. Black was about the exploitation of the Congo under
Leopold II. Yellow looked back at the 1930s, when fascism erupted all over Europe and some of the
Belgian population collaborated with the German occupiers. The third and final part, Red, is about
violence in the heart of society: an attack on the Belgian capital, not so long ago. Each colour in the
flag brings history closer to the present. And as he did in the previous parts of the trilogy, Perceval
tells this story through a range of testimonies.

LUK PERCEVAL ON 'THE SORROWS OF BELGIUM'

There is the interrogation of Ibrahim, the confused father of a terrorist. There are the fiery letters
from Nour, a girl who goes to Syria for love and gives birth to a daughter there. These are just two of
the voices in a choir made up largely of inner monologues. So rather than reconstructing the
facts, Red becomes a study of violence: what precedes a terrorist attack? Which narratives are
dominant, particularly in the media? What are the foundations of violence on which the West has
been built, generation after generation? The issue is more complex than the news reports
suggest. Choices must also be made on the political front: how will society deal with the children of
IS fighters detained in camps in Syria? Will they be repatriated or not? Or will they become, in the
words of the new Prime Minister, Alexander De Croo, “the terrorists of tomorrow”? Can humanity
purge itself of violence?
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In RED, several storylines from the trilogy intersect. The story of how our private lives and
family history are always connected to our political beliefs – directly and indirectly, consciously and
unconsciously. The story of how racism and nationalism still resonate in the echo chambers of our
own self-righteousness. The story of how perceptions are maintained, sometimes for economic
reasons, and how everyone has to find their way through a fog of opinions.
The backdrop is an exploded city. A specific context in which everything is on a knife-edge.
On 2 July 2022, the complete trilogy ‘The Sorrows of Belgium’ will have its world
premiere at the Malta Festival in Poznan (Poland). The Belgian premiere is scheduled on
11 November 2022 at NTGent.

CAST:
Peter Seynaeve, Bert Luppes, Maria Shulga, Oscar Van Rompay, Dahlia Pessemiers-Benamar, Farid
Bouzenad, Lisah Adeaga, Roberto Jean, Valéry Warnotte, Sam Gysel

DATES:
@NTGENT
27/04 – premiere – NTGent Schouwburg (Ghent, BE)
29/04, 30/04, 01/05, 06/05 & 07/05 – NTGent Schouwburg (Ghent, BE)
01/06, 02/06, 03/06, 04/06 – NTGent Schouwburg (Ghent, BE)
ON TOUR
03/05 – Schouwburg Kortrijk (BE)
11/05 – Schouwburg Rotterdam (NL)
12/05, 13/05 & 14/05 – Toneelhuis Antwerpen (BE)
17/05 – Sint-Niklaas Stadsschouwburg (BE)
24/05 - Maastricht Vrijthof (NL)
26/05 & 27/05 – Brussel KVS (BE)

LINKS:
✓ Check the website for latest updates on tour & credits
✓ Watch the making-of documentary ‘Inside Red’ on ntgent.be
✓ Download the press images of ‘Red’
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→ Watch the
video-interview
with Luk Perceval
on ‘Red’ here

"A gripping epic about fascism in Belgium (...) an exceptional
performance" -- The Guardian****
"The cast is faultless. Stunning" -- The New York Times
"Yellow is from the start a gripping performance in which the actors
can shine" -- Volkskrant****
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Luk Perceval was born in 1957 in Lommel, a city in the Flemish part of Belgium. Having completed his
education at Koninklijk Vlaams Conservatorium in Antwerp, he became an actor at Antwerp
Koninklijke Nederlandse Schouwburg. In 1984 in Ghent, together with Guy Joosten, he founded
Blauwe Maandag Compagnie (BMC) in which he made his first steps as a director. Over the years, his
performances gained more and more acclaim, and in 1998 the merger of BMC and KNS brought to
life Het Toneelhuis, a new theatre with Perceval as art director.

At that time, he was one of the most significant representatives of the Flemish Wave, a generation of
Flemish artists employing such different aesthetic as Jan Fabre (born 1958), Jan Lauwers (1957), Alain
Platel (1959) or Anne Teresa de Keersmaeker, who in the 1980s revolutionized the European
performance. Despite the differences, what they had in common was a certain radicality in opening
the language of theatre and entering a dynamic dialogue with other cultures and disciplines of art. All
of them quickly attracted the attention of international curators.
Perceval proposed a completely new system of rehearsing and working with the text, based
on improvisation and finding solutions collectively, prioritizing the actor’s “here and now” on stage
over being faithful to the author. In Perceval’s theatre, the author is to serve the actor, not the other
way round. Its key elements are liveliness, authenticity of the man on stage which entailed
abridgements, shifting and manipulation of the text. Perceval also proposed to work in the Flemish
rather than Dutch dialect which required the translation of the classics into Flemish.
Nowadays, some of those practices are well-known in theatre, but in the 1980s and 1990s they
were ground-breaking. It does not mean, however, that today Perceval’s theatre is passé. Quite the
opposite, the director still challenges himself, intimidates with his precision, simplicity and sublime
form of his performances, the poetics of text abridgement, a particular care for the sound effect and
team-based acting. Today, he is one of the most important artists in European theatre.
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Perceval’s oeuvre includes ancient drama, French classics, Chekhov’s and especially
Shakespeare’s works. His adaptations of Shakespeare’s drama are what won him his place on the
European stage. Ten Oorlog, his 12-hour long marathon from 1997, was a montage of all of
Shakespeare’s kings’ chronicles. Talking about the contemporary world, the director combined the
Renaissance poetry with pop music and street jargon. The German version of this performance titled
Schlachten!, which was also the first of Perceval’s works directed abroad (in Schauspielhaus
Hamburg), received awards at the Theatertreffen festival in Berlin 2000. As a result, many European
theatres invited Perceval to cooperate with them.
Since 2005, Perceval had directed mostly in Germany. First as resident director in Schaubühne
am Lehniner Platz in Berlin, then as chief director of Thalia Theater in Hamburg (2009–2014). The
artist was also resident director and showed his performances in such renowned institutions and at
such festivals as Münchner Kammerspiele, Deutsche Staatsoper Berlin, Wiener Festwochen,
Salzburger Festspiele, Festival d’Avignon, Edinburgh International Festival.
After many years of living and working in Germany, Perceval became increasingly
disenchanted with the German theatre system – its inflexibility, commercialization, repertoire and
organizational limitations. In 2018, he decided to return to Antwerp for good, and Milo Rau who
became director of NTGent in the same year and was an equally fervent critic of the German theatre
system, invited Perceval to cooperate with him. Since then he has been a residing artist of the Ghent
theatre. The idea of a project devoted to the history of Belgium originated nowhere else but in
NTGent. Milo Rau creates an overtly political theatre and that is the character of his NTGent.

Perceval’s trilogy The Sorrows of Belgium tells the story of three shameful chapters in Belgian
history. The performance Black (2019) is devoted to the exploitation of Congo by King Leopold II;
Yellow (2021) presents the times of the Second World War and the collaboration of the Flemish with
the Nazis. The last part Red (2022) focuses on the terrorist attacks in Brussels in 2016. The series was
inspired by Hugo Claus’s autobiographic novel The Sorrow of Belgium from 1983, while the titles of
the parts refer to the tricolour flag of Belgium. Perceval took the idea from Krzysztof Kieślowski’s
Trzy kolory.
Considered as one of the most outstanding Belgian writers and playwrights, in his novel, Claus talks
about “the sorrows of Belgium” from the years 1938–1946. He depicts the conflict between Flanders
and Wallonia, collaboration of the Flemish nationalists with the Nazis and then settling scores with
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them, from a perspective of a person born in the 1920s, which is the generation of Perceval’s father.
The director wanted to look at Belgium from a contemporary perspective to show what formed it,
what it struggles with today, how the past is interconnected with the present and determines the
future. His The Sorrows of Belgium is a moving, sometimes surrealist story of a country which today
is the heart of Europe, a country without a nation, divided internally, in which only a few percent of
inhabitants consider themselves Belgian. Actors of different generations, cultures and languages take
part in the three performances, which reflects the ethnic and linguistic diversity of the contemporary
Belgian society.
However, the choice of the subject is surprising. The artists of Perceval’s generation and
Perceval alike have been perceived as detached from the local background. They did not talk about
Belgium, or invite the European audiences to discuss the antagonized relationship between Flanders
and Wallonia. Quite the opposite, they engaged artists who spoke different languages and touched
upon universal matters. Political subjects, if they ever appeared, were never explicit, but in the
background of other stories, with no moralizing whatsoever.
In the abovementioned performances Ten Oorlog and Schlachten!, Perceval accentuated the
bloody mechanism of power struggle, using Shakespeare to portray the condition of contemporary
world and the sources of it. In Molière (2007), built from the comedy of the French playwright,
Perceval put his characters in contemporary times and made the hypocritical Tartuffe a Buddhist
guru. In the performance The Truth about the Kennedys, he presented the mafia roots of the US
President’s family in a convention of a media investigation combined with an ancient fate-marked
saga.
However, shouldn’t the decision to play in different languages, not to use French or Dutch
translations and translate the works into Flemish be seen as an attempt to emancipate the Flemish
theatre, and as such be considered a political gesture? Shouldn’t the formal experiment proposed by
the Flemish wave be seen as such?
Until the end of 19th century, French was the only language used in Belgian national theatre.
The Flemish national theatre, when it was officially brought to life, focused on plays which were
successful in Berlin, London or Paris and employed staging solutions that worked elsewhere. Until the
1970s, the Flemish theatre had no identity, no masters, codes or manners. The Flemish wave was the
first to give it its own character. Nevertheless, none of these ‘new’ artists would say that breaking up
with the French theatre, dominant in Wallonia and Brussels, was a conscious political decision.

LUK PERCEVAL

In the context of Perceval’s works and the Flemish Wave, The Sorrows of Belgium is unique. It is a
clearly defined story about Belgium, the country in which Luk Perceval was born, which he left and to
which he returned. The country whose 19th century king, Leopold II, created a death camp in his own
private colony (in 1908 Belgium bought the colony from him, creating the Belgian Congo). At school,
as the director says, he did not learn anything about Congo. Even today, only few Belgians are aware
of the Belgian responsibility for the death of the millions of Congo inhabitants: “Books describing
Congo in a sexist and racist way still are bestsellers, which is shocking, because after all mass graves
with 20 million skeletons were discovered there”.
Belgium also has a problem facing the fascist collaboration of the Flemish with the Nazis during the
Second World War. According to Perceval „still today, if not glorified, it is at least minimized and
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whitewashed”. Flemish right-wing politicians present the Flemish people as the victims of Napoleon,
then the First and Second World Wars as well as the decision-makers from Wallonia who treated
them as second-rate citizens. As the director underlines, it is a very important subject in the context
of the conservative turn towards nationalism in the whole Europe. As he says, “it is very important
today to stop claiming it is all politicians’ fault”. It is necessary to awaken in people a sense of their
own responsibility.
The said awakening is one of theatre’s key functions according to Perceval. It applies to the
issue of immigration too. Belgians publicly declare openness and acceptance, but fail to notice the
signs of racism in their day-to-day behaviors and choices. “We were shocked in Belgium when studies
showed that the majority of foreign IS fighters came from Brussels. The Muslim minority in Belgium is
discriminated to such an extent, to such an extent it is not a part of this country, that they left for
Syria to take part in the war against the West”.
Coming to terms with Belgian history is indubitably the subject of the trilogy, which, however,
does not make it a theatre of criticism. Perceval is not interested in being part of the “community of
the moral high ground”: “I am not interested in creating a theatre serving to ascertain the social
status, because once at home the spectator easily forgets about the values they have just applauded.
In my opinion, we should start thinking more seriously about theatre as a form of art. And it consists
in confronting, giving an opportunity to identify even with an evil character on stage in order to
understand why our society functions this way, not the other. Why I function this way, not the other,
what do I bring into the society which is the outcome of my behavior, the way I think, approach the
reality? It is more effective than criticizing.”
Thus, the trilogy The Sorrows of Belgium is an overt commentary on Luk Perceval’s mother
country, although it is not an overtly politically involved theatre. It does not aim to point fingers
either. It is a story of a small country’s great aspirations, of people in the melting pot of history, of
macro-politics and everyday life.
Perceval, who is also a yoga and meditation instructor, believes in a spiritual path that can be
opened by theatre. Stage art is for him an art of repeating things over and over again, like a prayer or
spell; it reminds us of our mistakes, failures and misfortunes. It is an art of “repeating them every day
like a litany, because our memory is short (…) The beauty of this ritual lies in being in a shared space,
the space in which all of us focus our attention on the action on stage, action which reiterates the old
conflicts. This focus gives us some kind of understanding, empathy or, even better, katharsis”.
Copyright: Dorota Semenowicz / Fundacja Malta.
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Luk Perceval (born 1957) is resident director at NTGent. He graduated as
an actor at the Antwerp Conservatory in 1979 and played several leading
roles at KNS, the Royal Dutch Theatre in Antwerp. Shortly afterwards, in
1984, he founded the legendary Blauwe Maandag Compagnie, with whom
he made Ten Oorlog. In 1998, he founded Het Toneelhuis and created
internationally renowned productions such as AARS!, Death of a
Salesman, Andromak and Uncle Vanja. In 2005, he left for Germany and
became resident director of the Schaubühne in Berlin and ‘Leitender
Director’ of the Thalia Theatre in Hamburg.
Perceval has won innumerable awards and prizes. Among others, he won
the Faust Prize (Germany, 2013), ‘The Golden Mask’ (Moscow, 2014) and
the Konrad Swinarski Award for most outstanding director (Poland, 2021).
Besides theatre, Perceval also directs opera and documentaries. Since
2019 Perceval has been affiliated to NTGent as house director. In the past
five years he has been creating the acclaimed theatre trilogy The Sorrows
of Belgium.

Dahlia Pessemiers-Benamar (°1975) graduated from Studio Herman
Teirlinck in 1998. Since then, she has played as a freelance actress in
various theatre companies such as De Roovers, tgStan and Toneelhuis,
and has worked in productions by Jellie Schippers, Mannah De Pauw,
Karlijn Sileghem, Arne Sierens and Thomas Janssens, among others. At
Action Zoo Humain she could be seen in De Waarheidscommisie,
Amnes(t)ie and Dihya.
Pessemiers-Benamar also acts in TV series and films. Her best-known role
is that of Zohra el Zarkaoui in the Eén-series De Ridder. PessemiersBenamars is also a diversity coach, theatre maker and founder of Dunia
vzw, later renamed Silence Radio, a collective for hearing and deaf artists
and performers.
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Farid Bouzenad is a French actor living in Paris. He started acting in the
late 1990s at the drama school Enfants Terribles in the French capital.
Since his debut, he has alternated classical and contemporary repertory
theatre with completely new creations. Bouzenad enjoys working with
directors with whom he has a long-standing relationship, but he is just as
happy to enter into new collaborations, such as with Luk Perceval.
In the past few months, Bouzenad has appeared in Louis Gorrel's
La Croisade, Thierry de Peretti's Enquête sur un scandale d'état and Samir
Guesmi's Ibrahim. He also acts in the series Wondermon by Tristan
Séguéla, which will be released on Netflix in late 2022.

Lisah Adeaga (°1994) is a Nigerian-Belgian actor, performer and creator in
the performing arts. She graduated from the Kleinkunst department at the
Antwerp Conservatory in 2019. Adeaga's physicality is the anchor point
within her artistic practice: she plays, dances, sings, writes and models.
Adeaga made her debut on the big stage with the company
Bloet/Jan Decorte & Sigrid Vinks with the performances Hamlet 0.2 (2018)
and Body a.k.a (2019) and played in performances by Comp. Marius,
ARSENAAL/LAZARUS and hetpaleis.

Roberto Jean was born in Haiti and grew up in Guyana, where he studied
theatre with the company Entonnoir. He continued his training at the
CPGE littéraire, and then at the Conservatoire Jean Wiener in Bobigny. He
also studied dance with Maggie Boogart at the CDM in Paris. He was
attached to the National Theatre of Strasbourg (ESAD), and worked as a
model at HEAR in Strasbourg.
Roberto Jean is mainly an actor, and has worked in theatre with directors
with very different aesthetics, including Stanislas Nordey, Alain Françon,
Julien Gosselin, Robert Wilson, Luk Perceval and Thomas Bellorini. He also
acts in films, writes and is about to direct his first long documentary film
Une mère haïtienne.
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Peter Seynaeve graduated as an actor from the Herman Teirlinck Studio in
Antwerp in 1996. He made his debut in Luk Perceval's theatre marathon
Ten Oorlog (Theatre Festival 1998). Throughout the years, he worked with
companies such as Zuidpool, Laika, Stan, Eisbar and hetpaleis. From 2000
to 2005, he was a member of Toneelhuis' permanent ensemble of actors.
In 2006, he made his directorial debut and founded his own company,
JAN.
As an actor, Seynaeve appeared in Front and Platonov by Luk Perceval for
NTGent and Five Easy Pieces by Milo Rau for Campo. Seynaeve also
teaches and often works as a coach on performances by other makers. He
has been involved in the trilogy The Sorrows of Belgium since the start in
2018.

Oscar Van Rompay (°1983) graduated from the Toneelopleiding Dora Van
der Groen in 2006 and has been a member of the NTGent ensemble ever
since. He has performed in Platform, Opening night, Tien
geboden, Vergeten straat, Woyzeck, JR en Histoire(s) du Théâtre II.
Together with Peter Verhelst he wrote the monologue Africa.
For his role in Win/win (2010) by Jaap van Heusden, his debut on the big
screen, Van Rompay won the Certificate of Outstanding Achievement for
best actor at the New York film festival. In the 2020-2021 season he
created the monologue just asking with Peter Seynaeve at NTGent. Van
Rompay also starred in Yellow, part two of the trilogy The Sorrows of
Belgium.

Bert Luppes (°1955) studied at the Toneelacademie in Maastricht. He was
one of the founders of the theatre group Het Vervolg and in 1982 started
a long-term collaboration with director Johan Simons, including at
Theatergroep Hollandia. Luppes also played at Toneelhuis (directed by
Guy Cassiers), Carver (directed by Mirjam Koen) and Theater Artemis
(directed by Floor Huygen).
Luppes received the Louis d'Or in 2003 and 2009 for his roles in Vrijdag
and De Geit of wie is Sylvia?. In 2005, he received the award Gouden Beeld
for his "exceptional or striking contribution" to the film Droog. At NTGent
Luppes has played the main role in Platonov (directed by Luk Perceval)
and in Cyrano (directed by Julie Van Den Berghe). He has been part of the
cast of the trilogy The Sorrows of Belgium since the beginning in 2018.
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Maria Shulga is a Russian actress, singer and photographer. She is known for
her roles in Leningrad 46 (2014) and Nastya (2015), but also for her theatre
performances. Among other things, Shulga played Lady Macbeth in a
performance by director Luk Perceval. For that role she received a nomination
for the Golden Sofit, a prestigious theatre award in Russia.
Since her role in Macbeth, Shulga has often worked with Perceval. She had a
role in The Grapes of Wrath, Rosa oder barmzige earde, Romeo&Juliette and
Long Day's Jouney into Night. Since the 2020-2021 season, she has been part of
the cast of the trilogy The Sorrows of Belgium. Previously, she also starred in
part two, Yellow.

Valéry Warnotte (°1977, Belgium) is an actor and director. He studied art history at the
Catholic University of Leuven. He later followed theatre training at Ecole Florent in
Paris. Warnotte has his own theatre company L'Intervention, where he staged Claudel,
Genet, Feydeau, Jarry with Ubu Roi and Marcel Schwob, among others. In the United
States, Warnotte is active in universities and with theatre companies. He is also a
member of theatre collective DEREZO. Since 2020 he has been artist in residence at
Le Manège in Maubeuge (FR).
Since the 2020-2021 season, Warnotte is a member of the cast of The Sorrows of
Belgium. Previously he could also be seen in part two Yellow.
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