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General Introduction

Ananda Breed and Tim Prentki

The notion of civic engagement has gained currency, particularly in 
relation to how institutions engage with the public and around consid-
erations of impact. In this volume, we use the term to emphasise a politi-
cally active encounter between institutions, individuals and art practices 
as they are used to effectively engage with the public sphere on a civic 
level across physical and virtual spaces. Benjamin Stokes states, ‘the field 
of political science is beginning to question its traditional definitions 
of civic engagement to account for more “global citizens” and trans-
national activism’ (Delwiche and Henderson 2013, 143). This multi-
disciplinary volume tracks across the fields and overlapping practices of 
political science, cultural geography, and performance studies. It seeks to 
address how and why physical and digital spaces can be analysed and uti-
lised for new artistic practices that challenge traditional notions of how 
performance is political and how politics are performative. Each sec-
tion of the volume—Politicising Communities, Applying Digital Agency 
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2  A. BREED AND T. PRENTKI

and Performing Landscapes—illustrates relationships between the pub-
lic sphere, place and environment, and politics to explore how perfor-
mance can be used in everyday negotiations of political subjectivity as 
civic engagement. Hannah Arendt considers the ‘active engagement of 
citizens in the determination of the affairs of their community’ to cre-
ate spaces for individuals to deliberate and experience common action 
towards shared goals. Maurizio Passerin d’Entrèves expands on Arendt, 
stating:

Whenever we engage in action and political discourse we are thereby also 
engaging in the constitution of our collective identity, in the creation of 
a ‘we’ with which we are able to identify both ourselves and our actions. 
This process of identity-construction is never given once and for all, and is 
never unproblematic. Rather, it is a process of constant renegotiation and 
struggle, a process in which actors articulate and defend competing con-
ceptions of cultural and political identity, and competing conceptions of 
political legitimacy. (Mouffe 1992, 158)

There is often an underlying ethos and ethics of applied performance 
practices towards political egalitarianism and solidarity. Although these 
practices often occur in non-traditional theatre settings and can extend 
across numerous hybrid approaches between the social sciences, inter-
national development, health and performance, for example, the notion 
of how politics relates to place and the digital through performance 
has been under researched. Applied theatre scholar Sally Mackey notes: 
‘Matters of place, their representation and inhabitation utilising digital 
technology is not new, of course, although “place” conjoined with “the 
digital” is yet to be considered in any detail in applied theatre research’ 
(Hughes and Nicholson 2016, 122). Within this volume, the notion of 
non-traditional theatre settings extends to digital landscapes (Myers and 
Nicholson) and cyberformances (Papagiannouli) alongside active citizen-
ship that incorporates the inclusion of tweets, Tumblr posts (Merrill) and 
Global Positioning Systems (GPS).

The idea for the volume originated from an Arts and Humanities 
Research Council (AHRC) proposal entitled Digitising Communities: 
Interactive Media towards Conflict Negotiation, authored by Ananda 
Breed and Tim Prentki, that integrated theoretical and practical areas 
of interdisciplinary research. The initial impetus for the AHRC project 
emerged from the 2011 London Riots between 6 and 11 August when 
thousands of people rioted in London boroughs and across the United 
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Kingdom (UK), including the London Borough of Hackney. Young 
people communicated through Blackberries and social media networks 
as organising tools for protection, alongside their use for looting. The 
Artistic Director of the Hackney Empire, Susie McKenna, stated: ‘The 
Hackney Empire was not touched. Youth sent texts and tweets that 
stated, “Hands off! The Hackney Empire is ours.”’ The project sought 
to uncover the correlation between mobile intervention and digital com-
munication systems for conflict negotiation, using applied methods that 
included: theatre to analyse conflict, interactive media designed and used 
by young people, and virtual and live performance events. While the 
authors conducted initial research for the project, we came into contact 
with numerous individuals, several of whom are included as contributors 
to this volume, who further articulated the difference and connection 
between physical and digital spaces towards developing agency.

This three-part volume develops the knowledge and understanding 
of participation through the investigation of arts and landscapes, explor-
ing the practices, policies and politics of socially engaged performance. 
We focus on the primary theme of participation as articulated in Claire 
Bishop‘s Artificial Hells (2012), Markus Miessen‘s The Nightmare of 
Participation (2011) and Gareth White‘s Audience Participation in 
Theatre: Aesthetics of the Invitation (2013). We further explore practices 
that extend the knowledge and understanding of participation in rela-
tion to applied performance through environments of civic engagement 
by analysing the systems, relationships and artistic practices from which 
projects emerge. one of our main arguments is that applied performance 
often focuses on actors/non-actors and the concept of ‘voice’ or ‘voic-
ing’, whereas we are investigating what happens within the context of 
applied performance when bodily practices move to the disembodied; 
from place to displacement and from the physical to the virtual. This vol-
ume will look critically at notions of both civic and community engage-
ment, agency and participation. We begin with a brief definition of the 
main terms, before contextualising how and why these terms are negoti-
ated, contested and debated within the various essays of the volume.

community engAgement

The term community is regularly applied loosely to groups of people in 
a wide variety of contexts. Typically, it describes the way in which indi-
viduals and groups form informal relationships distinct from the ways 
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in which the state categorises its citizens. Community action or involve-
ment carries with it the sense of alternative, possibly subversive, ways of 
self-identifying beyond the very limited possibilities offered by the exist-
ing forms of national and international government. The rise of large-
scale, industrial, and now post-industrial, societies has created the need 
for more intimate social formations through which people can tap into 
their creativity, express or represent their identities, and participate in 
direct (anti-)social action. The digital age opens up a new set of oppor-
tunities, playing with the paradox of virtual community to counter the 
fragmentations and alienations of globalisation. In this volume, our 
use of the term refers more specifically to certain coordinates: geogra-
phy and age, as well as, in several of our contexts, ethnicity. Many of 
the essays that follow present case studies of projects where the partici-
pants or target audiences have gathered either on the basis of where they 
live or on that of their perceived ethnic identity. In other cases, the age 
of the group is a unifying factor and, where all these denominators are 
absent, there is still the bond of shared interest to denote commonality. 
Besides the process of bringing people together, either in close physical 
proximity or as a digital community, there is also the active dimension 
of making art collaboratively with the intention or by-product of creat-
ing a community that comes together in a particular place, at a particular 
time, to focus on the same activity, problem or theme. Even where such 
a community is virtual, bonds are forged out of the attempt to achieve a 
common purpose.

Engagement is a current buzz word of both the corporate and uni-
versity sectors where posts are being created at senior levels to develop 
the civic engagement aspects of institutions. Aside from the more cyni-
cal applications of the word as window-dressing for an organisation’s 
relations with its local community, the term ‘civic engagement’ covers a 
multitude of frequently vague meanings including individual and collec-
tive actions to identify and address issues of public concern. We locate 
the term ‘community engagement’ firmly within the tradition of criti-
cal pedagogy inaugurated by Paulo Freire. Freire’s coinage ‘conscienti-
sation’ covers two related aspects of engagement: consciousness-raising 
and social action. The first phase of an engagement process involves 
generating, with a given community, a debate around those discourses—
historical, socio-political, cultural, etc.—that have given rise to the con-
temporary situation. This set of discourses is then interwoven with the 
personal stories of community members in order for a dialectic to be cre-
ated between the lived experience of that community and the broader 
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issues that impact upon it. As Marx expressed it: ‘Men [sic] make their 
own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not 
make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circum-
stances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past’ (Marx 
1977, 300). A core element in any applied arts process is, therefore, the 
creation of opportunities—spaces—where this encounter between agency 
and history can occur. The applied artist is someone who puts their artis-
tic skills at the service of facilitating such encounters. For Freire, as for 
the contributors to this volume, conscientisation only occurs when criti-
cal awareness leads to social action: that is, when individuals or groups 
take action to change some aspect of their world, be that on a micro or a 
macro scale. We are therefore exploring the ways in which live and digi-
tal performance, or a combination of the two, can either constitute an 
intervention for change in its own right or be the precursor of change 
through another means. ‘Civic engagement’, however, is predicated on 
the assumption that the citizen or young person is looking to engage 
with state institutions, either at national or local levels; to become 
more actively involved in the workings of those institutions, rather than 
reforming or overthrowing them which might be outcomes arising from 
community engagement.

Markus Miessen (2011) confronts the assumption that civic engage-
ment is a good thing by positioning participation as a kind of pseudo-
collaboration between power brokers and the general population that 
brings the marginalised into the confines of the state. He argues for a 
‘cross-bench’ practitioner to question these political and social borders 
and to negotiate a new kind of space for discourse. This volume consid-
ers civic engagement from this perspective and will further analyse pro-
jects included within this investigation: dancing between the margins of 
urban spaces and digital devices to circumvent the void when commuting 
between ‘here’ and ‘there’ (Hannah Nicklin), walking across indigenous 
footpaths to locate the nomadic within histories of marginalisation and 
discrimination (Luis Sotelo) and performing multiple ethnic identities 
across spaces of former ethnic violence (Ananda Breed).

Agency

Agency is closely related to notions of civic engagement and refers to 
the capacity of participants in performance projects to be or to become 
social actors individually or, more likely, as a consequence of forming 
themselves into a collective. By agency we understand the ability to 
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initiate action or to act upon the actions of others who are influenc-
ing or seeking to influence the ways in which we behave as citizens. 
Parliamentary democracy has traded agency for representation with the 
result that a separate class of politicians has been created who increas-
ingly fail or are unable to represent the citizens of their constituencies. 
As with community, notions of scale are important here. The possibil-
ity of agency is greatly enhanced when communities are able to experi-
ence and observe the consequences of their agency. Such a possibility 
is greatly diminished where agency is ceded to representation and the 
focus of the action is far removed from the initiators. Whether live or 
digital, many of the essays locate agency on a micro scale, akin to the 
model of a soviet where power is generated upwards from grassroots to 
facilitators rather than downwards from the (self-)appointed guardians 
of authority.

The Indian practice of Seva provides an alternative to Western notions 
of work as economic productivity. It is not about individual produc-
tion. People singing and providing Seva and doing other forms of work 
is something more than just labour. In the article ‘The Idea of Work’, 
Ela Bhatt and Renana Jhabvala challenge the individualistic (and often 
Western) concept of work and suggest that we can rethink labour, using 
examples from an Indian philosophical context. Bhatt and Jhabvala pro-
vide examples of how, within various castes characterised by work, song 
is used to narrate social and economic relations and how embroidery 
extends to the cosmological level, stating: ‘The modern economy brings 
about a mindset of competition, individualism, and a drive towards ever 
expanding consumerism. on the other hand, cultural and traditional 
ways of thinking are often in a different direction’ (Bhatt and Jhabvala 
2004, 5134). The concept of Seva can be one way of rethinking civic 
engagement that actively challenges individualism in favour of a holistic 
approach to art work—to labour with non-attachment and to keep needs 
to a minimum; thereby establishing another mode of working that is not 
directed by consumption and that provides opportunity for agency. The 
needs of the most marginalised and vulnerable must be at the centre of 
the work, to decentralise from the colonial paradigm and to focus on 
local-level networks to create new forms of social and economic systems. 
We consider Seva as a philosophical and political point of departure for 
civic engagement to consider how one explores, traverses and engages 
with a social structure. Miessen states in this regard:
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Free movement of thought necessarily implies not always clinging to what 
is known and perceived as functional and ‘right’, what has been practiced 
or experienced previously. Working from the outside, like a non-institu-
tionalized free agent – who is, to a certain extent, comparable to an exter-
nal consultant – also means actively performing a certain marginality. The 
isolation of such marginality can only be overcome by a relentless will for 
collaboration, a commitment and willingness to change things – beyond 
intellectual aspirations, but through significant distance that produces 
a mode of criticality, a distance that an insider cannot offer and does not 
possess. (Miessen 2011, 240)

Both Bhatt & Jhabvala and Miessen note the importance of marginality, 
of working outside and around borders that extend to the social, political 
and geographic. Further, Miessen’s role of the ‘cross-bench practitioner’ 
interrogates these border zones through various negotiated practices 
of conflictual consensus, to integrate conflict without violence into the 
necessity for pushing towards new and divergent approaches to applied 
performance that enable ‘political politics’ as a form of agency (Miessen 
2011, 15).

neoliberAlism

When we speak of agency today, it is understood that it has to be exer-
cised within the socio-political and economic structures of neoliberalism. 
The recent election in Greece notwithstanding, there are no fundamen-
tal economic choices available to electorates: cast your vote wherever 
you want and get the same economic policy—increased wealth for the 
wealthy and austerity, that is the transfer of funds from the public to the 
private realm, for the majority. The monetarist policies pursued in the 
1980 s have created impenetrable barriers between those with access to 
financial institutions where money makes money, and those who have 
only their labour and skills to market. Unsurprisingly, within such a 
structure inequality has mushroomed, causing resentment, division and 
even mass violence to thrive. This is the world addressed by the case 
studies of this volume. It is a world where humans are identified as com-
modities in processes of exchange, and where the free movement of capi-
tal stands in marked contrast to increasingly draconian efforts to restrict 
the movement of people. Faced with the ubiquity of neoliberalism, a sys-
tem in which politicians no longer represent those who elect them but 
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rather operate as enablers of transnational corporations, the bulk of the 
population, and especially the increasingly disenfranchised youth, seek 
out their own kind of deviations from the dominant in order to assert 
their identities and resist processes of commodification.

The presence and circulation of a representation (taught by preachers, edu-
cators, and popularizers as the key to socioeconomic advancement) tells us 
nothing about what it is for its users. We must first analyze its manipula-
tion by users who are not its makers. only then can we gauge the differ-
ence or similarity between the production of the image and the secondary 
production hidden in the process of its utilization …

Such an objective assumes that … users make (bricolent) innumerable and 
infinitesimal transformations of and within the dominant cultural economy 
in order to adapt it to their own interests and their own rules. We must 
determine the procedures, bases, effects, and possibilities of this collective 
activity. (de Certeau 1988, xiii–xiv)

These essays are examples of de Certeau’s theory in action. They con-
stitute instances of artful bricolage where the force of civic engagement 
is allied with irony, paradox and contradiction. These are the strategies 
of oblique subversion of the neoliberal norms; demonstrations that there 
are other ways of being which, although having to operate within capi-
talism, do not reduce their participants to commodities or define them 
as consumers. Both Nicklin and Prentki draw attention to the need for 
artistic approaches to develop an aesthetics of counter-hegemony as 
a strategy both of awareness-raising and of resistance. Possibilities for 
agency among participants in both live and digital contexts are greatly 
enhanced once their self-perception is changed from commodity to 
agent. Without such a change, it is difficult to argue for any sustainable 
intervention into the dominant.

culturAl identity

In a similar vein, the notion of cultural identity proposed in these pages 
is one where the continuous self-fashioning of evolving identities is axi-
omatic. The dominant culture—neoliberalism in our world—seeks to 
impose fixed identities upon those it labels as ‘other’ (immigrants, trade 
unionists, youth, welfare dependents, etc.) while reserving for itself 
the luxury of creating dynamic identities in keeping with a self-image 
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of rationality and benevolence. The artists and ‘ordinary people’ who 
populate the following pages go in search of spaces where they can play 
ironically with the identities foisted upon them while simultaneously 
reimagining new identities for themselves in defiance of stereotype and 
expectation. Cultural identity is always a process that is created moment 
by moment in the present by looking to the past for clues about who we 
are and to the future about who we want to be:

while much of the First World intelligentsia adopts retrospective and con-
servative outlooks that defend the crisis-ridden present, we promote a 
prospective and prophetic vision with a sense of possibility and potential, 
especially for those who bear the social costs of the present. We look to the 
past for strength, not solace; we look at the present and see people perish-
ing, not profits mounting; we look toward the future and vow to make it 
different and better. (West 1993, 217)

In his chapter based on a new opera work Clocks 1888: the greener, 
Dominic Hingorani argues for the importance of engaging with cultural 
differences within communities in order to address the lack of represen-
tation, participation and accessibility in the arts, especially in relation to 
race and ethnicity. The discussion explores how this engagement can lead 
to art form innovation and inclusion, contextualised by a historiogra-
phy of public funding in relation to BME representation in the arts from 
1976 to the present.

PArticiPAtion

Claire Bishop defines ‘participation in which people constitute the cen-
tral artistic medium and material, in the manner of theatre and perfor-
mance’ (Bishop 2012, 2). The use of participatory practices referred to 
throughout this volume is concerned with people as the central artistic 
medium and material, whether or not the public is involved in an artis-
tic or political process. The notion of participation, however, is further 
problematised to question how participation is widely viewed as an 
inherently democratic and egalitarian form of citizenship. Miessen states: 
‘I will put forward a concept of participation as a way to enter politics 
(forcing oneself into existing power relations) instead of a “politically 
motivated model of pseudo-participation” (a proposition to let others 
contribute to the decision-making process), which is habitually stirred by 
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the craving for political legitimization’ (Miessen 2011, 14). When one 
speaks of participation, then, there are different levels at which participa-
tion can be recognised as an ethos and practice of applied performance 
more generally, but participation and participatory practices can become 
complicated when participation is regarded as political legitimisation.

environment

Participation includes larger social systems and environments. We extend 
our understanding of environment through environmental aesthetics 
scholar Yrjö Sepänmaa’ s theorisation of aesthetics to describe, interpret 
and evaluate the environment (Sepänmaa 1986, 79). Sepänmaa defines 
environmental aesthetics through an initial definition of environment:

The environment is that which surrounds us (in the centre of which we 
are as observers) which we perceive with our various senses, in the sphere 
of which we move and have our being … Environments are extremely var-
ied; they may be nature in a natural state or a cultural environment. In the 
broadest possible concept environments are also our culture with its sub-
areas, even our intellectual atmosphere: science, art, and religion, as well 
as work and play, human relations and social systems. (Sepänmaa 1986, 
15–16)

Environmental aesthetics are used as a framework to understand how 
performance-making serves to renegotiate relationships of communica-
tion and structures of power. In an interview with Nurlan Asanbekov 
from Sakhna Theatre, he illustrates how Sakhna uses small Kyrgyz epics 
or esposes and applies the ancient oral art form to contemporary per-
formance practices in the development of a ritual-nomadic theatre using 
meditative and trancelike practices for actors to immerse themselves into 
a liminal state between the past and the present. Sakhna performs on 
open-air platforms mixing traditional instruments with the natural scen-
ery and sounds of nature.

Here, we begin to contextualise some of the main themes of the 
book with an outline of some of the chapters, starting with the notion 
of environment. In ‘Environmental Aesthetics, Social Engagement and 
Aesthetic Experiences in Central Asia’, Breed explores the Youth Theatre 
for Peace (YTP) project (2010–2014) in relation to environmental aes-
thetics and participatory practices for tolerance- building in Central Asia. 
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Her main argument is that cultural histories of storytelling, manas (an 
oral and now literary Kyrgyz epic) and trickster tales incorporate ideas 
and narratives that are useful in negotiating the ambiguities between dif-
fering moral, political and social agendas and can be drawn on in conflict 
resolution contexts. Breed argues that environmental aesthetics offers a 
useful theoretical framework for analysing the YTP project, due to the 
nomadic eco-spirituality and eco-consciousness of the region. Further, 
specific (embodied and emplaced) performing arts activities provide 
opportunities for communities to build longer-term strategies for engag-
ing with and intervening in the political realities in which they live.

The contradictory claims, interests, desires and memories that coexist 
in contested landscapes resist the closure of interpretation and can evade 
representation and perception. In the chapter ‘Nowhere without you’, 
Misha Myers considers the projects way from home and Take me to a place 
(2002–2008) as aesthetic experiences created in collaboration with ref-
ugees, seekers and support organisations across the UK, which involve 
walking with another as performative and interventional strategies to 
communicate across boundaries of difference. Practices of walking with 
another may provide performative and interventional strategies to com-
municate across these axes and boundaries of difference. Through inter-
action and dialogue, such practices may shift and alter perceptions, relate 
experiences and reveal hidden, multilayered or multivocal perspectives in 
places of conflict and change. As Judith Butler (2006) has written, ‘I am 
nowhere without you’, emphasising how our sense of place and being 
in the world depends on a disorientation and negotiation with another. 
Walking with another potentially brings us into the world of the dynamic 
and fluid processes of transformation, disruption and disappearance that 
are always already involved in landscapes of change.

digitAl PerformAnce

There is a range of digital practices that have been used within con-
temporary performance-making, including gaming, cyberformance 
and the use of interactive media. Digital performance navigates how 
audience members interact with the environment using gaming strate-
gies, such as Blast Theory’s Can you see me now? (2003) to animate the 
local in relation to physical and virtual bodies during a game of chase, or 
Rimini Protokoll’s Call Cutta in a Box (2008) that brings virtual bodies 
broadcast from a call-centre in Calcutta to a shared performance space 
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navigating the streets in Berlin. We are interested in exploring what hap-
pens when digital spaces integrate with physical places. How are these 
places reimagined or navigated? How are these digital spaces designed to 
frame the experience of the user with the physical spaces and what new 
territories may emerge through this intersection?

Christina Papagiannouli argues in her chapter ‘Internet, Theatre and 
the Public Voice’ that cyberformance—a genre of digital performance 
that uses the internet as a performance space—allows the democratic 
interaction and conflictual participation of the audience in the forma-
tion and realisation of a theatrical performance to form political spaces 
through performance on the cyberstage. This is important because it 
considers how audiences are presented within new performance environ-
ments, and measures the impact of these interactive relationships with 
regard to the political response of spectators in real time during a per-
formance. Hannah Nicklin in her chapter ‘Games as Applied Systemic 
Agency’ analyses games and the influence they have on interactive thea-
tre in three personal-as-political aspects in an age of pervasive media and 
message-sending: games as a route to community through the encoun-
ter with the subjective other; games systems as a manner of reflecting 
on systems outside the ‘magic circle’; and the game player in embody-
ing agency. Case studies include the work of Coney, Hide & Seek and 
Invisible Flock, covering interests in designing for revolution, hacking 
urban and social space, and scepticism about the ‘power’ of games and 
concerns about a manner of cultural imperialism implicit in the form. 
Samuel Merrill illustrates the function of social media to motivate citi-
zens towards active remembrance by marking the over 7050 fatalities of 
individuals seeking refuge in Europe in 2014 and 2015 through the dig-
ging of symbolic graves and dissemination and redistribution of posted 
images through tweets and Tumblr posts.

Further essays in the volume include Jonas Tinius’ ‘Theatrelandscapes’ 
and Luis Sotelo’s ‘The Peace Walker’ that reconsider how artists and 
activists negotiate landscapes and identities. Sotelo illustrates walk-
ing as a means to engage media, key politicians and the wider public in 
debate through the case study of Gustavo Moncayo. Colombian activist 
Moncayo walked 1186 km (736.9 miles) from his hometown Sandoná in 
the south of Colombia to the capital city Bogotá, as a way of advocating 
for a humanitarian agreement between the government and the guerrilla 
group Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) translated 
into English as ‘the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia’ for the 
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release of his son who had been a kidnapped prisoner of FARC since 
1997. Moncayo, popularly known as El Caminante por la Paz (the peace 
walker), gained media attention through his walking performance. Sotelo 
frames walking as an artistic practice; more concretely as a performance 
in both aesthetic and socio-political terms. A brief mention of his own 
walk Making Memory While Walking (2009) will be made as a means of 
showing how, by engaging politicians in a walking performance, a spe-
cific topic can be put on the map of the political agenda.

Jonas Tinius provides an ethnographic account of the German 
Theater an der Ruhr. For them, travelling is not just about moving across 
a landscape, but also about the experience of interaction with strangers, 
and the subsequent changes of the travellers’ conception of others and 
of themselves. Following from this theatre philosophy, its directors cre-
ated the ‘Theatrelandscapes’ project. For several decades, the Theater an 
der Ruhr has been travelling to and initiating exchanges with the theatre 
landscapes of otherwise neglected regions of the world, including former 
Yugoslavia, Iran, Iraq, Kurdistan, Turkey and Algeria. Tinius analyses 
the history, reception and implication of this long-standing international 
project. He suggests that it is an example of an ethical dialogue across 
linguistic and national borders made possible through the ‘fusion of 
horizons’ (Gadamer) of performative traditions. It presents one among 
the many reasons why scholars should attend to the way that performa-
tive art traditions generate their own philosophies—in this case, one cre-
ated in and through the recognition of the reflexive and transformative 
potential of theatre.

In contrast, Tim Prentki’s essay ‘A Dog’s obeyed in office’ argues 
that applied performance succumbs to the dominant despite its rheto-
ric of resistance and takes us back to the initial consideration of civic 
engagement. Prentki uses Paulo Freire’s dialectical method of ‘denounc-
ing’ and ‘announcing’ in order to pursue performance strategies that 
might take us beyond the neoliberal impasse. The conceptual frame-
work for these explorations is the classical Marxist analysis of dialectical 
materialism, revisited in order to supply a critique of current practices 
of domination. The core of the argument invites a reconsideration of 
Augusto Boal’s binary of ‘oppressed’ and ‘oppressor’ in order that an 
adaptation of Forum Theatre can be used to invite office-holders, tradi-
tionally where the oppressors are located, to examine their relationship 
to the bankrupt system they serve. To assist this process, the essay argues 
that facilitators of theatre workshops need to reinvent the ancient arts of 
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the fool so that their working space becomes a place where truth can be 
told to power without resort to the unreal separation of self from other. 
Instead, a dialogical relationship between self and other is proposed as 
a means of taking us beyond the bourgeois binaries of good and bad 
people into an analysis of our own roles within the systems we purport 
to excoriate. While the chapter will constitute a plea for applied perfor-
mance to apply itself to those who have made the world and who might 
be in a position to change it, it recognises simultaneously the require-
ment incumbent upon each one of us to enter into a dialectical relation-
ship with our foolish other.

Lena Šimić and Gary Anderson emphasise the locality of civic engage-
ment through The Study Room in Exile—a collaborative practice 
between the Institute for the Art and Practice of Dissent at Home (The 
Institute) and the Live Art Development Agency (LADA). The Institute 
consists of two adults (Šimić and Anderson) and two children. In this 
chapter, the authors explore civic engagement as solidarity across the 
private and public binary between the family home in Liverpool, UK, 
through the project The Women of Europe and The Study Room in Exile 
at Green Park in Athens, Greece.

Here, we conclude with the notion of how individuals cross binaries 
through an ethics of solidarity towards active citizenship through trans-
national and fluid concepts of political subjectivity. When arguing for 
varied means of social engagement, the disembodied and fluid becomes 
as vital a force for social flows as the physical and emplaced. In an inter-
view with Christian Cherene from BeAnotherLab, he notes that the idea 
behind BeAnotherLab was to virtually step into the shoes of another 
or to look through the eyes of someone else in a particular situation or 
place. BeAnotherLab investigates identity and empathy through embod-
ied interaction, virtual reality, storytelling and performance.

conclusion

Returning to the project Digitising Communities, in what ways might 
the proposed project navigate the noted areas of research, includ-
ing politicising communities, applying digitised agency, and perform-
ing landscapes? If we think through the project as a microcosm of the 
debates within applied performance more generally, the impetus for 
the project came from a point of rupture within the political and social 
system—when conflict and violence occurred, due to a stated desire 
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for particular marginalised communities to be made visible and heard 
within the political and social system of the UK. Social media were used 
by marginalised communities to safeguard and to protect the Hackney 
Empire, a safe space originally created through theatre. It is through 
these two points of contact—the theatrical and digital spaces—that we 
might better understand how applied performance can be used towards 
new approaches to conflict negotiation. Unlike the predetermined map-
ping and remapping of spaces through the projects by Blast Theory and 
Rimini Protokoll, the use of interactive media during the London Riots 
moved people through the streets of East London and served to protect 
alongside the widely publicised looting and vandalism. East London has 
a strong history of political and social theatre, particularly the Hackney 
Empire that housed some of the first productions of Black theatre in 
the UK.

In an interview with Roland Muldoon from Hackney Empire’s 
political theatre company Cartoon Archetypal Slogan Theatre (CAST), 
Muldoon provides a ‘past’ to ‘present’ account of political theatre in the 
UK. He poses the question: ‘Can there be political theatre today and if 
there is where can it be witnessed? Where is the opposition of yester-
year? Where have the theatre groups of the past gone? How can com-
mitted artists help?’ Muldoon provides examples of how artists can 
point out the ironies that they witness by drawing attention to society’s 
imbalances to encourage resistance as civic acts. How does the history of 
politicising communities through theatre affect current artistic practices? 
How might digital formats extend, intervene or reimagine these com-
munities through new kinds of performed negotiations of landscapes and 
identities?
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Politicising Communities
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Introduction to Politicising Communities

Ananda Breed and Tim Prentki

The title of this section announces its central tension: the potentially 
contradictory strains of political and community theatre which histori-
cally have pursued different trajectories. Political theatre is usually con-
sidered to be theatre created by professional artists with an avowed 
political intent in terms of how the world is presented and how that rep-
resentation is intended to influence the attitudes and, possibly, behaviour 
of its audiences. While theatre, at times and in places, has always been 
political, the twentieth century witnessed the emergence and evolution 
of a distinct branch of theatre bearing the label, as announced in Erwin 
Piscator’s 1929 account of his theatre activity, Das Politische Theater 
(Piscator 1980). In line with the spread of socialist and communist 
movements throughout Europe after the First World War, theatre com-
panies were created with explicit aims of rehearsing alternatives to gov-
ernance based on capitalism (Stourac and McCreery 1986). Long after 
these companies have come and gone, the abiding influence on political 
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theatre has been Bertolt Brecht whose practice and theory continue to 
form the foundations of contemporary notions of theatre intended to 
provoke social change. Echoing Marx’s Eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach, 
Brecht recorded in the notes to his production of Katzgraben in 1953: ‘I 
wanted to apply to the theatre the principle that it is important not only 
to interpret the world, but to change it’ (Kuhn et al. 2015, 251).

Though community theatre is also largely a concept deriving from the 
early twentieth century, its founding principles both overlap with and 
exhibit differences from political theatre. Eugene van Erven character-
ises it in these terms: ‘Community theatre is a worldwide phenomenon 
that manifests itself in many different guises, yielding a broad range of 
performance styles. It is united, I think, by its emphasis on local and/
or personal stories (rather than pre-written scripts) that are first pro-
cessed through improvisation and then collectively shaped into theatre 
… Community theatre yields grass roots performances in which the par-
ticipating community residents themselves perform and during the crea-
tive process of which they have substantial input’ (van Erven 2001, 2). 
These notions of personal story and collective creation are extended by 
Petra Kuppers into the broader realm of performance with an empha-
sis on a process that may, or may not, lead to a product: ‘I understand 
community performance to be work that facilitates creative expression of 
a diverse group of people, for aims of self expression [sic] and political 
change. Community performances are communally created. They are 
not individually authored: the end product, if it comes into existence, 
is not predetermined by an artist who directs people towards this goal’ 
(Kuppers 2007, 3–4). Notwithstanding the postmodern mantra that the 
personal is political, potential contradictions lurk here. Self-expression, 
depending on the self in question, may be conservative, reactionary and 
profoundly anti-social but, if it is the collective will of a specific com-
munity to express such views in performance, is the facilitator merely the 
support mechanism for such an outcome? Self-expression and political 
change may not always be the cosy bedfellows that Kuppers envisages in 
her definition.

There is a twin crisis surrounding the notion of politicising communi-
ties: that of ‘politics’ and that of ‘community’. The direction of social 
change in relation to traditional leftist notions of what society should 
look like is no longer either clear or straightforward to achieve. Many 
of the concepts underpinning classical Marxism were predicated upon 
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a model of industrial progress, itself based upon the idea of continu-
ous growth as the core aspiration of nations. The 1972 publication of 
The Limits to Growth and its sequel, The Limits to Growth: The 30 Year 
Global Update (Meadows et al. 2004), have exploded the myth of infi-
nite, material progress and ushered in a post-industrial era of globali-
sation that has redrawn the old class battle-lines while exacerbating 
inequality to a degree not seen in Europe since the Middle Ages. By the 
same token, these transnational disruptions, together with the arrival of 
the digital age, have thrown into question former notions of what con-
stitutes a community. Mass migration has caused the creation and dis-
integration of communities at a speed and on a scale never previously 
experienced. What is the community to be politicised? What are the poli-
tics to be embraced at the grassroots? The authors in this section strug-
gle with these questions even as they offer specific examples of practice 
which may provide tentative clues towards answers.

This section begins with Prentki’s theoretical discourse on the opera-
tion of power in a neoliberal state. Through a referencing of his argu-
ment around Shakespeare’s core text on the corruptibility of authority, 
King Lear, Prentki offers an analysis drawn from the broadly Marxist 
framework of dialectical materialism. Within this framework, he sees a 
combination of Paulo Freire’s pedagogy with the theatre aesthetics of 
Bertolt Brecht as opening up possibilities for communities to become 
engaged in politics. In particular, the counter-hegemonic strategies 
of Brecht, centred on his Verfremdungseffekte, suggest some means by 
which applied theatre can support communities in acquiring the critical 
consciousness with which to combat the dominant political discourse 
of neoliberalism. For this to be effective, however, education, under-
stood along Freirean lines as the ‘pedagogy of freedom’, will need to be 
reconceived. Prentki looks to King Lear (an increasingly pertinent text 
in the context of Britain’s xenophobic and autocratic self-definition in 
the light of the Brexit referendum) for an example of how folly might 
be engaged as a means of provoking changes of attitude at the heart of 
power. Shakespeare’s disquisition on the power of folly and the folly of 
power renders the ‘Boalian binary’ of oppressed and oppressor danger-
ously simplistic and risks enabling applied theatre to become the instru-
ment of that very domestication it seeks to resist.

Dominic Hingorani investigates issues around diversity and repre-
sentation through a case study of a contemporary work which looks at 
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these questions in a local community through a historical lens. Besides 
challenging mainstream notions of British history and community forma-
tion, Brolly’s choice of the opera form for Clocks 1888: the greener dis-
rupts elitist notions of the genre as Brecht did in an earlier period. The 
location of the production at the Hackney Empire gives rise to ironic 
thoughts about the nature and lingering influence of notions of empire. 
A key element in the case study is the engagement of young people in 
political issues that have shaped their own community in the past and 
continue to shape it today. Hingorani adds further layers of complexity 
in his analysis of identity formation in nineteenth-century East London. 
Here too resistance is predicated upon playfulness; those who survive 
being those best able to slip backwards and forwards across the borders 
of fixed identities and to defeat expectations of how the markers of eth-
nicity, language and class might predict behaviour among both individu-
als and social groups.

Gary Anderson and Lena Šimić bring these considerations up to date 
with their own case studies of identity and resistance to the current dis-
courses of neo-fascism and post-truth threatening to engulf Western 
democracies. They find that traditional notions of revolutionary activism 
and of national identity need to be recalibrated in the light of globalisa-
tion and all possible means adopted for politicising communities at home 
and abroad. Through the activities of The Study Room in Exile pro-
ject, Anderson and Šimić use reportage, diary entries, commentary and 
stream of dissident consciousness in order to create an essay in cultural 
agency that captures a connection between the private citizen and her 
engagement with community. The juxtaposition of the domestic with the 
international, home with abroad, Liverpool with Athens, enables a heart-
felt examination of what constitutes a European identity while provoking 
the questions: Who is now my neighbour? Who is now the other? What 
does it mean to be ‘at home’?

The interview with Roland Muldoon, a founder-member of CAST, 
returns us to the orbit of the Hackney Empire and its symbolic function 
during the riots in East London in August 2011. Although Muldoon 
is a figure associated with the heyday of British political theatre in the 
1960s and 1970s, his ever-active intelligence rejects nostalgia in favour 
of an exploration of what those times may have to offer for political 
engagement by grassroots communities, in particular his ‘patch’ of East 
London, today. Rather than being written off as an alienating agent of 
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globalisation, the digital, effectively contextualised in the live event, can 
offer an extra dimension to a community’s search for an artistic practice 
in line with contemporary modes of communication.

In asking what politicising communities might look like in practice, 
we are immediately plunged into the arena of aesthetics. Bertolt Brecht 
is the twentieth-century playwright who confronted the challenges 
of the aesthetics of social change. His world is not our world and he, 
himself, was adamant about the importance of the process he called 
‘historicisation’: ‘The actor must play the incidents as historical ones. 
Historical incidents are unique, transitory incidents associated with par-
ticular periods. The conduct of the persons involved in them is not fixed 
and universally human; it includes elements that have been or may be 
overtaken by the course of history and is subject to criticism from the 
immediately following period’s point of view’ (Silberman et al. 2015, 
187–188). However, as Shannon Jackson (2011, 144–181) points out 
in her analyses of The Builders Association and Rimini Protokoll, to lay 
bare the mechanisms that support performance, it is necessary to engage 
Brechtian strategies of Verfremdung. But the aesthetic imperative does 
not finish there, according to Jackson, who distinguishes between ‘the 
theatrical medium that Brecht sought to expose’ and ‘the conditions of 
its support’ (Jackson 2011, 106). Therefore, a post-Brechtian theatre 
for the digital age, where both means of production and communities 
are rendered invisible, cannot reveal the means of production without 
suggesting that that means determines every aspect of the ‘reality’ pre-
sented, a kind of doppel Verfremdungseffekte where the mechanisms of 
defamiliarisation are themselves defamiliarised. ‘A twenty-first century 
post-Brechtianism would also be sceptical of any theatre that imagined 
itself outside or uncorrupted by the social structures it tried to question’ 
(Jackson 2011, 148). Both social media and their imagined communi-
ties are the institutions to be critiqued. The traditional dichotomy of 
art crushed between the market and the state is now largely redundant, 
since the state is merely the administrator for the market. Political theatre 
now has to propose a new state to resist the market or a form of resist-
ance where the community, in effect, sidelines the state. But in the post-
industrial, post-dramatic, digital age, what is a community and how does 
it mobilise for collective resistance? The macro agendas of neoliberalism 
constantly assert that there is no alternative, yet the examples in this sec-
tion demonstrate, as Anderson declares, that resistance is fertile.
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A Dog’s obeyed in office

Tim Prentki

introduction: A diAlecticAl APProAch  
to community engAgement

This chapter explores some of the concepts that underpin any attempt to 
engage communities in effective political action. In particular, it addresses 
the relationship between those who hold power in a community and those 
who are the victims of the inequalities and injustices built into the system 
of governance. In recent years, the gap between victims and beneficiar-
ies has grown into a chasm in Western democracies, following the pattern 
of political events set in motion by the coup against Salvador Allende on 
11 September 1973. The prescription for the coup, written by Milton 
Friedman and his Chicago Boys, has subsequently been followed the world 
over, as depicted by Naomi Klein in The Shock Doctrine (2007) which exam-
ines the applications and consequences of ‘disaster capitalism’ for its victims. 
The chapter examines the possibilities for using the dynamics of perfor-
mance as a means of making a practical analysis of some of the contradic-
tions and paradoxes in the relation between resistance and domination. 
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Specifically, it offers a consideration of some ways in which applied perfor-
mance succumbs to the dominant despite its rhetoric of resistance and how 
it might be co-opted into the service of social and political transformation. 
The chapter will follow Paulo Freire’s dialectical method of ‘denouncing’ 
and ‘announcing’ in order to pursue its own utopia of performance strat-
egies that might take us beyond the neoliberal impasse. The conceptual 
framework for these explorations is the classical Marxist analysis of dialecti-
cal materialism, revisited in order to supply a critique of current practices of 
domination. Although the focus of the chapter is on abstract, conceptual 
issues around the ways in which communities might engage themselves in 
contemporary politics, it is intended to open up transformative strategies for 
application in a variety of local contexts, such as the prevailing alienation of 
young people from political structures in urban neighbourhoods.

dogs in office

Lear:  Thou hast seen a farmer’s dog bark at a beggar?
Gloucester:  Ay, sir.
Lear:  And the creature run from the cur—
   there thou mightst behold the great image of authority:
   a dog’s obey’d in office.
   Thou, rascal beadle, hold thy bloody hand;
   Why dost thou lash that whore? Strip thy own back;
   Thou hotly lust’st to use her in that kind
   For which thou whipp’st her. The usurer hangs the cozener.
   Through tatter’d clothes small vices do appear;
   Robes and furr’d gowns hide all.
    [King Lear IV.6.155–165]

An office, that is a social function, bestows power upon the holder. Even a 
dog is worth more than a person if it has had a function bestowed upon it. 
All regimes organise themselves according to the functions of the people 
who have to live within their compass, be they feudal, capitalist or com-
munist. In a neoliberal state, these functions are driven by the economics 
of the ‘free’ market and its functionaries are charged either with smoothing 
the path of big business (typically transnational corporations (TNCs)) or of 
shrinking the public realm according to the dictates of ‘value for money’.

In King Lear, Shakespeare charts the longest journey possible 
between function and beggary, between being and nothingness. Lear 



A DoG’S oBEYED IN oFFICE  27

goes from being the supreme functionary, the monarch in a feudal state, 
to a functionless existence which is described as nothing:

Fool:  Now thou art an o without a figure.
   I am better than thou art now:
   I am a fool, thou art nothing.
   [King Lear I.4.192–194]

It is, however, only as a result of stripping himself of his function that 
he begins the painful process of discovering who he is and what it is to 
be human in a world governed by function:

Lear:  Poor naked wretches, whereso’er you are,
   That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,
   How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,
   Your loop’d and window’d raggedness, defend you
   From seasons such as these? o, I have ta’en
   Too little care of this!
   [King Lear III.4.28–33]

Neoliberal capitalism with its grotesque and accelerating inequalities 
has, like Lear as king, taken too little care of the misery which its func-
tionaries and institutions have visited upon the hapless majority of the 
world’s people. However, the more extreme its ravages, the more obvi-
ous its major contradiction becomes and the more difficult it becomes to 
negate its negation. The current phase of austerity, the strategy devised 
to accelerate the transfer of wealth from the poor to the wealthy under 
the guise of financial responsibility, has resulted in the bulk of the popu-
lation being unable to fulfil its designated role as consumers and thereby 
fuel the economic growth which would bring further profits to the cap-
tains of industry and their acolytes among the political class. This phase 
of capitalism has its own demise built in, but the contradiction is con-
stantly mitigated by those with a vested interest in holding on to power 
who are regularly assisted by the organs of the mass media which strive 
to plant false consciousness.

Polish philosopher Leszek Kolakowski analysed the way in which the 
dominant holds on to power as a type of anti-Utopia in a continual state 
of denial of the reality of change:

The Right, as a conservative force, needs no utopia; its essence is the affir-
mation of existing conditions – a fact and not a utopia – or else the desire 
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to revert to a state which was once an accomplished fact. The Right strives 
to idealize actual conditions, not to change them. What it needs is fraud 
not utopia. (Freire 1972)

When the thesis of capitalism was challenged in the twentieth century by 
its antithesis, communism, there was, for a period, the possibility that a 
new synthesis would emerge, based upon the equitable distribution of 
the wealth unleashed by the productive forces of capital. These hopes 
were swiftly dashed with the death of Lenin, when Stalin outmanoeuvred 
Trotsky to take control of the Politburo. State communism under the 
tyranny of the Party came to resemble capitalism’s shadow system where 
any gains in material security for the general population came at the cost 
of increasing alienation from any political or social processes, destined 
ultimately to lead to that system’s demise. Without threat from its antith-
esis, the thesis entered a self-aggrandising period of supposed global 
domination expressed in the vacuous but ideologically loaded phrase, 
‘the end of history’. History will only end when the last person has been 
wiped off the face of the earth. Until then it will be made and remade 
from moment to moment, since social relations are always unfinished 
and we are always in the process of becoming. In the words of Marx:

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please, 
they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under 
circumstances directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the past. 
(Marx 1977, 300)

Any temporary state is always in the process of developing its own nega-
tion and its response to that negation in turn determines whether the 
antithesis is absorbed into the thesis or whether the required adapta-
tion is great enough to produce a new synthesis out of the dialectical 
combination. The failure of state communism in the last quarter of the 
twentieth century does not signal the ‘end of history’ nor does the tem-
porary ascendency of neoliberalism, born out of the fascist violence of 11 
September 1973 in Santiago, mean that the possibility of socialism con-
tributing to a new synthesis has been extinguished. As Klein remarked: 
‘It is precisely because the dream of economic equality is so popular, and 
so difficult to defeat in a fair fight, that the shock doctrine was embraced 
in the first place’ (Klein 2007, 451). Not only are the current efforts of 
the dominant in the UK to shrink the state and emasculate the public 
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sphere meeting a growing body of resistance at grassroots level, but 
those very efforts are also drawing attention to the contradiction at the 
heart of the neoliberal project whereby money ends up chasing itself in 
a fantastic spiral devoid of any relation to the production of goods and, 
ultimately, services. In The Shock Doctrine Klein charted the rise of neo-
liberal capitalism through the strategy of ‘disaster’ which preceded the 
present shock of ‘austerity’. Writing of New Yorkers’ responses to the 
effects of Hurricane Sandy, she offers readers a stark choice between 
ramping up the current contradiction or taking the first, tentative steps 
towards a synthesis that would take us beyond neoliberalism:

Either this crisis will become an opportunity for an evolutionary leap, a 
holistic readjustment of our relationship with the natural world. or it will 
become an opportunity for the biggest disaster capitalism free-for-all in 
human history, leaving the world even more brutally cleaved between win-
ners and losers. (Klein 2012)

A funny thing hAPPened on the wAy to the forum

Across the world today, far and away the most popular performance form 
intended to offer strategies for resisting the dominant is Augusto Boal’s 
Forum Theatre. Many theatre companies are devoted solely to its prac-
tice and the guidelines and possibilities articulated by Boal:

Forum Theatre consists, in essence, of proposing to a group of spectators, 
after a first improvisation of a scene, that they replace the protagonist and 
try to improvise variations on his [sic] actions. The real protagonist should, 
ultimately, improvise the variation that has motivated him the most. (Boal 
1995, 184)

Notwithstanding the ambiguities surrounding the identity of the pro-
tagonist (is this the person to whom the experience has actually hap-
pened, or the actor who plays the protagonist in the first instance, in 
which case what is the meaning of ‘real’, or the spect-actor who made 
the initial intervention?), these specialist Forum groups have formulated 
their practices according to so-called rules of Forum Theatre and zeal-
ously evangelised on behalf of their prescriptive method. Consequently, 
the protagonist in any given circumstance must be the ‘oppressed’ per-
son and only the oppressed person can be replaced in the scene. In other 
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words, the possibility of bringing about social or political change rests 
solely on the words and actions, mind and body, of the victim of oppres-
sion. Inadvertently, out of a desire to turn educational theory into per-
formance practice, Boal has been responsible for the creation of a binary 
which has fixed social relations, at odds with the dialectical analyses of his 
pedagogical mentor, Paulo Freire, who constantly stressed the fluid and 
unfinished nature of human consciousness: ‘It is our awareness of being 
unfinished that makes us educable’ (Freire 1998, 58). Freire’s core con-
cept of ‘conscientisation’, the raising of critical consciousness as a prelude 
to social intervention, does not in itself run counter to the discourses 
of Forum Theatre but in practice the Forum method tends towards the 
search for solutions to immediate problems divorced from wider politi-
cal contexts, rather than an ongoing step-change in the processing of the 
deep structures by which we live:

In truth, conscientization is a requirement of our human condition. It is 
one of the roads we have to follow if we are to deepen our awareness of 
our world, of facts, of events, of the demands of human consciousness to 
develop our capacity for epistemological curiosity. (Freire 1998, 55)

This curiosity, transposed to the theatrical space, may indeed provide the 
spur to rehearse the revolution or it may inaugurate new ways of seeing 
to take us beyond the closed circle of revolution and counter-revolution.

Identifying the dialectical relationship of oppressor to oppressed not 
only avoids setting up a binary system, it also minimises the tendency 
of Forum Theatre to locate responsibility for social change solely with 
those who are the victims of oppressive situations. In the rigid version 
of Forum Theatre, the oppressors escape this responsibility since they 
are not permitted to change. As antagonists, their positions are as fixed 
as the characters upon a page of scripted drama. As Boal notes, Forum 
Theatre is ‘perhaps the most democratic form of the Theatre of the 
oppressed and certainly the best known and most practised through-
out the world’ (Boal 2006, 6). However, the democratic credentials 
of Forum Theatre can often mask the manipulations that, in practice, 
pervert its intentions and, paradoxically, turn it into an instrument of 
domestication. Herein lies much of its appeal as the form of choice for 
many applied performance practitioners and those who fund their activi-
ties. Typically, theatre is applied to a social ‘problem’: illiteracy, home-
lessness, drug addiction, domestic violence, etc. The victims of these 
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scars on the social landscape are given access to the theatre process in 
the hope that its use will somehow alter their situation, their attitudes 
or their behaviour, and the efficacy of applied performance projects is 
measured in terms of social outcomes. Have instances of teenage preg-
nancy declined? Are fewer prisoners reoffending? Is knife crime decreas-
ing? In other words, has the application of a dose of theatre caused these 
problems to lessen? Just as it is the oppressed who need Forum Theatre 
with the built-in assumption that the spect-actors are all members of a 
category of victim, so more generally applied performance carries the 
assumption that it is society’s victims who will benefit from exposure to 
it. The process is mostly about behaviour modification and the behaviour 
to be modified is that of those who are causing society a problem. This 
is why, for example, most prison theatre companies are required to oper-
ate within the frameworks of cognitive behavioural therapy. In this way, 
performance becomes another tool of the dominant; a means of manip-
ulating the dominated into adapting to the prevailing social norms. It 
is never the system which is at fault for the oppression (prison, school, 
parliamentary democracy, monetarism) but always those who wilfully 
refuse to accept the system and adapt their desires to its requirements. 
one of the standard phrases used for socially vulnerable groups that are 
deemed to be likely to benefit from applied performance is ‘at risk’. It is 
hoped that exposure to processes such as Forum Theatre will diminish 
the risk—to themselves or to the society which has manipulated them 
into ‘risky’ situations? Furthermore, risk lies at the heart of the Forum 
process. The crisis which the actors present, resulting from community 
research, is a moment of risk. By risking a confrontation, the opportunity 
arises to make changes, micro or macro, to fixed social positions. The 
crisis corresponds to the moment in the Hegelian dialectical spiral when 
a contradiction becomes so marked that a new synthesis develops out 
of the thesis or status quo. Under the guise of resistance, however, most 
applied performance in reality becomes a performance of domination.

Performing counter-hegemony

By looking back at a historical moment when a challenge to the capi-
talist hegemony seemed possible, we may find some clues to help with 
the construction of an aesthetic for countering the ubiquitous, neolib-
eral, hegemony of the dominant. Such a process is a vital prerequisite 
for any performance which seeks to offer participants and audiences an 
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experience of resistance through the awakening or sharpening of critical 
consciousness. The ways in which satellite technology has enabled mass-
media organisations to present each of us with a picture of the world 
through the lens of ‘breaking news’ have resulted in an information 
overload, often at the expense of knowledge, and an alienation from his-
torical roots that threatens the formation of a coherent sense of identity. 
These hegemonic forces leave no space for reflection upon the causes of 
events or on the complex relations between seemingly fragmented, sepa-
rate occurrences. Before such reflection can take place, these events and 
the language in which they are routinely described need to be rendered 
unfamiliar so that we consider them with a critical curiosity. For instance, 
why is it inevitable that modern economies must produce widespread 
unemployment? Why is the free movement of people around the world 
destabilising for nation states and their economies but free movement of 
capital with the flick of a switch is not? Typically, these media organisa-
tions are the fiefdoms of a small gang of white, Anglo-Saxon males who 
have an (in)vested interest in selling us a picture of the world that will 
guarantee the continuance of their corporate profits by promoting the 
current system and denying the possibility of change.

When Brecht sought to raise curiosity or critical consciousness about 
the workings of capitalism, he set about developing an aesthetic of ‘defa-
miliarisation’ that had at its core the intention to show audiences the 
historical processes by which ‘stuff happens’ while at the same instant 
opening up the possibility of alternative ways in which things could have 
or might still happen:

To transform himself [sic] from general passive acceptance to a cor-
responding state of suspicious inquiry he would need to develop that 
detached eye with which the great Galileo observed a swinging chande-
lier. He was amazed by this pendulum motion, as if he had not expected it 
and could not understand its occurring, and this enabled him to come on 
the rules by which it was governed. Here is the outlook, disconcerting but 
fruitful, which the theatre must provoke with its representations of human 
social life. It must amaze its public, and this can be achieved by a tech-
nique of alienating the familiar. (Willett 1978, 192)

Examples abound throughout Brecht’s dramaturgy of the application of 
Verfremdungseffekte to historical or fantastical narratives in order to show 
this dual process of happening one way as a result of a human decision 
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while showing simultaneously that it could have happened a different 
way. Let one well-known example suffice. The event which launches all 
the consequences depicted in The Caucasian Chalk Circle is the rescuing 
of the abandoned royal baby by Grusha the servant girl. Being a par-
able, Brecht can offer us a story which is a sentimental, melodramatic 
cliché: the poor girl with the heart of gold who ignores personal danger 
in order to do the right thing. As an audience, we want the empathetic 
feel-good, and Brecht can rely on such a story producing such an effect. 
Yet even as this effect is being generated, he also presents the scene in 
a way that requires us to consider it within the frame of its politico-his-
torical consequences. The moment is announced through the Singer’s 
statement: ‘Terrible is the temptation to do good’, immediately alerting 
us to that process of inverting familiar morality so much loved by the 
fool. Grusha then spends the whole night considering what to do about 
the child rather than acting with the impetuous instincts of the unthink-
ingly good person, ‘Till towards morning the temptation grew too 
strong.’ The taking up of the baby is finally summed up by the Singer: 
‘Like booty she took it for herself/Like a thief she sneaked away’ (Brecht 
1977, 165). This is how Brecht’s method works throughout the play. 
The story is presented with all the techniques designed to lure us into an 
emotional involvement in the incidents while still managing to historicise 
them in a way which requires a reflection upon the dialectic of human 
agency and historical contingency.

Freire alludes to a parallel process in his pedagogical theory to which 
he gives the term ‘codification’. By means of codification, the learner, 
Freire’s equivalent of the actor in an applied performance workshop, is 
enabled to form a critical relationship with her lived experience that sets 
that experience within the broader discourses of both history and con-
temporary politics:

Codification, on the one hand, mediates between the concrete and the-
oretical contexts (of reality). on the other hand, as knowable object, it 
mediates between the knowing subjects, educators and learners, who seek 
in dialogue to unveil the ‘action-object wholes’. (Freire 1972, 32)

It is the process of codification, whether in classroom or theatre work-
shop, which opens up the space in which critical consciousness can flour-
ish. The torrent of images and words which daily swirl around us in the 
digital eddies and flows of hegemonised breaking news are held still long 
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enough for us to see and hear in a different way; long enough for us to 
ask why, and could it be otherwise? A key element in this slowing down 
is the opportunity to explore the relationships between objects; the real-
ity beneath the surface:

By understanding the codification’s ‘deep structure’ the learner can then 
understand the dialectic which exists between the categories presented in 
the ‘surface structure’, as well as the unity between the ‘surface’ and ‘deep’ 
structures. (Freire 1972, 33)

For performance forms trying to resist incorporation by the dominant, it 
is essential that they build counter-hegemonic aesthetics into their pro-
cesses. only through an analysis of ‘deep structures’ can the operations 
of the dominant be laid bare as with the device of the split character 
Shen Te/Shui Ta who reveals the contradiction between economics and 
morality in Brecht’s play The Good Person of Szechwan. Boal was equally 
aware of this aesthetic imperative but may have underestimated how 
much he could have taken from Brecht: ‘The first problem to be solved 
consists in the presentation within the same performance, both of the 
play and its analysis’ (Boal 1979, 174). Boal developed his Joker system 
as the means by which this analysis might be undertaken:

It should be noted that the possibility of great variation in form is offered 
by the simple presence within the system of two completely opposite func-
tions: the protagonic function, which is the most concrete reality, and the 
‘Joker’ function, which is the universalizing abstraction of the other. (Boal 
1979, 177)

Here again the tendency towards binary positions constrains the later 
practice of Forum Theatre. If the protagonist (the ‘oppressed’) is bound 
into the concrete frame of the presentation, the antagonist (the ‘oppres-
sor’), unable to alter her position, is doubly fixed into an unassailable 
reality that guarantees the maintenance of the dominant. The performers 
and the Joker are set into different planes of reality so that performance 
and analysis are separated rather than one being produced dialectically 
from the other. Although Schechter makes the vital connection between 
Boal’s Joker and the aesthetics of Brecht’s Epic Theatre—‘The Joker is 
less a conventional clown than a Brechtian epic actor’ (Schechter 1985, 
162)—over the years this separation has allowed the Joker in practice 
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to be little more than a glorified master of ceremonies rather than the 
source of critical, counter-hegemonic perspective on the action. As I have 
shown at greater length in my monograph The Fool in European Theatre 
(Prentki 2012, Ch. 10), Boal’s Joker takes her place in a long line, both 
within and beyond the theatre, of tricksters and fools whose function has 
always been to speak truth to power and, when power refuses to listen, 
truth about power. Dario Fo’s whole career has been devoted to tracing 
the historical origins of these figures and then exploiting their methods 
in order to make interventions into the contemporary political discourse 
(Prentki 2012, Ch. 8). The words of the Maniac (il Matto), the role per-
formed by Fo in Accidental Death of an Anarchist, ring as true now as 
when originally uttered: ‘But the STATE … the state remains, still pre-
senting corruption as the exception to the rule, when the system the 
state was designed to protect is corruption itself. Corruption is the rule!’ 
(Fo 1980, 38). Today he can watch his process bear fruit in the like-
ness of Beppe Grillo, the jongleur who deconstructs the repressive barrier 
between art and politics:

He is from the tradition of wise storyteller, one who knows how to use 
surreal fantasy, who can turn situations around, who has the right word 
for the right moment, who can transfix people when he speaks, even in the 
rain and the snow. (Kington 2013)

The fool is simultaneously of the stage action and of the world of the 
audience, opening up the fissures between imagination and reality so that 
each may be exposed to a critical, dialectical scrutiny via the wide-eyed 
curiosity of the fool. At her best, Boal’s Joker can operate in this way if 
she offers a critical challenge to ‘spect-actors’, the term invented by Boal 
to describe those who intervene in the action from the audience in order 
to affect the course of the dramatic action, and does not merely organ-
ise and accept every intervention proposed from the audience in a spirit 
of democratic but uncritical participation. But if the Joker abides by the 
‘rules’ of Forum Theatre, she cannot engage with the contradictions and 
paradoxes which inhabit the world of the oppressor. That area of the per-
formance is locked safely away from the possibility of change, protected 
by the hegemony of the dominant. The fool, however, is not afraid to 
perform in the territory of the power brokers because he has his own 
weapons of irony and paradox. S/he avoids head-on confrontations, pre-
ferring the oblique strategies of hit-and-run, trickery and seeming com-
pliance. Michel de Certeau expresses it thus:
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Innumerable ways of playing and foiling the other’s game (jouer/déjouer 
le jeu de l’autre), that is, the space instituted by others, characterize the 
subtle, stubborn, resistant activity of groups which, since they lack their 
own space, have to get along in a network of already established forces and 
representations. (Certeau 1988, 18)

who let the dogs out?
The possibility of using performance as a means by which the dominant 
are invited to explore the contradictions inherent in their social posi-
tions would come much closer if real education, as opposed to training, 
became a universal right. As part of such an education, the theatre offers 
infinite opportunities for discovering the dialectical relationships between 
self and other at the heart of any attempt to build a just society; in the 
words of Freire: ‘to teach is not to transfer knowledge but to create the 
possibilities for the production or construction of knowledge’ (Freire 
1998, 30). As he makes clear, this process of knowledge construction is 
deeply embedded in ideology, thereby making it essential that any per-
formance strategy that allies itself to resistance to the dominant avails 
itself of all available counter-hegemonic tools:

It is my belief that today the progressive kind of teacher needs to watch 
out as never before for the clever uses of dominant ideology of our time, 
especially its insidious capacity for spreading the idea that it is possible for 
education to be neutral. (Freire 1998, 89–90)

Freire’s pedagogy is not a relic of the twentieth century but a live con-
ceptual framework for realising the potential of drama and theatre to 
reinvigorate the curriculum, as is demonstrated by the DICE project—an 
EU-funded two-year research programme into the effects of educational 
drama. Its ‘pedagogical credo’ might have been taken straight from 
Freire:

the pupils become actively engaged in exploratory investigation of moral, 
social or curriculum contents and what it means to be human in a contem-
porary world. In this way they become enabled and empowered – active 
and thinking citizens. (DICE 2010, 13)
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Having established the positive effects of educational drama and theatre 
upon five of the Lisbon Key Competencies, the research team found that 
they needed to add a sixth of their own, hence the notion of the dice. 
Number six was labelled ‘All this and more’, described as follows:

The No6 on our DICE incorporates the first five but adds a new dimen-
sion because educational theatre and drama is fundamentally concerned 
with the universal competence of what it is to be human. An increasing 
concern about the coherence of our society and developing democratic 
citizenship requires a moral compass by which to locate ourselves and each 
other in the world and to begin to re-evaluate and create new values; to 
imagine, envisage, a society worth living in, and living with a better sense 
of where we are going with deep convictions about what kind of people we 
want to be. (DICE 2010, 19)

Those who have worked in Theatre In Education (TIE) over the past 
forty years will easily recognise these aspirations but may be forgiven for 
feeling that they are even further away from being realised than when 
they were first articulated. We hold these truths to be self-evident, but 
how are they to be made manifest to a world beyond our own circle of 
discourse? The gap between the current makers of educational policy in 
the UK and the first recommendation of the DICE report is an ever-wid-
ening chasm, each side spinning off into different centuries as the former 
take flight back to the nineteenth, while the contemporary research looks 
forward more in hope than expectation to a new educational covenant 
for the twenty-first:

The school system: All children should have regular access to educational 
theatre and drama in their schooling, mandated throughout the national 
curriculum, and taught by well-trained theatre and drama specialists. 
(DICE 2010, 8)

If the benefits deriving from this recommendation are obvious and 
have been known for so long, what are the obstacles to its implemen-
tation? Among the ‘existing obstructive factors’ listed by the report are 
‘low motivation of decision-makers’, ‘low motivation of teachers’ and 
‘municipalities not taking drama seriously’ (DICE 2010, 89). In other 
words, unless a way is found to work with the powerful, the ‘oppres-
sors’, and to engage them in the dialectics of experiential learning so that 
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they too become part ‘of what it is to be human’, no amount of research 
will make the slightest difference to what is done to our young people 
in the years ahead. If, in the spirit of Freire, a different world is to be 
announced, that difference will be located in the agencies and aspira-
tions of young people. For this to happen, the present job-training that 
masquerades as education will need to be replaced by a relational peda-
gogy which places drama at its core. Further, this pedagogy must be the 
birthright of the children of both the oppressed and the oppressors. For 
performance to cease being the pawn of domination, access to the well-
springs of humanity must be open to all, especially to the dogs who need 
to be separated from their office.

the fool in the shAdows

Towards the end of Edward Bond’s play in which he reworks King Lear, 
Lear comes to understand the futility, cruelty and injustice of building 
walls that separate us from our fellows:

What can I do? I left my prison, pulled it down, broke the key, and still 
I’m a prisoner. I hit my head against a wall all the time. There’s a wall eve-
rywhere. I’m buried alive in a wall. Does this suffering and misery last for 
ever? Do we work to build ruins, waste all these lives to make a desert no 
one could live in? There’s no one to explain it to me, no one I can go to 
for justice. I’m old, I should know how to live by now, but I know noth-
ing, I can do nothing, I am nothing. (Bond 1972, 80)

Yet shortly after this dark night of his soul, Lear goes to the wall he was 
instrumental in building, pickaxe in hand, and begins to demolish it until 
he is shot dead. Perhaps our efforts, too, are destined to be in vain, but 
is that any reason not to try to smash the binary separating oppressed 
from oppressor? Though Lear’s action is probably futile, the commit-
ment of his last moments of life to it is evidence that he is properly alive; 
by Freire’s definition, ‘educable’.

In Shakespeare’s version, the task of separating the man from the 
office falls to the fool, ‘Lear’s shadow’, and when it is complete with 
the office of king in ruins, Lear has absorbed the lessons of foolishness 
completely. His ascent to humanity is signalled by his taking over of the 
function of the fool who ‘goes to bed at noon’—that moment when no 
shadows are cast. By now, Lear has embraced his own shadow; in time 
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to understand the dangers of office but too late to make a better world. 
While this chapter constitutes a plea for applied performance to apply 
itself to those who have made the world and who might be in a posi-
tion to change it, it simultaneously recognises the requirement incum-
bent upon each one of us to enter into a dialectical relationship with our 
foolish other.
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Performing Difference: Diversity, 
Representation and the Nation

Dominic Hingorani

THE AUTHoR:  … and you an immigrant too? The Indies? A 
Caribbean princess, arrived on these shores across an 
exotic sea?

THE GREENER:  Whatever? East London me.
THE AUTHoR:  But surely. How can I put it? You seem a bit … 

dark?
THE GREENER:  East End everyone is different, so everyone belong. 

Doesn’t matter where you’re from. To be straight, 
how can I put it? It’s you what sticks out like a sore 
thumb.

  (Hingorani 2016, 92)

The eponymous hero of the title of the new opera work Clocks 1888: 
the greener by Brolly Productions is a mixed-race teenage girl from the 
East End of London, not a character we would usually expect to see cen-
tre stage in this art form (Fig. 1). The name of this character ‘Greener’ is 
taken from the Victorian cockney slang term for immigrant and, as the 
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extract above suggests, is applied ironically in the context of the opera; 
it is the Greener who is constructed as ‘local’ while the Author, the  
well-to-do, white ‘gentleman’ from the West End is de-centred as the 
‘foreigner’ or ‘other’.

Projects such as Clocks 1888: the greener draw on local histories, dias-
poras and the heterogeneous cultural location of geographies such as 
those of the East End of London as a catalyst for performance works that 
are rooted in ‘difference’ to create innovative hybrid forms of ‘emancipa-
tory, utopian performances, texts grounded in distinctive styles, rhythms, 
idioms and personal identities of local folk and vernacular culture’ 
(Denzin 2003, 123). In the case of Hackney, East London, the borough 
in which the Hackney Empire is located, the production performed the 
ethnic profile from the Census, which shows evidence ‘of continued 
increasing diversity, with sizable White British (36.2%) and Black African 
communities (11.4%) but also a large and increasing group of residents 
from mixed and “other” ethnic backgrounds, emphasising the hyper-
diversity of the borough’ (London Borough of Hackney 2011).

Brolly created and produced the new opera work Clocks 1888: 
the greener at the Hackney Empire in spring 2016 supported by 
Arts Council England (ACE) with the clear brief to engage new and 
diverse audiences and thereby challenge the perception of opera as an 
elitist art form and re-root it within communities. The audience engage-
ment strategy was threefold in this respect: to create an opera work in 
which the characters on stage and their stories in performance reflected 
the diversity and cultural histories of the prospective audience; to host 
symposia events that supported the development of networks between 
that diverse potential audience and other cultural organisations; and to 
share our creative methodology that led to the development of the opera 
by creating an open access microsite Clockwork1888.co.uk. A further key 
feature was to keep ticket prices at a level that would not exclude our tar-
get audience, which was made possible by public subsidy.

This chapter will examine how Clocks 1888: the greener engages with 
cultural diversity as a methodological tool to create an innovative hybrid 
form that aims to engage with community audiences, address issues of 
representation and articulate a performative ‘counter-narrative’ to chal-
lenge exclusionary and racist constructions of the nation. It will explore 
how an active artistic engagement with the different histories, cultures 
and diasporas of communities can support notions of inclusion and 
accessibility and open pathways for participation and civic engagement.
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thinking through diversity

The drive by those wishing to address discrimination and increase 
representation in and access to the arts, especially of those from minor-
ity communities, has been articulated around the signifier ‘diversity’. 
However, I would suggest from the outset that we may more usefully 
think through the imperative of cultural inclusion by mobilising a theo-
retical discourse of ‘difference’ rather than ‘diversity’ which inherently 
suggests ‘totalised cultures that live unsullied by the intertextuality of 
their historical locations’ (Bhabha 1994, 34). Further, the internally and 
externally marked heterogeneity of minority groups needs to be con-
ceptualised culturally and creatively if we accept the view of Sir Peter 
Bazalgette, Chair of Arts Council England (ACE), that ‘Britain’s got 
many, many talents … and our work should reflect and engage with all 
our talent and communities’ (Bazalgette 2014).

To view the current politics of ‘diversity’ that gathers disparate 
minority communities under its banner, it is worth revisiting the nas-
cent political signifier, ‘Black’, that emerged in the late 1970s and acted 
as a ‘new focus of identification for both Afro-Caribbean and Asian 
communities … not that they are culturally, ethnically, linguistically or 
even physically the same but that they are treated as “the same” (i.e. 
non-white, “other”) by the dominant culture’ (Hall 1992, 308). While 
‘Black’ was an important site of resistance, reclamation and solidarity 
that encompassed heterogeneity, a mantle that the term ‘diversity’ could 
wear, it paradoxically could not articulate the difference that was rec-
ognised or rewarded by public funding. Importantly, the current drive 
for inclusion under the banner ‘diversity’ endeavours not only to build 
minority representation across the arts with regard to race, sexuality, 
gender, disability and age but also one predicated importantly on the 
responsibilities of the funded companies and organisations to achieve it. 
Indeed, as Madani Younis, Artistic Director of the Bush Theatre, points 
out, in the past the ‘responsibility for diversity, which should be every-
one’s responsibility, had been abandoned to a few companies’ (Younis 
quoted in Bazalgette 2014).

BME-led organisations were for many years tasked by ACE with 
bringing in the ‘missing’ BME audience, something not axiomatic and 
an abnegation of the responsibility of the sector as a whole. Further, it 
became extremely reductive in its creative and artistic ramifications, 
exemplifying the paradox that, while the marginal position of many 
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BME-led organisations enabled them to access funding, the conditions 
of that funding insisted on their artistic product remaining displaced to 
the margins. While ACE has continued with the designation of BME, 
which it defines as 51% or more of an organisation’s board and senior 
management being from a Black or minority ethnic background, as a 
necessary funding priority which attempts to level the field, as a category 
it is culturally heterogeneous. Bhabha’s rejection of the concept of cul-
tural diversity, on the grounds that it is a comparative discipline, allows 
us to focus instead on how communities’ cultural difference(s) can be 
articulated to contest marginalisation in the arts and develop innovative 
hybrid forms which are predicated on a construction of the nation as ‘the 
otherness of the people as one’ (Bhabha 1994, 142).

Benedict Anderson defined the nation as ‘an imagined political com-
munity’ (Anderson 1983, 6) and describes how it is ‘imagined as a com-
munity because regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation … the 
nation is always conceived as a deep horizontal comradeship’ (Ibid., 7). 
While the conception of a ‘deep horizontal comradeship’ is still a wor-
thy aspiration, we must recognise the potential of the arts as a site from 
which to contest ‘inequality and exploitation’, especially in relation to 
issues of race and representation. We can look to Bhabha’s approach to 
a construction of the nation as an extremely eloquent turn of phrase for 
inscribing difference into the fabric of the national consciousness. The 
identification of a temporal split or ‘double time’ in the construction of 
the nation, categorised as the ‘pedagogical’ and ‘performative’ moments, 
creates a signifying space for those on the margins. Firstly, in the peda-
gogical moment, the people are the ‘historical “objects” … giving the 
discourse an authority that is based on the pre-given or constituted his-
torical origin in the past’ (Bhabha 1994, 145) which by its nature mili-
tates against the inclusion of the newly arrived and diasporic. Secondly, 
however, Bhabha points out that the people are also the ‘subjects’ of 
the ‘repetitious, recursive strategy of the performative … [in which] the 
scraps, patches and rags of daily life must be repeatedly turned into the 
signs of a coherent national culture’ (Ibid.).

The opera attempts to recognise the importance of this contempo-
rary ‘performative’ moment especially when we consider the ‘hidden’ 
pre-war presence of ethnic minorities in Britain, the large-scale immi-
grations of Black and Asian peoples to post-war Britain, as well as the 
more recent diasporic and European migrations. The more recent 
migrations from Eastern Europe support the case of diversity as a 
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fluid  conception, necessarily in process and responsive to change and 
heterogeneity, destabilising fixed ideas of geographical areas being 
homogeneously allied to particular ethnic groups. It is to these particu-
lar, local, lived and shifting environments or sites of ‘hyper-diversity’ to 
which the arts must meaningfully respond if we are to achieve a radi-
cal new engagement with diverse audiences and artists and a potential 
re-conceptualisation of the nation. It is from this contemporary site 
of the ‘performative’ that marginalised ‘counter narratives’, as Bhabha 
describes them, can emerge to contest and challenge the centre in order 
to ‘disturb those ideological manoeuvres through which “imagined 
communities” are given essentialist identities’ (Bhabha 1994, 149) and 
problematise the term ‘diversity’ with its insinuation of separate and 
discrete categories of cultural designation that remain fixed and intran-
sigent, impervious to time and circumstance, disavowing notions of 
fusion, syncretism and hybridity. The ‘performative’ provides a locus for 
BME artists to contest attempts to stereotype or ‘other’ in a way that 
‘reduces, essentializes, naturalises and fixes difference’ (Hall 1997, 258) 
and insists on the recognition and inscription of ‘difference’ being writ-
ten on to the body of the heterogeneous nation.

The inclusion of diverse voices, cultures, histories and vernaculars is 
vital but so is the recognition that culture(s) are always ‘in play’, so that 
‘difference’ is a ‘process of signification through which statements of cul-
ture or on culture differentiate, discriminate and authorise fields of force, 
reference, applicability and capacity’ (Bhabha 1994, 34) which under-
mine attempts at the creation of a homogeneous cultural supremacy. 
Indeed, it is crucial that minority communities authorise ‘fields of force’ 
to culturally contest the centre in order to effect change and that the 
centre also responds unequivocally in kind.

I suggest that we mobilise Stuart Hall’s concept that we inhabit ‘cul-
tures of hybridity’ which recognises that, while people from BME com-
munities in Britain ‘bear upon them the traces of the particular cultures, 
traditions, languages and histories by which they were shaped’ (Hall 
1992, 310) or ‘difference’, they have also had to ‘renounce the dream 
or ambition of re-discovering any kind of “lost” cultural purity or eth-
nic absolutism’ (Ibid.). Importantly, those from ‘cultures of hybrid-
ity’ inhabit a ‘diaspora space’, as conceptualised by Avtah Brah, that is 
‘inhabited not only by those who have migrated and their descendants 
but equally by those who are constructed and represented as indigenous’ 
(Brah 1996, 181). I will suggest that the opera attempts to artistically 
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animate that ‘diaspora space’ to provide a culturally heterogeneous site 
of play in which ‘difference’ can be articulated in non-hierarchical, inclu-
sive and hybrid creative ways.

the drive for diversity—Arts Policy in the uk
Sir Peter Bazalgette, Chair of Arts Council England, signalled a clear 
shift in public arts policy in relation to diversity in his keynote speech 
entitled ‘Arts Council and the Creative Case for Diversity’ (Bazalgette 
2014), which recognised that up until this point the prevailing ortho-
doxy that had been to support BME-led organisations was ‘fine, but as 
a consequence we didn’t nurture diversity in all our work, across all our 
funded organizations and their audiences’. This renewed policy focus on 
diversity and, more importantly, the recognition of the continued lack 
of diversity and representation of minority communities in the arts was 
developed by actor Idris Elba in his recent keynote speech to Parliament 
entitled ‘Diversity in the Media’, on 18 January 2016, as he insisted that 
‘diversity in the modern world is more than just skin colour—it’s gender, 
age, disability, sexual orientation, social background and most important 
of all, as far as I am concerned—diversity of thought’ (Elba 2016). Elba’s 
impassioned plea was not only arguing for a broader view of diversity, 
ably dismissing the suggestion that minority groups lack a vision of inclu-
sion beyond their own borders, but also for the breadth of imaginative 
potential when cultural borders are crossed. Indeed, the position set out 
in this chapter is that serious engagement with diversity is not only a cre-
ative force for innovation but can also act as a model of inclusion so that 
‘the arts won’t have to make the case for diversity. The arts will simply be 
the case’ (Bazalgette 2014).

It is worth setting out a brief historiography of public subsidy for the 
arts in relation to the representation of minority and marginalised groups 
to contextualise the ongoing attempts to achieve the long-heralded 
‘level playing field’ today, and the historical endeavours that first recog-
nised the importance of creating a diverse team in the first instance. I 
take as my starting point Naseem Khan’s seminal report in 1976, ‘The 
Arts Britain Ignores: The Arts of Ethnic Minorities in Britain’, and what 
was then identified as ‘ethnic arts’, this report being the first to officially 
recognise that ‘ethnic arts’ should not be regarded as an exotic extra out-
side of British theatre but should be understood, funded and fostered as 
though they were a part of British theatre. over the intervening years, 
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many such reports from those advocating ‘inclusion’ have been pub-
lished, not least, ‘The Eclipse Report—Developing Strategies to Combat 
Racism in Theatre’ (2002), which was influenced by the Macpherson 
Report (1999) and its recognition of institutional racism, in this case in 
the theatre. Yet the heavy lifting of institutional change was too often 
left to small- or medium-scale BME-led companies such as Tara Arts, 
Tamasha Theatre, Talawa, Nitro, and Kali Theatre, to name but a few, 
which made important artistic interventions predicated on diversity but 
were without the infrastructure, capacity or indeed long-term financial 
support to affect such sector-wide change.

Sir Brian McMaster’s report ‘Supporting Excellence in the Arts—
From Measurement to Judgement’ (2008) was unequivocal on diversity 
and stated that ‘we live in one of the most diverse societies the world has 
ever seen, yet that is not reflected in the culture we produce, or in who 
is producing it’ (11). The statistical headlines in the ‘Equality, Diversity 
and the Creative Case’ (2015) report sets out across National Portfolio 
organisations (NPos) that ‘progress’ in relation to ethnicity is not only 
stalled but in reverse:

Sticking with our current definition, looking at the leadership of the 2012–
15 and 2015–18 National Portfolio organisations, the number of Black 
and minority ethnic-led organizations reduced by 4 to 52; and the num-
ber of disability-led organisations reduced by 4 to 9 over the same period; 
there is clearly work to do.

(2015, 6)

Crucially, the McMaster report not only recognised in stark terms the 
lack of diversity in the arts but was also responsible for broadening the 
definition of diversity, which had up until this point largely been predi-
cated on BME representation:

diversity does not simply mean work or people from an Asian or African-
Caribbean background. It is vital that we move into an understanding of 
diversity that is as broad as possible, to cover the span of ages, religions, 
cultures, sexualities, disabilities and socio-economic backgrounds. There 
are, for example, new and under represented communities settling in the 
UK, such as those emigrating from Eastern Europe or fleeing conflict 
around the world. They should be given the chance not only to find their 
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feet, but to find their voice and to contribute to the culture, diversity and 
creativity of this country.

(McMaster 2010, 11)

It is, of course, absolutely correct to recognise that diversity goes 
beyond skin colour or ethnicity. However, the concern would be that 
broadening the definition unwittingly undermines and disavows the 
specific and particular discriminatory histories and trajectories that the 
different minority groupings experience and the capacity to respond 
appropriately to them. Age discrimination and race discrimination can be 
equally prejudicial but are not the same. Historically, a similar criticism 
was levelled at Khan’s report which did not recognise a ‘crucial distinc-
tion … between Black and white immigrant communities whose creative 
abilities were perceived very differently by British society … Black crea-
tivity is underlined by a racism that is historically specific’ (owasu 1986, 
56). It is also worth problematising this point further to recognise that 
diversity articulates within and across all categories and that categories 
such as Black and Asian are themselves internally marked by difference 
and heterogeneity.

However, the focused funding initiatives of the ‘Creative Case for 
Diversity’ are to be welcomed as a corrective that engages with the cul-
tural specificities of the communities with which they aim to engage and 
reflect, rather than disavow the reality of cultural difference. Key initia-
tives pertain to BME-led artists and organisations, such as:

• ‘Elevate’—a £2.1 million fund created to develop the strength, 
management and governance of diverse-led organisations outside 
the Arts Council’s national portfolio created with the stated aim of 
increasing the diversity of applications in future investment rounds.

• ‘Sustained Theatre Fund’—a £2 million fund to support the devel-
opment of established and emerging Black and minority ethnic 
theatre makers and to increase their representation across the wider 
theatre sector in England.

Clearly, the efficacy of these schemes will be judged as they come on 
stream, but these tangible signs of practical and specific financial support 
do indicate intent and a commitment to change. However, while increas-
ing the diversity of artist representation is obviously a vital aim, the way 
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in which communities, especially those previously excluded and margin-
alised, are artistically engaged and enfranchised is not a sine qua non, or 
something quantifiably addressed in the initiatives.

A final thought on the issue of accessibility relates to the length and 
complexity of the Arts Council application process, perhaps understand-
able for a public body distributing funds, but which must surely militate 
against those emergent and aspiring diverse artists without experience, 
training or industry knowledge. In this respect, the partnering of the 
new with the experienced, BME-led and non-BME-led, is a crucial plank 
of meaningful reform and potential innovation in the sector. While the 
focus of this chapter is on BME-led artists and organisations, it strongly 
welcomes the aim to ‘cross all social barriers, not only the protected 
characteristics, but also class and geography’, signalled by an increase of 
funding outside of London from 70% to 75% between 2015 and 2018 
and by ‘Unlimited 111’, an initiative which supports the development of 
new work by deaf or disabled artists.

Performing difference—CloCks 1888: the Greener

While the opera adhered to a simple broad definition as ‘a dramatic work 
in one or more acts set to music for singers and instrumentalists’ (oED) 
which the composer, Martin Ward, scored for four singers and three 
instruments, piano, cello and violin, it also had artistic, as well as cultural, 
hybrid ambitions supported by the partner organisations:

Brolly’s ambition of a fusion between opera and Musical theatre, both 
genres and cast, for this piece complements our ambitions to explore ways 
of breaking down preconceptions, developing a wider audience for both 
and to present more work that pushes the boundaries when it comes to 
Music Theatre in general.

Susie McKenna, Creative Director, Hackney Empire (2015)

The Hackney Empire re-opened in 2004 after a major refurbishment, 
having fallen into disrepair after re-opening in the 1980s led by the 
political theatre company CAST who were the architects of the modern 
stand-up comedy circuit in the UK. While the artistic economy of the 
Hackney Empire is mixed—with dance, stand-up comedy, theatre and 
dance prominent—there is a strong community engagement, perhaps 
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evidenced in the fact that, during the London Riots of August 2011, 
the theatre remained undamaged while violence raged between the local 
community and police on the streets outside.

Reading in line with current performance and opera studies to engage 
‘not only with dramatic texts but with the materiality of performance 
practices and events and with the institutions and cultural discourses that 
sustain them’ (Till 2012, 2), this chapter will examine how the opera can 
be read as ‘performing difference’ by attempting to open and destabilise 
the borders of the form. This is done in the opera by drawing on the 
influences of the Asian classical tradition, music hall and musical theatre 
and staging the ‘hidden’ marginalised histories of the East End in order 
to inscribe difference within the traditional classical ‘Western’ form. In 
this way, we can look at the different ways the specific cultural and musi-
cal locations of the characters underpinned the production’s attempt to 
‘merge the cohesive, over-arching sound world of the opera with key ele-
ments of these more culturally specific musical languages at the moments 
when the characters’ personalities are most intimately or decisively 
revealed’ (Ward 2016) into a hybrid cultural form destabilising binary 
notions such as East/West, Black/White and Centre/Margin by inscrib-
ing difference within the form.

The opera was set in a fictitious clock that ran the work of the 
‘sweated’ labour in the East End of London in 1888. While rooted in 
the social reality of the time, the dramatic conceit was that the clock is 
run by a fictional clocketeer: in this instance, the ‘greener’ of the title. 
Greener was a cockney Victorian slang term for immigrant and the 
clocketeer created was a mixed-race teenage girl who is uneducated but 
extremely clever, very much a product of Brah’s ‘diaspora space’, of 
mixed heritage and speaking in many languages alongside English. The 
singer playing the Greener was from the musical theatre discipline, while 
the singer playing the Indian character, Ma, had knowledge of the Asian 
classical tradition. The two remaining parts of the Author and the Coster 
were to be played by trained opera singers in order to explore the crea-
tion of a hybrid form situated between opera and music theatre.

A function of the characters in the opera was to reflect the diversity 
of the audience, but also the particular ‘hidden’ histories and diasporic 
trajectories of the East End of that time. In this respect, in line with 
Brah, the authenticity and representation of the indigenous white work-
ing-class character of the Coster is key to the work alongside the ‘other’ 
marginalised characters. Clearly a methodological and budgetary issue 
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is the number of characters/singers, which means only certain histories 
can be staged in the opera, in this case through the four characters, so a 
function of the hybrid performance is not to generalise ‘otherness’ but 
to inscribe particular difference, extended also to the indigenous white 
characters, while pointing towards a heterogeneous cultural location of 
creative potential.

I will develop this argument through a close reading of the develop-
ment of two of the characters, Ma, the elderly Asian woman who looks 
after the Greener and was brought to Britain as an ayah [nanny] and 
who draws on the Asian classical musical tradition, and the Coster, the 
white cockney overseer of the Greener, who draws on the influence of 
music hall.

Clocks 1888: the greener
A well-to-do young man, the Author, travels from his comfortable 
West End home in London to the slums of the East End in order 
to ascertain why the people of that place have decided to strike 
and withdraw their labour. While there he meets the Greener, an 
extraordinary girl who maintains the towering clock that runs all 
of the work in the East End. The Author’s guide while he is ‘slum-
ming’ in the East End is the Coster—a cockney street seller—who 
is the overseer to the Greener. The Greener is looked after by an 
old Indian woman, Ma, who fought for independence against the 
British, then became an ayah (nanny) for a colonial family, but now 
works in the clock doing ‘piece’ work for the Coster. When not 
maintaining the clock, the Greener works on an invention to map 
the stars and, in her calculations, is abreast of Keppler and Newton 
and reaching towards the work of Einstein. She shows her inven-
tion to the Author who is amazed at her intelligence. The Coster 
catches the Greener working on her invention and in the ensuing 
struggle discovers that time can be extracted from the clock which 
he then goes on to sell at exorbitant interest to the ‘sweaters’ on 
the streets. When the Author returns with an offer of marriage for 
the Greener, she refuses and sends him away, much to the Coster’s 
amusement. However, the Coster’s pleasure is short-lived as the 
Greener refuses to maintain the clock any further or extract time 
for the Coster. When the Coster threatens to harm the Greener, 
Ma intervenes and stabs him and he leaves, but not before he 
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strikes her a fatal blow. The Greener holds Ma as she dies and then 
determines that she will run the clock to destruction.

In 1888 the British Raj was at its height, and the production shares 
historian Rozina Visram’s corrective postcolonial mission to perform 
the ‘hidden’ presence of Asians in Britain, well before the widely under-
stood post-war migrations of the 1950s and then again in the ‘exodus’ of 
Kenyan Asians to Britain in 1968. Visram points out that ‘by the eight-
eenth century, the custom of employing Indian servants and ayahs in 
British households had become firmly established’ (2002, 7) and sets out 
the rationale as to why Indian servants should have been employed when 
there was no shortage of indigenous domestic staff available. Visram sug-
gest two key reasons, one technological and one political, for the increas-
ing employment of ayahs and their subsequent arrival in Britain. The 
political change following the Rebellion of 1857 was the implementation 
of The Government of India Act, abolishing the East India Company 
and transferring the power of administration to the Crown, which led to 
greatly increased numbers of Britons going out to service the Raj.

Technologically, the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, taking over 
four and a half thousand miles from the journey, enabled the wives or 
memsahibs of these workers to accompany their husbands and still make 
a visit home. The role of the ayah was to ‘care for the babies, amuse 
the children and look after the memsahib and the luggage’ (2002, 50). 
While the idea was that the ayah would return to India once arrived in 
England, the promise of a return fare was not always honoured and the 
women were often left to fend for themselves (Fig. 2).

The plight of destitute ayahs in the East End was first noted in 1855 
‘when it was reported that 50–60 ayahs were found in one disreputable 
lodging house in Ratcliffe Highway’ (Ibid., 51). An Ayahs’ home was 
eventually set up in Aldgate in 1891 and in 1900 it moved to 26 King 
Edward Road, Mare Street, Hackney, a site just yards from the Hackney 
Empire which was built in 1901 by Frank Matchem and run by oswald 
Moss. I note this archival research not only as it reflects the hidden his-
torical ‘diaspora space’ of Hackney, but also as it demonstrates how 
methodological engagement with archives can be a valuable source of 
creative material and, crucially, audience engagement. Indeed, as can be 
seen from the photograph above, the archive of the Hackney Museum 
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served as inspiration and authenticity not only for the dramatic narrative 
of the character, but also in the development of her costume.

The development of the character of Ma was influenced by the ‘sub-
altern’ approach of Guha (1993) and The Subaltern Studies group, so 
while Rani Lakshmibai was clearly a figure of the Indian elite—although 
as a woman her gender inflects this position—the character of Ma rides 
by her side as an equal in political struggle, if not accepted as an equal in 
social standing.

I rode with Lakshmi Bhai against the British Raj
We stared death in the face against the British Raj

We women fought for independence of our fate
But now we know our place against the British Raj

An end to caste and creed our women hand in hand
Dignity for our race against the British Raj

Where did it get us but hanged and chained and raped
Thrilled by the hunt and chase against the British Raj

‘Deeds not words’ our motto and look at where it led
Beware to act in haste against the British Raj

(Hingorani 2016, 73–76)

The score here creates a hybrid of Indian and Western classical 
approaches through libretto, melody and orchestration. The libretto 
drew on the Asian tradition of the Eastern ghazal form which has its 
roots in seventh-century Arabia and came to prominence in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries with Persian poets such as Rumi and 
Hafiz and subsequently Ghalib, writing in Urdu in the eighteenth cen-
tury, and currently very popular in India and Pakistan. Ghazals started 
as poetic recitations but are now more understood as Urdu songs. The 
structure of the poem is usually composed with a minimum of five cou-
plets with each line being of similar length, with the refrain of the first 
stanza or matla being the most important, repeated at the end of the 
second line of each subsequent couplet, in this case ‘against the British 
Raj’. The rhyme scheme can be followed through the second line of each 
couplet prior to the refrain; ‘face’, ‘place’, ‘race’, ‘chase’, ‘haste’.
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In contrast to the traditional subjects for a ghazal of unrequited love 
and longing, Ma uses the form to remember and, crucially, share her 
political past with the Greener, operating not only as a dramatic device 
within the plot but also serving a postcolonial function of the opera to 
put the Indian resistance to British rule, and women’s role in it, centre 
stage. The dramatic irony is that, while Ma has been an idealistic free-
dom fighter in her youth, experience has now made her cynical and she 
advises the Greener against subversion, rebellion or action:

So my advice is shut your mouth and open your legs
or you’ll be chod [fucked] against the British Raj 

(Hingorani 2016, 76)

In this way, the libretto draws on the specific form of the ghazal that 
allows the author of the poem, in this case Ma, to use the final couplet 
or maqta to make an authorial point. The libretto, which draws on the 
Eastern form but utilises ‘other’ languages alongside English, in this case 
Hindi, also exhibits a hybrid intertextuality evidenced in the use of the 
suffragette motto ‘Deeds not Words’. This motto precipitated a move to 
a form of more direct action from 1912 and the hybrid text connects 
the political struggle for emancipation and resistance of women in both 
England and India and symbolises gender solidarity across race through 
the lens of colonial oppression.

Ghazal gayaki, the art of singing or performing the ghazal, is part of 
the Indian classical tradition, but while the singer playing Ma, Patricia 
Rozario, was of Asian heritage and had studied the Asian classical tra-
dition, she trained and performed predominantly in classical Western 
opera. The score developed the form to create a new space between the 
Western classical tradition of reading music and having a fixed score, 
and the Asian classical tradition that has the freedom of improvisation to 
create a hybrid musical space inscribed with difference. The word used 
to describe the musical improvisation within the ghazal is described in 
Western terms as melisma, which is a term for a group of notes sung to 
one syllable of text, that coheres with the Asian tradition. However, it 
was placed between, rather than within, couplets, creating a new form 
between the improvised and the scored that disrupted and opened the 
borders of the classical form and inscribed difference within it. The 
quasi-improvised melisma in the vocal part enables the character of Ma:
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…to depart from the words and music of the aria’s narrative and flow 
seamlessly into passages of free melodies sung on vowel sounds rather than 
words, exploring semi and quarter-tone dissonances and the extremes of 
the soprano range to reflect the extremes of the character’s emotional reac-
tion to the story which she is telling.

(Ward 2016)

The hybrid form makes porous the borders of the classical Western 
form, both creating new methodological tools of expression, the ghazal/
melisma, and inscribing difference. The composer also created a musical 
accompaniment which explored a descant melody to echo Indian classical 
tradition through its ‘ornamentation of repeating falling appoggiaturas’ 
(Ibid.) so that, while the aria is rooted in G major, it ‘leans towards the 
harmony of Indian and Eastern music and loosely the Phrygian mode’ 
(Ibid.) and drew on ‘other’ instruments in the form of the tanpura or 
drone instrument. The composer utilised pedal notes in the aria to con-
nect to the Indian classical tradition alongside a sampled recording of the 
tanpura in the sound design:

…rising and falling by step, from tonic, to flattened supertonic (A-flat 
major), and flattened mediant (B-flat major, stressing the dissonance of 
B-flat and B-natural), over a pedal note of G or at dramatic moments a 
pedal note of F. This latter feature of pedal notes also connects into the 
Indian Classical tradition of the sitar-like Tanpura, which provides a drone 
over which melodic instruments or voices may improvise.

(Ward 2016)

While the representation and inscription of diasporic voices such as 
Ma’s are a key sign of the performance, it is also vital that the indigenous 
voice, in this case that of the Coster, is also represented in the ‘diaspora 
space’ as previously discussed, especially as, being a working-class charac-
ter, he exemplifies the ‘subaltern’ politics of the opera. The character of 
the Coster, constructed as culturally indigenous to the East End, draws 
on a range of London vernacular registers from the profane, cockney 
slang, the limerick form of the poetic, to the influence of music hall and 
its related ‘patter’.

These may be ‘local’ or ‘popular’ cultural forms of expression which 
are inscribed in the classical opera form, but they also carry with them 
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formal linguistic and musical rules so that the limericks follow the five-
line rhyme scheme AABBA with the appropriate intent, albeit misplaced, 
at obscene humour:

CoSTER:  (to the Greener)
         There once was a toff from up west
         With his hands up a young darkie’s vest
         While fingerin’ her clock
         He came to a stop
         Cos he wanted to get her undressed

(Hingorani 2016, 141)

While the character’s casual racism, misogyny and bullying make him 
deliberately unsympathetic—and indeed he gets his dramatic comeup-
pance—he articulates the issue of class inequality and the punitive social 
laws of the time for the local as well as diasporic communities.

The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 used the workhouse as a 
deterrent to those of insufficient means to keep themselves and was clearly 
punitive in intent. on 13 November 1888, the East End News confirmed 
that the ‘total number of paupers in London had risen to 108,638 com-
pared with 104,431 the year before’ (Fishman 2005, 107). East London 
‘proper’ (comprising Tower Hamlets plus Shoreditch, Bethnal Green and 
Hackney) had 17,000 inmates of workhouses, asylums and hospitals, the 
rate of destitution being ‘double the average for the rest of the country’ 
(Ibid.). A prevalent view of the time, even for notable social researchers 
and reformers such as Charles Booth, was in favour of the abolition of 
outdoor relief, or ‘dole’, believing ‘the weekly dole, or o.R. (outdoor 
relief) administered by a Relieving officer bound to suspect every asser-
tion, brings out the greed of the applicant, destroys his self respect, checks 
his energies and has a distinct effect of keeping down wages’ (Ibid., 108), 
which, as Fishman points out, is an argument still very much current in 
policy. In its stead was the threat of the workhouse or ‘Bastille’.

The character of the Coster embodies the ethos of free market cap-
ital driven by his determination to avoid a return to the ‘casual ward’ 
in which penniless and homeless men and women could seek refuge but 
was ‘a place that no one will go if he can possibly avoid it’ (Ibid., 112). 
Inmates of the casual ward would be locked up at night with the regu-
lation supper of ½ lb of gruel and 8 oz of bread and then the follow-
ing day would have to break half a ton of stones or pick four pounds of 
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oakum—tarred ropes which had to be painstakingly unpicked by hand. 
The Coster’s song, the ‘Whistle of the Workhouse’, is grounded in the 
‘subaltern’ perspective, on the indigenous British site, researched by 
Mayhew in the 1850s of the poor and their experience of the ‘Bastille’, 
and is a means of humanising the character and drawing the audience’s 
sympathy.

The whistle of the workhouse
The Bastille’s blue and white
Sittin in a freezing’ole
A cell of eight foot by five
open to the elements
A filthy mattress on the floor
Break an’arf a ton of granite
or you don’t get out the door.
Won’t answer to that whistle … no more 

(Hingorani 2016, 164–166)

Ward allows the character of the Coster to disrupt the classical form 
in the score as ‘much of Coster’s music has a swing to it and when he 
enters he … drags the music into compound time or into triplets, away 
from the more regimented meters of other characters’ (2016) insisting 
on his ‘voice’ within the form.

If we look at the Coster’s aria, ‘Roll Up’, it draws on his working-
class occupation as a costermonger or street seller and the work of the 
patterers—‘men who help off their wares by long harangues in the pub-
lic thoroughfares’ (Mayhew 2008, 11). The song is set in a ‘penny gaff’ 
which were ‘shops that have been turned into a kind of temporary thea-
tre (admission one penny) where dancing and singing take place every 
night’ (Ibid., 49), the disreputable, disruptive sibling of the music hall 
which mirrors the ‘unofficial’ London explored by the opera. The aria 
is in the form of a popular song, using a standard verse-chorus structure 
and creating a ‘performance within the performance’ (Ward 2016).

Roll Up

Verse
Well fluff me off wiv a feather, it’s a Coster’s market today
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Time on tap and punters out there desperate to take it away
Come on Greener shift yerself, I’m uppin’ yer rate of bait
Sweaters takin’ pay-day loans, time is money, don’t make me wait
Chorus
Roll Up! Roll Up! No time to spare
Form an orderly fuckin’ line
No time like the present and no present like the time
Coster will supply the time you need
But do kindly remember that
Nec sum adeo cunnus me non habeus ut twat 

(Hingorani 2016, 117–127)

Coster’s aria uses a range of vernacular registers from cockney rhym-
ing slang, patter and cliché alongside classical Latin, usually the preserve 
of the educated class, and formal language. He demonstrates a sophis-
ticated and creative vocabulary, often integrating different registers 
for comic effect, as below, in trying to spare the embarrassment of the 
Author:

CoSTER:      ‘Are you wiv’ me sir? Dollymop? A judy. Great hori-
zontal. Night flower. Three Penny upright. A young 
lady of strictly amateur status who must seek solace 
in the arms of unknown gennulmen’ strangers for 
pecuniary advantage. Dirty Puzzle? Harlot?

THE AUTHoR:   Well, yes … Mr Coster … I am indebted to you for 
your sensitivity on the matter.

CoSTER:      … whore.
   (Hingorani 2016, 51–53)

The use of ‘other’ languages in the libretto further extends from 
Hindi to Irish, Jewish, Cockney and Patois vernaculars. There is a meth-
odological aim to create a particular hybrid libretto which linguisti-
cally points to both an ‘excess’ and ‘lack in’ what we understand to be 
‘English’, which opens the borders of language and performs ‘difference’ 
while at the same time insisting on inclusion. This use of these ‘other’ 
languages also contests the centrality of English on the British stage, 
meaning that at times elements of the audience may be ‘left out’ or at 
least left behind those who have a cultural knowledge. This has been 
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discussed previously regarding Tara Arts’ ‘Binglish’ performance prac-
tice (Hingorani 2010) that operates to use untranslated words to provide 
the audience with ‘an active engagement with the horizons of culture in 
which these terms have meaning’ (Ashcroft et al. 2002, 51). There is a 
clear politics to this linguistically and musically hybrid text, as the audi-
ence are constantly being made aware of their own constantly shifting 
position of centrality or marginality and, by extension, that of the cultur-
ally constructed ‘others’.

However, it should also be remembered that, ‘the “word” in theatre 
is never entirely literary, but mediated through the bodies and voices of 
the actors in a specific mise-en-scene wherein the meaning of a particu-
lar theatrical representation is shaped, enunciated, embodied’ (Bharucha 
2000, 68), which is also why representation is key. This ‘embodiment’, 
in its most literal casting sense, is also pertinent to this discussion on rep-
resentation. While general casting policy in opera which often disavows 
race and authenticity may be perceived as a norm, albeit violently reac-
tionary in terms of representation, for the theatre world more widely and 
this production in particular, it is a problematic and heavily contested 
notion that must be addressed. To have the character of Ma played by 
an Asian female singer and the Greener by a young Black woman is vital, 
not only in scribing difference on the stage but also in the diversity of 
the stage attempting to reflect the diversity of the audience.

The Greener’s language exemplifies the creative hybrid location dram-
atised in the opera:

Greener:     Tik hai [All right!] tik hai [all right], Ma
         Me ari hoon [I’m coming] Ya faasti [rude] old loon 

[fool]
   (Hingorani 2016, 21)

MA:       You saw the gentleman gora [white boy]
GREENER:   The quare [Irish pronunciation of strange] fellow Ma?
         Why’s a toff [Cockney, meaning rich] gora interested in 

a clock?
MA:       Maybe he sees something he likes?
GREENER:   Cha! [Patois expression of impatience] I need to work.
         The gora, here? Doesn’t add up.
         (Hingorani 2016, 78)
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The character of the Greener, uneducated but brilliantly clever, a 
young woman who takes control of her own destiny and refuses the offer 
of marriage from the ‘respectable’ Author, is a celebratory embodiment 
of the creative potential and possibility of the hybrid cultural location 
and a space for the subaltern, the outsider, the ‘other’ to speak/sing. 
Thus the casting of a young Black female musical theatre performer as 
the central role was purposely provocative in order to de-centre the clas-
sical opera form and inscribe difference on its stage.

The dramatic structure of the opera deliberately subverts expectation 
with the Author, the white male upper-class character narrating the open-
ing of Act 1, only to have him dismissed by the Greener well before the 
denouement of Act 2. The Author’s journey to the East End exemplified 
the ambivalent social phenomenon of ‘slumming’ at the time, a form of:

urban social exploration, it bore the obloquy of sensationalism, sexual 
transgression, and self seeking gratification … clergymen, journalists, nov-
elists, philanthropists, social investigators, and reformers therefore went to 
great lengths to contrast their supposedly high minded engagement with 
social problems with activities of casual ‘slummers’.

(Koven 2006, 8)

The Author’s opening aria stages the notion of slumming as ‘some 
sort of “descent” across urban spatial and class, gender and sexual 
boundaries’ (Ibid., 9) and, in the case of Clocks 1888: the greener, race:

I must go down, I must go down
This orpheus must descend

(Hingorani 2016, 7)

The opera then de-centres the gaze of the Author as the cultural 
authority and places the ‘other’ stories centre stage—that is, stories, 
plural.

connecting communities And culture

Part of the company’s audience engagement model alongside the 
artistic product was to host symposia predicated on developing net-
works and access for our audience with other cultural and advocacy 
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organisations, ideally in their spaces. Symposia were hosted for the opera 
at the British, Doncaster and Hackney Museums, and I will focus on the 
‘opera Audiences of The Future’ symposium at the Hackney Museum 
as it exemplifies the potential to engage communities through cultural 
collaboration.

Hackney Museum is located across the road from the Hackney 
Empire and all its records and collections are connected with the local 
areas of Hackney, Shoreditch and Stoke Newington. The Museum is 
very much a community resource, holding archives not only on indige-
nous histories of the workhouses and factories but also on diasporic com-
munities such as the Asian Ayahs in the East End of London which were 
dramatised in the opera. The community engagement benefits of hosting 
the symposium at the Museum, which would not have been possible if 
the workshop had been held at the school, are threefold: the children 
engage with the Museum collection that relates to them and their com-
munity; the children see an opera performance that reflects their com-
munity and responds to the archive; the children see how the archive and 
performance can creatively collaborate.

Millfields Community School, which took part in the symposium, 
serves an area of significant deprivation and its pupils represent a very 
wide range of ethnic backgrounds, with the largest groups being those of 
Asian, White, Black Caribbean and Black African heritage. The commu-
nity is culturally and ethnically diverse: some 8% of the pupils are Turkish, 
6% African Caribbean, 66% White British, 11% from other white European 
backgrounds and the remainder from a wide range of ethnic groups repre-
sented in smaller numbers. The percentage of pupils from minority ethnic 
groups is more than twice the national average and, as the school’s web-
site states, ‘the school works hard to be culturally inclusive’ (2016). The 
political importance of the libretto mediating between English and ‘other’ 
languages is clear when we think of the cultural makeup of the school in 
which many pupils speak English as an additional language, with a large 
proportion being at the early stages of learning the language.

It is a testament to the appetite of schools to engage with a cultural 
offer that is representative of their diverse intake and of the desire to 
engage with ‘elitist’ art forms that the workshop was booked within 
30 min of its being advertised. The format enabled the children to hear 
songs from the characters such as Ma, the Asian ayah, and explore spe-
cific elements in the Museum’s archive on ayahs and then ask the charac-
ter questions.
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So while one of the children, Suresh, asked why the Indian people 
were servants, he was also able, as a result of engaging with the archive, 
to demonstrate knowledge that Asians started coming to England in 
the 1700s. The importance of this engagement with ‘other’ stories is 
not only for Suresh, a child of Asian heritage, but also for the class as 
a whole to be in that ‘diaspora space’ because ‘identity is a process … 
fields of discourses, matrices of meaning, narratives as self and others and 
the configuration of memories, which once in circulation, provide a basis 
for identification’ (Brah 1996, 247). The performance of these particu-
lar ‘counter-narratives’, especially embodied by a diverse cast, contests an 
exclusionary construction of the nation and can create a space for the 
inclusion of those positioned on the margins. Further, it enabled the 
children to engage with and make accessible an art form with which they 
were unfamiliar, and this was recognised by the group’s teacher.

Dear Dominic Hingorani,

I just would like to say thank you very much for your wonderful and amaz-
ing opera Workshop. I have this opportunity to say that the children in my 
class enjoyed the workshop and they loved it. I believe it was very benefi-
cial and valuable for them. All my children including SEN children were 
engaged at all times.

Thanks,

Mr Mehmet Soylu—Year 5 Class Teacher

It is also an important political function of the workshop that the chil-
dren can engage with the artists, musicians and creative team as pro-
fessional practitioners and ask them questions and gain an insight into 
professional routes and roles in the creative industries. Additionally, 
through the production, connections and networks are made across cul-
tural organisations for the diverse audience.

The event was a huge success, with the children clearly engaged and the 
teacher saying he thought every class in his school should see it. It was a 
pleasure to work with Dominic, Rachana and the whole team. Their pas-
sion for opera, music and performance really came across from the first 
time we met them and no doubt inspired the children to think about 
opera and their future careers in a new way. It’s so exciting for us to be 
able to offer a workshop as special as this to Hackney pupils; something so 
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different to what we normally do, yet so rooted in what the museum is all 
about – learning about local history through local people’s stories.

Emma Winch & Josie Stephens

Heritage Learning, Hackney Museum

These civic engagement strategies alongside the opera were directly 
aimed at challenging elitism and promoting inclusion and access within 
communities.

conclusion

In previous times, a BME production company such as Brolly would 
have been expected and funded to produce work that primarily reflected 
the Asian diasporic history of its artistic directors, which is clearly dis-
criminatory artistically, and politically problematic if it is the only subject 
of discussion. The Arts Council is right to recognise that representation 
is key, but also that ‘culture can only be excellent when it is relevant, 
and thus nothing can be excellent without reflecting the society which 
produces and experiences it’ (McMaster 2008, 11). ‘Performing differ-
ence’ can, and should be, a catalyst to creative imagination and art-form 
innovation that can enable the arts to engage diverse, new and existing 
audiences in ways that meaningfully engage with their cultural loci and 
experiences. Any conception of diversity must recognise that art must 
be always already marked with internal difference and heterogeneity in a 
way that rejects and problematises borders to become a powerful ‘coun-
ter-narrative’ to constructions of the nation, the stories which attempt 
to tell us who ‘we’ are which are exclusionary, racist and discriminatory 
because;

once the liminality of the nation space is established, and its signifying dif-
ference is turned from the boundary ‘outside’ to its finitude ‘within’ the 
threat of cultural difference is no longer a problem of ‘other’ people. It 
becomes a question of the otherness of the people as one.

(Bhabha 1994, 150)

In this way, we can begin to understand the paradoxical notion of 
‘vernacular cosmopolitanism’ as posited by Bhabha that enables these 
particular cultural articulations to be inhabited and intersected by many 
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‘differences’ within a ‘diaspora space’ conceptualised by Avtar Brah—
indigenous, migrant and diasporic—in a creative engagement that simul-
taneously challenges homogeneous interior constructions of the nation 
and is able to look beyond its porous borders. Clocks 1888: the greener 
exemplified an ambition to ‘perform difference’ and thereby challenge 
hierarchical structures between high and low art, opera and music the-
atre, through its hybrid form allied to a postcolonial aim to tell ‘hid-
den’ stories without displacing the ‘local’ within that ‘diaspora space’, 
so that it may engage fully with the plenitude of diversity and its myr-
iad intersections in a way that ensures ‘performances are sites of resist-
ance … places where meanings, politics, and identities are negotiated … 
transform and challenge stereotypical forms of cultural representation’ 
(Denzin 2003, 123).
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At Home and Abroad:  
The Study Room in Exile

Gary Anderson and Lena Šimić

introduction

The Study Room in Exile is a collaborative practice between the Institute 
for the Art and Practice of Dissent at Home (the Institute) in Liverpool 
and the Live Art Development Agency (LADA) in London. The Study 
Room in Exile was set up in September 2015 as a radical resource cen-
tre, performance venue and Live Art library. LADA responded to the 
Institute’s call for the makeover of the room and, in collaboration with 
social enterprise architectural practice Studio Polpo, the Study Room 
in Exile was created, comprising two shelves and three cube boxes filled 
with books, journals, newspapers, pamphlets, programme notes, DVDs, 
performance remnants and other documents. Situated in the family 
home of the Institute, the project hosts four events a year, earning the 
strapline: a study room for all seasons.
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The aim of this essay is to draw out practical ways for realising cultural 
agency within domestic and international neoliberalised contexts and, in 
so doing, pose a tentative answer to the question: ‘What’s to be done—
at home and abroad—given the overwhelming political consensus which 
actively and explicitly undermines our ability to generate cultural and 
political agency and play a part in progressive social movements?’ The 
context is changing quickly. our initial rationale for the Study Room in 
Exile was to think and behave beyond neoliberalist value structures, but 
since Brexit, the election of Trump in the USA, the rise of the far right 
in France under the leadership of the Front national and Marine Le Pen, 
and subsequent reported spikes in hate crime, our thinking and behaving 
have become more ambitious. Cornel West opens his Guardian article 
on 17 November 2016: ‘The neoliberal era in the United States ended 
with a neofascist bang.’

In order to draw out what the Study Room in Exile has done to 
attempt to answer this crucial (if slightly overinflated) question, this 
chapter is divided into two parts: the domestic and the international. In 
the section entitled ‘At Home’, Lena Šimić provides the domestic per-
spective on the Study Room in Exile via a project titled The Women of 
Europe, while Gary Anderson takes on ‘Abroad’ by reflecting on the digi-
tal audio project The Study Room in Exile at Green Park, Athens, Greece, 
a project organised in collaboration with Greek anarchist-activists and 
artists. The two events took place simultaneously in June 2016. The 
domestic and international perspectives are brought back together in the 
conclusion, suggesting that, in the end, there is much more in common 
between the domestic and the international than first appears.

At home with lenA

With Facebook and email

6.30 a.m. 24 June 2016—Lena’s Facebook post

Farage talks about the victory for the real, ordinary and decent people.

He is followed by David Dimbleby on the BBC:

‘Well, at twenty minutes to five we can now say that the decision taken in 
1975 by this country to join the Common Market has been reversed by 
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this referendum to leave the EU. We are absolutely clear now that there is 
no way that the Remain side can win.’

Crushing, crushing decisions with immense consequences.

£ is at 30-year low, 1985.

48% of people did not want this to happen.

Unprecedented, one journalist says.

Wales wants to leave, Scotland wants to stay.

Gary’s off to Greece for Performance Biennial, No Future.

He’s gone. He’s left the UK. one of the first people to exit the country, 
he texts.

I have five sleeping children in the house, one of whom is French, Pierre, 
from Bordeaux. I was dizzy on the wine he gifted to us last night.

Liverpool is at 58% remain. Doesn’t feel very reassuring. Is this the best 
the European Capital of Culture can do?

Someone on my Facebook feed says that the UK ‘took the plunge into the 
political unknown’.

Seismic moment, a fresh Labour politician says.

We are far away from some kind of anarcho communist utopia, is my reply 
on Facebook. Another friend wonders about autonomy. Yes, yes, in princi-
ple. Not on these terms.

A dark irony now in ‘And did those feet in ancient time’ by William Blake.

Jerusalem.

It is all anti-immigration sentiments and no clear plan.

Cameron is still to address the nation.
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I need to wake up the kids. Pierre is off to Llandudno for a day trip.

Neal will be angry, Gabriel quietly sad and disappointed. Blue Coat school 
voted 83% in favour of Remain.

Sid won’t mind. I am set to spend the day with James, in his terrible twos, 
no sleep and extreme feelings.

Unwelcome.

What’s to be done? The UK referendum on EU membership took place 
on 23 June 2016. A slight tension about being a foreigner and speaking 
out with an Eastern European accent in public spaces has been present 
for some time, but has increased drastically since the call for the refer-
endum. on 17 June, six days before the referendum, I sent an invite 
to the Study Room in Exile event to a few European women I knew in 
Liverpool, the city of my residence. This was my attempt to connect with 
my fellow Europeans, an act of domestic belonging:

The EU referendum is approaching. I am deeply saddened by Jo Cox’s 
tragic death. I am voting ‘remain’ but I am not enthusiastic about it at all. 
I’d rather abstain, but don’t want hate to win. I feel I want to be out of it 
all. I am from Croatia, but I am also British (so therefore can vote). I dis-
like being identified by my nationality—I was born in Yugoslavia, which no 
longer exists. None of it makes sense to me. It feels strange to identify you 
all by your EU countries. I needed to frame this email and event.

Euro 2016 football is on, I wonder if this is all fixed, if the referendum 
was decided to be on now when national pride is running high. Croatia is 
playing Czech Republic right now. My Facebook feed is full of nationalistic 
pride and joy—‘be proud’ is their slogan. I am rather unnerved.

Gary’s off to Greece on Friday 24th—the day we find out if UK are in or 
out of EU. He’s attending Performance Biennial called ‘No Future’. While 
he’s away, I thought to organise a conversation with you all, Women of 
Europe, about your sense of belonging here, and your feelings about the 
result of the referendum.

You are all migrants from EU countries to the UK, for various rea-
sons you have ended up in Liverpool. I assume you all to be privileged 



AT HoME AND ABRoAD: THE STUDY RooM IN EXILE  73

migrants—just like me. We are others, but we are not that othered … or 
are we? What are our degrees of otherness? Why think like this at all?

I invite you to join me for a conversation about Europe and belonging in 
the Study Room in Exile, part of the Institute for the Art and Practice of 
Dissent at Home, 55 Kemp Avenue, L5 6QG on Monday 27th June at 
7 pm—after the weekend of reflection on the result.

Bread, cheese and wine will be provided. Bring some of your country’s 
delicatessens, if you wish.

RSVP—and if you know anyone else from an EU country, which is not 
represented here—I thought it would be performative and awkward for 
one person from each country to attend this gathering, carrying the bur-
den of national representation—please bring them along (but let me know 
beforehand so I can organise bread, cheese and wine).

Love

Lena

What follows is a discussion about The Women of Europe event through a 
couple of themes, cartographies of European social imaginary and other-
ness within Europe.1 Both themes are supported through some theoreti-
cal engagement with the work of feminist philosopher Rosi Braidotti and 
political theorist Engin Isin, renowned for his work on citizenship stud-
ies. Towards the end of the section, I offer some tentative future visions.

[A disclaimer interruption: I understand the difficulty of writing in 
‘we’, first of all, for a documented record of The Women of Europe event 
discussion, and secondly, as a register in this chapter. In this context, the 
‘we’ of the Women of Europe is a tactical act of belonging.]

cArtogrAPhies of euroPeAn sociAl imAginAry

The Women of Europe event gathered Annalaura from Italy, Gergana 
from Bulgaria, Kathrin from Germany, Lorena from Spain, Niamh 
from Ireland, Sidsel from Denmark, Zoe from Greece, all of whom are 
Liverpool residents. Zoë from the UK, who happened to be visiting 
from Cambridge on this particular day of the event, joined in: she there-
fore happened to represent the UK. The event was chaired by me, Lena 
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from Croatia, and took place in my living room (the Institute room, 
where we usually host such events, was taken up by our exchange stu-
dent from Bordeaux). The gathering took place in the aftermath of the 
EU referendum. At the suggestion of Annalaura, the women watched 
Rosi Braidotti’s address at the European Parliament presented at the 
‘Citizenship after orientalism: enacting Europe in times of crisis’ event 
in Brussels on 27 March 2013. Braidotti calls her address ‘a love poem 
to the European Union’. In the address, Braidotti wonders about the 
European social imaginary and its visceral affective element, reminds us 
of the reasons the European Union was set up as a political force against 
fascism, and finally calls for residency to be included in the idea of 
European citizenship, beyond borders and nation states. This speech got 
us wondering to what degree each one of us felt European. Following 
on from Braidotti’s understanding of spatial locations as methodological 
tools in the work of feminist theory and practice, we charted our per-
sonal individual cartographies and ways of belonging.2 We attempted to 
answer the difficult question ‘where are you from?’ We wondered about 
the terms: neighbourhood, hometown, city, region, country, continent. 
We asked each other about our own identifications as European, our per-
sonal and social imaginaries of Europe (Fig. 1).

We tried to understand the British imaginary about Europe. 
Braidotti’s question on whether we were dealing with the corpse of 
Europe in March 2013 when she gave her address felt much more rel-
evant in our living room in June 2016. We did seem to have gathered 
for the funeral. We wanted to affirm our own agency in the fight against 
fascism and wondered to what degree we really needed the European 
Union to do it on our behalf. We understood that our fight might as 
well start in taxis, through that moment when you open your mouth and 
become othered. Taxis proved to be difficult, contested spaces of belong-
ing. We also felt exhausted at having to be constantly fighting, and there-
fore acknowledged the huge importance of such political bodies as the 
European Union in our daily struggle. Some of our discussion revolved 
around agreeing that residency and political rights should be aligned in 
order for democracy to work. As European citizens, we felt excluded 
from a democratic process, as most of the women, who didn’t have dual 
citizenship, have been unable to take part in the referendum, regardless 
of having lived and worked in the UK for years. We felt angry that the 
referendum on the European Union was presented in terms of its being 
about the economy and the question of sovereignty, as we understood 
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Europe beyond its being a financial union. We understood a Europe that 
is also about ethics and laws and responsibility for one another as work-
ers, parents, citizens, humans.

otherness within euroPe

Building on Edward Said and Jacques Derrida’s work on otherness, 
Engin Isin (2016, 232) confirms that ‘It is an assertion of an impossibil-
ity of any social group—a people, a nation or a profession—being able to 
identify itself with itself without any relation or reference to the other or 
having already the other within itself.’ Isin is concerned with the ques-
tion of Europe and its identity, its name, its origin. Following on Derrida 
and Rudolph Gasche’s work, Isin proclaims that ‘Europe comes to itself 
from outside of itself ’ (Ibid., 233). The word Europe, according to the 
Phoenician word ERoB, means where the sun sets: ‘The name Europe 
designates an obscure part of the world where the sun sets’ (Ibid., 234). 
Europe’s origin is therefore obscured and only known from the outside, 
from beyond itself. Isin argues that ‘Europe is, or rather must stand for, 
an openness in the world’ and concludes: ‘That something else may well 
be the demand to remain open to its impurity. This demand to remain 
open is radical as it is not about toleration, hospitality, accommodation 
or recognition of an imagined or otherwise “other” but it is about get-
ting to grips with its own impurity of being already meshed with the 
other’ (Ibid., 234).

As ‘Women of Europe’, with our foreign accents, we have experienced 
ourselves as othered. However, from the understanding of our privileged 
migratory positions as transnational artists and academics, and being now 
reimagined as a part of the ‘metropolitan Remain class’ (a term which 
was used in our discussion), we have a duty to ask about other others to 
ourselves. Having observed that the ten richest areas in the UK voted 
Remain while the ten poorest areas voted Leave, we talked about Brexit 
as an opportunity to unlearn our own metropolitan European logic. If 
we are to stay true to thinking of Europe and ourselves as Europeans 
with radical openness, we have to admit that we have been conditioned 
not to see the creativity and cleverness of ‘others’, of an ‘underclass’ 
we cannot engage with. In Boston, Lincolnshire, 78 percent of people 
voted Leave. We don’t know Boston, and yet Boston might become 
our Europe, our land of the setting sun, our other. We asked ourselves 
if it is at all possible to bypass the logic of how we are and how we have 
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come to be. Can we truly encounter others? In what ways are we already 
meshed with the other, people in Boston, people in our country, our 
neighbourhoods, our city of Liverpool, who might have felt left out from 
a vision of the future? We wondered about collective compassionate suf-
fering, and our ability to get beyond ‘us-and-them’ thinking. And yet, 
we wondered how to talk to each other, where there’s so much hate. We 
acknowledged our foreign accents, yet again, and the constant unspo-
ken requests from taxi drivers to make excuses for being here, all proper, 
beyond the EU allowance, being here for having married a British per-
son, fallen in love, acquired a professional job. Why are we so limited 
in expanding our social and collective imaginary, why can’t we let our 
imaginary include ‘something else’? What kind of Europe is possible 
right here, right now?

visions of A future

We remembered The Kilburn Manifesto (2015) and its fight over lan-
guage and a different kind of values, beyond the neoliberal project. We 
admitted that the only possible way to feel ‘nationalistic’ is when we 
consider energy, eco-systems and public services. It is the word ‘pub-
lic’ we need to be fighting for, not a sense of national identity. We were 
reminded of the Greek question in the summer of 2015 never being 
about European identity, but about finances and anti-austerity measures. 
It was in Greece that the European Union showed a disturbing lack of 
solidarity. Perhaps Europe was sacrificed as a space of solidarity because 
of Greece. We lamented: Why is it that people only understand political 
issues that have to do with the economy—by which they mean their own 
financial situation? Why was Europe not imagined as a place of social jus-
tice and human rights? We lamented the far right being on the rise, and 
pondered not without suspicion about the far left also wanting Brexit/
ProgrExit, as explicated in Paul Mason’s Guardian article ‘Britain is not 
a rainy, fascist island—here’s my plan for ProgrExit’ on 25 June 2016. 
We lamented the loss of the idea of Britain as a place that offered hybrid-
ity and difference, a place that wasn’t readily available elsewhere, and 
especially not in our home countries.

We are living in times where anything seems possible: Trump was 
elected in the USA in the autumn of 2016, the French elections are 
coming up in the spring of 2017, hate crimes are on the rise across the 
UK, Europe and the USA, the word and acts of neofascism have entered 
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public discourse, new racist and anti-immigration attacks are happening 
in public spaces across the Western hemisphere. European history is tied 
to the history of fascism and, while acknowledging this deeply troubled 
history, shock and fear mustn’t make us—critical thinkers, scholars, art-
ists and activists, Women of Europe—paralysed. While fighting against 
all forms of fascism, we realise that fear is preventing us from seeing the 
alternative. Cornel West (2016) closes his article with a call: ‘For us in 
these times, to even have hope is too abstract, too detached, too specta-
torial. Instead we must be a hope, a participant and a force for good as 
we face this catastrophe.’

The Women of Europe gathering finished with a call for solidarity and 
a plan to write a manifesto called ‘What Remains?’ It’s a call towards 
the future in the now. We are responsible for the future, right now, in 
that we make the future we imagine. Responses, however small, how-
ever modest compared with colossal political changes (Brexit and 
the US presidential elections), are crucial to any realisation of cultural 
agency. The Women of Europe gathering is a response; writing this chapter 
develops that response in ways Cornel West might have suggested. While 
the spaces of social media offer an outlet of sorts, they still tend to leave 
us in a kind of silence which helps render us inactive. It is important to 
gather physical bodies together in our immediate contexts, in our lived 
spaces, in our domestic places—in our living rooms or art activist pro-
jects like the Study Room in Exile. It’s obviously not enough, but it’s 
something. It is upon such shifting sands that we build our fragile visions 
of alternative futures.

AbroAd with gAry

Becoming Rocketman

I packed my bag last night pre-flight, feeling like a rocketman. Listening 
to Kate Bush’s version in the taxi on the way to the airport. Feels good 
to leave. Leave the domestic sphere. Leave the kids. Leave the house-
hold chores. Leave Lena. Leave England. Leave. Many of my patriarchal 
privileges enacted in my leaving, my early-morning leaving. Leaving Lena 
to do everything. Some of the newspapers at the airport kiosk, such as 
Charlie Cooper and Katie Forster’s article in The Independent on 23 June 
2016, ‘EU referendum: Nigel Farage says it “looks like Remain will edge 
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it” as polls close’, have the then UKIP leader Nigel Farage on the front 
page conceding defeat.

They are already out of date. Brexit won. My plane to Athens leaves 
at 6.40 a.m. I text Lena that I’m among the first people out. We are all 
rocketmen now.

Performance Biennial: A self-organised biennial on performance, 
art and politics organised by Gigi Argyropoulou, Vassilis Noulas and 
Kostas Tzimoulis took place in Athens and on one of Athens’ islands, 
Cythera, in June 2016. Gigi and Hypatia Vourloumis had co-organised 
the foundational event the previous year in 2015, also in Athens, called 
Institutions, Politics, Performance. on Performance Biennial’s (2016) 
website, Gigi and her team, building on the strong work in 2015 and 
using the same squatted venue (pictured below), state that this year’s 
event will:

[p]layfully subvert… the term ‘biennial’ into a self-organised practice, the 
event will test self-instituted forms of culture and politics. Under the title 
‘No Future’ this guerrilla biennial will bring together forms of artistic, 
political and theoretical practice and discourse questioning the potential of 
a collective refusal to a referred futurity.

With no funding, no in-kind institutional support and no hope of a 
future worth fighting for, the organisers further state:

This is a self-organised event. We regret to say that we will be unable to 
provide any fees or cover expenses. However, we will provide accommoda-
tion if needed through a network of friends’ houses and technical support 
for works presented.

And, crucially:

All activities of the event will be open and free of charge to the public.

Humbled by this call, I get in touch with Gigi to ask if I can be of any 
help. I wonder if the Study Room in Exile could be housed at Green 
Park, Athens, for the duration of my stay, in the name of solidarity 
and cooperation. In a spirit mirroring the call for proposals, Gigi tells 
me I can do whatever I like, as long as it’s logistically feasible. After my 
2015 crash course in the Greek state and its deeply neoliberalised debt 
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structures from local participants (and reading Yanis Varoufakis—the 
one-time Greek finance minister of state) at the 2015 conference, I real-
ise I’ve an awful lot more listening to do. I make a conscious decision to 
take a back seat on intellectual discourse, arguments or wranglings about 
performance theory and its intersections with activism, and dedicate my 
energies to listening to others and trying to make sure that what I hear 
can be shared. I decide with Gigi that The Study Room in Exile at Green 
Park will be a series of unusual interviews with participants, running par-
allel to the main events. I use a sound recorder to catch brief interviews 
with participants over the six days. I run a workshop for participants and 
together we come up with a simple effective question for all interviewees: 
‘What’s on your mind these days?’ As soon as I begin, I start feeling at 
home. I have a role, everybody knows what I’m doing and expect a short 
interview at some point over the days and evenings of the Biennial. ‘It’s 
a nice little domestic set-up,’ quips Gigi at one point, referring to our 
project to capture the thoughts of the participants via intimate conversa-
tions that end up taking place round corners, behind trees, just off the 
path at the bar. I’m also bearing half a grudge. I probably shouldn’t be 
too sensitive to throwaway jokey comments made at work by caring and 
supportive colleagues, but when I told them I was off to a ‘radical get-
together about performance and politics’, I received some typical com-
ments: ‘oh, off again, are we, to preach to the converted?’ and ‘People 
love the sounds of their own voices in echo chambers.’ I laugh it off, but 
not quite completely. Is it true? Is there a monotony and monoculture in 
radical left politics to the extent that we probably shouldn’t bother with 
it anymore?

With Gigi’s encouragement and the support of all the people work-
ing behind the scenes on meal preparation and drinks in the scorch-
ing heat, and chilled-by-buckets-of-ice wine in the evenings, I enjoy a 
curious domesticity in this public squatted place. I want it to feel like 
home: a temporary autonomous (domestic) zone, where domestic means 
supportive, ears open, watching for the encounter, being permanently 
on the lookout, being careful about how we care for each other, prac-
tising radical tolerance. In other words: an ideal study room. The event 
is structured in such a way that you can’t really tell who is simply pass-
ing through or who the speakers are. You have to ask them. And that 
for me was part of the point. Name badges, although undeniably useful, 
are reductive here. We are invited, by the kindness of the organisers and 
their constant buzzing about between delegates making sure everybody 
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has what they need, to fit in somehow. For me, the critique of the debt-
laden future of the Greek state is enacted with a living, breathing alterna-
tive here and now (or there and then). ‘Find a way to feel at home’ felt 
like the gentle command of the event. From buying food at the bar for 
Afghan and Syrian refugees forced to live in the park next door, to mak-
ing sure the bar workers got a break and a chance to listen to the speak-
ers indoors; moving between people I haven’t met before to ask for an 
interview; getting up the ladder to take the lights down at the end of the 
evening, I felt useful. Supporting an event behind the scenes helps with 
nebulous but crucial things like ‘atmosphere’ and ‘mood’ and with per-
ceptions of an event’s sensibility.

Coming Back Down to Earth

Listening back to the interviews, sitting in my kitchen in Everton, 
Liverpool, I’m reminded of the mood of the event and the singular-
ity of the encounters there, but wonder to what extent the technology 
has been successful in conveying the actual moments. I’m not sure it 
has in a traditional sense and admit to the inevitable slippage between 
the events of recording and the recorded voices mediated through my 
computer, but it still stands as some sort of a record, some sort of an 
indication of what the event supported and the all-important variety of 
thoughts contained therein, contrary to the criticisms of echo-chamber 
politics often heard about events like these. No two people are singing 
from the same hymn sheet here. I want to suggest this is inevitable and 
that accusations of echo-chamber politics are conservative, manufactured 
slurs designed to dismiss people of a certain political persuasion with-
out having to listen to them. I’m so convinced of this that I want to 
do two things now: theorise a little around technologies of recording, or 
the difference between the actual and the virtual, with reference to Gilles 
Deleuze and his work on Baruch Spinoza as investigated in Spinoza: 
Practical Philosophy (1988) and, secondly, give some examples of what 
was said by people interviewed which illustrate, for me, how the technol-
ogy used supports me here and now in a kitchen in Liverpool, writing an 
account of events 2251 miles away and some months ago. The support I 
need is ontological, as was the support that was given to delegates at the 
conference by Gigi and her team. ontological support might not have 
been named as such, but critiquing a debt-infested future by enacting 
a temporary autonomous zone of solidarity and joyous encounters with 
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others is fundamentally ontological in nature. Deleuze would have called 
it radical immanence. For this chapter, radical immanence explains away 
the unwanted slippage between Liverpool and Athens, the voices then 
and the voices now, and the malign generalisation of ‘preaching to the 
converted’.

Against transcendence as a moral system that helps guarantee the con-
tinued economic power of the House of orange in the Netherlands in 
the seventeenth century and its colonial ambitions, Spinoza writes the 
Ethics which is finally published in 1677. In it he notably claims that 
everything is actual, nothing is virtual. Deleuze (1988), 200 years later 
towards the end of the twentieth century, in opposition to the begin-
nings of the neoliberal regime (or machinic capitalism) and its coloni-
alist (globalising) ambitions, turns again to Spinoza’s Ethics and argues 
for a politics of radical immanence and a refusal of transcendence. The 
argument is that transcendence, or definitive reference to abstract, non-
material justifications, helps legitimise globalisation. Spinoza is against 
the House of orange, which has controlling shares in the East India 
Company; Deleuze is against Reagan and ‘Reaganomics’, bemoaning the 
fact that the revolution in the USA ended very badly with Reagan as a 
result, just as Cromwell resulted from England’s revolution and Stalin 
from Russia’s. Revolutions tend to end badly, but that cannot prevent 
one ‘becoming revolutionary’, as Deleuze tells us in the ‘G for gauche 
[left]’ section of his nine-hour interview with Claire Parnet, Deleuze from 
A to Z, from 1988, directed by Pierre-André Boutang and released on 
DVD in 2012.

To become revolutionary in the twenty-first century is to refuse a 
future already mapped out by debt insecurity, precariousness and the 
neoliberal order. Spinoza and Deleuze lived through vastly differing his-
torical periods and contexts but both thinkers were calling and recalling 
for an intellectual and ethical investment in a ‘deep, dense materiality’—
to borrow a phrase from Rosi Braidotti (2000, 161)—or, as Deleuze put 
it, for a plan d’immanence. Deleuze goes on to explain in ‘H for History 
of Philosophy’ that the role of philosophy is the creation of concepts and 
that transcendence—or a belief that the moral order of the universe lies 
outside of its immediate material conditions—is what the ‘bastard line’ 
stretching back to Lucretius, coming through Spinoza, Nietzsche and 
Foucault and their critical investigations into how power works, refuses.

Gigi and her team in Green Park also refuse that transcendence in 
the idea of a future of debt-infested servitude to the EU’s neoliberal 
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economic policies, which are themselves justified in a transcendent ontol-
ogy of ‘futurity’ and ‘trickle-down effects’—neither of which have any-
thing much to do with the here and now, except to guarantee servitude. 
Debt itself, Deleuze argues in ‘H for History of Philosophy’ (2012), 
first identified by Nietzsche as a concept available in early Judaism and 
adapted by Rome for the Christian empires, is an example of transcend-
ent thinking which directly undermines an ability or capacity for action; 
debt produces ‘sadness’ in its subjects; all tyrannies depend upon the 
inaction, passivity or ‘sadness’ in their subjects and this includes the rul-
ers of economic policy, priests and slave masters alike. In order to turn 
‘sadness’ into ‘joy’, we need an immanent ontology—one which releases 
and realises a potential power of action in all bodies. Spinoza lays the 
groundwork for this in his ‘speculative proposition’ that there is only 
one infinite substance and all things are manners or modes of expres-
sion. In other words, any form of transcendent thinking constitutes 
a fundamental misunderstanding of the universe and how it functions. 
All bodies, including humans, have powers of action that they either 
realise (experience joy) or have wickedly repressed (experiencing sad-
ness). Transcendent thinking usually, if not always, serves to minimise 
the power of action in a body, thereby guaranteeing continued power 
over its subjects. It is not difficult to translate these sets of arguments 
to Green Park and the Biennial where the transcendent thinking which 
reduces a power of action is the neoliberal order of debt-infested futures 
for people. A power of action is enacted in drawing up a programme of 
refusal of neoliberal thinking and engagement in what Deleuze calls a 
radical immanence, where an understanding of the deep, dense material-
ity of the here and now can help support and inform powers of action 
and their realisation—or joy. The Biennial was not joyous in the sense 
that people were happy or satisfied with their current conditions, but 
rather in that they were engaging in a programme of action that required 
immanent thinking and thereby enjoyed a level of cultural agency.

The question then becomes: how is that relevant now, as I write in a 
kitchen in Liverpool, UK? I think it’s because I have a trace of that radi-
cal immanence from Green Park captured in the technologies designed 
to mimic the event. Listening back to Green Park participants reminds 
me of the encounters I had at the Biennial. In being reminded, I’m not 
nostalgic for a past, however recent; instead, I am actively re-engaging in 
my own here and now, in a nuanced form of radical immanence where 
a re-refusal of the transcendence of neoliberal logic takes place again 
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and again. Although inevitably singular and unique, each encounter 
with this archive sets off a new path of action, a renewed, but different, 
power of action that is realised in the encounters I have with the archive. 
The voices, the temperature, the wine, the mood alongside the critical 
ideas, the artistic strategies, the activism that some of the conversations 
included, that ‘domestic’ feeling, that being at home with a job to do 
with brilliant-minded, open-hearted colleagues and comrades. They 
bring me back down to earth. They open up the plan d’immanence.

Listening Again

Difference is probably more exciting than identity in this particular con-
text. The following recordings may act as an amicable provocation to any 
doubters that, even if a room is full of people who, when asked, would 
identify as ‘anti-neoliberal’, ‘anti-capitalist’, ‘activist’, etc., there’s still 
99% of the room left to be explored. All of the recordings are available 
through the Live Art Development Agency’s website at http://www.thi-
sisliveart.co.uk/resources/study-room/study-room-in-exile/ and at the 
Institute for the Art and Practice of Dissent at Home’s site for the Study 
Room in Exile at http://www.twoaddthree.org/study-room-in-exile/.

on the recordings, Alan Read tells us about the history of the graph 
and its infernal uses in neoliberal regimes; Andreea Micu reminds us of 
the coming insurrection by the Invisible Committee and their views on 
not backing away from what is political in friendship; Dana Papachritou 
tells us about grief and reflects on the recent death of her mother and 
her current impulse for the preservation of basic working rights for peo-
ple, which involves securing a living wage for teachers, pensioners and 
civil servants; Despina Sevasti reads us a poem from Denise Riley which 
speaks about wood carvings bought at the airport; Elpida orfanidou 
reads us a short passage from Alain Badiou’s work In Praise Of Love 
which asks what the world looks like when viewed from the point of 
view of difference, not identity; George Sam tells us that we look at the 
present through a rear-view mirror via reference to Marshall McLuhan’s 
‘Nearviewism’; Georgios Sourmelis, after a wonderful warm-up, decon-
structs advertisements and representations of power in his improvised 
audio performance which he calls Circling the Emptiness; Ilan Manouach 
describes how some delegates of the conference help put out a deliber-
ately started fire in the park just next door to Green Park; Joulia Strauss 
critiques ‘Berlin’s Biennale number 9’, as she puts it, and then sings us 

http://www.thisisliveart.co.uk/resources/study-room/study-room-in-exile/
http://www.thisisliveart.co.uk/resources/study-room/study-room-in-exile/
http://www.twoaddthree.org/study-room-in-exile/
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‘Refugee Song’, originally by the Antinational Embassy; Katherine Ball 
responds to the Green Park planning meeting she walked into the day 
before and how impressively accessible it was; Margarita Athanasiou 
warns us of the seven nutrients to look out for in case of sudden vegetar-
ianism—in Greek; Maria Michailidou tells us her thoughts on pornogra-
phy and the laughable but hurtful category of the MILF; Mary Zygouri’s 
captivating piece has her re-reading an extract from Kafka’s Josephine The 
Singer, or The Mouse Folk from her paper delivered the day before; Nina 
Adelajda olczak tells us of her Silesian background, before reading From 
Dictatorship To Democracy by Gene Sharp; Sofia Simaki gives us some 
fascinating feedback from the workshop she did that day with children; 
Stefanos Mondelos tells us a joke about Brexit that highlights the over-
inflated sense of self the people of the UK have; Thierry oussou tells 
us about Benin and his life in Amsterdam and his performance in Green 
Park called No place for me; and, finally, from the island of Cythera, P.A. 
Skantze and Mathew Fink deliver a beautifully critical performative lec-
ture on Euridice (Fig. 2).

conclusion

Within the context of transnational capital, spaces, however small, and 
networks of solidarity, however transient, across the private-public (or, 
for the purposes of this chapter, the domestic and international) are one 
way of building resistance across borders and enacting agency against the 
neoliberal, vile regime.

The intention then for the Study Room in Exile is to engage as criti-
cally as possible in our own ‘heres and nows’, under the rubric of the 
collaboration with the Live Art Development Agency (or the Live Art 
Development of Agency, as we like to call it). Here, we’ve been experi-
mental in trying out what paradoxes could be dreamt up about the 
‘domestic’ and ‘international’ spheres, in an attempt to constructively 
deconstruct those spaces and let them bleed across each other within 
the remit of a marriage (Lena and Gary’s) and an arts project (the Study 
Room in Exile). Resistance is fertile, as is now an accurate commonplace, 
because lots of little acts of cultural agency are always already happening. 
In the face of seismic political change-for-the-worse, our responsibili-
ties are perhaps more focused on the integrity of the tasks we undertake 
rather than their scale, trying our best to marry the means and the 
ends—in fact, to have the means become the ends in themselves. This 
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sometimes means staying at home, but making sure the home is a site of 
internationalised resistance; sometimes it means finding a transient home 
abroad at international biennials with comrades in potentia.

notes

1.  For a documented record of our discussion which was written up 
shortly after the event, please visit http://www.twoaddthree.org/
women-of-europe/.

2.  My own personal cartography from a documented record of The Women 
of Europe event: Lena is from Dubrovnik. She was born in Yugoslavia, but 
her birthplace has since become Croatia. When growing up, she doesn’t 
remember school lessons encouraging schoolchildren to think of them-
selves as European but as a part of a Non-Aligned Movement, which set 
out ambitions towards a more global understanding of the world. Lena 
only became European when she became British in 2010. Croatia joined 
the EU in 2013.
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Interview with Roland Muldoon

Ananda Breed

Interview with Roland Muldoon, Former Director of the Hackney 
Empire and company member of Cartoon Archetypical Slogan 

Theatre (CAST), by Ananda Breed.
Interview conducted on 25 August 2015 in London, United Kingdom.

Ananda: Please comment on the intersection between performance 
and the popularisation of participation and politics.
Roland: Yeah, sure. Although I’m not sure I know the magic that really 
takes place. But, I was thinking after having read your introduction, that 
now actually is a better time to understand the dynamic because of the 
popular uprising of consciousness that the Jeremy Corbyn campaign 
[in the UK] engenders. This is the interaction between politics and the 
community, and it’s now that culture is playing a role in it and will do 
so again, increasingly. I predict that what will happen is that through-
out the country there will be cells of Corbyn followers and they will 
need entertainment; they will need live performance. Sure, they will get 
it on Facebook and elsewhere, but if we [CAST] were still active now, 
we would think: ‘This is Bonanza. This is it!’ You could rig up any-
where to bring an evening of Corbyn ideas and I think they would be 
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very much accepted. We had this situation in the past with the miners’ 
strike and anti-nuclear arms and different movements and issues that 
don’t get represented fairly in the media; to create a local following. 
Those local followings were usually greater than any one political party. 
There will be people coming with many different issues centring on the 
idea that they could have at last a popular, political representation. The 
Greens were beginning to get into it, but the idea now that Labour, 
who’ve been with us throughout all our lives, becomes the vehicle for 
all these political dreams begs the need for entertainment, begs the need 
for interaction, begs the need for people to say intelligent things. So, I 
think performance will play a big role. You see it in the demonstrations. 
Lots of creative people team up and pose in political tableaux aimed at 
the crowds who march past and these demonstrations are so well exe-
cuted, not the crappy things they were in my time. Since the occupy 
Movement, these performances are presented as part of protest with 
really good design. In our day—the 60s and 70s—the protest perfor-
mances would often be half-hearted and amateurish. Now, there is this 
wish to communicate better.

When it ended for CAST being a political theatre group in the mid-
80s, it was almost as if politically motivated art had already gone down-
hill. The Arts Council had got rid of us. It wasn’t going to be easy for 
theatre companies anyway because of the way funding cuts were going. 
Interestingly, what has replaced theatre groups is stand-up comedy and, 
although that isn’t necessarily left wing, people still wanted live expres-
sion, and comedy carries on social agendas often without being overtly 
political (with some notable exceptions). That’s yet to come, in my opin-
ion, although the genre definitely identifies with the left.

Ananda: As a company member of CAST and director of the 
Hackney Empire, could you please comment on the role of political 
theatre and civic engagement?
Roland: Well, in the middle 70s the Arts Council funded us, knowing we 
were a political theatre group. To think of that now is almost impossible. 
In the late 1960s, they had actually approached us and asked: ‘Would you 
like an Arts Council grant?’, knowing full well who we were. We said no, 
we didn’t want to sell out (but years later we regretted that) and in 1976 
we were awarded a small Arts Council grant. We were political and our 
work was paid for by the state. My Tory-leaning Mum would ask, ‘What 
kind of thing were you doing out there?’ It was hard to explain that we 
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were paid by the state to be rather rude about it. Poor old Mum. But it 
was true, and we were. Typical of people like us, we weren’t thankful. We 
always thought it was our right and our duty and you know people would 
say, ‘Aren’t you selling out, taking their money?’ In Sedition 81 we wrote 
a song called ‘Bite the hand that feeds you.’ We were expressing our free-
dom to be creative artists and it was generally considered that the left-
leaning theatre groups were the most dynamic. Then all of a sudden there 
was a backlash, just before Thatcher, when the state turned against funded 
arts. Around that time, we were performing our play Goodbye Union 
Jack. It was a mick-take out of a trade union leader called Jack Jones and 
we called him Union Jack. I remember an arts panel sat up all night in 
Norwich in the Eastern Arts Council area to discuss whether or not to 
support Goodbye Union Jack. They had construed it to be about the flag 
but, even after an all-night session, they still decided that they would carry 
on and support us. So the Arts Council would do that, but one by one as 
we progressed through each of the regions they began to deny us access 
to the regional funding. Scotland was the last to keep on giving us finan-
cial support. By the time Thatcher got in in 1980, people like us were 
on the run and they managed to get rid of most of the touring theatre as 
well as the miners and the Greater London Council. After that, it became 
more difficult, but we were astute and captured the 1200-seat Hackney 
Empire and for twenty years we used it consciously and politically as much 
as we could, always knowing that our days were numbered; always know-
ing that they’d get us in the end. But we produced benefit shows and 
we attracted Black audiences and Kurdish audiences and audiences that 
had never been to theatres before and that in and of itself wasn’t overtly 
political, but we had set out to gain a Black working-class audience. We 
had seen what Hackney was and the area was, and that we wanted to get 
an audience in that reflected it. In a way, we all thought that was a politi-
cal thing; that they could identify with the Hackney Empire as a people’s 
place. The famous tale was that a TV crew asked a Black girl whether 
she went to the theatre and she said that she never goes to the theatre. 
Then they said you’ve just come out of a theatre and she replied, ‘Well, 
that’s the Hackney Empire.’ Since these times the Hackney Empire has 
regressed. Although it still has a certain audience, there is nostalgia for 
the popular stuff we put on. Was it political? I think it was. We hoped 
it was, we attempted to make it overtly political and used it to support 
the local ambulance drivers who were on strike and to support national 
strikes and help draw attention to the struggle. Under our stewardship, 
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we had Angela Davis, Tony Benn and Jesse Jackson on the same bill at the 
Hackney Empire, just before they let Nelson Mandela out of prison. The 
Hackney Empire became known as the only place where that could hap-
pen. The left and rank-and-file unions would expect it to happen there. 
It’s a shame. We’re doing Jeremy Corbyn now in Kentish Town because 
we couldn’t approach the Hackney Empire because they’d be shy of that 
kind of political involvement and price us out.

Ananda: Could you please say more about how you created these 
connections between a People’s Theatre and its local community?
Roland: Well, because we were a theatre group with a form and a rep-
utation, and having become identified with the Hackney Empire since 
1986, they would approach us as both a venue and as a recognised thea-
tre group. What we would do … if it was a local issue like firemen or 
whatever, we would put the show on for them. If it was a national cam-
paign, like a campaign about nuclear disarmament, they had to hire us. 
We were interested in helping the locals, although we needed to earn 
money. So we happily became the national venue of the protest move-
ment. We also had the breakthroughs like the Jamaican farces and variety 
shows. The Arts Council would go mad about why we let people in for a 
low price and we would say, well, they also buy our alcohol in our bars, 
which subsidises the show costs. We’d always have the answer. It would 
show up in our figures, but they didn’t like our approach to popular the-
atre … (all explained in my book Taking on the Empire). They hated that, 
really, the Arts Council. It wasn’t that hard for us to make those com-
munity connections. It wouldn’t be hard for anyone to make those con-
nections, but they don’t and we did. We had a 1200-seat theatre in the 
middle of London to run. We were non-commercial. We had a very small 
Arts Council grant that provided only 12% of our turnover, but never-
theless, we had the attitude that if we didn’t have too high wages and 
could bring the cost down, we could make it an attractive ticket price. It 
was sometimes hard to say no to potentially incoming shows because we 
didn’t have enough funds to support them. That was harder.

Ananda: During the time of CAST, performance played a large 
part within varied movements, including the miners’ strike, gender 
rights, and issues concerning race and class. How might you con-
sider the notion of agency then and now?
Roland: Tell me what agency means?
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Ananda: It goes back to our earlier conversation. You have these 
movements and then you create theatre that expands the ideology 
of the movements to challenge the status quo. How would you see 
agency now?
Roland: I think the fight now is for the soul of the Labour Party and, 
along with the Green issues, those popular issues are very, very impor-
tant; the struggle against UKIP, the soft racists, and that kind of thing. 
The challenge to me is how you break from the media propaganda. How 
do you attack the media? To me, if I now had a theatre company to work 
with, what we would be doing is parodying the news because it is such 
[a] rich gift [for]comedy and inter-reaction. You could have all sorts of 
issues dealt with while you could have a basic drama going on and you’d 
be having the current issues that you could pop into it. For instance, 
you could have a large frame centre-stage denoting the TV screen and 
the real-life struggles would be enacted out on either side of it, juxta-
posed with the insincerity of television content. I think it really could 
bang the drum. It isn’t happening, but I think it will happen or it could 
happen and I’m not sure now, how I could make it happen. But as a 
device, it would be a ‘living newspaper’. To me, the big question is the 
artistry involved must be essential to it all. We probably lost that qual-
ity of artistic consciousness that the theatre groups once had, but now 
is the time to pick it up again. Meanwhile, good political comedians, of 
which there are a number, can actually go and address big crowds and 
they don’t have the costs that the theatre group had. But I would like 
to see local theatre companies starting. In the 1930s, there were theatre 
groups called Unity Theatre, sixty or so of them all around the country. 
You could imagine people sympathetic to the cause from different artis-
tic disciplines being attracted to those who want the revival of left-wing 
politics. I would like to think that might happen.

Ananda: It’s interesting how you bring up the point of media and 
how you in some ways combat the machine that’s propagating cer-
tain falsities or certain norms …
Roland: We in the audience already know that we are going to be lied to 
by the news, so that’s such a gift for theatre. It would be a great method 
of everyone going … oh yeah … you know the way the questions are 
asked and news is presented and the way things are said. Just looking at 
the way they deal with Corbyn at the moment, it’s classic misinforma-
tion; dragging out dead bodies from the past to say derogatory things 
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and all the rest of it. We’re doing a Corbyn comedy in the Kentish Town 
show and we were thinking about where else it could go.

Ananda: How can activist theatre companies today support grass-
roots movements for political change?
Roland: Well, the key thing is, that you’re not going to earn a living at it, 
and that was often the contradiction. CAST for its first ten years was vol-
untary, you know, we never made any money out of it. In fact, I think we 
were so excited to be invited somewhere and play that we weren’t even 
thinking about being paid. We were surprised when we were. When we 
got an Arts Council grant we had to be paid a fee, which was a bit sad, 
but on the other hand, there was volatility in the struggle at the time, 
so you could get out there and play nationally. Also, we’d become more 
professional and so people would want us to come more frequently, and 
that’s part of the contradiction. If you’re very successful you’ve got to 
keep yourself going, keep yourself together. You had to be committed. 
Actors who joined had to at least promise that they would be around 
for a year and that you could respond to the tough touring require-
ments. We were very excited by who we were. We weren’t really think-
ing about the money. You need about six people to be able to develop 
the style that is required and you need to workshop, of course. In my 
book Taking on the Empire, I describe how we had to play off the audi-
ence and you had to learn how to do that and you had to learn how to 
be flexible and to know how to play three or four archetypal characters 
in the same piece and how you had to work from each other, how it had 
to be physical and it had to be rhythmic, and how the performance had 
to present itself directly to the audience. This style meant that when you 
were in your ‘moment’, calculating how the audience were reacting to 
you, you could change your performance to it, you didn’t have to do a 
rigid performance … but then you knew the timing would require that 
you had to stop what you were doing for the next part of the action 
to take over. And in that way on good days you would throb with con-
sciousness with the audience because they were loving it and you were 
saying it and you knew your bit would come. I remember being thrilled 
when a critic wrote, ‘[t]hey combine like jazz’. our heroes were never 
heroes, they were always anti-heroes. Nobody was any good. It was very, 
very important that you were self-effacing, that you aren’t preachy. Then 
you catch the atmosphere and if people are into that, they could see the 
contradictions. People who voted Tory will vote for Corbyn. I hope I’m 
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not at this rare blip in history of talking to you about Corbyn and he 
won’t be there in a month’s time. I think it’s for real, I think that people 
are activated and I think, consequent to that, there’ll be social need for 
things to happen locally, because what’s most important if you have a 
local support organisation that believes in itself, that it isn’t something 
just for London, it isn’t something for a one-off demonstration. It’s 
something which says yes, let’s express ourselves.

Ananda: Riots are a kind of civic engagement. Could you speak to 
the London Riots in relation to civic engagement and performance, 
particularly in relation to your own history of the Hackney commu-
nity and the Hackney Empire?
Roland: Yeah. I say in my book, how my daughter Laura rang from 
Italy saying quick put the television on, there’s a helicopter above the 
Hackney Empire and the riot’s going on. And we did and there it 
was. The helicopter was floating above our theatre, which we were no 
longer running. And what’s so fascinating was, that it was at the front 
line between the trendsetters living there now and the rest of Hackney. 
one café has 32 types of breakfast cereal. And on the other hand there’s 
this poverty and alienation that exists in Hackney and was now seeth-
ing with anger, and we know so many Black and white families who are 
squeezed very tight economically, whose kids aren’t educated enough 
to get good enough jobs, many who have been in the nick, you know, 
all of them hurting. That pressure came and expressed itself in a riot. 
Was it creative? Yeah, it was created and it was running around and it 
was fully aware, you know, you could say they’re stealing record players 
or whatever, you know, or televisions and was that artistic expression? 
I don’t know. We wished we’d been there at that time again, because 
we had seen this coming in a way. our audience, the black, brown and 
white audience, was mostly working-class, interested in itself and its own 
culture which found expression in our theatre, the Hackney Empire, at 
that time and it was no accident that it wasn’t attacked, as other build-
ings nearby, because it would have been like attacking, say, a church, and 
they wouldn’t have done that either. They could have attacked Hackney 
Town Hall, which they were very near attacking, you know. But I think 
it’s one of the great stories of our time that they didn’t attack that the-
atre. Has much come out of that since? It didn’t change things but it 
gave focus to the community … one of the great moments I remember, 
before we left, was during 2003 at the time of the war in Iraq. I went 
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out into the Town Hall square one day and it was packed with Black 
schoolgirls who were going to march on Downing Street to object to 
the war. Now what about that consciousness? And the guy who was run-
ning the press office at the time in Hackney Council came out and we 
stood there together looking at this, kind of, what? Who are they and 
why, and that was that. There they were against the war, you know. So 
were they the sisters of the rioters!?… I really don’t know, but it was a 
real expression. Whether the riots become cultural or not, I don’t know, 
but the effect of it is that the state is suddenly a little more lenient from 
then onwards and falls over backwards trying to be nice to Black people, 
getting them on television and asking their opinions. But it was hard to 
say how positive it was, because it wasn’t political in that conventional 
sense. It was political in the wider sense, but it wasn’t focused politically. 
I mean I know Black friends of ours who decided to get into politics 
and then shocked us by saying that they’d thought of joining the Liberal 
Democrats. And you go, what? Why? But they were thinking they ought 
to be political and you can imagine in naivety some people join the 
Conservative Party. They actually felt they ought to be taking a role.

The interesting analogy about the Hackney Empire was in the past 
during the Fascist moments in the 1930s’ building in the East End, yet 
people would go to the variety theatre to see Louis Armstrong, Jewish 
comedians, acts from around the world all appearing on a popular stage, 
challenging the narrow Nazi ideas. I remember going once to a work-
ing men’s club in outer Hackney and it was definitely non-Jewish and 
their favourite song was ‘My Yiddisher Mama’. This is the role culture 
can play, of feeding in these different things and I think the BBC are very 
important and all these sorts of things because they do engage Black peo-
ple and Muslim people, they do melt it all up into the melting pot. The 
trouble with that is of course in the end they tend to bourgeoisify eve-
rything so that those people no longer belong to the people where they 
come from, and this is where popular culture could again arrest it all.

Ananda: So to be an inclusive, dynamic, expressive society we need 
to provide opportunities and platforms for culture, for cultural 
forms to be the form of expression, regardless of what culture 
you’re from, which will create in and of itself a different kind of 
community, a different kind of expression?
Roland: Absolutely, absolutely. At the moment the Arts Council funds 
administrations, not artists. If there’s a political thing to say, when we 
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were funded, even if we were to ‘bite the hand that feeds you’, we cre-
ated the idea that people could be artists in the community. CAST was 
committed to that, eventually taking over the Hackney Empire. That 
money has been taken away and now it’s administrations who might hire 
things to be in the olympic Park. They don’t spend the money on the 
artists. When the GLC got its money, the Greater London Council, I 
was sitting with Tony Banks, the man who’d got all the money out of 
the pot, and he said to me, ‘I’ve got to go into another meeting, can you 
tell me what you would do with a million pounds?’ And I thought, oK. 
And I divided it by the living wage at the time as best I could, which was 
£170 a week at that time, and I divided it into a million and when he 
came out I said it’s—I can’t think of the figure now—you would employ 
300,000 young people to be artists in London, of which a third would 
be crap, a third would be brilliant and a third wouldn’t know whether 
they were or weren’t. But at least one-third of them would be a dynamic 
force. ‘oh, we can’t do that,’ he said. And then a few years later you 
heard that they were hiring orchestras to play at Dagenham in the car 
factory during the short lunch break. That was where that artistic policy 
went. So the poor old workers who’d come off the line had to listen to 
Beethoven or whatever felt good for them. Whereas, if you’d have given 
that living wage to people to be artists, I believe it wouldn’t have gone 
wrong, you know. Sure, one-third of them would have fucked off and 
spent it all on drugs, or two-thirds of them. So what we really do need 
now is a huge investment into people being creative and to have bur-
saries in art and paying them wages because they are talented, they are 
cultural, and you would then have millions of artists needing audiences 
and places to play and it would have been the political thing to give it to 
them, so in a way you would have helped guide their consciousness by 
the fact that the state was now handing out dosh again.

Ananda: What might you want to say to the readers of this volume 
in relation to the topic of politicising communities?
Roland: What would I like to say to the readers of that book? That’s a 
big open question now, because I mean who are they and what type of 
people are they? I’d imagine they were people who were interested in 
it and they were academic and I would think that they should take the 
message to try to form … you know, there’s a thing called ‘Unfinished 
Histories’, have you seen them? And lots of those people, I imagine 
that they could make contact with Unfinished History people and invite 
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them to come and talk and possibly do lessons and do workshops with 
those people who are still alive and who are still capable of that kind of 
approach. Their approach was to popular audiences, to go to non-thea-
tre venues and put on professional theatre; to make the link to the past 
through the living examples that are still around.
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Introduction to Applying Digital Agency

Ananda Breed and Tim Prentki

This section, Applying Digital Agency, explores how technology has been 
used within performances of civic engagement through cyberformance, 
soundwalks and social media. The practices move from the embodied 
and kinaesthetic to the disembodied and virtual. How might these prac-
tices relate to some of the themes of this volume, including politics, tech-
nology and environment? Applied theatre scholar Sally Mackey notes: 
‘Matters of place, their representation and inhabitation utilising digital 
technology is not new, of course, although “place” conjoined with “the 
digital” is yet to be considered in any detail in applied theatre research’ 
(Hughes and Nicholson 2016, 122). Similarly, Brian D. Loader, Ariadne 
Vromen and Michael A. Xenos state: ‘To date little attention has been 
given to the role of social media in connection with citizenship or civic 
education’ (Loader, Vromen and Xenos 2014, 8). Based on the interac-
tion between place and technology, Rowan Wilken and Gerard Goggin 
remark: ‘Thus, the interaction between mobile technologies and place 
are little understood, despite the recent renewal of interest in related 
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questions of location and geography in fields such as media and com-
munications, cultural studies, and sociology’ (Wilken and Goggin 2012, 
4). Here, we would add the renewal of interest in questions of location 
and geography to the field of performance. There is a consensus across 
the relevant scholarship that the interconnection between technology, 
social media, civic engagement and place is under-researched. Therefore, 
the aim of this section is to provide examples of how the digital inter-
acts with place and performance in the service of a new kind of civic 
engagement.

Doreen Massey has defined place as ‘articulated moments in networks 
of social relations and understandings … constructed on a far larger 
scale than what we happen to define for that moment as place itself ’ 
(Massey 1994, 154). The contributors to this section, Samuel Merrill, 
Misha Myers, Hannah Nicklin, Christina Papagiannouli and Christian 
Cherene, illustrate how technology can provide a multilayered discourse 
for understanding place in relation to the internet, mobile phones and 
social media to renegotiate social relations. The use of mobile phone 
devices in almost any place is encountered through the networked expe-
rience of chats, texts and social media platforms, as individuals engage 
with a hybridised sense of place between the virtual and the physical in 
an emerging age of ‘glocalisation’ (Robertson 1992). Roland Robertson 
coined the term glocalisation to refer to the incorporation of locality into 
globalised processes as ‘the compression of the world and the intensifica-
tion of the consciousness of the world as a whole’, such as within world 
markets or political platforms (Ibid., 8).

Social media and digital platforms have been credited with opening 
up a new understanding of politics and the civic. Loader, Vromen and 
Xenos analyse how networked young citizens use social media to partici-
pate in horizontal networks that reject a top–down model of governance 
of a dutiful citizen who votes in an all-knowing representative, stating:

Networking young citizens are far less likely to become members of politi-
cal or civic organisations such as parties or trades unions; they are more 
likely to participate in horizontal or non-hierarchical networks; they are 
more project oriented; they reflexively engage in life-style politics; they 
are not dutiful but self-actualising; their historical reference points are less 
likely to be those of modern welfare capitalism but, rather, global infor-
mation networked capitalism; and their social relations are increasingly 
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enacted through a social media networked environment. (Loader, Vromen 
and Xenos 2014, 8)

Research demonstrates how young people have increased their 
engagement with politics through social media, but the question remains 
as to what transforms some of these social platforms towards activist 
citizenship. Merrill cites Engin Isin’s distinction between the active and 
activist citizen:

The former refers to those who actively participate in politics by taking 
part in and reproducing the institutionalised and habitual routines of, 
amongst other things, voting, taxpaying or enlisting which depend on the 
predetermined legal differentiation of citizens and non-citizens. In con-
trast, the latter indicates those who assert greater agency in making claims 
to rights, obligations and justice, for themselves and others, when within 
commonly accepted notions of the law they have no legal capacity to do 
so. (Isin 2009, 383)

The case studies presented in this section illustrate how individuals 
negotiate their political subjectivity in relation to place, whether based 
on identification between rural and urban environments, between home 
and host countries, or between the living and the dead.

Misha Myers opens this section with her project Nowhere Without 
You, providing a strong theoretical and practical case study to introduce 
some of the concepts above. She borrows from Rosi Braidotti’s nomadic 
theory to argue for a nomadic and cartographic approach to consider-
ing civic engagement in relation to public spaces marked by transnational 
mobility. Myers explores how walking practices can offer critical and 
interventional creative strategies for understanding the needs for alliance-
building, negotiation and recognition of differences in places of transi-
tion, conflict and change.

Hannah Nicklin explores the soundwalk as both a conceptual and 
practical tool to navigate the scapes of urban living and the potential for 
political agency through the mechanics of interactivity. In line with the 
previously noted reflections of Loader, Vromen and Xenos concerning 
networking youth citizens, Nicklin notes: ‘“Politics”’ is a reflection on 
power within a given community or society. A politically engaged individ-
ual is, through my definition, a “member of a society or community with 
the ability to reflect on that society or community”, and draw personal 
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conclusions about how they wish themselves and others to participate in 
it, give credence to it, and/or affect change within or without it.’ The 
pervasiveness of digital technology means that it is no longer simply a 
communication tool, but rather more like an appendage of our human 
bodies connected to the digital world as a way of seeing and knowing in 
relation to our networking systems. Nicklin’s chapter navigates between 
the ‘far’ of pervasive technology and the ‘near’ of lived experience, rec-
onciling the ‘global’ to the ‘local’ and the ‘urban’ to the ‘rural’ as a kind 
of ‘glocalisation’, using Circumstance’s Subtlemobs as a case study to 
illustrate the interactivity of digital technology.

Samuel Merrill presents the work of the Centre for Political Beauty’s 
The Dead are Coming to contextualise civic engagement in relation to 
online and offline agency to stimulate the digging of symbolic graves as 
a protest to mark the lives of thousands of individuals (estimated as 7050 
between 1 January 2014 and 31 December 2015) who died in their 
attempt to seek refuge in Europe. He illustrates the potential efficacy for 
performance to serve as both political performance and activist remem-
brance as ‘a form of art which creates something new and unprecedented 
while changing socio-political structures’ (Hauschild 2016).

Christina Papagiannouli considers Marcus Miessen’s ‘conflictual 
participation’ to animate political engagement through online prac-
tices, including the example of the Greek pirate version of the Hellenic 
Broadcasting Corporation (ERT) that was taken over by the public as a 
public broadcasting corporation after being shut down by the govern-
ment. Papagiannouli expands her analysis to the use of the internet to 
debate public issues and affect politics, using the Welsh Assembly’s Big 
Democracy Project (BDP) and the National Theatre of Wales’ (NTW) 
productions to extend into the physical and digital scapes of Wales, as the 
NTW has no actual theatre building. Papagiannouli uses her own cyber-
formance of The Etheatre Project and Collaborators as a research method-
ology to engage with discourses concerning migration as a form of civic 
engagement, staging the personal as political.

Christian Cherene explains in an interview how BeAnotherLab was 
set up and how it operates today. He describes it as a combination of 
immersive theatre with technology where science and arts methodolo-
gies meet to enable horizontal collaborations. The bringing together of 
low-budget technologies with social activism happens within the frame 
of bottom–up practices of art-making. An exciting development is the 
creation of autonomous nodes across Europe where the BeAnotherLab 
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network is able to form collaborations founded upon core principles 
adapted to local contexts.

Although we have organised some of these discourses and debates 
into themes related to politicising communities, applying digital agency 
and performing landscapes and identities, these themes intersect and 
often overlap with one another. For instance, there are notable examples 
of how the digital is used towards politicising communities and engaging 
with varied environments in this section, overtly recognising the emerg-
ing and often prevailing reliance on the digital in relation to the civic, as 
has been demonstrated through the last two US elections and the digital 
circulation of petitions and crowdsourcing for political and humanitar-
ian campaigns. It is the cross-section between these themes that provides 
further understanding concerning movements towards transnational and 
local negotiations of power and performances of the glocalised and net-
worked individual.
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Nowhere Without You

Misha Myers

The global scale of forced migration of populations and individuals 
has profound implications for understandings of identity and place- 
making, for meanings of home1 and home-making: ‘ours is the century 
of enforced travel’ (Berger 1992, 12), the age ‘of the refugee, the dis-
placed person, mass immigration’ (Said 2000, 174), of the ‘phenomenon 
of untimely massive wandering’ (Minh-Ha 1994, 12), ‘of the migrant 
and the missile’ (Levy 1989, 11). With transnational mobility come com-
plex challenges—of statelessness, poverty, non-belonging, immobility—
that call for different ways of relating to the past, to knowledge and to 
place ‘in a world in which no tradition, no culture and no society can 
exist any more without interaction and collaboration, confrontation and 
exchange’ (Benhabib 1992, 227).

Judith Butler suggests ‘I am nowhere without you’ (Butler 2004, 
49), emphasising how a sense of place, of being and becoming human 
depends on disorientation, interaction, translation and negotiation with 
another. Artistic practices of walking may provide performative and 
interventional strategies for dialogic and interdependent ways of being 
in the world. These strategies may create new engagements with, orien-
tations to, and representations of place amidst the contradictory claims, 
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desires, memories that coexist in the aftermath of conflict and the 
 negotiation of difference. A series of walking art works will be discussed 
that involved walking with another or in groups. Strategies of interac-
tion, negotiation and exchange are proposed to map and orientate to 
the experiences, provisional processes and places of displacement, move-
ment and mobility, particularly that of forced migration. These works 
attempted to create temporary spaces of belonging through collabora-
tive, improvisational and provisional processes of mapping and place-
making. Altogether, they suggest strategies of a civic engagement that 
may potentially generate longer-lasting transformations of space. In each 
work, mapping processes utilised tools and generated spatial representa-
tions that were stored, transmitted and presented in different digital and 
non-digital forms that related dialogic and collective experiences and 
revealed hidden, multilayered or multivocal perspectives of places. These 
cartographic representations of place create new civic forms of cartog-
raphy, where the power of place-making inherent in the cartographic 
project is shifted from one of hegemonic control of place with static, 
one-dimensional and fixed representations, to evolving, collective, multi-
dimensional and sensual spatial representations.

Rosi Braidotti argues that the ontological and political challenges of 
transnational mobility call for new forms of theoretical and political crea-
tivity to account for the complexity of interactions and alternative sub-
jectivities that emerge. To this end, she has proposed a situated (and 
feminist) ethics and aesthetics, which she defines as a ‘figurative style of 
thinking’ (Braidotti 1994, 1) or a ‘nomadic cartography’ (Ibid., 35). 
The nomadic and cartographic are conjoined within Braidotti’s approach 
out of a situational need ‘to take your bearings, to contextualise your 
utterances, to draw maps, in a mobile manner’ (Ibid., 16). She proposes 
a nomadic subject as a metaphorical figuration for contemporary subjec-
tivity, where she defines a figuration of ‘a politically informed account of 
an alternative subjectivity’ (Ibid., 4) or a way out of dominant or norma-
tive ways of thinking. This discussion considers how the principles of her 
approach might be applied or reframed to articulate a cartographic walk-
ing art practice. Such a walking practice offers critical and interventional 
creative strategies for understanding the needs for alliance-building, 
negotiation and recognition of differences in places of transition, conflict 
and change. Braidotti’s nomadic theory may be particularly helpful in 
considering the ethics and aesthetics for walking art practices operating 
within such public spaces marked by transnational mobility.
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Walking with another in such transnational contexts may enable a 
critical and empathetic recognition of different worldviews where differ-
ent social and cultural orientations may be held not just between, but 
within the same culture and/or individual. In the practices discussed fur-
ther, individuals attempted to communicate complex layers of locations 
and temporalities to one another, often without a common language or 
common competencies in a shared language, and in locations sometimes 
experienced as indeterminate or inhospitable contexts of conflict, or con-
flicting orientations.

These approaches to cartographic walking involve movement along 
with and through an unknown—with another human and through or 
within an indeterminate place. A common trajectory was collectively 
navigated through wayfinding, which may be understood as a procedural 
orientation that takes place through the negotiation of prior knowledge 
with new knowledge discovered through an immediate interaction and 
sensing of the environment; a process that is both place- and identity-
making. Walking with another is also an operational principle, both aes-
thetic and political, that is at work in the production and presentation 
of the research through this writing where my own walking practice is 
explored figuratively and theoretically in company with that of another—
that is, with Braidotti.

The chapter follows on from my earlier writings, which formulate the 
notion of conversive wayfinding and an aesthetics of walking, particu-
larly with regards to sociable and conversational modes of this practice 
in guided walks (Myers 2010), and of walking as a mobile and situated 
method of collaborative knowledge production and research (Myers 
2011). With conversive wayfinding, the procedural process of orienta-
tion is undertaken along with and through convivial and conversational 
interaction with and adjustment to another. These ideas were developed 
through practice-based research that explored different transnational 
experiences of home-making and belonging through various strategies 
of walking and mapping undertaken with refugees and asylum seekers 
in the UK between 2002 and 2008. While the projects way from home 
(2002–2008) and Take me to a place (2004) that were developed as part 
of this research have been documented and discussed elsewhere (Myers 
and Harris 2004; Myers 2005; Myers 2006a; Myers 2006b; Myers 2008; 
Myers 2011; Myers and Warr 2013), they are reframed here in dialogue 
with Braidotti’s style of ‘nomadic cartography’.
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Before addressing the walking and mapping practices I carried out 
with refugees and asylum seekers in the UK in more detail, the discus-
sion will focus on the principles operating within Braidotti’s nomadic 
cartography and how these are reframed to articulate a civic cartographic 
practice.

PrinciPles of A nomAdic cArtogrAPhy: mixed-modAl, 
multivocAl, collective, PolytemPorAl, trAnslocAted 
And ProvisionAl (trAnsient, temPorAry, contingent)

According to Braidotti, language is a symbolic interaction that connects 
us through a ‘web of misunderstandings’ (Braidotti 1994, 13) and loca-
tion is an imaginary construction, a notion that can only be mediated 
through language. Therefore, she argues for a nomadic ‘style of think-
ing’ (Ibid., 22) in order to account for and understand the multiple 
political subjectivities of location and the misunderstandings that lead 
to conflicts in and over place. Her situated ethics and aesthetics employ 
strategies of crossing disciplinary boundaries, mixing theoretical with 
poetic or lyrical modes or voices and ‘letting others speak’ (Ibid., 36–37) 
in her texts through quotation. She defines nomadic identity as a col-
lectivity of autobiography, as a map or retrospective tracing of steps in an 
itinerary as an inventory of traces: ‘Were I to write an autobiography, it 
would be the self-portrait of a collectivity’ (Ibid., 14).

Braidotti makes a distinction between the styles and genres of the 
nomad and those of the migrant and the exile, based on their different 
relationships to time: the tense of a migrant style as ‘present perfect’, an 
‘impossible present’; of exile as ‘future perfect’ (‘it will have been like 
this’); and the nomadic as imperfect, active, continuous and without 
predetermined destination (Ibid., 24–25). The cartographic processes 
in way from home invited participants to express their relationship to tem-
porality and place, to navigate between a past and present experience 
of home through an immediate, immersive, embodied and spontane-
ous engagement rather than a conceptual and analytical one. The par-
ticipants in the project had a range of different experiences of migration, 
from those seeking asylum, to those with recent refugee status, to those 
who had acquired that status many years in the past. Through the pro-
ject, they expressed diverse and complex relationships to the past, present 
and future that did not always align so neatly with those Braidotti delin-
eates with certain forms of migration. In this respect, a differentiation 
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must be noted between the practices discussed here and Braidotti’s 
thinking. There is a danger that her theory generalises migrant experi-
ence or presents a romanticised representation of the nomad, something 
the cartographic practices discussed here aimed to counter by providing 
opportunities for forms of self-expression that resist generalised represen-
tations. Nevertheless, the main principles of Braidotti’s theory provide 
a useful conceptual framework for thinking about how the mechanisms 
of such a civic cartographic practice must operate in order to generate 
expressions of specificities of experience amidst a collective voice. These 
principles will be reframed here through the articulation of that practice.

Braidotti identifies the following features of her style of thinking: 
transdisciplinarity, collectivity, quotation, variation of time and style and 
‘metabolic consumption’ of established forms to engender new ones 
(Ibid., 38). While the following discussion of the walking projects way 
from home and Take me to a place works alongside Braidotti and draws 
upon these aspects of her approach, they are reframed to adjust the focus 
of these features to better suit the purposes of articulating the methodol-
ogy of a civic cartography that is employed in the works. Where Braidotti 
identifies trandisciplinarity and variation in her approach, I suggest pro-
visionality of subjectivity, form and location as a related principle operat-
ing within my own approach; a sense of self, place, discipline or form is 
understood as temporary, transient and coming into being through con-
nected interaction and movement. As with Braidotti, my approach also 
expresses a sense of collectivity not only through a diversity of voices, 
but also through styles and disciplines. Further, my approach is situ-
ated within a sense of place that is simultaneously translocated, thereby 
applying provisionality and collectivity to the experience of place. Finally, 
I suggest that it is polytemporal to articulate the different relationships 
to temporality of migrant experience that may be expressed through a 
civic cartography, which may be multiple, complex temporalities that 
defy generalisation or categorisation according to different forms of 
migration, as suggested by Braidotti’s distinctions.

wAlking with Another: way from home

In way from home (2002–2008) I created a set of instructions, which 
invited refugee and asylum-seeker participants across the UK to take a 
walk with someone. The walking partners were sometimes public offi-
cials, such as policemen, social workers, housing officials or local council 
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members. These different audiences or participants were sought out to 
set up points of access for refugees and asylum seekers and to offer the 
partners opportunities to understand the reality of the refugees and asy-
lum seekers’ experience from their perspective. As public officials are 
often the people holding power to control and determine the conditions 
of asylum seekers and refugees’ lives, the work created a space to inter-
vene in this relationship of power by establishing an alternative dynamic 
whereby they walked side by side, listening to and experiencing the eve-
ryday lives of these inhabitants from their perspective and in their terms 
(i.e. beyond those bureaucratic processes which monitor and judge the 
factual details of their lives and which aim to determine their ability and 
eligibility for asylum).

The instructions for the walk invited the walker to create an 
impromptu hand-drawn sketch map of a route from a place they consid-
ered home to a special place with significant landmarks marked along the 
way. Using their map of another remembered place as a guide, they then 
took their partner on a self-directed and improvised walk elsewhere. The 
route taken in the present was discovered as the walker made choices 
about scale and direction, based on the memory of a route taken in the 
past. As they walked, they looked for landmarks in the present environ-
ment that coincided with the remembered landmarks of their map and 
transposed and re-named these on to their map. These landmarks, the 
process of searching for them and mapping them, became a stimulus for 
a conversation between the walker and their partner (Fig. 1).

These walks were led in various cities and towns in the UK, which 
are designated dispersal areas for asylum seekers and refugees (ASRs)—
Plymouth, Loughborough, Nottingham, Leicester and Derby. There 
are particular difficulties in these contexts for integration of both receiv-
ing and incoming populations. Given their small minority in a predomi-
nantly white population, ASRs are often vulnerable in their isolation and 
visibility to racially motivated abuse and violence, and to media hostil-
ity. In these contexts, Avril Butler suggests: ‘The refugee “community” 
is thus a highly disparate group and one whose needs are unlikely to be 
met without a high degree of flexibility, creativity and skill’ (Butler 2005, 
148). The approach of a civic cartography proposed through way from 
home responded to this need by creating opportunities that enabled the 
possibility for social interaction, creative agency, self-determination and 
self-representation, for the recognition and exchange of critical resources, 
capacities and contributions that these inhabitants have to offer.
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Fig. 1 Sketch maps from way from home, Sense of Belonging workshop, Cardiff, 
UK, 2003 (Myers 2009, 147)
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The way from home walks took place as individual, isolated and larger 
group workshops at local and national events, including Plymouth’s 
Refugee Week (Myers 2006c), the British Council’s Sense of Place con-
ference in Cardiff (Myers and Harris 2003), and as part of the Arts 
and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) research project Trans-
national Communities: Towards a Sense of Belonging (2008) (o’Neill 
and Hubbard 2010) (Fig. 2). In some group and workshop settings, 
the process of partnering raised issues and challenges around imposed 
notions of ethnicity and identity, comfort levels with walking alone 
with someone from the opposite gender or walking at all. The facilita-
tion of the walks in each setting remained adaptable to respond to dif-
ferent needs. overall, around 150 people were invited to take part in 
the walks through refugee support and community arts organisations. 
Participants included Congolese, Kurds, Iranian, Romani refugees, 
asylum seekers and migrants and public officials in Plymouth; young 
Iraqi Kurds and Afghanis in Loughborough; Somali, Congolese and 
Zimbabwean refugees from Leicester; Congolese, Iraqis, Kurds and 
Iranians from Derby; and Zimbabwean, Eritrean, Iraqis and Congolese 
in Nottingham. A Plymouth Refugee Week workshop was attended by 
a group diverse in age, cultural background and experiences of differ-
ent forms of migration; there was no way of knowing who was an ASR 
and who was not, and asking members of the group to identify them-
selves accordingly seemed divisive and insensitive. Instead, participants 
were invited to choose whom they would walk with and who would 
lead. In the Nottingham walk, a group of women from Nottingham 
Women’s Empowerment Foundation (NAWEF) decided to walk in pairs 
but as a group following one woman’s favourite route along Victoria 
Embankment. Given that the activities and focus of NAWEF concern the 
empowerment of women, perhaps the structure for their walk and the 
partnering was more appropriate to the desires, needs and intentions of 
this group rather than walking in groups of two, following routes. What 
became clear through these workshops was the importance of allowing 
self-organisation or group decision-making to promote greater sharing of 
experiences, to help develop alliance-building and a sense of hospitality, 
agency and self-determination.

Five way from home walks in Plymouth were developed in partnership 
with the grassroots refugee and asylum seeker support organisation 
Refugee First into a digital artwork,2 an interactive interface that 
included audio recordings of conversations that took place as walkers 
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Fig. 2 Comments from participants in ‘way from home’ workshops held during 
Refugee Week, Plymouth, UK, 2006 (Myers 2009, 168)
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negotiated and mapped the landmarks found along the way, and ani-
mated versions of sketch maps narrated using audio recordings and 
photo images of the walkers’ landmarks (Fig. 3). My original design 
specifications for the platform aimed to create a digital representation 
that would be as close to the walker’s unique sketch map as possible and 
to augment this map with the add-on features of the audio, animated 
video of the route and photo images taken of landmarks found along 
the way to present how it had evolved and developed through the walk, 
and bring the map to life through a process integrating storytelling and 
wayfinding. This digitisation across multiple media channels, a form of 
transmedia storytelling, allowed the walker’s story to be experienced and 

Fig. 3 Sejojo’s walk, way from home, 2004
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activated in a lively way or, as Sejojo expressed upon experiencing his 
walk in the artwork: ‘It really is kind of now something physical instead 
of only relying … on the sketch of the map. It definitely depicts my 
main routes that I would always be seeing … it’s like I was walking again 
lively’ (Myers 2009, 156).

The audio and animated video of the route were both edited so that 
files were kept at the minimum size supported by the online platform 
and so that the audio could be included in short BBC radio broadcasts.3 
Additionally, two criteria were considered in selecting which recordings 
were included for both the online artwork and radio broadcasts. Firstly, 
given the short duration of the broadcasts, walkers needed to speak suffi-
cient English. Secondly, walkers needed to reflect the diversity of cultural 
groups in Plymouth. Therefore, these digitised walks were condensed 
maps and versions of conversations edited to concentrate solely on the 
walker’s comments that related to key landmarks on their map, which 
then aligned with the video walk. This meant that the meandering and 
conversational aspect of the oral exchange that took place along the walk 
was removed in the digitisation. However, this made space for the lis-
tener/digital consumer to become the walking partner. While the com-
munication of the kinaesthetic and place-based aspects of information 
that was given and received during the walks was limited to one media 
channel and to the spoken narrative of the walk in the radio broadcasts, 
these narratives were edited in such a way that comments identifying or 
responding to landmarks were prioritised to give a sense of the journey 
and spatiality of the narrative. Furthermore, the placement of the broad-
cast between the daily news in this radio space allowed alternative pub-
licity to the negative portrayal of refugees and asylum seekers prevalent 
at the time in the media, which was a particular problem that Refugees 
First wanted the project to address.

The walkers discovered or re-discovered both the present physical 
environment in which they walked and the memories of another place in 
the past: ‘And we can walk on to the sundial [in Plymouth] and maybe 
I think a little bit about Sepa [in Kurdistan] … This is summer place, 
all this mountain. And the water is coming … between the mountain’ 
(Hoshmand transcript in Myers 2004a).

The correlations found between the landmarks sparked conversations 
about poetic associations or dissonances (Fig. 4). Themes of social, cul-
tural, political and environmental coincidences or incongruities were 
found and complex temporalities evoked. For example, in Hoshmand’s 
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walk, the alignment of a surfing accessories store in Plymouth named 
‘Just Add Water’ and a fake waterfall feature inside with the sacred 
waterfall near Akra in Kurdistan on his map provoked an impassioned 
reflection on the cultural differences that made it difficult for him to 
establish the kind of close relationships and support of an extended fam-
ily that was enacted in the memoryscape he described:

And I remembered with my family I went to there … we all went there 
together and we have barbecue and we have drink, we have music, we have 
swimming, and everything I enjoyed a lot and now when I remember all 
this I like now I come back to there and I stay there because it’s not the 

Fig. 4 Hoshmand’s walk, way from home, 2004
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same feeling when you are here and you are there. The social life is differ-
ent with here. In my country and here is very different. (Ibid.)

Historical, political and cultural interdependencies existing between 
places refugees have departed from and the country of asylum were criti-
cally and poetically repositioned into an associative relation in the online 
artwork. Landmarks and memories of territorial conflicts perceived as 
distant or happening elsewhere became ‘else here’ (Hall 1999) and now.

collectivity through diversity  
of voices: take me to a PlaCe

Following on from the connections made with refugees and asylum seek-
ers in Plymouth through the way from home walks, Take me to a place 
(2004) was an audio tour of songs created and composed with a group 
of transnational inhabitants of Plymouth and theatre and social work stu-
dents working together in collaboration, through a process which I ini-
tiated and facilitated. The members of the group were originally from 
Algeria, Afghanistan, Estonia, Germany, Jordan, Kurdistan, Russia, the 
USA and the UK. The group created a typography of places in the city—
friendly places, lucky places, lost places, border places, places of power, quiet 
places, avoided places, and places of strength—and then took one another 
to these places to collectively develop songs about each one. The places 
acted as a kind of stimulus to map, locate and define emotional associ-
ations and perceptions of specific places within the city. A small group 
would work in one of these chosen places for a sustained duration of 
time to explore it and carry out writing tasks and improvisations, which 
would continue in a studio, with the whole group, to become lyrics for a 
song associated with the place.

The final collection of songs became a song map or audio walk that 
guides the listener along a walk through Plymouth, UK. Initially, it was 
performed as a live performance at the Barbican Theatre and recorded 
for an audio CD in 2004. With the advent of social media, it became 
available on Sound Cloud. However, it is now a map of a ghost city, of 
a Plymouth that no longer exists, just before it began its most recent 
period of major transformation and redevelopment of its commercial 
centre.

The map cut through the overly planned places of the city, where 
monuments attempt to hold on to a place that was mostly erased in the 
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bombings of World War II and replaced in the city’s first redevelopment 
effort by Abercrombie’s wide, grand boulevards. The map no longer 
aligns with the new carefully controlled and constructed complex net-
work of pedestrian crossings and underpasses through the centre. The 
landmarks included in the narratives that guide the walker have now 
undergone so much transformation that they are now more figurative 
than literal traces that will orientate the walker to another place in time. 
They may bewilder and disorientate anyone attempting to arrive at the 
literal destinations described, which were commonplaces of the city that 
were significant to the participants and co-creators of the map, to streets 
such as North Road West where many refugee inhabitants of Plymouth 
and participants in the project lived at that time (Fig. 5). A song directs 
the listener’s attention to Notte Street, a lost place where a young refu-
gee once lived with foster parents who did not share a common language 
with him, and to a place on the Hoe where one of the members of the 
group often went to look out to sea and think about the distant shore of 
his home meeting this shore, a border place. While at times an ambiance 
of a place is the focus more than a specified location, at others attention is 
focused on a specific landmark, such as a phone box on North Hill, which 
was a significant site of intersection for many members of the group 
where their transnational loyalties were maintained via calls back home.

Within the group there were contrasting and conflicting perceptions 
of place, or indeed of what constitutes a song or music, that had to be 
negotiated within the process of creating the songs. Central Park was 
considered a dangerous place to one refugee who had encountered rac-
ist abuse and violence there, while for another it was a place of refuge 
from the city. Their disagreement became lyrics of a song that reveal the 
irreconcilable and coexisting complexities of place, identity and com-
munity. Cultural differences in musical tonality and diversity of vocal 
styles can be heard in the performances of the songs, as members of 
the group negotiated the unfamiliar sounds of culturally different struc-
tures of musical scales and in the overall diversity of the musical styles 
included within the map (Myers 2004b). Some members of the group 
joined the project because they wanted to practise speaking and singing 
in English in a friendly and sociable environment, what may be under-
stood as a strategy of home-building. For example, one member of the 
group from Afghanistan wanted to sing Julio Iglesias songs. He explored 
aspects of Iglesias’ style of singing and songs that inspired him to work 
with the group to adapt these into his own original song ‘Beautiful Eyes’ 
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(Myers 2004b), which combined his own original lyrics sung in English 
in an Iglesias style along with a traditional song from Afghanistan that 
reminded him of home and that he also connected with sitting on the 
hillside of Plymouth’s Hoe overlooking the sea.

Selections of songs from the Take me to a place song map were per-
formed at public events associated with Refugee Week, a UK-wide pro-
gramme of events which celebrate the experiences and contribution of 

Fig. 5 Take me to a place route map (Myers 2004b)
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refugees to the UK. In these presentations, the songs facilitated partici-
pation in the discursive activity of Refugee Week and its enactments of 
inclusion, integration, community cohesion and belonging. The group 
that created Take me to a place was disparate and did not belong to a pre-
existing unified community. However, it could be said that the group 
expressed and experienced the sounds of ‘a community consciously 
undergoing the experience of its sharing’ (Nancy 1991, 40). The songs 
and the community that formed through the process of their construction 
were formed by continuously getting lost in and/or rediscovering the city 
with one another. The ‘singular outline of our being-in-common’ (Ibid., 
66–67) emerged through the lines of the song and the lines of the walk, 
mapping both personal and collectively shared experiences of the city.

Ghassan Hage’s understanding of migrant home-building suggests 
that what is longed for is not necessarily an actual location, though mem-
ories of actual places are important affects that constitute ‘the building 
of the feeling of being “at home”’ (Hage 1997, 102). Hage suggests 
that song, music and places that trigger associations or memories of past 
places where particular social relationships were enacted facilitate strong 
intimations of home: ‘the voice operates as a conduit to the imaginary 
world of the homeland … a totality that does not and had never existed, 
but which is imagined as a homely totality from the standpoint of the 
present’ (Ibid., 107).

Songs can describe everyday objects and places in the present tense, 
from the embodied experience of being there, in such a way that they 
direct an experience that goes beyond metaphor or representation to 
direct involvement and communication. In folk song, Booth suggests the 
singer speaks on behalf of the audience and the story sung is adopted as 
the listener’s own testimony; the ‘narrative song implies audience affir-
mation’ (Booth 1981, 16). This suggests stepping into a prior authen-
tic or unitary sense of self. However, with migrant home-building, this 
experience may instead lead to what Deborah Battaglia refers to as a 
self-problematisation or self-prospecting (Battaglia 1995, 92). or, as 
Hage suggests, with positive experiences of nostalgia the desire is not 
to be there, but involves ‘a desire to promote the feeling of being there 
here’ (Hage 1997, 108). This creates a base from which to meet, come 
to terms with and seize opportunities from life in the present, which is 
expressed in the composition and significance of ‘Beautiful Eyes’ (Myers 
2004b) in the Take me to a place map and similar to Sejojo’s experience 
of ‘walking again lively’ (Myers 2009, 157).
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ProvisionAlity: wAys of knowing And mAking PlAce 
through Adjustment And negotiAtion

Walking with another and within place, collectively mapping in the ways 
proposed in the art works discussed here, provides a spatial practice where 
located, situated and empathetic ways of relating to and understanding the 
world and another are possible. The walker shifts from their own perspective 
to engage with another through different lenses and senses. Nigel Thrift has 
described non-representational ways of theorising and witnessing as ways of 
constructing the world ‘through activity, and especially the activity of talk’ 
(Thrift 2000, 223). The practices of walking with another involve such an 
activity of living through and constructing the world through conversation, 
as reflected in comments by Sejojo, one of the walkers taking part in way 
from home, on his experience of the walk:

What I come to realise now, which is really of great impact really, is that 
taking someone through that imaginary and putting everything you knew 
back home somehow becomes a kind of reality … You feel as if you are 
telling a story to someone. Through that walk coming to relate certain 
places that are kind of the same way that they used to be back home. It 
gives you another way of looking at things. (Myers 2009, 155)

However, that activity of conversation is not just spoken. The prac-
tices are interdisciplinary, and include a variation in styles and tempos 
going between the metaphorical, the imaginary as Sejojo suggests, and 
other modes of communication, such as non-verbal physical comport-
ment. This was important for the cross-cultural conversations that took 
place as part of the context of the production of the art works discussed, 
where common languages were not always shared, or where there was a 
desire to avoid disclosure of details of traumatic experiences of conflict or 
that could lead towards persecution or other vulnerabilities.

Ingold and Vergunst have argued that walking itself is a social activity 
where ‘the feet respond as much as does the voice to the presence and activ-
ity of others. Social relations … are not enacted in situ but are paced out 
along the ground’ (Ingold and Vergunst 2008, 1). They suggest that the 
movement of this pacing is a way of knowing where knowledge is created 
through movement: ‘Movement, here, is not adjunct to knowledge’ (Ibid., 
5). It may be argued that a ‘normative walking’ (Heddon 2015) or abled-
walking is given privilege here in the language used to define the senses of 
walking, as foot-felt, and the description of actions it carries out, which omit 
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a wider range of possible performances, modes and experiences of walking. 
However, Jo Lee Vergunst and Ingold also suggest how walking involves 
the negotiation of individual differences through a situated and empathetic 
mobility: ‘Through shared walking, we can see and feel what is really a learn-
ing process of being together, in adjusting one’s body and one’s speech to 
the rhythms of others, and of sharing (or at least coming to see) a point of 
view’ (Lee and Ingold 2006, 82–83).

Again, where seeing is suggested here as normative, this may be 
understood as comprehending.

These provisional processes of adjustment, alignment, shifting and nego-
tiation between bodies and boundaries of identity, place and social realities in 
shared walking are significant for a way of knowing and place-making pro-
posed in the practices discussed here. These negotiations create a provisional 
and collective space and activity in which to challenge pre-formed percep-
tions and understandings of normative identities, behaviours and senses of 
place. They also extend the imagination beyond predetermined and known 
codes to find new ways of imagining and making place.

communAl And communicAtive knowing

The walking art practices examined here encourage the telling of stories and 
narratives of different relationships to places and perspectives on their his-
torical, political and social conditions and values. Through these communal 
and communicative actions, they generate a collectivity that may be under-
stood as a form of what Mary Belenky et al. refer to as ‘connected know-
ing’ (Belenky et al. 1986, 115). They propose this term as a procedural and 
conversational epistemological mode that attempts to understand the terms, 
perspectives and ways of thinking of an interlocutor through dialogue with-
out argumentation, judgement, defence of positions and reliance on abstrac-
tions: ‘Connected knowers learn through empathy. Both learn to get out 
from behind their own eyes and use a different lens … the lens of a discipline 
… the lens of another person’ (Ibid., 115).

This form of knowing involves both a recognition of the position of a 
speaker (their social, political or cultural context, position of power or mate-
rial conditions) and a redefinition of the self through identification with 
another (Kester 2004, 113–114).

In questioning what allows us to encounter one another, Judith 
Butler suggests that what demands consideration is not an a priori condi-
tion of language or communication, but the ethical responsibility of cul-
tural translation:
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For if I am confounded by you, then you are already of me, and I am 
nowhere without you. I cannot muster the ‘we’ except by finding the way 
in which I am tied to ‘you,’ by trying to translate but finding that my own 
language must break up and yield if I am to know you. You are what I gain 
through this disorientation and loss. This is how the human comes into 
being, again and again, as that which we have yet to know. (Butler 2004, 49)

Different aesthetic strategies used in the walks promoted the con-
ditions for this kind of communication through yielding and disori-
entation. Without predetermined itineraries or interpretations, the 
walkers find their way and language to express their experiences of place 
together, experiences that may be disparate and dissonant.

trAnslocAted cArtogrAPhies: re-orientAtion  
to PlAces of belonging

Conceptions of home as continuous, coherent, self-enclosed places of 
security and belonging, defined through fixed counter-positions of differ-
ence of an outside other, have been challenged by experiences of displace-
ment following from colonialism in the last century and contemporary 
shifts in directions and relations of power in the world. With this trans-
national mobility, ‘[c]ulture, we are told, no longer sits in places, but is 
hybrid, dynamic—more about routes than roots’ (Cresswell 2006, 1).

It has been argued that the sense of disruption of continuity between 
culture and place has led to a vertiginous sense of dislocation and disori-
entation: ‘in the world of supermodernity people are always, and never, 
at home’ (Augé 1995, 109). Homi Bhabha refers to this displacement 
as the colonial and postcolonial condition of ‘unhomeliness’ (Bhabha 
1994, 13), a sense of disorientation following from collapsed distinctions 
between public and domestic spaces. David Harvey has argued that this 
disorientation has activated a reactionary need for a sense of place as sta-
ble and bounded (Massey 1994, 162) and a need for a sense of orienta-
tion and control which is also expressed in Frederic Jameson’s call for 
cognitive mapping (Jameson 1991, 229).

Cognitive ways of perceiving meaning in the landscape, of understanding 
the integration of knowledge and place-making remain widely accepted as 
the dominant explanation of mapping practices. As a surveyor obtains data 
from multiple points of observation with instruments, so the body’s obser-
vations are assembled by the mind into that comprehensive representation 
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known as the cognitive map. Movement becomes relegated to a secondary 
mechanical function and space is conceived as outside of human existence. It 
is empirical, objective and mappable. With conventional cartographic maps, 
coexisting, contradicting and multiple narrative contexts, histories, journeys, 
and bodily efforts always involved in finding and founding place, are erased 
to create an illusion that these representations are direct transcriptions of 
reality. These erasures enabled European cartography to become a power-
ful tool of colonisation. Ingold argues that this erasure has been extended 
with the Global Positioning System (GPS) (Ingold 2000), quoting Thomas 
Widlok: ‘Both a map and a GPS depend on a history of human-environ-
ment interactions … from which the experiential aspects of the humans 
involved have been systematically eliminated to leave nothing but formal-
ised, de-personalised procedures’ (Widlok 1997, 326).

The mappings defined by Ingold as ‘residual byproducts’ (Ingold 
2000, 220) of wayfaring are not constructions of cognitive mental pro-
cesses, but offer alternative ways of conceiving of the act of mapping 
or the status of different kinds of maps. Corner recognises the creative 
potential of mapping in its place-making capacity and potential as a ‘col-
lective enabling enterprise’ (Corner 2002, 213) where he suggests ‘its 
agency lies in neither reproduction nor imposition but rather in uncov-
ering realities previously unseen or unimagined, even across seemingly 
exhausted grounds. Thus, mapping unfolds potential; it re-makes terri-
tory over and over again, each time with new and diverse consequences’ 
(Ibid.). Creative approaches to mapping, such as those practised in way 
from home and Take me to a place, offer personalised procedures of map-
ping that reveal the complex layers of the multiple narrative contexts of 
translocal experience—the bodily efforts of communicating, translating 
and making place.

PolytemPorAlity: reconcePtuAlising nostAlgiA 
And AttAchments to PlAce

The nostalgic yearning for back home, often equated as homesickness 
and stereotypically associated with migrant identity, is assumed to be a 
regressive and passive rejection of participating and settling in the pre-
sent (Hage 1997, 104–105). For Braidotti, it is the postcolonial subject 
that ‘makes the original culture into a living experience’ (Braidotti 1994, 
25) through activating the sense of the home country or culture of 
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origin, using the memory of the past to transform the present as a form 
of resistance to the conditions offered by the host country. The way from 
home walks aimed to activate the imagining and remembering of a past 
home in this way, as a transformative strategy of home-making or making 
places of belonging, as ‘a technique of strategic re-location in order to 
rescue what we need of the past in order to trace paths of transformation 
of our lives here and now’ (Ibid., 6).

In formulating a typology or study of nostalgia, Svetlana Boym 
describes a future-orientated form of nostalgia that necessitates a sense of 
responsibility to the future, as much as the past: ‘Nostalgia is not always 
about the past; it can be retrospective but also prospective. Fantasies of 
the past determined by needs of the present have a direct impact on real-
ities of the future’ (Boym 2002, xvi).

one participant in the way from home walks articulated and noted 
his achievements and contributions to the economic and cultural life of 
Plymouth and expressed such a prospective nostalgia upon arriving at 
his special place on his map—Lake Tanganyika in what was then known 
as the Republic of Zaire. Upon reaching the sea at this point where the 
shore of the lake would be according to his map, he looked out over 
the Plymouth Sound and recalled the geography of conflict of his previ-
ous home and expressed his desires for its future and a prospective place 
in it: ‘I’d like to take back what is not there and what I have gained so 
far from here and what I wanted to gain by the time when I was back 
home’ (Sejojo in Myers 2009, 154). His words did not express a desire 
to return to the past, but to return to build a future. The sense of time 
expressed in Sejojo’s reminiscence is not quite that of the ‘future perfect: 
“it will have been like this”’ that Braidotti ascribes to exile literature; nor 
is it that of the blocked horizons or impossible present she ascribes to 
migrant literature (Braidotti 1994, 24). Instead, the tense of this narra-
tive is conditional perfect. Sejojo was not concerned with what will have 
been, but with what he desired to do now in the present that he could 
not have done in the past, due to the wars and tribal conflicts that pro-
voked his departure. He expressed his awareness that things had changed 
in his country of origin as much as he had. However, he also expressed a 
critical and political awareness of the forces that hindered the possibility 
of the kind of changes he would like to make in the future.

In Boym’s typology of nostalgia, she defines a ‘restorative nostalgia’ 
as one that seeks to return and reconstruct the lost home as a point of 
origin, the single plot constructed by national memory’s plundering of 
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shared everyday recollections (Boym 2002). Alternatively, she suggests 
that a ‘reflective nostalgia’ is one that ‘does not follow a single plot, but 
explores ways of inhabiting many places at once and imagining different 
time zones’ (Ibid., xviii, 53) and that offers the possibility of a shared 
collective framework made of individual reminiscences. What is most 
missed in the experience of displacement, Boym argues, is not so much 
the past or the homeland, as the space of cultural experience, the con-
text provided by culture for relationships to develop, not necessarily by 
continuity, but by contiguity, ‘based neither on nation nor religion but 
on elective affinities’ (Ibid.). Perhaps way from home and Take me to a 
place both create contexts for the expression of a reflective nostalgia and 
of relationships to develop by contiguity, not only through the walking 
with another, but also in the affinities found in the relationships between 
other narratives. Beyond the public presentations of these narratives, they 
were shared more intimately in person with other walkers in the contexts 
of workshops that took place as part of the project. When asked about 
the impact of the walk on him, Sejojo said, ‘it gave me a time off, which 
was a relaxed time. Time to know people. Well, knowing you. And the 
other impact I could say was definitely time to get to socialise with peo-
ple’ (Myers 2009, 155).

conclusion

This retrospective of my earlier work through the reframing of 
Braidotti’s nomadic cartography has been useful in understanding how 
developments in digital technologies over the last decade provide par-
ticular opportunities for the realisation of the ethical and aesthetic 
impulses of a civic cartography developed through that work that were 
originally limited by lack of technical expertise, access to resources, avail-
ability of time, limitations of hardware and so on. Advances in networked 
communication and locative technologies in particular have made tools 
more readily available that afford those features outlined here for a civic 
cartography: multivocality, collectivity, translocality and provisionality.

The bespoke digital platform created in way from home pre-dated and 
anticipated the proliferation of multimedia annotation and customisation 
tools of online personalised map-making platforms now readily available 
commercially and that promote a digital cartography. The ‘logic of shar-
ing’ (Artieri 2012) that is implicit within participatory media and the 
availability of easy-to-use digital tools provide the networked population 
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with more opportunities for self-representation, to not just consume but 
produce content, to access and tag located information, to engage in 
public speech and to undertake collective action (Shirky 2011). With the 
upload and character limits of some platforms, the kind of abbreviation 
of experience that was necessary in the digitisation of the way from home 
walks has become a more familiar mode of communication and digitisa-
tion of the self that permits a propagation of content.

While the costs of technical expertise and labour involved in produc-
ing the way from home platform were prohibitive at the time and lim-
ited the number of walks included, the current ease and availability of 
personalised social media map-making tools now make it possible to 
expand this activity, in particular by giving greater control to the walker 
in constructing and selecting the form and multimedia elements of the 
walk in the way that Stalker used Google Map Maker to enable the self-
governing process that is so critical to their work (Stalker 2010). Indeed, 
a couple of walkers who took part in the way from home walks as part 
of the Trans-national Communities project, Kurdish artist Thaer Ali and 
photographer John Perivolaris, created a Flickr webpage of their walk, 
combining photographs with Thaer’s narrative of his remembered place 
(Perivolaris and Ali 2008). The proliferation of this kind of self-governed 
and collectively generated representations from the walks realised an 
intended impetus of the invitation first extended by the way from home 
instructions—a civic cartography.

The development of geo-location capabilities made possible through 
GPS provides the capacity to access located content without the neces-
sity for users to manipulate hardware, and be instructed to do so (‘press 
play/stop here’), as in Take me to a place, processes which now seem so 
antiquated. The narrated directions that are now more figurative than 
literal in the song map would be unnecessary with navigational features 
such as the floating blue dot or vibration now available to guide a walker 
to an actual location, not always accurate, but more so than those that 
relied on pinpointing ephemeral coordinates. However, these particu-
lar developments may depersonalise and remove experiential aspects of 
mapping and wayfinding that rely on human-environment interactions, 
as discussed earlier. on the other hand, the development of personalised 
map-making platforms that afford opportunities for tagging and layer-
ing locations with multiple narratives, histories, journeys are invaluable 
for understanding and knowing more about where we have been, who 
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we are and where we are going and becoming. A civic cartography, as it 
has been proposed here, involves the interweaving of individual voices, 
itineraries, life stories and lived knowledge to form collective maps of 
lived experience. This outline or horizon of selfhood in such practices is 
permeable to and comes into being in relation to another—from out of 
nowhere to arrive and journey somewhere together.

An ethics and aesthetics of such a practice must be mindful of what 
and who is left out of that collective autobiography and journey. The 
affordances of technological advancement discussed here, the access 
to these technologies or the level of connectivity they require, are not 
ubiquitous and universal. They may allow a more self-governed creation 
and distribution of collective autobiographies and further opportunities 
within the meshwork of these situated traces for new forms of engage-
ment and alliance-building to contend with the challenges of transna-
tional mobility. However, a digital civic cartography will need to stay 
mindful of the agendas of those who design and control these digital 
platforms and media and the new horizons, borders and spaces of non-
belonging, immobility and exclusion, of nowhere, that emerge.

notes

1.  on the question of home in time of migration and mobility, see: Doreen 
Massey, ‘A place called home’, New Formations 17, Summer (1992): 
3–25, Space, Place and Gender (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), For 
space (London: Sage, 2005); bell hooks, Yearning: Race, Gender, and 
Cultural Politics (Boston: South End Press, 1990); Edward S. Casey, 
Getting Back into Space: Towards a renewed Understanding of the Place-
World, (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1993), 
Debbora Battaglia, ed., Rhetorics of Self-Making (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1995); Svetlana Boym, The future of nostalgia (New 
York: Basic Books, 2002); Ghassan Hage, ‘At Home in the Entrails of 
the West: Multiculturalism, ethnic food and migrant home-building’ in 
Home/World: Space, community and marginality in Sydney’s west, 99–153, 
ed. Helen Grace et al. (Sydney: Pluto Press, 1997); Nigel Rapport and 
Andrew Dawson, eds., Migrants of Identity: Perceptions of Home in a World 
of Movement (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 1998).

2.  Digital artwork designed and created with Dan Harris and Adam Child, 
www.wayfromhome.org, and published as a DVD supplement by Misha 
Myers and Dan Harris, way from home. The walks’ instructions were pub-
lished as a special insert in the same issue and the artwork exhibited at 

http://www.wayfromhome.org
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the Millais Gallery, as part of the Art in the Age of Terrorism exhibition 
(Southampton, UK, November 2004–January 2005).

3.  way from home, The Breakfast Programme, BBC Radio Devon (9–13 
February 2004).
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Sounding out the City

Hannah Nicklin

Prologue

I am twenty-three years old and for the first time in my life I see that 
the city is beautiful. Where I grew up, the horizon is a faraway quiet 
thing. In cities, I have always felt scrunched up, wading against a tide of 
strangers. Roughly forty-five minutes ago, I met one of those strangers 
near Covent Garden tube station. This is five years before I will move to 
London (I live in a leafy part of Wolverhampton) so at this point I feel 
like Covent Garden is Real London, rather than a theme park of it. It 
is seven years before I refer to it as ‘Central’ in conversation. Not ‘central 
London’ but ‘Central’. It’s seven years before I get on a first-name basis 
with this city. A stranger and I awkwardly (but generously) make our 
way to a point on a map. Having synchronised our phone clocks with 
an internet timer, we get our phones out, put them in airplane mode (so 
no calls or texts interrupt the recording) and, on the stroke of the hour, 
press ‘play’.
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introduction

This chapter will consider the potential political power of applied digital 
agency to be discovered in the soundwalk—a simple piece of interactive 
audio performance. Before considering applied digital agency, however, 
I need to examine what I mean by the ‘digital’ in performance, and the 
kinds of agency that are enabled by different kinds of ‘interactivity’, as 
well as the context from, and manner in which political power/agency 
might be drawn. This chapter presents a taxonomy of interaction as 
drawn from a background of digital performance and game design, 
before considering what the implicit political problems of urban living 
in the digital age are, and finally considering the political agency possible 
through the mechanics of interactivity. of particular interest is the man-
ner in which such art works can represent the city to the urban subject, 
and invite them to engage with the political and social constructions of 
contemporary, urban, digital technoculture. The case study that closes 
the chapter looks at the Subtlemobs made by the international arts collec-
tive Circumstance.

whAt we meAn when we tAlk About interAction

The terms ‘interactive’ and ‘immersive’ are frequently confused and mis-
used in theatre and performance circles as well as in the wider media 
where the question of experience design is likely to come up. The neces-
sity to talk in greater specificity when discussing interactivity is high-
lighted by Steve Dixon in Digital Performance:

If one turns a light switch, the process is interactive – something is 
received in exchange – but no real dialogue takes place. In precisely the 
same way, many and arguably most products and artworks dubbed ‘interac-
tive’ … should more accurately be termed ‘reactive.’ (2007, 561)

Rules of Play—a study in game design—also picks up on this problem 
of reactivity mis-categorised as ‘interactivity’. Likewise, when one con-
siders the language around digital culture, too often the word is also 
used as a synonym for or essential quality of ‘digital’. In response to 
this, both Salen and Zimmerman’s Rules of Play and Dixon’s Digital 
Performance define interaction primarily in terms of a dialogue (Salen 
and Zimmerman 2004, 59)—it is about a transfer and affect. Dixon 
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goes on to suggest a new scale of ‘levels’ of interaction which is use-
ful to further a taxonomy of interaction in first-person theatre; this is a 
term that I use to describe theatre and performance at which you are 
the  centre—a phraseology drawn from the first-person shooter of gam-
ing. The term ‘first-person theatre’ will used in this chapter where it is 
most useful in collating the different distinctive definitions of interaction. 
‘First person’ will be used when distinction is not necessary; first-person 
theatre is work which places you at the centre of the narrative framework 
or universe—you are both in and of the narrative world; to what level, or 
purpose, is immaterial to this term. This term is used in order to decon-
struct ‘interactive’—as a means of finding a new description to pick apart 
the affordances of the problems of calling all first-person work ‘interac-
tive’, as a means of arguing for the necessity of greater distinction. These 
forms of interaction are also informed by Pervasive Games: Theory and 
Design (Montola, Stenros and Waern 2009). They include the following 
categories:

1.  Reactive
2.  Navigational
3.  Conversational
4.  Emergent (Dixon 2007:563)

Reactive work is best described as switch-based—you press ‘play’ on an 
mp3 player, you turn on a light, you take something that a performer 
hands you—the work is ‘on’ because you are there, but you do not shape 
the content or the context in which it is experienced. Most immersive 
work fits into this first category.

Navigational work allows you to choose context; you not only get 
to choose how and where to direct your gaze, but also where and how 
you act. This action may be guided (speed of walking, specific directions 
in which to approach something), but your actions colour and shape the 
experience, though the content of the work is not affected by your deci-
sions, only the context. In navigational work, the piece constantly stops 
or breaks if you do not take an action.

Conversational work is work in which the content as well as the 
context is shaped by the participant. There is a construct controlled by 
the artist(s) who might be considered to have lexical control, but the 
content is directly shaped by the interaction with the participant whose 
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responses fundamentally form the work. The work is contingent upon 
and made up of the responses of the participants.

Emergent work occurs within a framework—but content, context 
and lexical control are all within the power of the participant. The con-
tent and, crucially, conclusion are decided by their actions. Emergent 
work allows the greatest amount of agency for its participants and most 
often involves more game-like tactics, the asking of a question, a ‘what 
if?’, that the participants are invited to inhabit. There is usually a set of 
rules and interventions throughout the work, but the actions of the par-
ticipants in the context of the rule set and game-performance environ-
ment mean that the behaviour and meaning-content of all aspects of the 
performance are entirely emergent.

Immersion (in theatre) is another sticky term, and is so often con-
fused with interactivity that it bears further definition, in order to con-
centrate on the separate affordances of both.

If you interact with something, it is a two-way conversation from 
where you already are (physically or otherwise). You are able to have 
an effect on the outcomes of the experience (which means being able 
to understand how to affect, and to not worry that you might break 
the construct). Think of the experience of playing a board game—the 
play space works with interior rules and story-based constraints, but it 
is played with the confidence of someone playing from ‘what is’ as a 
starting point: ‘I am Hannah.’ ‘I am Hannah playing as the Scientist in 
Pandemic.’ When done well, interactivity in performance invites the par-
ticipant to straddle an in-between—the in-between of ‘what is’ (the world 
in which we live), and ‘what if ’—the use of play to expose the systems of 
the world in which we live, in play. The participant is not asked to vanish 
into a new context, but to augment their current one with playful imag-
inings. The participants have a clear framework for understanding how 
their actions will affect the system of the experience. There is feedback 
from their input that makes each iteration of play different in substance, 
not just effect.

If you are immersed in something, you are invited to be entirely 
washed away. It is the equivalent of the transporting techniques of vir-
tual reality. Immersive theatre attempts to remove the ‘what is’ of reality 
and to bring the participant entirely into the ‘what if ’ of a new context. 
Immersion tends, therefore, to work with very low to no interactive 
mechanisms because, if you spend all of your authorial energy and design 
effort on making a whole new world, and (crucially) blurring the edges 
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of where that ‘what if ’ stops and ‘what is’ begins, you cannot design for 
every action that a participant might take. In building a ‘what if ’ pow-
erful enough to transport, the participant is asked to walk away from 
‘what is’. As soon as you walk away from ‘what is’, the participants lose 
agency. They carry with them their body from ‘what is’ into an alien land 
of ‘what if ’. This new context pretends to be a whole new ‘what is’. New 
rules must apply, but in our usual contexts we don’t often refer to rule 
sheets, so it would break the immersion of ‘what if ’ to set out a rule 
structure which would be in itself an admission that there once was a 
‘what if ’. In this complex bind it is almost impossible to fully play with 
agency, to allow the participant to access ‘what if ’ thoroughly enough 
to support complex interaction. Immersive performance, for this reason, 
tends toward the promenade: walk but don’t touch.

Immersive performance plays with appearance and environment: place 
as context. Interactive performance plays with agency and affect: people 
in the context of others and the environment as arising from that.

It is interactivity that interests me. As a means for engaging with and 
(through the bracketing aspect of art) reflecting on our implication in 
the systems of our daily lives and situations; discovering and reconciling 
the contemporary being with the here and now that arises from existing 
with other people around us.

That way of destining ourselves in common that we call a politics, that way 
of opening community to itself, rather than to a destiny or to a future. 
(Nancy 1991, 80–1)

The understanding of ‘politics’ herein is built on this notion: of the abil-
ity to understand and to take action within a social system. Politics used 
here does not refer just to the specific operations of government, nor is 
the definition as general as Aristotle’s ‘things concerning the citizens’ 
(Aristotle 2010), though few definitions of politics could escape this. 
‘Politics’ is a reflection on power within a given community or society. A 
politically engaged individual is, through my definition, a ‘member of a 
society or community with the ability to reflect on that society or com-
munity’, and ‘draw personal conclusions about how they wish themselves 
and others to participate in it, give credence to it, and/or affect change 
within or without it’.

A politically active individual, therefore, is one who is able to act on 
those conclusions. Politically powerful performance is work that offers a 
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participant or audience member the ability to reflect, on their own terms, 
on their place in a global, national, local or familial community or soci-
ety, together with evoking the empowering notion that, whatever con-
clusions one might come to, one might also act upon them and effect 
change. ‘Politics’ is a reflection on systems of influence and power, and 
the individual’s place within them. This notion of a ‘system’ is perhaps 
too general, but is so termed as to encompass both the constructs of pri-
vate interests and socio-economic constructions, as well as the more elu-
sive praxis of community—of the relationship between the subject and 
the subjective other.

This makes pertinent Jean-Luc Nancy’s notion in The Inoperable 
Community that ‘the political is the place where community as such is 
brought into play’ (Nancy 1991, xxxvii). As Nancy implies, it is in sys-
tems of power and influence—the political, as previously termed—that 
communities are inculcated, created and influenced. Therefore, the 
political is where community is brought into play. It is also through the 
summoning of community that politics might be played with. Politics is 
inscribed in community and so through the lens of the arts and a collec-
tive agency encouraged by first-person theatre, politics might be consid-
ered, revisited and revised. Likewise, if politics is concerned with systems 
of power and influence that essentially work with human beings as their 
contents, the rules of these systems might be reflected upon, played with 
and corrupted by new memes, new viral transmissions of the praxis of 
relationships and existence, through interactive theatre.

urbAn living in the digitAl Age

Nicolas Whybrow in Art and the City explains that the year 2007 was the 
point at which the proportion of the global population living in urban 
areas began to outweigh the rural (Whybrow 2011, 7). Whybrow goes 
on to suggest that if current trends of migration and population remain 
steady, by ‘2030 five billion out of a global population of just over eight 
billion is projected to be made up of city dwellers’ (Ibid.). Although the 
experience of the slums of Mumbai, the ‘model’ city of Pyong Yang, or 
the dying retail centres of smaller English cities, might vary widely, the 
urban environment can currently be described as the predominant mode 
of living. While it should be stated that the ‘urban experience’ primarily 
addressed in this chapter is that of the advanced capitalist Western world, 
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all urban experience can be united by the notion of unprecedented 
scale—of architecture and proximate humanity.

Whybrow quotes Pearson and Shanks’ conclusion in their 2006 
UN-HABITAT report, that it is now ‘the urban, the congregation of 
strangers, which defines our contemporary situation’ (2010, 1), but there 
is an unease felt by the individual among this great congregation of stran-
gers; an unease that Tim Etchells references in Eight Fragments on the City:

There are these strange intimacies in the city – those moments on the 
escalator, those others in the lift, in the subway, or those moments when, 
stopping at the traffic lights, we glance to the car opposite and are close 
enough to speak, even touch. The fascination of these moments is simple – 
that our machines have brought us together and held us apart. (2010, 38)

The ‘machines’ Etchells talks about build the city, but alienate its citizens 
from one another. In this context, there is a feeling that the contempo-
rary urban experience is almost violently vast—on a level that is beyond 
the grasp of the individual subject, resulting in ‘strange’ incomplete 
meetings—missed intimacy. This is connected to how the urban environ-
ment is built; much of it driven and shaped by the private interests of 
capitalism and in that way founded on a principle of alienation.

McLuhan observes in Understanding Media how the past technolo-
gies of the industrial mechanical age were fundamentally fragmentary 
and centralist—these are the notions observed by Etchells—pulled apart 
by the technology of lifestyles sold to satisfy the surplus that the peo-
ple have been brought together to produce. The capitalist-driven urban 
environment of the mechanical age is one of increasing alienation, first 
of the worker from their product, and then of the individual from their 
leisure time. In the context of the spectacle of capitalist culture, desires 
are degraded into ‘needs’ (Marcus 2004, 8), pleasures are subsumed by 
‘lifestyles’, and the radical in-between of the city—the streets which are 
the spaces between work, between private property and commerce—are 
degraded into a transaction in time and space, a sum, a product. This 
urban experience is less and less a meeting place, and instead a place of 
passing through; something Ian Buchanan and Gregg Lambert term in 
Deleuze and Space ‘a new generation of spaces that do not confer the 
sense of feeling of being in a place … frictionless passageways designed 
as conduits or simply so vast or alien they have lost contact with human 
proportion’ (2005, 7).
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From the mechanical technology of the automobile that precipitated a 
move away from a pace and place at and in which one is able to encoun-
ter the other, to the ‘distracted state of the mobile phone user [that] pre-
cludes any possibility of immanent social interaction’ (Whybrow 2011, 
65), the scale and technology of the Western, developed-world city evicts 
the individual from the ‘there’ of ‘there-being’, producing a kind of 
‘homelessness’ (Arendt 2002, 346).

In the modern urban context, I am devoid of the ‘there’ of ‘there-
being’; I am torn from a ‘functional context’ (Ibid); I cannot see the ties 
to the social world around me because its scope is far reaching, much 
further than I can comprehend. I am unable to identify as implicated 
in a system, and therefore unable to imagine that I might have agency. 
Unable to discover my edges—my limits (as per Blanchot—where I end 
and the subjective other begins (Blanchot 1988))—through an encoun-
ter with the strangers of which the city is made (the history of the hands 
that built the bridges, that laid the pavements, that drew the mark-
ings, that dropped the gum), the potentially manipulative interface of 
the modern situation is made invisible, and is replaced with a sense of 
benign ‘passing through’. This is a corruption of the radical potential of 
the in-between of public space; the ‘what is’ of me and the ‘what if ’ of a 
stranger are elided when public space is turned from meeting place into 
passageway. In the removal of the in-between of meeting place, the sub-
ject is refused connection with the subjective other and the politics of 
community are occluded. The urban is the dominant mode of existing, 
as well as a dominant mode of potential erosion of agency—of seeing 
affect—leaving us open to exploitation by late capitalism’s mockery of 
affect, consumerism.

The task becomes to reconcile the experience of the city with human 
proportion. It is in the impossible communion of the self and the sub-
jective other that the human discovers their finitude. In this moment 
community arises, and so too does a scale—a functional context. out 
of a beginning and an end, a middle is visible, inhabitable—there lies 
community, and there too a manner of reconciling the individual with 
human proportion. There is, to continue with the language of Nancy 
and Blanchot, an impossible communion of ‘being’ with ‘here’. A per-
sonal-as-political practice in the city must therefore discover a route to 
the other in the city, and the other of the city itself.

In the digital age, pervasive technology and ubiquitous computing 
make the in-between even harder to access. As technology extends into 
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human bodies, and individuals project their selves outwards as McLuhan 
suggests (McLuhan 1964), it does the same for consumerism, for pas-
sageway living, which reaches into individuals. In the context of the 
Internet of Things1 and the Quantified Self 2 the human and the city begin 
to trade in the same immaterial ‘stuff’: that is digital data, information, 
the city and the body of the individual increasingly intertwined. In the 
context of an ‘information age’ the problem of the individual as consumer 
becomes individual-to-be-consumed. The in-between vanishes. Henri 
Lefebvre, here quoted by Whybrow in Art and the City, describes how:

a neo-capitalist organisation of urban space ‘no longer gathers people and 
things, but data and knowledge. It inscribes in an eminently elaborated 
form of simultaneity the conception of the whole incorporated into an 
electronic brain, using the quasi-instantaneity of communications (1996: 
170). (2011, 20)

To follow McLuhan, previously mechanical and industrial technologies 
were centralist and divisive; they brought people together, while keep-
ing them apart. The new electronic technologies are de-centralist and 
integral (McLuhan 1964, 8)—that is, they are characterised by a disrup-
tion of the near and far. They pervade and personalise data harvesting 
and application. Ubiquitous computing and pervasive technology is, as 
William J. Mitchell explains in Soft Cities, quoted in Brandon LaBelle’s 
Performance, Technology & Science, challenging ‘the very idea of a city’:

In a world of ubiquitous computation and telecommunication, elec-
tronically augmented bodies, postinfobahn architecture, and big-time bit 
business, the very idea of a city is challenged and must eventually be recon-
ceived. (2006, 258)

1 The increasingly networked/digitally enabled physical world—sensors and observations 
and data that are drawn from bridges or lampposts or litter bins, and connected through 
the internet.

2 Specifically, a movement which attempts to draw data from as much of one’s existence 
as possible: sleep patterns, nutrition, exertion, heart rate, blood pressure, mood, location, 
etc. Used more generally here to also imply those quantifications that are gathered about 
us by our devices that we don’t necessarily think of as extraordinary: our journeys mapped 
through oyster cards, our food purchases saved on loyalty cards, our location recorded 
by our smart phone’s triangulations, the people with whom we exchange electronic 
communications.
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Mobile networked technology in particular has played a key role in 
developing the characteristics of what LaBelle calls ‘transurbanism’—
characteristics that directly parallel the significant shifts in the ‘digital 
age’; the age of the near and far, the end of the age of broadcast, per-
sonalisation and the vanishing of the interface.

Networked pervasive technology instils the simultaneous near and far 
in daily lives; in being continually connected and able to send and receive 
data, the conversational, as opposed to broadcast, manner of media 
communication is constantly enabled. The companion device is deeply 
customisable, and reacts to the data it gathers from its owner by opt-in 
or opt-out methods, enabling greater and better-informed levels of per-
sonalisation. The technology that travels as part of a contemporary indi-
vidual almost constantly means that the notion of the technology as an 
interface begins to vanish—it is not a conscious act, a frame, but rather 
window technology that enables digital technology to pervade.

Consider the contemporary headphone wearer walking through 
the city or sitting on public transport; this ubiquitous figure is creating 
their own private functional context. Michael Bull, quoted in a study 
into headphone use and privacy in public space by Fan Ho Ki, explains 
how: ‘The use of a personal stereo “drowns out” geographical space 
and places her … “into a room of her own” by “closing her ears and 
shutting her eyes” to the space occupied but not inhabited’ (2007). It 
is not the silence that the headphone wearer protects against, it is the 
noise—the data out-of-context that threatens to overwhelm the indi-
vidual in the city—that forces them to encounter the implications of the 
near interrupted by the far of the ‘global village’. Among other exam-
ples, Nicolas Whybrow talks of mobile phones and CCTV as illustrations 
of how ‘technology has “selfishly” redirected, if not stolen, the attentive, 
responsible, even antagonistic, gaze in public space’ (2011, 65). Brandon 
LaBelle also draws attention to this notion of the ‘selfishly’ redirected 
gaze and voice:

Mobile phones … create public monologues, half-conversations 
announced and hidden in the technologized instant of connection whose 
process makes strange the voice inside the public domain. (2006, 268)

What both of these examples find ‘selfish’ is the exclusivity of under-
standing. The people around the mobile phone user are denied the con-
text of the conversation of which they can only hear half.
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It is the context, the situation, the in-between that the contemporary 
citizen needs to rediscover in order to reconcile their being with here, 
in the context of the other. But in the digital age this cannot be a return 
to an older context that just consists of being solely here and now; to do 
so is to blame the tool rather than its use, and is to fail to address the 
changes that are happening to being in the digital age—and to deny the 
great number of positive influences and characteristics of digital technol-
ogy. Instead, one might seek new practices which engage with the near 
and far of the transurban experience: practices which re-reveal the inter-
faces and reconcile the self to the situation—the individual in and of the 
urban networked environment—in order to quell the pain of implication 
of the electronic age, where to open ourselves up to the reality of the 
people we pass by—to all of the people we pass by online and off every 
day—would be to collapse with sorrow; in an age where we, according 
to McLuhan, ‘wear all mankind as our skin’ (1964, 47).

In this context the soundwalk, in presenting a whole to be navigated 
and activated by the movement of the individual, reconciles the ‘far’ of 
pervasive technology with the ‘near’ of lived experience. The alternative 
to exercising this means of community is the hyper-personalised space of 
the internet troll, the ultimate postmodernist, who gleefully ‘plays with 
the pieces’ and has lost the sense not so much of the other as of the self, 
of their finitude, or functional context (Plant 1992, 154).

wAlking

If the most basic unit of the city is the citizen, then the simplest prac-
tice of the city is that of traversing it with the body: walking. Walking 
is here used to discuss a particular pace at a particular scale, and with 
as few physical or technological barriers as is possible, a pace that ena-
bles original human encounters. The use of this word is problematised 
in the context of people with mobility issues, but is used for want of a 
better term. The ultimate route to one’s functional context in the city—
the in-between—of self and subjective other, of ‘what is’ and ‘what if ’ 
(as termed in this chapter) has been set out by several theorists as the 
act of walking. From the dérive of the SI, to Benjamin’s flâneur and de 
Certeau’s Wandersmänner, walking practices allow people, in Graeme 
Miller’s words, ‘a chance to name places and make contact with each 
other’. Miller, quoted in Carl Lavery’s article on the ‘Politics of [Miller’s 
work] Linked’, goes on to explain how:
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humans need to mark their lives against a real space and other people. 
When they cease to walk, the real spaces become less plausible then than 
the centralized reality of the media and are increasingly witnessed as a pass-
ing blur from a car window. They become abandoned, the haunts of the 
disturbed. (2010, 153)

For Miller, walking is the movement least mediated and most able to 
encounter the other. It is de Certeau who posits the most useful reflec-
tion on a practice of a city for the purposes of transurban living: a 
practice of the city not just as space, but as one built with and of the 
other. In this de Certeau perhaps comes closest to a true understand-
ing of one’s functional context: to (inoperable—Blanchot/Nancy again) 
community. In the 1988 Practice of Everyday Life, de Certeau discov-
ers, in the in-between of self and city, a place created by the self with 
the subjective other. Talking in the language of lovers (the same imagery 
Blanchot employs in his discussion of community) de Certeau discusses 
the impossibility of understanding the city in any other way than as a 
shared practice:

The ordinary practitioners of the city live ‘down below,’ below the thresh-
olds at which visibility begins. They walk – an elementary form of this 
experience of the city; they are walkers, Wandersmänner, whose bodies fol-
low the thicks and thins of an urban ‘text’ they write without being able to 
read it. These practitioners make use of spaces that cannot be seen; their 
knowledge of them is as blind as that of lovers in each other’s arms. The 
paths that correspond in this intertwining, unrecognized poems in which 
each body is an element signed by many others, elude legibility. It is as 
though the practices organizing a bustling city were characterized by their 
blindness. The networks of these moving, intersecting writings compose a 
manifold story that has neither author nor spectator, shaped out of frag-
ments of trajectories and alterations of spaces: in relation to representa-
tions, it remains daily and indefinitely other. (1988, 93)

This is a truly embodied experience, the Wandersmänner being 
embroiled in a functional context, and it is the functional context of the 
other. With the Wandersmänner we find the true in-between of the act of 
walking, and the notion that through the act of walking in the city the 
subject connects with the subjective other to form a whole. An illegible, 
inoperable community of a city is not one defined by boundaries, nor 
one that ‘produces’ anything other than itself. Again, there is a similarity 
in language to that of Blanchot and Nancy as the literary metaphor of 
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‘illegibility’ recurs. In the context of the digital age, de Certeau’s vision 
of the Wandersmänner offers a level of experience of inscription that 
resists the map view, the ‘far’ of technology removed from the context of 
the ‘near’ (Google street view, GPS and CCTV).

listening

As well as the active, embedded embodiment the soundwalk offers, it 
also uses the ultimate medium of the in-between—sound—to augment 
the experience of the participant. As Frances Dyson suggests in Sounding 
New Media, the medium of sound can offer a fundamental return to sub-
jectivity—to a functional context:

Three-dimensional, interactive, and synthetic, perceived in the here and 
now of an embodied space, sound returns to the listener the very same quali-
ties that media mediates: that feeling of being here now, of experiencing 
oneself as engulfed, enveloped, absorbed, enmeshed, in short, immersed in 
an environment. (2009, 4) [My emphasis.]

This is a powerful point in the context of the personal-as-political sought 
in urban space. As Dyson suggests, the ability of sound to augment, as 
opposed to simulate an environment, embraces (as Andy Field phrased it 
in one of a series of blog posts for the British Council) the ‘total impos-
sibility of getting away from the world around us’ (2010)—the fact that 
we are both in and of the world. Sound is pervasive, but spatially so; it 
is shaped by the spaces in which it moves, and in being re-created in cer-
tain ways can shape the perception of space in return. For example, binau-
ral recording equipment3 used in Lundhal and Seitl’s The Symphony of a 
Missing Room completely and utterly simulated the sound of someone 
approaching you from behind across a forest floor. As Brandon LaBelle 
explains in Performance, Technology & Science, headphone-listening situ-
ates ‘listeners inside the actual and the virtual, the live and the recorded, 
thereby leading them through a labyrinth of information and its ultimate 

3 Binaural audio uses a recording technique that, when recording, uses microphones in 
each ear of a ‘stand-in’ head—this could be an actual person, or an accurate (in terms of 
density, scale, etc.) mannequin. The stand-in head interrupts the noises picked up by each 
mic in the same way the head of a listener would experience them in each ear, producing a 
sound which is uncannily spatially realistic.
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lack of cohesion’ (2006, 225). At the same time as appearing immaterial, 
sound can confuse human perception of material space and action, and 
thus it can represent the potential of the ‘experience error’ in the act of 
perception and, crucially, do so in the context of a transurban experience. 
The sound in a soundwalk is able to play with the near and the far, and, in 
showing both as construct, return the participant to an embodied under-
standing of active perception. LaBelle goes on to discuss a piece of work 
by Janet Cardiff, describing the effect of a disjunction in sound and vision:

I’m on a street that is no longer confined to visual referent; time is agitated 
through the overlapping and intersecting of different presences, and my 
understanding of where I am, what I’m doing, and where I’m going is 
given a jolt, making uneasy my sense of location – and, more important, as 
to what or whom to trust. (2006, 226)

This unease is ‘enframing’; it provides a route to the dream-city where 
significance shifts, and time and space twist, as a radical in-between. 
Sound is able to return active ‘eventhood’ to the embodied subject in a 
functional context. In urban space, the headphone may more typically be 
used to create space separate from a shared functional context, but in the 
soundwalk it is recouped; in the disjunction—the augmentation of ‘what 
is’ with the ‘what if’—an in-between emerges, is inhabited. LaBelle, again:

[Sound] teaches us that space is more than its apparent materiality, that 
knowledge is festive, alive as a chorus of voices, and that to produce and 
receive sound is to be involved in connections that make privacy intensely 
public, and public experience distinctly personal. (2006, ix)

The soundwalk re-presents ourselves as part of a constant material 
inscription on and with the bodies of ourselves and others. This means 
that the city becomes the in-between of the ‘what is’ (self) and ‘what if ’ 
(other), a place where reflection and bodily action can occur, a place, in 
short, where the political comes into play.

circumstAnce

Circumstance, at the time of writing, comprises Duncan Speakman, 
Sarah Anderson and Emilie Grenier. They describe themselves as an 
‘international artists’ collective’, and work with largely mobile electronics 
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to create interactive and reactive audience experiences, most often 
based in city-spaces (Circumstance). They describe their use of ‘emer-
gent and commonplace technology’ as an attempt to ‘make films with-
out cameras, creating alternate worlds and poetic layers in the everyday’ 
(Circumstance).

The series of their work that formed the focus of the interview with 
Speakman and Anderson for this case study is the Subtlemob—two par-
ticular Subtlemobs, As if it Were the Last Time and Our Broken Voice. The 
project As if it Were the Last Time is a Subtlemob for two about loneli-
ness, inner monologues, being in a space, and our connections to those 
around us. There are two tracks to be downloaded, and the pair inter-
twine on both an individual and dual journey, moving through a specific 
street area when asked to, making actions, and in a small gesture to the 
performative, at the end, dancing together. Our Broken Voice is a more 
fragmentary piece, described by Circumstance as ‘about trust and suspi-
cion in public spaces’ (Circumstance). There are four tracks, which are 
downloaded according to the participant’s gender and birthday—it takes 
place in an area like a shopping centre or train station, busy and with 
people going about individual journeys. The four different audio tracks 
leave messages, items and visual images for the others, but they are less 
thoroughly intertwined, in that you are present as an individual interact-
ing with others, not as a pair or group; it is an individual journey through 
almost-connection. The Subtlemob is a deliberate subversion of the ‘flash-
mob’ form—it is a gathering of people, coordinated over social media or 
other digital technology, performing a similar act or task, with the key 
difference that the participants are asked to stay invisible. Rather than 
a large, playful, senseless and extremely visible act, the participants will 
have downloaded a specific audio track, and at a certain time, in a certain 
place, they will play that track, and follow the ensuing instructions subtly.

Circumstance’s Subtlemobs are used here as an example of the sound-
walk in the city where the participant is situated as protagonist in the 
narrative that unfolds. You are never asked to ‘play’ a character, but 
rather to inhabit a world where you are someone who takes the actions 
offered to you by the instructions—a navigationally interactive experi-
ence. You are not asked to perform, rather to commit acts. Speakman 
explains how the Subtlemobs attempt to state at the outset that:

[in As if it Were …] you’re just playing yourself, this isn’t about perform-
ing or whatever, this is just being in a film but it’s you … And I think with 
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our Broken Voice … we are saying, ‘this has already happened and we are 
asking you to re-enact it.’ (2012, 397)

The aim, here, is to embed the participant in both reality and story. The 
world and the participant are re-cast—in the same context, but for now, 
differently significant.

Although the Subtlemob is not site-specific in the sense of contain-
ing material that is directly responsive to the exact place in which it is 
situated, the work is situated at the site. An increased awareness and 
different4 formation and use of this public space is fundamental to the 
political effect of the Subtlemob; indeed, as Nicolas Whybrow, quoting 
David Blamey in Art and the City, suggests, ‘spatial metaphors consti-
tute powerful political devices which can be employed as critical tools for 
examining the relationship between the construction of identities and 
the politics of location’ (2011, 31). Private interests are daily attempt-
ing to augment our experience of the world, and observe, control and 
shape the actions that we take in public space; we are coerced, as Adam 
Greenfield suggests in a talk on pervasive technology in the city called 
‘on Public objects’, into becoming ‘consumers’ of the city, visitors in 
a system that is no longer ours to affect (2011). If the contemporary 
individual is to be re-placed in a position of agency as ‘co-constituent’ 
(Ibid.) then current ‘spatial metaphors’ must be re-purposed, re-revealed 
and re-worked through the act of inhabiting, being truly embedded in 
a space that has otherwise been turned into a ‘frictionless passageway’ 
(Buchanan and Lambert 2005, 7).

Just like other theorists of the city, Speakman emphasises the ‘leg-
acy and history in walking, how it changes the way you think, how it 
changes the way you perceive things’ and Anderson adds that also 
important to them is ‘just the physicality of being, touching the space 
that you’re looking at … exploring the space with your own bodies’ 
(2012, 404). This attempt to reconnect the participant with the physi-
cality of their surroundings situates the Subtlemob within the embodied 
experience of the practice of the Wandersmänner.

In both As if it Were … and Our Broken Voice, the participants’ move-
ments, while guided, are fundamentally left open to interpretation. They 

4 Also more autonomous compared to the following audience collective of e.g. Slung 
Low’s headphone show work.
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may be asked to ‘find a place where you feel safe’, or ‘find somewhere 
where you can see your reflection’, or to walk in a certain direction or 
pace, but the route the participant takes is made in direct consideration 
of the space around them, how it makes them feel, and what appeals to 
them in the moment the decision they are being asked to take is made. 
This is what Speakman calls ‘drift’:

for me the drift is a tool … it’s a sort of sandbox thing that goes, ‘okay, 
this space is where you are but just view it in whichever way you want to 
view it, we are going to try and shake that view through the soundtrack. 
And we’re going to let things happen around you but we don’t want you 
to really concentrate on a task, we are not asking you to go to here or 
there.’ (2012, 391)

The resistance to a task-based approach to instructions is an important 
one in the context of truly enabling a re-connection between participant 
and place—as each individual needs to discover their own functional con-
text. The openness of the drift is able to counter-act the by-numbers 
task approach that might otherwise emerge, and instead the participant 
is offered small glimmers of agency. They are encouraged to understand 
how they feel about a space. The situating of the second Subtlemob 
Our Broken Voice at places where people gather, as opposed to the more 
passing-through space typically used for As if it Were …—such as shop-
ping centres and train stations—puts this into direct dialogue with the 
aggressive presences of seemingly ‘public’ spaces where actually one has 
very little agency. The shopping centre and the train station are single use 
spaces.

What’s more, to drift within the Subtlemob is to find a route to a dif-
ferent relationship with space, time and, as it is used here, with the self. 
The act of re-casting the self as well as the space around oneself in the 
Subtlemob provides a re-purposing of the self, a tool to uncover what 
you are through what you might otherwise be; a tool that is vital in a 
world where increasingly the technology that is augmenting our lives 
with the messages and controls of private interests is pervasive, and trav-
els with and through us. As de Beauvoir explains in ‘Destiny’, ‘the body 
is not a thing, it is a situation … it is the instrument of our grasp upon 
the world’ (de Beauvoir 2002, 468). The Subtlemob offers the self as a 
situation, and offers a psychogeography of the self in space, not just of 
space itself.
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There are ethical and accessibility problems that this kind of highly 
personally constructed work approaches. The work of Circumstance is 
supportive, however, and gentle. The slow build of intensity of instruc-
tions, and the separation of voices heard to always make clear which is 
the ‘instruction’ voice, and which are more narrative-led ones, means 
that the individual is not shocked into immersion, but rather invited to 
embed themselves in an alternative universe, overlaid on this one. The 
fact that the work is built around the participant, rather than immedi-
ately casting them as another, means that the starting point of the par-
ticipant is not assumed, helping to avoid problematic notions of the 
‘Everyman’ that interactive work sometimes comes across. However, it is 
worth stating that in terms of access, disability, technology, awareness (in 
terms of the arts in general), class and complications of gender and iden-
tity, this highly personalised experience is much less accessible. In that 
respect, the Subtlemob is no less problematic.

Finally, Speakman explains that the use of mobile technology in the 
Subtlemob serves to augment the surroundings of the participant, to 
reflect on reality:

Subtlemobs came from this idea that mobile technology … connects you 
to remote places but it distances you from what’s around you, so how 
can you hack the basic devices that we use to make you connect to what’s 
around you? (Ibid.)

The platform of mobile technology is made a site, too, re-revealed 
through its involvement in the sphere of art, and newly implicit—seen 
to be directly affecting and re-forming the world around the participant. 
Speakman goes on to explain that this embeddedness, the invitation to be 
invisible

means that anything else that we haven’t choreographed or we haven’t 
organised, becomes part of it as well. And that’s really important, that idea 
that, there’s enough space for the rest of the world to keep happening, and 
if we have told everyone to just be part of the world then every part of the 
world is on the same level. (2012, 418)

This poeticisation of the everyday and the subject originating at the site 
of the pervasive technology that all too often remains invisible are funda-
mentally political.
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It is significant too that the Subtlemob is built out of a series of acts 
that affect the experience of other participants. Our Broken Voice works 
only because other individuals on different journeys following different 
instructions are in certain positions, leave books or write letters to be 
found by another. Likewise, As if it Were … gently shows the participant 
the significance of reaching out and touching the shoulder of the other. 
It asks its participants to walk through a street in search of smiles from 
the faces of strangers. These acts are significant not only because of the 
frame of poetic experience that holds them, but also because they are the 
frame: they hold it up. The acts of the participants construct the space for 
the narrative experience. The implications of the actions of the individual 
within a community are re-revealed. The subject and the other are thrust 
into conjunction, and discover where they begin, where the other ends, 
and the community experienced between the limits of these two things.

In As if it Were … the participant is asked at one point to move briskly 
through a busy place; they are asked to smile at passers-by, and at each 
smile collected they are to suddenly change direction. This small glim-
mer of allowing the other to affect our journey is significant. Indeed, 
As if it Were …’s invitation to see the other as affective subject can be 
seen as an attempt to install new programming to rival the highly indi-
vidualistic and personalised ‘centre of the universe’ point of view that the 
private interests of capitalism rely upon. As embodied experience, the 
Subtlemob is praxis, an application of theory. It plays with new practices 
of the everyday which are best placed to rival those of private interests, 
practices of the city that Whybrow describes as installing ‘constitutive 
effects and behaviours in the body of its citizenry that implicitly render 
some ways of being in the city “off-limits” or “inconceivable” as much as 
conceivable’ (Whybrow 2011, 8). In the context of this, the Subtlemob 
could be seen to be a return to agency via the hidden community.

In fact, the whole concept of As if it Were …—to re-cast the partici-
pant as a different version of themselves, overlaid on the ‘real’ self and 
built slowly through a collage of sounds and actions—can be seen as 
a manner of asking the participant to inhabit the site of the other. To 
draw parallels from de Certeau’s language of inscription and the city-as-
embodied-experience back to Heidegger’s notions about language and 
meaning, we can consider Wittgenstein, quoted here by Timothy Clark:

There is no way to language except as a path that turns back upon 
itself, transforming itself as it does so. The aim must be to avoid merely 



154  H. NICKLIN

writing about language but ‘to bring language to language as language’ 
… Wittgenstein argued similarly: ‘What is spoken can only be explained 
in language and so in this sense language cannot be explained. Language 
must speak for itself ’ (Wittgenstein 1974b: 40). (Clark 2002, 88)

Action, here, speaks for itself. All of this amounts to a Dasein for modern 
times; the ‘there-being’ of identity in space which, throughout this chap-
ter, has been suggested to be disrupted by the ‘near and far’ of digital 
technology. It is reconciled through storytelling in pervasive technology. 
Action is investigated through doing. Re-presented through the poetic 
frame, the simultaneous what is and what if that, instead ‘of merely re-
presenting what is already apparent … can change the most basic sense 
of things, the overall context or “world” in which things are apparent to 
us in the first place’ (Ibid., 103).

Through the making significant of bodily experience using the lens of 
art, ‘the poetic’, the Subtlemob is able to begin to develop new practices 
of everyday life; ones that, because they are developed in the spaces to 
which they refer, can be much more easily recalled and put into practice 
after the removal of the film-like framework.

Politically, the act of gathering in the Subtlemob is also significant. In 
the flashmob form that it references, the act of gathering is important 
because it is able to show the network made physical, human, return-
ing the ‘far’ to the context of ‘near’. Although the bursts of energy and 
action that occur in the flashmob can be seen as disruptive, they are 
more and more being taken over as an advertising spectacle, and are 
spectacle in format, lacking deeper engagement with space and subjec-
tive experience. Indeed, Speakman suggests that they set out to counter 
just this, that the subtle in Subtlemobs is ‘a response to the idea of not 
trying to make Spectacle, and trying to make experience for the people 
participating rather than the people viewing it’ (Speakman and Anderson 
2012, 383). This makes the act of gathering in (apparently) public space 
a deeper seizure of power for the Subtlemob. The act of gathering, of 
being aware that you are part of a collective—realised in the moment at 
the end of As if it Were … where suddenly the street is full of dancing 
couples, and in Our Broken Voice where points of progression rely on the 
messages, items and images left by other participants—is also vital to a 
sense of reconciling the near and far in city space.

If we return to Tim Etchells’ notion of ‘machines that have brought 
us together and held us apart’ (2010, 38), the act of using one of 
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these ‘machines’ that hold us apart to contribute to a collective act is 
significant. Speakman speaks directly about how the sense that ‘com-
munication devices … connect us with people who are far away, they 
separate us from what’s right next to us’ and that in the Subtlemob form 
Circumstance are ‘constantly trying to use those same tools to reconnect 
with people’ (Speakman and Anderson 2012, 398). The use of the typi-
cally individual experience of listening to audio on an mp3 player over 
headphones, when re-cast as the source of a collective and creative, or at 
least affective, experience that re-embeds the participant in the city and 
re-connects them to the other, re-reveals the new subjectivities that the 
digital has brought to our lives.

Finally, we should also consider the spectator and the passer-by, and 
their significance and use in Circumstance’s Subtlemobs. Returning 
again to the metaphor of film, Speakman describes the passer-by as a 
kind of ‘extra’, though he is keen to emphasise that, although the major-
ity of the work isn’t for the passer-by, they are still very much involved, 
not in a spectacle, but rather as part of the fabric of the piece and by 
extension, one might suggest, the city. Circumstance do not attempt to 
present anything legible to the passer-by, but there is no way the work 
could exist without them. The intersecting writings that are made by the 
participants are just as illegible to the passer-by as the ‘passers-by’ are to 
the participants. But the passer-by is re-present as the audio track invites 
the participant to see them as they pass, to offer them a smile, or the 
vision of 30 couples dancing for no reason, as thanks. This re-connection 
of the self with the other in the city is the intent of Circumstance, as 
Speakman explains:

it goes back to that question of saying, all the problems of the world come 
from a lack of observation of each other, and a lack of awareness of each 
other. And the whole point of these [Subtlemobs] is about becoming … 
more observant and aware. (2012, 402)

This example of first-person theatre lays the poetic ‘what if ’ over the 
‘what is’ of the body of the participant, implicating them in a co-con-
structive relationship with the other. The participant feels the community 
made demonstrative, recognises the city as a construct, and is offered a 
‘what if ’ of agency over it. Consequently, the Subtlemob forms a power-
ful potential model of the personal-as-political in the digital age.



156  H. NICKLIN

ePilogue

I am twenty-three years old and for the first time I really see the city. I 
take part in a performance in which my co-participant and I are at the 
centre. We follow our separate, gentle directions, are invited to find places 
in this street that make us feel safe, to walk somewhere with intention, 
to stop and look at our reflections. A collage of a story builds up around 
us, made by the street and the hundreds of passing people, the interlock-
ing of digitally delivered performance and everyday reality. In the end, 
we dance, my partner and I. And not having known who else walking 
past was also there with this audio playing (earbuds are no giveaway, nor 
erratic movements in central tourist-belt London), suddenly the street is 
full of waltzing, slow dancing, laughing couples. I belong with them.
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The Dead Are Coming: Political 
Performance Art, Activist Remembrance 

and Dig(ital) Protests

Samuel Merrill

introduction

In Berlin on 21 June 2015, thousands of demonstrators stormed the 
wire fencing that had been erected around the lawn of the German 
Bundestag to prevent their access. Their actions resonated with the issue 
at the heart of their protest: the inhumane and discriminatory border 
regimes of the European Union (EU). As the demonstrators trampled 
across wire fences at the centre of the German capital the free movement 
of thousands of others—in whose cause they demonstrated—remained 
hindered by the EU border controls that had, by then, already forced 
many to find new routes towards their destination, involving consid-
erable risk to their lives. The EU border fatalities estimated by the 
International organization for Migration to have numbered 3279 in 
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2014 and 3771 in 2015 were testament to these risks.1 These were the 
deaths that, along with those that preceded and followed them,2 indexed 
the ‘necropolitical’ nature of the EU’s border regime and numerous 
individual instances ‘of police and border guard brutality, of mental and 
physical abuse experienced in detention, of push-backs at sea and forci-
ble deportations, of abandonment and the failure to render assistance 
when in need, even of policies that redirect human movement or that 
foreclose the very ability to move and escape in the first place rendering 
millions bound to local conditions of hardship’ (Stierl 2016, 173–174; 
see Mbembe 2003). These were the deaths which, following skirmishes 
with riot police, the demonstrators in Berlin proceeded to commemo-
rate through the performance of digging symbolic graves (Fig. 1). Their 
actions marked the crescendo of a broader political art work called The 
Dead are Coming [Die Toten Kommen], facilitated by the Centre for 
Political Beauty [Zentrum Politische Schönheit] (CPB), which encour-
aged political civic engagement and performance through the act of 
digging symbolic graves not only in Berlin but also, thanks to various 
social media platforms, further afield throughout Germany and  elsewhere 
in Europe. Every grave that was dug thus came to communicate the 
embodied efforts of numerous people to lend weight to the artwork.  
In turn, the CPB used Twitter and Tumblr to encourage, remediate and 
aggregate these efforts in order to lend greater visibility to the artwork 
and demonstrate its influence through the critical supportive mass it 
had activated.

Following the recent work of a number of others, this chapter 
approaches the artistic practice of the CPB with respect to the notion 
of ‘activist citizenship’ and considers the consequences of The Dead are 
Coming in terms of the politics of public mourning. Thereafter it con-
textualises The Dead are Coming against a deeper genealogy of the 
performative use of digging as a form of protest, which in Berlin was 
previously connected to debates surrounding the active remembrance of 
Germany’s negative twentieth-century past. Through this contextualisa-
tion, it argues that the artwork not only represents an ‘act of citizenship’ 
but also a form of ‘activist remembrance’, which involved processes of 
mediatised performative commemoration. This emergent genre of com-
memoration is then introduced in more detail, before some of its digital 
gestural remains are mapped as an evaluative tool to consider the effec-
tiveness of The Dead are Coming as an ‘act of citizenship’.
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the centre for PoliticAl beAuty  
And Activist citizenshiP

Founded in Berlin in 2008, the CPB introduces itself on its website as 
‘an assault team that establishes moral beauty, political poetry and human 
greatness while aiming to preserve humanitarianism’.3 Transcending 
the realms of art, theatre, politics, activism and architecture, the CPB 
frames its activities as an ‘aggressive humanism’ that involves innovative 
forms of political performance art and an expanded approach to theatre 
which they refer to as action-art [Aktionskunst] and which aims to ‘hurt, 
provoke and rise in revolt’. Led by Philip Ruch, Stefan Pelzer, Cesy 
Leonard, André Leipold and Anja Lindner, and supported by an exten-
sive organisational infrastructure including planning staff, art directors, 
animators, stage directors, photographers, legal advisors and a board of 
trustees, not to mention the collaborative teams associated with each of 
its individual artworks‚ the CPB couches its mission in explicitly histori-
cal terms and in relation to Germany’s negative twentieth-century past. 
As the centre’s website again states:

The group’s basic understanding is that the legacy of the Holocaust is ren-
dered void by political apathy, the rejection of refugees and cowardice. It 
believes that Germany should not only learn from its History but also take 
action.

The centrality of remembering the past to the CPB’s artistic practice was 
evident in one of its first major artworks to gain public attention, The 
Pillar of Shame [Die Säulen der Schande] (July 2010). In this artwork 
the CPB proposed to erect a permanent memorial to the complicity of 
Western politicians and military officials in the Srebrenica genocide on 
the event’s fifteenth anniversary.4 Composed of 16,744 shoes—repre-
senting the genocide’s 8372 victims—enclosed in two giant steel letter 
cages spelling UN, the memorial responded to the International Criminal 
Court’s decision to grant the United Nations legal immunity with 
regards to a civil lawsuit brought against the organisation by an activist 
and lobbyist group that represented 6000 of the genocide’s survivors. 
While the memorial was never, and had never realistically been expected 
to be, constructed, the artwork set the tone for the CPB’s future projects.

The majority of these projects have focused, like The Dead are 
Coming, more on the plight of contemporary refugees than on 
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the victims of the Bosnian war. They have included: The Federal 
Emergency Programme (May 2014), which invoked memories of the 
Kindertransport5 by proposing a plan to rescue 55,000 Syrian children 
from the war raging in their country; The First Fall of the European Wall 
(November 2014), during which 14 white crosses dedicated to victims 
of the Berlin Wall’s security infrastructure were removed from Berlin’s 
governmental quarter and redisplayed in the border zones of the EU’s 
periphery on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Wall’s 
fall; The Jean Monnet Bridge (November 2015), which proposed the 
deployment of floating rescue platforms on the Mediterranean Sea before 
the construction of a physical lifeline linking North Africa with Europe 
by 2030; and more recently Eating Refugees (June 2016) for which an 
arena containing four tigers was constructed in the centre of Berlin and 
refugees were invited to volunteer themselves to be eaten in celebration 
of the German federal government’s defence and refugee policy.

Alexander Hauschild credits these different artworks with collectively 
facilitating new forms of citizenship, political engagement and artistic 
participation at a time when, shackled by dominant neoliberal tenden-
cies, representative democracy is facing considerable challenges (2016). 
He and others have drawn on Engin Isin’s distinction between active 
and activist citizens (2009) to argue that the CPB’s artworks‚ due to 
their creative, imaginative and participatory characteristics, can be con-
sidered as ‘acts of citizenship’ (Hauschild 2016; Lewicki 2016). Active 
citizens are those who actively participate in politics by taking part in and 
reproducing the institutionalised and habitual routines of representative 
democracy, which depend on the predetermined legal differentiation 
of citizens and non-citizens. In contrast, activist citizens are those who 
assert greater agency in making claims to rights, obligations and justice, 
for themselves and others, when they have no legal capacity to do so. In 
other words, the latter call the law’s definition of citizens and non-citi-
zens into question through ‘acts of citizenship’—‘those acts that trans-
form forms (orientations, strategies, technologies) and modes (citizens, 
strangers, outsiders, aliens) of being political by bringing into being new 
actors as activist citizens (that is, claimants of rights) through creating or 
transforming sites and stretching scales’ (Isin 2009, 383).

For Isin, ‘sites’ are spatial but not simply places or locations—instead 
they are ‘ephemeral actual events that become enduring virtual remem-
brances’ (2012, 133). ‘Scales’ overlap with ‘sites’ but also indicate the 
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reach and scope of an act. Besides these, other important features of 
acts of citizenship include, according to Isin, ‘events’, which are defined 
by their ability to cause rupture, and ‘durations’, which can exceed the 
moment of performance to include subsequent iterations. To these, 
Aleksandra Lewicki adds a further feature: ‘modality of enactment’ in 
order to interrogate who, in terms of the artists and their audiences, 
acts in a way that creates alternative political subjectivities (2016). Her 
investigation of the modalities of enactment inherent in The Dead are 
Coming has revealed how, during many elements of the work, the CPB 
continued to act as a ‘puppet master’ and the rights and political sub-
jectivities of refugees continued to be ‘constructed as derivative of and 
activated by European citizens’ political agency’, according to an ongo-
ing orientalist relational dynamic (2016, 10). Her findings foreground 
the fact that CPB’s main artists, collaborators and participants are, in 
most instances, themselves recognised as citizens by the laws that they 
bring into question and are therefore not necessarily making claims to 
rights and justice to which they themselves do not already have access 
(see Al Nassre 2015). They also connect with what Maurice Stierl, fol-
lowing Jacques Rancière, has considered the impossible processes of 
identification inherent in examples of ‘grief activism’ like The Dead 
are Coming (2016; see Rancière 1992). Stierl notes the impossibility 
for activists to fully identify with the subjects of their activism but also 
highlights how, despite such impossibilities, processes of identification 
can foster political potentiality that ‘point to modalities of community 
that surpass traditional ideas of settled and bounded political communi-
ties’ (2016: 188). Despite these problems, Stierl acknowledges that The 
Dead are Coming productively ‘relied on several in-between identifica-
tions as transformative processes, complicating subjectivities and (their) 
assumed positionalities’ (Ibid., 186). Given this, The Dead are Coming 
is still usefully considered as an act of citizenship particularly as, far from 
representing a habitual example of active citizenship, it created a scene, 
made a difference and brought about transformation through forms of 
performance, disturbance and rupture. Likewise, although the CPB’s 
mostly German protagonists and participants may not have claimed 
rights for themselves, they certainly claimed obligations—namely, 
to remember and grieve for those not legally recognised as citizens. 
They did this in ways that radically questioned the prevalent politics of  
public mourning.
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the DeaD are CominG And the Politics  
of Public mourning

An early and major element of The Dead are Coming was the physical 
exhumation of the bodies of individuals who had died at the EU’s bor-
der from their unmarked and unknown peripheral resting places in order 
to rebury them at the centre of Europe in Berlin (see Al Nasssre 2015). 
The first of the reburials took place on 16 June 2015 and, while the 
number of planned reburials was initially left open to conjecture, with 
CPB representatives stating that it would depend on their crowdfund-
ing efforts, ultimately two people, the first a mother and the second a 
male teenager, received Islamic funerals in Berlin as a result of the CPB’s 
activities (Al Nassre 2015).6

While many journalists were critical of these reburials, some inter-
preted them as a radical reworking of Sophocles’ fifth-century BC trag-
edy Antigone in which one of the sisters (after whom the play is named) 
of two warring brothers, who kill each other during the Theban civil 
war, goes against a decree by the new ruler of Thebes that would deny 
the treacherous brother a proper burial (see Schaper 2015; Wildermann 
2015). While a detailed synopsis of the play is not possible here, 
Antigone’s wilful decision to secretly perform funeral rites for her dis-
credited brother, although ultimately sealing her own fate as well as that 
of others, called into question the funerary laws of the Theban polis. Isin, 
in charting the development of citizenship from Ancient Greece to the 
twenty-first century, notes how in the period in which Antigone was both 
set and written women represented a category of people who ‘increas-
ingly found themselves as the others of the citizen—namely, as subjects 
and abjects’ (2009, 372–373). By illegally burying her brother, Antigone 
claimed duties to which she, as a woman, had no recognised legal right 
and thus, as Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood discusses, she contested the

polis’ control over funerary discourse, and its fundamental ordering and 
articulation, which declared the disposal of the body both of the war-dead 
and of traitors a public matter; she challenged, invaded and disturbed the 
public sphere in the service of her private interests. 7 (1989, 139)

Meanwhile Judith Butler refers to Antigone as one of the earliest exam-
ples of ‘the differential distribution of public grieving’ (2009, 38).8 
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The Dead are Coming similarly revealed the politics of public mourn-
ing through a performance of disturbance, insofar as it too forced its 
audience to ask ‘whose lives are considered valuable, whose lives are 
mourned, and whose lives are considered ungrievable’ (Ibid.; see also 
Rzepka 2015). While it remains debatable whether Antigone’s original 
audience would have perceived it to have been as subversive as it is con-
sidered today (Sourvinou-Inwood 1989), and while the degrees of audi-
ence complicity that it may have entailed can only be speculated upon, 
the same is not the case for The Dead are Coming.

Those who voiced their concern that the CPB had overstepped 
the accepted moral limits of art by meddling with the dead evidenced 
the disruption caused by the reburials. The artists were also forced to 
respond to allegations that their priorities lay with the promotion of their 
art, as well as claims that, with the congregations at the funerals mostly 
being composed of journalists, those who genuinely attended to mourn 
the dead felt instrumentalised and the sanctity of the reburials under-
mined by their conversion into a media spectacle (see Al Nassre 2015). 
If the audience was made to feel complicit in this performance, perhaps 
ironically some of the cast was less so. In response to these critiques at 
the time, one member of the CPB’s planning staff, Yasser Almaamoun, 
conceded, ‘our art hasn’t even started yet … the funerals are purely 
humane experiences, they have nothing to do with art’ (quoted in 
Al Nassre 2015). For Almaamoun, the art would commence with The 
March of the Resolute [Der Marsch der Entschlossenen], the name given 
to the demonstration mentioned at the start of this chapter. The CPB 
originally intended that the march would end at the grounds in front of 
the German Federal Chancellery where its participants would begin con-
structing a Memorial to the Unknown Immigrants.9

The memorial, which not only deployed rhetoric more often asso-
ciated with war-dead10 but was also, in its cemetery-like design, remi-
niscent of The Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, represented an 
element of The Dead are Coming that symbolically accounted for the dis-
crepancy between the number of actual reburials and that of EU border 
fatalities. However, the CPB’s original plans for a monolithic Memorial 
to the Unknown Immigrants were eventually superseded by the appear-
ance of symbolic graves to unknown refugees in public space—first 
throughout Berlin, from 18 June, and thereafter further afield across 
Germany and Europe.11 The CPB’s André Leipold later described the 
unplanned wide uptake of this practice and the spontaneous storming of 
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the wire fence around the Bundestag’s lawn as ‘the dream of every action 
artist: a passing of the baton to civil society’, even as he acknowledged 
that the CPB had, to an extent, anticipated some of these actions and 
provided impetus for them (see Banks 2016).12 Regardless of just how 
far the CPB had anticipated the practice of digging symbolic graves, it 
certainly encouraged its continuation. For example, it released a set of 
IKEA-styled instruction manuals on how to create symbolic graves in 
public space the day before the demonstration. The same day, frustrated 
by the pre-emptive security measures of the German authorities, the CPB 
updated the demonstration’s Facebook page with a message that read:

Without any irony we ask of you the following: do NoT go in masses with 
coffins before the chancellery! In No case organise yourselves, do NoT 
disobey, do NoT be creative, in No case carry personal responsibility, do 
Not self-dependently support the action. And NEVER construct graves 
in public across Europe on the night before Sunday and LESS THAN 
EVER during the March. Also NoT on the lawn of the Bundestag or 
elsewhere.13

This statement shifted the focus of the demonstration away from the 
German Chancellery and towards the Bundestag and clearly intended 
to encourage, in a deniable manner, the act of digging symbolic graves 
that eventually came to characterise the performance of the demonstra-
tion and continued to spread across Europe in the weeks thereafter.14 
Whether intentionally or otherwise, these performative acts of digging 
cited earlier Berlin-based memory protests dating to the mid-1980s. 
They did so in ways that reveal how the acts of citizenship central to The 
Dead are Coming also entailed forms of activist remembrance.

Activist remembrAnce And dig(itAl) Protest

Thirty years before the participants of The March of the Resolute dug up 
the lawn of the Bundestag, an earlier generation of Berliners carried out 
a similar performance approximately 1.5 km to the southeast, close to 
the Martin-Gropius-Bau, on the grounds of what was formerly the Nazi 
era headquarters of the Gestapo, SS and Security Service.15 As part of 
a 1985 protest action entitled Re-Excavate [Nachgegraben], organised 
by two West Berlin grassroots citizen initiatives—the Active Museum 
and the Berlin History Workshop—crowds began digging up a vacant 
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plot that had been billed for urban renewal in an attempt to draw atten-
tion to its repressed negative memories (see Till 2005; VAM 2003)16. 
As Karen Till notes, the activists ‘symbolically dug for traces [Spuren] 
from the past’ and in doing so challenged official understandings of 
national history ‘through the performance of digging’ (2005, 95). Their 
digging protest opposed the West German government’s normalisation 
of the country’s Nazi past (see olick 1998) and eventually led to the 
establishment of the Topography of Terror museum which, along with 
other high-profile memorial and museum projects and the professionali-
sation of the Active Museum, led to, amongst other things, the growth 
in popularity of the concept of ‘active remembrance’ (see Schindel 2009; 
Wüstenberg 2009). Grounded on Theodor Adorno’s earlier claim that 
Germany could only address its Nazi past by working through it in a 
constant and self-critical manner (1998[1959]), and reminiscent of 
Sigmund Freud’s revised conception of mourning and melancholia as 
two interconnected and interminable processes (Freud 2001[1917, 
1915]; Clewell 2002), the concept of active remembrance stresses that 
any engagement with negative national pasts should be considered as an 
interminable process that proceeds in an ongoing and dynamic manner.

Acts of digging, whether literal or metaphorical, have long been asso-
ciated with forms of individual and collective remembrance, as indicated 
by the Freudian psychoanalytical theories which utilised an archaeologi-
cal vocabulary that emphasised processes of both burial and excavation 
in order to understand the repression and return of traumatic memories 
(see Freud and Breuer 1955 [1895]). While acts of burial and excava-
tion might be considered to be opposites that mirror an often supposed 
binary relationship between processes of forgetting and remember-
ing, in actuality these processes are ‘always inextricably bound together’ 
(Assmann 2011, 20). Digging as a physical performance recalls this 
interrelationship, insofar as processes of excavation depend upon and can 
lead to processes of burial and vice versa. The (re)burials of The Dead are 
Coming were predicated upon earlier processes of excavation just as the 
(re)excavations of Re-Excavate were predicated upon earlier processes of 
burial. Walter Benjamin has poignantly communicated the significance of 
digging in this respect:

He who seeks to approach his own buried past must conduct himself like 
a man digging. Above all, he must not be afraid to return again and again 
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to the same matter; to scatter it as one scatters earth, to turn it over as one 
turns over soil (1999[1932], 576).

In other words, turning over and scattering soil means to simultaneously 
and continuously excavate and bury. In respect of this, Till notes how 
digging for Benjamin was ‘a repetitive performance in which the past and 
the present coincide through place’—a continuous performance involv-
ing acts of destruction and reconstruction in accordance with the con-
cept of active remembrance as it was first conceived (2005: 66).

With time, however, the concept of active remembrance has also 
faced normalisation—and it has now been recycled on local, national 
and supranational scales, both in and beyond Berlin and Germany (see 
Littoz-Monnet 2012; Schindel 2009). It has, in consequence, argu-
ably become a more habitual practice like those described as contribut-
ing to forms of active citizenship. Meanwhile, the dominant frames for 
considering the Nazi past have widened from the local and national to 
the translocal and transnational levels, as illustrated, for example, by the 
reconceptualisation of Holocaust memories in terms of cosmopolitanism 
and multidirectionality (see Levy and Sznaider 2002; Rothberg 2006). 
With these precedents and developments in mind, the artworks of the 
CPB can be understood as a reloaded form of active remembrance that 
is better conceived as activist remembrance. Similar to the ‘grief activism’ 
discussed by Stierl (2016), this activist remembrance is less geographi-
cally bounded than its predecessor. Whereas Re-Excavate represented 
a local intervention, albeit one that ultimately also had national conse-
quences for the country’s handling of its Nazi past, the reach and scope 
of The Dead are Coming exceeded local and national scales.

This scaling-up was partly achieved by the implicit framing of the 
commemoration of the EU’s border fatalities as a multidirectional 
remembrance of the Holocaust, given that The Dead are Coming, 
like many of the CPB’s other artworks, was underpinned by a specific 
German responsibility not only to remember but also to act.17 Beyond 
this, however, the CPB also scaled up the reach of the acts of citizen-
ship and activist remembrance inherent in The Dead are Coming through 
the use of different social media platforms. While CPB used, to para-
phrase Isin, these new digital forms of being political as communication 
channels throughout the artwork, their transformative use became most 
evident during The March of the Resolute and in the later diffusion of 
the practice of digging symbolic graves to unknown refugees. In other 
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words, social media was central to those elements of the artwork that, 
as noted already, the artists believed to have truly engendered wider 
forms of engagement. As Lewicki also contends, the involvement of a 
diverse public during these elements ‘enabled the redistribution of roles 
that extended agency crucially beyond the artist collective, who were, in 
fact hardly visible during this part of the performance’ (2016, 11). In 
this way, these elements also extended the sites, scales and durability of 
the artwork and the acts of citizenship it entailed because ‘[i]t was not 
only those immediately involved in CPB’s activities who executed new 
forms of commemoration, but also those who took the art work beyond 
frontiers, establishing memorials to unknown refugees in public squares, 
on boulevards and next to existing monuments in cities across Europe’ 
(Ibid., emphasis added). These new forms of commemoration not only 
related to more general processes of grief activism and counter-memori-
alisation (Stierl 2016) but also included forms of ‘mediatised performa-
tive commemoration’.

mAPPing mediAtised PerformAtive commemorAtion 
And digitAl gesturAl remAins

Mediatised performative commemoration is an emergent genre of hybrid 
commemoration that bridges digital and non-digital places and practices 
through a constitutive reliance on mobile digital communication tech-
nologies and Web 2.0 and social media platforms (see Merrill, forthcom-
ing). Mediatisation here is conceived as a process whereby changes in 
information and communication technologies transform particular social 
and cultural phenomena into ‘forms or formats suitable for media repre-
sentation’ through the ‘incorporation of media-based logics and norms’ 
(Couldry 2008, 377; see also Couldry and Hepp 2013; Deacon and 
Stanyer 2014, 2015). In the case of mediatised performative commem-
oration, mediatisation thus blurs the boundaries between acts of com-
memoration, (self)representation and (self)witnessing, while performance 
indicates not only embodied and cognitive acts of remembrance but also 
these acts’ digital remediation and distribution along with other associ-
ated forms of online participation (see Merrill, forthcoming). Although 
referring to more explicitly commemorative registers, the term resonates 
with the idea of mediatised performativity used by Amanda Lagerkvist in 
order to interrogate how ‘people remember “with the media” in particu-
lar settings’ (2013, 44).
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The Dead are Coming involved forms of mediatised performative 
commemoration when social media users began sharing photographs 
of symbolic graves to unknown refugees, which they had either dug 
themselves or encountered in public space, under the hashtag #die-
totenkommen.18 These photographs endure as digital traces and resi-
dues of the performance on, amongst other social media platforms, 
Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram and Facebook, while the graves themselves 
have long since disappeared from view (Fig. 2). The online presence of 
these photographs, alongside that of social media users’ video and text-
based posts, creates a digital memorial of sorts and a fragmented sub-
stitute for the CPB’s Memorial to the Unknown Immigrants. Many 
of these photographs also represent digital gestural remains, the traces 
of hybrid on/off-line performances that reveal the embodied energy 
behind acts of dig(ital) protest and their associated affective elements 
and sensations (see Lothian 2012; Merrill, forthcoming; Reigeluth 2014;  
Schneider 2011).

These digital traces and remains also present opportunities to recon-
struct and map the forms of mediatised performative commemoration 
evident in The Dead are Coming and to investigate further just how 
successful the CPB was at scaling up its acts of citizenship and confer-
ring new forms of political subjectivity and agency. Studying #dietoten-
kommen on Twitter, for example, reveals a number of insights.19 
Following its first appearance in a tweet posted by the CPB on 15 June 
2017, #dietotenkommen appeared in 37‚765 tweets over the next 
month including in 20,255 tweets that were posted on 21 June 2017, 
the day of The March of the Resolute. This figure, when plotted along-
side counts for other days, indicates the timing of the artwork’s main ele-
ments (or acts cf. Lewicki 2016), interludes and overall duration while 
confirming the extent to which The March of the Resolute helped the 
CPB to successfully reach out to a wider public (Fig. 3). However, any 
interpretation of the extent to which the acts of citizenship in The Dead 
are Coming were stretched by the CPB’s utilisation of Twitter must also 
take account of the ratio of unique tweets to retweets featuring #die-
totenkommen. In fact, 29,365 of all #dietotenkommen tweets between 
15 June and 15  July 2015 were retweets, leaving just 8400 that were 
unique. over half of these unique tweets (4251) were posted on the day 
of The March of the Resolute, once again reaffirming its significance to the 
overall artwork.
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Fig. 2 one of the photographs of symbolic graves tweeted with #dietotenkom-
men. Photo credit: Anonymous/Reproduced with permission
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The distinction between tweets and retweets is important, firstly 
because it has a bearing on the ratio of response to non-response tweets 
that reveals the degree to which topical hashtags like #dietotenkommen 
resemble communities or, in other words, ‘the ways of being with others’ 
that are indicative of acts of citizenship (Isin 2009, 383; see Bruns and 
Burgess 2015). Secondly, retweets can also be said to reflect lower degrees 
of engagement and ‘cognitive overhead’ than unique tweets (Nagarajan 
et al. 2010). Whereas on Twitter unique tweets represent a form of 
broadcasting and @replies or mentions indicate interaction, retweets sig-
nal forms of redistribution which, along with the platform’s function of 
favouriting, can be argued to be closer approximations to the shallower 
forms of online engagement often derided as ‘clicktivism’ (see Larsson 
2015). While clicktivism in general can still be considered a political act 
(Halupka 2014), the prevalence of retweets in The Dead are Coming 
questions the overall extent of its transformative impact. The extent of 
the CPB’s online influence or ‘puppet mastery’ is also revealed by the fact 
that the 66 tweets featuring #dietotenkommen published by the centre’s 
Twitter account between 15 June and 15 July were collectively retweeted 
3‚479 times. This means that unique tweets that accounted for just 0.8 
percent of the total number of tweets featuring #dietotenkommen in this 
timeframe were redistributed to the extent that they eventually accounted 
for 9 percent of all tweets and 17 percent of all retweets.

on the CPB’s Twitter feed, the first examples of symbolic graves to 
unknown refugees appear on 19 June 2015. The next day, the group cre-
ated a Tumblr account backdated to include photographs from 18 June 
2015 onwards, in order to archive evidence of the growing number and 
spread of graves. The levels of engagement and emancipatory participa-
tion that these digital gestural remains convey contrast with that which 
might be associated with retweeting or liking one of the CPB’s tweets. 
Each grave communicates the individual or collective embodied efforts 
of numerous people to lend weight to The Dead are Coming by per-
forming their own ‘acts of citizenship’ and in this respect the success of 
the artwork should not be underestimated. The CPB used Twitter and 
Tumblr to encourage, remediate and aggregate these individual acts of 
mediatised performative commemoration, in order to lend greater visibil-
ity and a critical supportive mass to their efforts.20 As the description of 
the Tumblr account reveals, they did this by remediating photographs 
appended with #dietotenkommen from Twitter and asking for photo-
graphs of graves to be sent to them by email.
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Between 15 June and 15 July, CPB published 428 Tumblr posts of 
which 421 indicated clear locations of the graves shown.21 These posts 
can thus be mapped in order to visualise more clearly the reach of The 
Dead are Coming and, in turn, the scale of its acts of citizenship.22 62 
Tumblr posts show graves in Berlin and relate to 10 of the city’s 12 
districts, with two-thirds of these posts (and around 10 percent of all 
posts) relating to the districts of either Mitte, Kreuzberg-Fredrichshain 
or Neukölln (Fig. 4). This reveals something of the extent to which 
the performance of digging graves was spatially centred on the target 
of the CPB’s efforts, the German government. Beyond Berlin, Tumblr 
posts related to graves dug in an additional 105 locations across 
Germany (Fig. 5). This demonstrates clearly the success by which the 
act was scaled up to the national level and also highlights particu-
lar cities, like Hamburg, Frankfurt am Main‚ Leipzig and Dresden‚ 
where the practice of digging graves outside Berlin seems to have been 
most pronounced.

Forty-six posts were labelled with locations outside Germany. When 
mapped, they help to further visualise the geographical extent of the 
artwork’s commemoration (Fig. 6). The greatest degree of engagement 
with the CPB’s activities outside Germany is discernable in Switzerland 
and Austria, no doubt partly reflecting the influence of German as a 
shared language. But, overall, the distribution of photographs also 
reveals the limits to which The Dead are Coming can be lauded as a pan-
European act of citizenship. Unlike Re-Excavate before the advent of 
the internet and social media, The Dead are Coming certainly took on 
greater scales and degrees of translocality and transnationality but, on the 
evidence of CPB’s Tumblr blog at least, where the number of interna-
tional posts was almost equal to those taken from three central Berlin 
districts, claims by the artists and others about thousands of graves dug 
‘in cities all over Europe’ need either to be tempered or better substanti-
ated.23 This is further borne out by the algorithmic analysis of the geog-
raphy of #dietotenkommen on Twitter. A total of 82.47 percent of the 
23,418 tweets that could be algorithmically tracked to national locations 
(19,313) were attributed to Germany. Making up the top five national 
locations, 2.47 percent of these tweets can be attributed to Austria, 2.17 
percent to the United States of America, 1.74 percent to the United 
Kingdom and 1.67 to the Republic of Serbia.24 Meanwhile, Afghanistan 
and Syria, two of the largest source countries of refugees, were only 



176  S. MERRILL

Fi
g.

 4
 

G
ra

ve
s 

to
 u

nk
no

w
n 

R
ef

ug
ee

s 
T

um
bl

r 
Po

st
s 

in
 B

er
lin

. F
ou

r 
B

er
lin

 p
os

ts
 c

ou
ld

 n
ot

 b
e 

at
tr

ib
ut

ed
 t

o 
a 

sp
ec

ifi
c 

di
s-

tr
ic

t 
an

d 
w

er
e 

th
er

ef
or

e 
no

t 
m

ap
pe

d.
 M

ap
 c

re
di

t:
 H

an
s 

H
ac

k



THE DEAD ARE CoMING: PoLITICAL PERFoRMANCE …  177

Fig. 5 Graves to unknown Refugees Tumblr Posts mapped across Germany. 
Three posts were labelled as coming from Germany but did not contain specific 
locations and were therefore not mapped. Map credit: Hans Hack
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attributed with 39 and 31 tweets each and just 0.16 percent and 0.13 
percent of the total locatable tweets respectively. These figures are not 
wholly representative of the reach and scale of The Dead are Coming but 
they still indicate, like the distribution of Tumblr posts, the extent to 
which the artwork remained predominantly national in scale. They also 
suggest the potential failure of the artwork to reach those to whom its 
political message was arguably most relevant.

conclusion

The question remains as to whether the geographical limits of The Dead 
are Coming may have been extended or overcome had the CPB been 
more strategic in its use of social media and better foreseen the potential 
to use this artwork as a springboard for more widely distributed forms 
of activist remembrance and mediatised commemorative performance. 
What, for example, might have been the consequence of performing 
and promoting the artwork to a greater extent in multiple languages? 
Paradoxically, however, a more strategic approach might only have 
served to undermine the forms of transformative political engagement 
that were spontaneously conveyed by the artwork to a wider audience 
and public, and ultimately may have left the artists ‘pulling the strings’ 
to a far greater extent than that for which they have since faced criticism. 
When asked how the CPB responds to such criticism, André Leipold 
stated:

there is totally justified criticism that helps us progress. Then there is the 
criticism that one hears over and over again: cynicism, vanity and the like. 
(quoted in Banks 2016)

With this in mind, it is important not to overlook how The Dead are 
Coming successfully scaled acts of citizenship at the national level, and 
although the same process was more limited at the transnational level, 
it still positively reached out to and engaged individuals beyond Berlin 
and Germany. Indeed, tweets bearing #dietotenkommen can be algo-
rithmically attributed to a further 69 countries besides those mentioned 
above, even if the actual volume of these tweets only numbered between 
1 and a few hundred. In short, and as this chapter has set out to demon-
strate, The Dead are Coming indicates the potential for acts of citizenship 
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involving forms of activist remembrance and mediatised performa-
tive commemoration to result in the politically engaged and critically 
unbounded memory-work that can beneficially activate broader notions 
of civic performance and engagement around matters of crucial humani-
tarian significance. In such a way the artwork‚ and the CPB’s activities in 
general, also promise a future where the further reconfiguration of the 
category of the citizen along more humanitarian and transnational lines 
is possible.

notes

 1.  See: https://www.iom.int/news/iom-counts-3771-migrant-fatalities-
mediterranean-2015.

 2.  According to The Migrant’s Files, a database compiled by a consortium of 
journalists, 34,681 people died or went missing while attempting to cross 
the borders of the EU between 1 January 2000 and 24 June 2016 (see: 
http://www.themigrantsfiles.com/).

 3.  See: http://www.politicalbeauty.com/about.html.
 4.  See: http://www.politicalbeauty.de/pics/EN_A4_PRESSEKIT.pdf.
 5.  The Kindertransport was an organised rescue effort to evacuate pre-

dominantly Jewish children from Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia and 
Poland in the nine months prior to the start of World War II.

 6.  The mother of four had initially been buried in an Italian mass grave. The 
male, whose Berlin burial took place on 19 June, had not been previously 
buried, despite dying on 10 April (Al Nassre 2015).

 7.  Sourvinou-Inwood’s reading of the play in this way highlights how it is 
the interests of the living that determine the burial of the dead insofar as 
‘the dead do not bury themselves’ (Parker Pearson 1993, 203) but it also 
recalls the disturbance inherent in Antigone’s act of citizenship—a distur-
bance that might have been further accentuated by the dominant percep-
tion that female roles in ancient Greek death rituals relied on their ‘close 
symbolic association with disorder’ (Sourvinou-Inwood 1989, 140).

 8.  Butler has also written a book about Antigone but primarily in relation to 
the topic of kinship (2000).

 9.  The CPB even erected a billboard in front of the Chancellery, accom-
panied by the logos of the German government and Frontex, the EU’s 
border and coastguard agency, to notify passers-by of the memorial’s 
construction.

 10.  Here it is interesting to note the contrast between the degree of public 
mourning conferred to the war-dead and that which ‘non-citizens’ have 

https://www.iom.int/news/iom-counts-3771-migrant-fatalities-mediterranean-2015
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-counts-3771-migrant-fatalities-mediterranean-2015
http://www.themigrantsfiles.com/
http://www.politicalbeauty.com/about.html
http://www.politicalbeauty.de/pics/EN_A4_PRESSEKIT.pdf
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received from the times of ancient Athens until today (see Sourvinou-
Inwood 1989; Rzepka 2015).

 11.  of course, it can be suggested that the Memorial to the Unknown 
Immigrants was actually briefly realised, albeit in a more vernacular fash-
ion, through the accumulation of these graves and in particular those dug 
during The March of the Resolute.

 12.  In the same interview, Leipold confessed to feeling rather ambivalent 
about the appearance of symbolic graves to unknown refugees in public 
spaces, stating ‘while what happened there was beautiful, the truly artistic 
theatrical acts in terms of a hyper-real theatre were the funerals before-
hand. These burials were actually the strong, timeless actions for us’ 
(quoted in Banks 2016). It is striking just how strongly these comments 
contrast with those made by Almaamoun in an earlier interview (see Al 
Nassre 2015) and the way in which they reveal a diversity of opinions 
within the CPB itself.

 13.  https://www.facebook.com/events/1625407381036081/. Translated 
by the author.

 14.  It probably also served to provide the CPB with certain degrees of legal 
immunity, given accusations that they had incited criminal offences in 
earlier artworks (see Stierl 2016) and uncertainty as to how the demon-
stration would unfold.

 15.  often considered to have been the place from which the peripheral execu-
tion of the Holocaust was centrally administered, it is hard to ignore the 
parallels triggered by the central argument of The Dead are Coming that 
placed responsibility for the EU’s distant border fatalities with the gov-
ernment officials sitting at the heart of the continent and country.

 16.  Re-Excavate was also colloquially referred to as Let’s Dig (see Till 2005).
 17.  The multidirectional remembrance of the Holocaust was evident, for 

example, in The Pillar of Shame through the CPB’s use of shoes in ways 
that cited their status as a dominant ‘metonymic contact point’ and a 
material and visual motif of the Holocaust (Feldman 2006). Two hun-
dred of the shoes that were used were recovered from mass graves with 
the remainder being donated by supporters from across the world.

 18.  Not all of the symbolic graves were created by digging—sometimes 
mounds of potting soil were created instead (see Fig. 2).

 19.  Methodologically, this involved using Crimson Hexagon’s ForSight social 
media analytics tool for quantitative contextualisation purposes in combi-
nation with the use of open access Python code to scrape tweets featuring 
#dietotenkommen from Twitter and manually inspecting the same tweets 
on the platform via its advanced search function. A search for #dietoten-
kommen on Instagram reveals 447 public posts (although not all of 
these relate to the CPB) and the hashtag has also left many public traces 
throughout Facebook.

https://www.facebook.com/events/1625407381036081/
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 20.  In this way, their actions were similar to those of the journalists who cov-
ered the #walktogether initiative that used forms of mediatised performa-
tive commemoration to mark the tenth anniversary of the London 7 July 
2005 terrorist bombings (see Merrill, forthcoming).

 21.  The Tumblr blog only features two posts outside this date range. Two 
posts had no locational information and five others just indicated a 
country.

 22.  It should be noted that the following maps relate to the Tumblr posts and 
not to the number of graves themselves. on rare occasions posts were 
duplicated and in others single posts related to multiple graves.

 23.  See http://www.politicalbeauty.com/dead.html.
 24.  The method of attributing these national locations is neither unproblem-

atic nor transparent. Crimson Hexagon claims it is based on geotagged 
tweets, which usually only account for 1 percent of the total tweets, and 
the algorithmic analysis of other information, which generally allows the 
matching of 90 percent of tweets to a country.
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Internet, Theatre and the Public Voice

Christina Papagiannouli

The internet has been used for public participation in theatre-making 
to explore socio-political engagement in online practices and the effects 
of social networking platforms. Participation here refers to ‘conflictual 
participation’, a form of critical engagement in participatory democ-
racy, rather than ‘a politically motivated model of pseudo-participation’ 
(Miessen 2010, 14). This chapter explores the use of the internet in the 
pirate version of the Hellenic Broadcasting Corporation (ERT) as a space 
and a tool for public ownership of media, and provides key examples of 
community and civic engagement through audience participation in 
cyberformance, a form of digital performance that uses the internet as a 
theatrical stage. In particular, it focuses on the National Theatre Wales’ 
(NTW1) use of the internet for its Community blog and artistic pro-
ductions and on the NTW Assembly’s2 Big Democracy Project (BDP) to 
extend the notion of National Theatres as public spaces for debating com-
munity issues. The NTW company has no permanent theatre building. 
The physical and digital landscapes of Wales serve as its stage. I close 
the chapter with a description of the Etheatre Project and Collaborators 
(2014a, b), to analyse audience engagement in cyberformance from 
a practice-based perspective and to evolve practices of ‘conflictual 
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participation’ in online theatre. Further, this chapter provides a range 
of techniques and considerations that can be applied by both artists and 
community-based practitioners for the socio-political engagement and 
public participation of their local communities and global audiences.

The internet has grown into a key platform of communication 
focused on personal and individual stories. Hamish Fyfe and Michael 
Wilson remark, ‘these individual storytellers have increasing ownership 
of, and control over, how the material is represented, edited, managed 
and distributed’ (2014, 113). Although current debates are informed 
by concerns about the undemocratic uses of the internet as a control 
mechanism and surveillance tool, the internet is arguably the new agora 
(Damiris and Wild 1997; Miessen 2010; Papagiannouli 2016), ‘an accel-
erated, co-authored system of shared co-edited knowledges’ (Miessen 
2010, 166). The president of France, François Hollande (2015), stated 
in his address to the Greek parliament: ‘democracy is an on-going strug-
gle, not a given per se’ [toujours un combat, jamais un acquis]. The inter-
net provides a new space to shape politics and new tools for exercising 
participatory democracy.

Similar to the Ancient Greek agora, the internet offers virtual spaces 
for participatory democracy and new methods of dialogical participa-
tion, where users can share ideas and debate political and other issues. 
Gavin Porter (2016), the director and producer of the BDP, states: ‘The 
Third Industrial Revolution [the internet] led people to become more 
politicized, to share information and different narratives.’ The capacity 
of the internet to allow ‘conflictual’ and plural forms of participation, as 
opposed to ‘pseudo-participation (a proposition to let others contribute 
to the decision-making)’ (Miessen 2010, 14) is well demonstrated in 
the example of the Hellenic Broadcasting Corporation(ERT),3 a state-
owned, public service broadcaster of Greece that shut down in 2013. 
The makeshift programmes that ERT’s former employees broadcast via 
the internet as a reaction to the closure of the broadcasting corporation 
allowed for the first time voices of ‘ordinary’ people to be freely heard 
through ‘conflictual’ and dialectic forms of participation, resulting in the 
public takeover of ERT.

on 11 June 2013, the government of Greece led by Antonis Samaras4 
announced the closure of ERT, the Greek version of the BBC, with a 
legislative act (http://20130611.ert.gr/). Just after 23:00 on the same 
day, armed police broke into transmission facilities and shut down 
ERT’s digital signals. By 23:30 television screens of ERT went black.  

http://20130611.ert.gr/
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‘The Black’, a term used by media for ERT’s closure, shocked the 
citizens of Greece who gathered outside ERT buildings across the coun-
try to protest against the undemocratic government decision.

The former ERT employees continued to broadcast through all 
remaining available frequencies via analogue signal, the digital sig-
nal of 902 TV (the channel supported by KKE, the Communist party 
of Greece) and the internet. on 12 June, the European Commission 
expressed support for ‘the role of public broadcasting as an integral 
part of European democracy’ (Wearden 2013), while the Supreme 
Administrative Court of Greece (Hellenic Council of State), with a tem-
porary order, requested the immediate reopening of the public broad-
caster—a resolution that the government did not implement. This 
resulted in the occupation of key ERT buildings, from where former 
employees continued to broadcast ‘illegal’ pirate TV and radio channels 
via the internet with support from the European Broadcasting Union 
(EBU), thereby protecting public broadcasting and the pluralism of 
information against controlled media propaganda.

Under pressure from the massive public reaction against the closure 
of ERT, the government announced the name of forthcoming pub-
lic broadcaster New Hellenic Radio, Internet and Television (NERIT) 
before registering its web link (Nerit.gr). on 13 June, news blog 
Troktiko registered the domain name, trolling the government and 
uncovering the extemporaneous shutting down of ERT. Visitors, who 
crossed the 1,000,000 mark in a day (Troktiko 2013), were welcomed 
to the site with the ‘illegal’ ERT live streaming, a troll5 face and the mes-
sage ‘nerit.gr is not available please try pitsaria-pou-ekleise.gr’, refer-
ring to Antonis Samaras’ past, when he used to operate a pizzeria in the 
United States.

The Economics Ministry, the legal rights owner of NERIT, began 
a hunt for the individuals behind Nerit.gr and anyone who relayed the 
ERT signal. on 14 June the Nerit.gr service was interrupted, whereas 
ERT live streaming rapidly multiplied like a virus across online blogs 
and newspapers, social media and European public broadcasters. Social 
media functioned here as notice boards, informing the public where to 
watch ERT when the satellite signal dropped or live streaming was shut 
down. As a result, for several days ‘#ert’ remained among the world’s top 
three Twitter hashtags, turning ERT’s live streaming into a performative, 
‘“the idea of” performance suffusing an act or activity’ (Schechner 2013, 
169). The ERT’s live streaming shaped a new kind of public broadcaster 
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performance where the audience used the internet rather than the TV, 
and chased the live-streaming signal, transforming the experience of 
watching it into an immersive performance with the audience being the 
witness and participant of the ERT’s protest programmes. The ERT 
closure and occupation broke the fourth wall of public television and 
radio in Greece by uncovering the structures and strictures of a state-
owned station (see Iosifidis, 2007 and 2010). During the first days of 
the occupation, technicians appeared on camera and programme changes 
happened on air, breaking television conventions, while former ERT 
journalists freely expressed their own opinions, shared experiences and 
stories of state-controlled broadcasting and debated on air, turning the 
online version of ERT into a polyphonic medium.

The performative dimensions and the polyphonic character of the 
ERT occupation were enhanced by the public takeover of the ERT 
buildings. The pirate, online version of ERT, called ERT oPEN, devel-
oped a collective, crowdfunded and self-managed model of programme 
production and distribution. This radical genre of public broadcasting 
attracted volunteers, including organisations, individual activists and 
civilians who became part of the ERT oPEN assembly, and allowed for 
the voices of ‘ordinary’ people to be freely presented and represented, 
challenging the media presentation of events and revealing stories that 
other media would hush up through ‘conflictual’ participation prac-
tices. Citizens turned the ERT buildings into a place of public debates, 
broadcast via the internet by the former ERT employees (see Sarikakis 
2015, 179). These makeshift programmes gave a clear sense that the 
online, self-managed version of ERT was a truly public—as opposed to 
state-controlled—broadcaster. ERT oPEN allowed citizens of Greece to 
reclaim public broadcasting. In an interview with Marina Sitrin (2015), 
ERT journalist Stavros Panousis stated:

Each day we had fewer camera people and reporters from the inside, but 
life, the real situation, persuaded people to change the point of view and 
that if you – the people – don’t take the microphone and the camera and 
go outside, there will be no news. You will not be paid, maybe, but people 
want to help, so they went out and got the news and brought it in.

on 7 November 2013, special police forces broke into the central build-
ing of ERT in Athens, ended the occupation and evicted former employ-
ees who continued to broadcast through the internet from outside the 
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premises. The ERT building in Thessaloniki remained occupied and 
continued to broadcast internet-only content until the reopening of ERT 
on 11 June 2015 by the new government led by Alexis Tsipras.6 In an 
attempt to keep the public versus state mandate since ‘The Black’, the 
reopened ERT established a ‘community control group’ aimed at actively 
engaging individuals, institutions, organisations and collectives in the 
evaluation of the programming and improving the quality of its services 
and operation (http://polites.ert.gr/).

This ongoing quest for pluralism, civic engagement and democracy 
has increased the need for other mediums of communication, including 
theatre, to open up communicative rights to citizens, allowing the voices 
of individual storytellers to be heard. John E. McGrath, the former artis-
tic director of NTW, claims online social networks can build the link 
between political activity and theatre:

I think a lot of the potential is still to be discovered, but we are starting to 
see the political power of online social networks, and we are starting to see 
real interactions between social networks and theatre, so the triangle link-
ing political activity and theatre via online should become more and more 
significant. Meanwhile, online co-creation and collaboration is, I feel, sym-
pathetic to how people want to work in theatre – most theatre-makers will 
describe their work as collaborative – so there is a likeness there that has 
huge potential. (McGrath 2013)

Similarly to ERT oPEN, National Theatre Wales (NTW) was ‘the first 
national theatre created on a social network’ (McGrath 2013) that intro-
duced a new form of a national ‘hyper-connected theatre’ (Ball 2013) 
and a model of democratically elected theatre through public and online 
exchange.

NTW has used the internet in many different ways, from the NTW 
Community blog, to its artistic productions, to the NTW Assembly’s Big 
Democracy Project (BDP). The company worked with local social net-
work experts, NativeHQ, to develop the NTW’s Community blog, ‘a 
radicalized form of national theatre that extends the role of the public in 
decision-making and allows citizens to reclaim theatre as a public good’ 
(Papagiannouli 2016, 85). It built a ‘digital backyard’, an open network 
of co-creation and community engagement where ‘anyone can post their 
events […], not just NTW’ (McGrath 2013). Moreover, NTW’s produc-
tion The Radicalisation of Bradley Manning (2012) became an online 

http://polites.ert.gr/
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story to encourage social debates. The production was live streamed with 
a chat box and the Twitter hashtag of #NTW18. According to McGrath 
(2013), after The Radicalisation of Bradley Manning, the company 
decided to live stream every production with links and a chat box, to 
encourage debate during each performance:

I don’t think it’s a coincidence that this ended up being such an online 
story and that we then decided to live-stream every show with links 
and chat area so that there would be a debate at the heart of every per-
formance. NTW works both hyper-locally and globally, and projects like 
TRoBM allow us to develop the relationship between the two. (McGrath 
2013)

However, the BDP broke this format, as the project’s events—apart from 
the first Regional Assembly in Bangor—were not live streamed. As Gavin 
Porter explains, ‘it needs a lot of effort and resources to live stream and 
not much is taken back’ (Porter 2016) from this process. Indeed, live 
streaming can be a very costly and frequently unnecessary addition to an 
offline performance. Although live streaming extends theatre platforms 
and productions virtually to wider audiences, it fails to facilitate com-
munication between the offline performance and its online audience and 
results in ‘leaving online participants exposed’ (Papagiannouli 2016, 88). 
Besides, theatre ‘cannot exist without the actor-spectator relationship of 
perceptual, direct, “live” communion’ (Grotowski 2002 [1967], 19).

BDP, a three-phase programme developed by the National Theatre 
Wales’ Assembly and supported by the Rayne Foundation, aims to 
explore ways of civic engagement in the democratic process in Wales (see 
NTW 2014–2015). The first phase Regional Assemblies (2014–2015) 
invited proposals and held four performance/debate events, chosen by 
the public via an online vote (with the last event reaching 2000 votes). 
The events were organised by local communities in Bangor (2014), 
Cardiff (2015), Llandrindod Wells (2015) and Ammanford (2015). 
Although live streaming was not used for the last three assembly events, 
the internet played a crucial role in the dissemination and selection of the 
projects. Porter states:

In the Big Democracy Project ideas are generated online and happen in 
the real world. The Internet gave the idea that the project started with 
the community and not in the NTW office; a much more open process.  
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[…] I wish we could utilize the Internet more, and in a more successful 
way. (Porter 2016)

NTW’s Assembly used the NTW Community blog to bring the differ-
ent groups competing for the local events together in an online space to 
discuss different themes and to exchange ideas and opinions. Although 
one of the criteria for selecting the themes for the Phase 1: Regional 
Assemblies performances/debates was the potential for action, the com-
pany soon realised that ‘the event itself is the action’ (Porter 2016). As 
a result, follow-up meetings with the groups, including the oasis asy-
lum and refugee centre in Cardiff and disabled artists at Celf o Gwmpas 
centre, followed the events to discuss the impact of the performances/
debates on the communities (Porter 2016).

The second phase celebrated the National Assembly for Wales’ 
10th birthday, on Saturday 19 March 2016, with a day-long event at 
the Senedd. The Senedd building is ‘the main public building of the 
National Assembly, the main centre for democracy and devolution in 
Wales’ (National Assembly for Wales 2016). BDP, campaigners, perform-
ers and the public—with the notable absence of key Welsh political fig-
ures (McKeand 2016)—took over the Senedd building to discuss issues 
facing Wales and debate and analyse the political landscape of Wales. 
Regional Assemblies’ communities opened the event with discussions and 
reflections on the first phase’s topics, followed by performances from a 
range of artists (poets, filmmakers, performers, thinkers, visual artists, 
activists) and debates hosted by previous BDP participants and a panel 
discussion with Lyn Gardner on Art in Democracy that ended with an 
Assembly-style performance/debate (https://www.nationaltheatrewales.
org/big-democracy-project-senedd). Recognising the performativity of 
Assembly debates, the NTW Assembly used the performance/debate 
format to engage its audience and Welsh communities in socio-political 
discussions in a creative setting. Since its establishment in 2010, NTW 
has been using this performance/debate format in combination with the 
online Community blog to allow participants’ engagement in discussions 
about significant issues related to its productions. In the Senedd event, 
NTW’s Assembly used the internet not only for pre-performance inter-
action and community engagement, but also, with help from Made By 
Moon, a local internet company, for live voting and online tools featured 
during the actual event:

https://www.nationaltheatrewales.org/big-democracy-project-senedd
https://www.nationaltheatrewales.org/big-democracy-project-senedd
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We always ask at the beginning of a project, what will the digital offer be? 
For the Senedd event the Internet was used to invite artists to come and 
present something in the main building related to the theme of democracy 
or the question of the event; What is the most pressing issue facing Wales? 
The Internet was crucial to make that offer to the community. (Porter 
2016)

offline and online audiences voted on polar questions related to Welsh 
independence, education, migration and disability, while Twitter func-
tioned as a notice board, similar to the ERT example, informing the 
public where to vote online, where to watch the live streaming via 
Periscope and about voting results (https://storify.com/ntw/ntwde-
mocracy). The final phase of BDP will focus on austerity (NTW 2016), 
the chosen theme at the Senedd event, to produce a major performance 
in 2017, engaging artists and the community.

NTW and the BDP project looked at the internet as a tool for 
democratising theatre and engaging Welsh communities in a truly 
national, and often international, community-informed theatre project. 
However, the internet played a secondary role. According to Porter, 
despite the internet being a definite benefit for the project, ‘the face 
to face is still important’ (Porter 2016). Porter would spend time in 
the Regional Assemblies’ venues before and after the events to meet the 
groups and engage with the communities in an old-fashioned, face-to-
face way.

Conversely, I collaborated through the internet with seven artists 
and researchers of different nationalities and residences, some of whom 
I had never met face to face, for The Etheatre Project and Collaborators 
(2014a, b)—‘a completely remote “situation” process’ (Jamieson, pers. 
comm., see also Papagiannouli 2016, 71). The project was a 30-minute 
cyberformance defined as ‘a genre of digital performance that uses the 
Internet as a performance space or a cyberstage’ (Papagiannouli 2016, 6; 
see also Jamieson 2008, 13–34; Papagiannouli 2011, 61; Papagiannouli 
2016, xv–xvi). Performed on UpStage v3 for the platform’s 10th 
birthday celebrations on 9 January 2014, The Etheatre Project and 
Collaborators focused on the personal migration stories of the collabo-
rators (Sarahleigh Castelyn, Anca Doczi, Suzon Fuks, Charis Gavriilidis, 
Marischka Klinkhamer, Evi Stamatiou, and Ilinca Tamara Todorut) who 
were born in different countries from those in which they were living at 
the time of the performance. As the script of the performance stated:

https://storify.com/ntw/ntwdemocracy
https://storify.com/ntw/ntwdemocracy
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Most of us, if not all, are ‘travellers’. We were born in different countries 
or towns from where we live now and we went to school in different places 
from where we study or work. We are all natural immigrants, like spawn-
ing salmon, like birds that fly thousands of miles each spring to return 
home from their southern migration, like monarch butterflies, stars, and 
sea lions, like bats, ants trudging in military formation, and pods of whales. 
(Papagiannouli 2014, 239)

Although there was a script (see Fig. 1) to facilitate discussion based on 
the performers’ own personal stories that was edited by the dramaturge, 
the director and the performers themselves, (see Papagiannouli 2016, 
67–74), improvisational scenes were embedded within the performance 
to allow for audience engagement in the discussion and to facilitate ‘con-
flictual’ participation (see Fig. 2).

The Etheatre Project and Collaborators was a three-act cyberformance. 
Act I, named Roots and Routes, focused on the positive effects of a 
natural migration of animals, plants and people. Act II, Borders and 
Thresholds, looked at different types of visible and invisible borders, 
including passports and visas, man-made and natural borders to conclude 
that ‘global cities seem more like concrete transit locations – like metro 
stops where people arrive and leave’ (Papagiannouli 2014, 241). In Act 
III, Memories and Home, the performers shared nostalgic memories of 
life in their countries of origin, to question what makes home, home.

The Etheatre Project and Collaborators used ethnographic meth-
ods including participants’ observation, to study audience behaviour in 
cyberformance and to document participants’ responses in an interactive, 
collaborative event. According to Christine Hine, the ‘ethnography of 
the Internet [looks] at the ways in which the technology is experienced 
in use’ (2000, 4). Cyber-ethnography studies the online interaction of 
virtual communities by observing audience experience of such col-
laborative participation. It is a valuable method for collecting audience 
responses, by observing and analysing the interaction between audience 
members and between performers and spectators. In The Etheatre Project 
and Collaborators, this was mainly documented through the chat box, 
where spectators could verbally respond to the performance (Fig. 2). 
Here the internet is not just a tool for virtual extension of an existing 
performance such as at NTW, but the actual space where the perfor-
mance is taking place via online, direct and ‘live’ (in real-time) commun-
ion between performers and participants.
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Unlike with a classic theatrical experience, the audience’s interpre-
tation of The Etheatre Project and Collaborators can be clearly identi-
fied and analysed. The anonymity and the distance of the chat box in 
cyberformance not only assist audience interaction but also allow ‘for the 
strong dialectical thinking of the spectators to be heard and for correla-
tions with reality to be accomplished’ (Papagiannouli 2016, 47):

Spectators become active participants in the communal space of the chat 
box, where writing serves as a way of thinking and as a communication 
tool. In the in-between space of the cyberstage, the chat box serves as a 
distancing tool where absence/presence and speech/writing – Derrida’s 
oppositions of dominant notions of thinking (Reynolds, 2010) – coexist for 
the audience to communicate thoughts in real time and not after the per-
formance as experienced in traditional theatre. (Papagiannouli 2014, 47)

The Etheatre Project and Collaborators’ participants shared their own 
interpretations and opinions about the themes and events mentioned 
in the performance (see Fig. 3) and gave different answers to the ques-
tions posed by performers. For instance, answers to the question of what 
makes home, home included: ‘where the heart is … favourite people … 
my cat … home is where I fell [sic] calm and safe!! … this is home’ (The 
Etheatre Project and Collaborators 2014b) and ‘home is a personal thing 
… home is a state of mind – a place where you are without survival stress 
(for some) … home is connected with homme? in French … Home is 
where we are when we have no place else to go … home is online … 
it sounds like home is time … yes a time … I like that, home is a time’ 
(The Etheatre Project and Collaborators 2014a). In contrast to the NTW 
Senedd event’s (‘yes-no’) questions that provided ready-made solutions 
for online participants to choose, here the audience engaged in a dialecti-
cal exploration (‘either-or’) of the question as an example of conflictual 
participation. This was achieved through the improvisational scenes where 
participants not only interacted with the performers, but also commented 
on each other’s posts and exposed different opinions, shaping debates 
during the performance. In a discussion about the issues emigrants face 
when returning to their homelands, one of the audience members stated: 
‘you can’t step into the same river twice’; someone else responded: ‘you 
can I have’ (The Etheatre Project and Collaborators 2014b).

During The Etheatre Project and Collaborators, the personal stories of 
the performers and the participants became a shared experience in the 
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communal space of cyberspace where, according to Steve Dixon, ‘the 
personal is political’ (2007, 463). The internet provides a meeting point 
for individual voices and, as Hamish Fyfe and Michael Wilson state, the 
internet enables ‘everyday voices to be heard in ways that were previously 
inconceivable’ (2014, 129). Similarly to the NTW’s Regional Assemblies 
face-to-face performance/debate events, The Etheatre Project and 
Collaborators’ participants engaged in an online chat-based discussion 
about migration, emigration and immigration and shared their own sto-
ries alongside those of the collaborators in a creative setting: ‘I remem-
ber when my German husband referred to the Voelkerwanderung. I 
asked: Is that what the rest of us call “the barbarian invasior [sic]”’ … 
‘I got caught in france [sic] without visa once’ … ‘My great-grandfather 
was an Arab. She [sic] fled because of war. He ran away from the army. 
In the early 20th century’ … ‘I moved to America when I was young for 
a year and go back for a few months every year or so. I stay with a family 
that’s like my home’ … ‘I was an emigrant fro [sic] 9 years’ (The Etheatre 
Project and Collaborators 2014b).

The use of the internet in contemporary theatre-making enables civic 
engagement in current discussions and debates and allows individu-
als and the community to be presented and represented as part of the 
actual performance. Although face-to-face communication is still impor-
tant, the internet offers not only virtual tools for reaching and engaging 
wider audiences in the creative process, but also a space to accommo-
date dialectic forms of participation and tools for participatory democ-
racy. Unlike traditional forms of theatre, cyberformance provides safe 
spaces for the audience to interact anonymously and debate socio-polit-
ical issues that inform and shape the outcome of the performance. The 
notion of safe space in cyberformance is inextricably linked to anonym-
ity, which allows the audience to behave freely without following theatre 
conventions and hiding behind social masks: ‘Man is least himself when 
he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he will tell you the 
truth’ (Wilde 2007, 83).

Although both theatre and the internet are limited in their ability 
to effect social change (see McGrath 1981, xxvii; Miessen 2010, 141), 
they ‘can articulate the pressures towards one’ (McGrath 1981, xxvii) 
by changing the way people think. The intermedial exchange of thea-
tre and the internet enables new voices to be heard; the internet allows 
everyday citizens to be represented online, as demonstrated through 
the ERT open example. Similarly, Welsh communities engaged in 
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NTW’s Regional Assemblies debates, first online and then face to face. 
In the Senedd event, the public took over the building of the National 
Assembly, using it as a truly public—not state—centre for democracy and 
devolution in Wales. By contrast, The Etheatre Project and Collaborators 
was a completely remote process. Artists and researchers of different 
nationalities and residences collaborated through the internet, breaking 
geographical boundaries for an online distributed audience. The physi-
cal distance and anonymity allowed space for critical thinking based on 
current social justice issues. Participants shared their own stories along-
side those of the collaborators to conclude that ‘[w]e are guests on this 
earth, in this life’ and ‘so lets [sic] make the Earth a home for everybody’ 
(The Etheatre Project and Collaborators 2014b). To facilitate conflictual 
participation, cyberformance should not offer ready-made solutions to its 
participants, but rather create safe spaces for the public to freely debate 
in a dialectical manner and allow everyday voices to be heard in a creative 
setting.

notes

1.  National Theatre Wales is the English-language national theatre company 
of Wales.

2.  National Theatre Wales Assembly is a series of performance/debate events 
that aim to engage and work with communities across Wales to explore 
current issues in a creative setting.

3.  The Hellenic Broadcasting Corporation consisted of five television chan-
nels (ET1, NET, ET3, ERT World and ERT-HD), 29 radio stations, the 
ERT Modern Music orchestra, the National Symphonic orchestra and 
Choir, a magazine and the ERT website (which included a digital archive 
and web TV). According to the article 15 of the 1975 Constitution of 
Greece, ‘radio and television shall be under the direct control of the State’.

4.  The cabinet of Antonis Samaras was the coalition government of 
Greece between New Democracy, PASoK and DIMAR parties during 
2012–2015. In 2013, DIMAR left the coalition in protest against the clo-
sure of ERT.

5.  Troll, in internet language, is a person who usually uses online anonymity 
to cause frustration, anger and disruption to other people, without neces-
sarily a reason.

6.  The first cabinet of Alexis Tsipras was the coalition government of Greece 
between the Syriza and Independent Greeks parties during January–
August 2015. Syriza and Independent Greeks reformed the coalition gov-
ernment (second cabinet of Alexis Tsipras) in September 2015.
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Interview with Christian Cherene

Ananda Breed

Interview with Christian Cherene, artist and researcher of 
BeAnotherLab, by Ananda Breed
Skype interview on 8 December 2016

BeAnotherLab is an interdisciplinary multinational group dedicated to 
understanding, communicating and expanding subjective experience; 
focusing on understanding the relationship between identity and 
empathy from an embodied perspective.

Ananda: Please tell me about the history of BeAnotherLab.
Christian: BeAnotherLab started in 2012, taking inspiration from some 
experiments in cognitive science regarding embodiment and how you 
can trick your perception about your own body, particularly the work 
of Mel Slater and Henrik Ehrsson from Ehrsson Lab in Stockholm. The 
collective realised there was potential to explore the cognitive effects and 
began to recreate those experiments within an artistic context. So, rather 
than working with digital avatars, what happens if it’s real people that 
you’re embodying? That’s what inspired the idea to virtually step into 
the shoes of someone else or to look through the eyes of someone else 
in a particular situation. So it became a performative tool as well, rather 
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than just being this experience of being in the body of someone else. 
It’s immersive theatre, technology, all mixed together. Then, there is the 
narrative added into it. So it’s not just the question of oh, you’re in a dif-
ferent body, but whose is that body, what is their memory of their body, 
what is their context, what is it that they want to share?

Ananda: How does this project link between performance and civic 
engagement?
Christian: We established a residency with this proposal in Sabadell, a 
town outside of Barcelona, in a place called L’Estruch, which is a per-
formative arts centre. They’re very engaged with the community, there’s 
a lot of civic engagement there. There was this Indignados Movement in 
Spain, which is similar to the occupy Movement, but it started before 
that. And so there were a lot of grassroots initiatives happening and this 
performative arts centre became a hub for a lot of different groups: there 
were women’s groups, young people’s groups, groups for immigrants—
different kinds of things like this, a metropolitan social lab. There were 
all kinds of very experimental things happening with community engage-
ment in this artistic centre. So the residency that we did there for four 
months was how we engaged with the different groups that were already 
there. And that’s really what started the methodology of how the collec-
tive expanded and kept doing work. It’s about trying to create a hori-
zontal collaboration between those involved. When you’re working with 
different communities, you know, it’s not a question of saying, oK, we 
have this thing and we’re going to fix this problem with this. It’s really 
going and saying, right, we have this kind of tool we’ve developed by 
combining… what would you like to do with it, what can we facilitate, 
what can we create together and what are the possibilities? Even though 
it seems from the outside that our work is about technology, it’s really 
just trying to find a horizontal way of collaborating and bringing in these 
different things. It’s interdisciplinary in terms of the way we approach it 
too. The magic of this artistic context is that it allows for scientific meth-
odologies, and methodologies from different kinds of knowledge or aca-
demic fields, as well as different creative fields. You can mix and match 
and learn from different kinds of complementary methodologies or bod-
ies of knowledge that might exist by finding a very flexible sandbox in 
which to play and to start sharing.
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Ananda: Could you please tell me more about the context from 
which the work emerged?
Christian: There was no funding, there was no nothing, you know. 
The background of the people involved was quite varied. But really it 
was informed by this broader context that was happening in Spain at 
the time, where you had very many people that were unemployed, and 
unemployment is still very high, but it was very high at that moment. 
You had so many people with very varied and talented skills, but no 
employment. So out of that context a lot of people started to collab-
orate in trying to generate stuff, whether it was new ideas or artwork, 
or whatever, but coming from very different backgrounds. And in order 
just to do stuff, to be creative, to try things, people—dancer, architect, 
programmer, whatever—would just start collaborating on these things 
within the scene that we were involved in in Barcelona. So that kind 
of approach, doing stuff with low-budget technology, having a social 
activist focus on a lot of the work, and working with extremely limited 
resources and bringing different people together was the initial substrate 
out of which the project grew. So that’s pretty much been the birth of it 
and it’s still built into the DNA of how the collective’s been operating.

Ananda: What is the connection between Virtual Reality and the 
artistic process?
Christian: We’d started the project when there was no interest in Virtual 
Reality, people were like, oh that’s like a nineties thing that never really 
happened. But it was a very active field of research within cognitive sci-
ence, within more academic fields. Some of us were working in the lab. 
I was applying Virtual Reality to therapy, like a kind of gamified immer-
sive rehabilitation system for stroke victims that had upper limb mobil-
ity defects. That was the stuff that I was doing prior to working with 
BeAnotherLab on the project. People came from different angles. But 
anyway, we had the great fortune of this, of oculus launching and that 
becoming a big success. So we already had a year and a bit of a head 
start on all this with the stuff we were doing, so our content was already 
online. I think when people, someone, found one of our videos looking 
at the issue of gender, which was just an initial experiment that was sug-
gested to us through some of our workshops, we made a prototype and 
just put a video online, trying to see if we could get a further residency 
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somewhere to explore this. Then it went viral, and so from there we got 
a lot of interest from all over the world, our inbox just blew up, you 
know. It was within a month we had three and a half million views on 
this video, which came out of nowhere. We were very much at the right 
place and the right time to get noticed. So part of our process was to 
say yes to everyone that wanted to collaborate and seeing what could we 
learn in the different contexts that were inviting us. So we had people 
from scientific and academic fields. We had people from more artistic 
fields and people from social fields as well. So really, we said yes to every-
one initially, and we still have a problem saying no to people that want to 
work with us. But it’s really very much part of the process, going there 
and saying oK, what is it that you find interesting about this? How do 
you understand our work?—trying to find a common language to talk 
about these things, seeing if we can grow different aspects of the process, 
because nothing’s really defined. We’re always trying to blur the bounda-
ries between different fields of knowledge and different sorts of ways of 
doing things. So that was a gift really for us, it was a great experience to 
travel to many different places. We worked in big research institutions 
like MIT, and we were in Israel and Palestine as well, an art festival there, 
on the streets there, in a conflict resolution centre there, lots of places. 
So over the last few years we’ve worked in about 25 different countries. 
So it’s really trying to stretch things out and find ways of expanding and 
collaborating and finding ways of building sustainability that aren’t nec-
essarily reliant on one particular source. We’ve pretty much given free 
rein for our stuff for not-for-profit uses. our code is all online and we 
try to document what we’re doing. But having it open source like that 
means that a lot of people give of their expertise and their time, so we’ve 
grown the project a lot through this kind of way of sharing and trying to 
find connection points with different people.

Ananda: Please tell me more about the collective.
Christian: There’s about nine of us now that work in the main group 
that have been running things. Not everyone is full-time, of course, 
because they’re always having to do freelance work here and there, or 
doing other stuff. We’re trying to expand through setting up different 
nodes, rather than solidifying everything within the start-up or 
company mentality. We said oK, if other people want to replicate what 
we’re doing and further the research and create the sort of distributed 
research and development network, that’s also interdisciplinary, want to 
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replicate that structure, they can start their own ‘node’. We’re figuring 
that out at the moment in terms of what that looks like, how to build 
that up. So it’s really trying to take what we’ve learned, what’s worked 
over the last years of very flexible, very often chaotic ways of working 
in different contexts and trying to apply them, trying to take what’s 
worked out of that and see that in different contexts. So, for instance, 
in Berlin we have a group of, I’d say 15 people that have created a 
node of BeAnotherLab from similarly varied backgrounds; some of 
them are cognitive scientists, some are artists, some work in education, 
design, reform, a bunch of different things like this, creating a node to 
look at different potential uses and context and development of The 
Machine to Be Another; also other projects: what else can grow out of 
this particular way of addressing issues where, particularly working with 
communities where you’re trying to address an issue as seen by them, 
not as a token gesture, but building from the ground up in a way that 
they have control over what they’re doing and everyone grows from the 
process of doing this.

Ananda: What’s core to the practice of BeAnotherLab? Is it to 
explore different ways of disseminating or expanding knowl-
edge and understanding of particular community groups and then 
addressing whatever that need is, or how to expand what that expe-
rience is of that particular group through these different disciplines? 
Is that what’s key or …?
Christian: In a way, it’s hard to say exactly. In some contexts it does look 
like what you’re saying, in terms of giving voice or information or per-
spective about a community, but what we’re really trying to do is to find 
ways to make that a collaboration because otherwise it removes agency. 
We work from the ground up without a particular defined goal of how 
this is supposed to be done, or what this should be. Again, there are 
limitations. Since we’re not really funded, a lot of the stuff we’ve been 
doing is event-based, so it’s much more time specific. It’s not a long-
term collaboration that we would really enjoy. We show up already with, 
let’s say, the history of what we’ve done and present that and say here’s 
what we’ve done so far. We can continue in that direction or flip it on 
its head and do something else, or take criticism to inform the previous 
work we’ve done. It’s really being open to that sort of flexibility. And 
we’re learning that it’s not something that’s hundred per cent defined in 
terms of we go there and do x, y and z. You have to be flexible and open. 
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At some point, I think what we’re trying to do is also synthesise what 
about the methodology that’s worked, and what hasn’t. At the moment, 
we got very lucky to have received a grant of 50k from the EU because 
we were one of the winners of the Social Innovation Competition. In 
Europe, we were one of the three winners. We’ve created a proposal for 
an expansion of our work over the next year and a half, two years, so we 
have a project that we’re developing and focusing everything on now, 
to take what we’ve learned and apply it in different communities and 
local contexts in a way that’s long term, in a way that’s deeply rooted 
in this experimental practice of developing things in collaboration with 
a community. And also in a way that’s networked and that has the abil-
ity to analyse its effect within its local context and share that across the 
network.

Ananda: Could you please say more about the nodes?… in terms of 
the development of the nodes, because I think that’s a really inter-
esting concept in relation to performance and civic engagement, to 
consider how that would be constructed, what that would look like 
and what the model would be?
Christian: oK, regarding the nodes, I think I mentioned that we have 
already one started in Berlin. We’re taking certain ideas from the free 
software movement, in terms of how things are open source, how you 
share information and how you allow for different ideas to branch off or 
be taken in different ways. We’re using platforms that are easily adapted. 
The nodes are meant to be autonomous and to have their own particu-
lar legal structure which allows them to interface with the local collabo-
rating partners, such as universities, and allows them to interface with 
banks as well, which is necessary, in case they’re receiving funding or 
there’s money being used for different joint research projects, or things 
like that. And it also keeps them accountable and gives them some legal 
protection regarding intellectual property. So this is all based on what 
we’ve learnt through our journey over the last couple of years. Until a 
couple of months ago we’ve not had a formal legal structure or a bank 
account. This flexibility has allowed us to really see what kind of struc-
ture would work best. It has allowed us to collaborate very easily in very 
many contexts where otherwise the bureaucracy would have been a bit 
of a nightmare. We’ve been able to do things internationally, receive 
money internationally. Even though it’s been a very limited amount of 
cash, it’s allowed us the flexibility to say, we got this much money from 
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this event, we can now use that money to make this event over here. No 
one has really made any money from this, in fact we lost money during 
the process of doing stuff, but we’re really trying to build the sustain-
ability of the thing and make sure that for the days that people are work-
ing, they can be remunerated. If we’re working with people locally, we 
make sure that they’re remunerated first as well. And then with partner-
ships with the universities, realising how the structures of that work and 
what kind of legal aspect would be best to have. At the moment, what 
we’ve come up with as a solution is a cultural association within Spanish 
law. That gives us a tax number, a VAT number, all this kind of stuff, 
so we can now open a bank account under the name of the collective, 
but it keeps the work not-for-profit as well. Within the charter of the 
collective, of the association now, we make sure that we’re not-for-profit 
and it has certain stipulations regarding the focus of the work, the kind 
of governance structure of the organisation. our requirement of nodes 
that want to do this as well is that they adopt the same kind of charter 
but within a local context; something that adapts to the local particu-
larities of the legal situation there. We have not had to make a global 
kind of company or organisation or something like that, that takes eve-
rything in and manages everything in a centralised way, because it would 
be impossible. We’d create so much work for ourselves. There’s a lot of 
very low-level simple things about how we do communication internally, 
which we then share with the nodes. This is how we do communication 
internally, here’s a bunch of documents that we have regarding different 
sorts of protocols for different kinds of situations or different kinds of 
technology or different kinds of collaborations or whatever. We share all 
this stuff with them, there’s then this particular documentation proto-
col. How do you organise all the information that’s passing through? We 
have a folder structure that we’re using just on Google Docs, which we 
share with them. We say, here’s how we do the management for events; 
here’s how we do the management of the scientific aspect of things; 
here’s the more social things; here’s all the documents we’ve written on 
different kinds of performance strategies or different guidelines for dif-
ferent interventions. And then trying to keep the communication flow-
ing between them, so that there’s always some people that know what’s 
happening within the central node—or not the central node—there’s 
always someone who knows what’s happening with the whole node that 
they’re in who can then share it with the other nodes. If there’s oppor-
tunities, whether it’s of employment or collaboration or knowledge that 
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can be beneficial from one context to another, it allows for that to trans-
fer seamlessly. What we have is not something that’s going to replace any 
institution, but rather it’s going to be some kind of parallel structure. Say 
you’re a researcher in a university or you’re in some grassroots commu-
nity organisation, you can be part of the BeAnotherLab node and your 
connection to your organisation is the bridge for the work, the collabo-
ration that happens there. It allows for funnelling of resources into joint 
projects; it allows for someone to translate between the bureaucracy of 
both contexts and someone to translate between the institutional lan-
guage of the context and the more flexible structure of BeAnotherLab. 
That’s really how we’ve developed our own practice. our collaborations 
have always been through some level of personal contact with someone 
from an institution that sees something of value in the work that we’re 
doing and wants to work together, and they facilitate this collaboration 
within their structure.
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Performing Landscapes
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Introduction to Performing Landscapes

Ananda Breed and Tim Prentki

This section contextualises how location relates to local power structures, 
systems and infrastructures and brings these nuances to the fore in our 
understanding of performance and civic engagement. The contributions 
from Ananda Breed, Luis Campos and Jonas Tinius highlight the inherent 
performativity of location and place-based performances that evoke the his-
tories, narratives, sights and sounds of a particular geography. These geogra-
phies can carry with them varied narratives concerning memory and history 
that are often divergent, if not in outright opposition to one another. How 
performance can navigate, mediate and narrate these geographies towards 
a dialogic space is the theme of this section. Rosi Braidotti notes how the 
politics of location can be used as a cartographic method of exploring power 
relations, stating: ‘This method aims at achieving epistemological and politi-
cal accountability by unveiling the power locations one inevitably inhabits 
as the site of one’s subject position’ (Braidotti 2011, 215). The position-
ing of performance in relation to location can create dialogic spaces, serve to 
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transform relationships and deterritorialise identities through a kind of civic 
engagement at local and international levels.

Arts-based initiatives interact with locations that bring geographies 
into play, alongside social systems and human relations. on the four 
corners where the ethnically based neighborhoods of Russian, Kyrgyz, 
Uzbek and Tajik communities intersect in Southern Kyrgyzstan, a pro-
duction is staged about local conflicts. The location of the performance 
is paramount, given the violent events of 2010 when thousands of 
Uzbeks were killed and houses were burned in the city of osh. Conflicts 
continue in the region due to the carving up of borders within the coun-
try, or exclaves, created during Soviet rule. Water and land can switch 
between territories and are often the cause of dispute. At a time of rising 
Kyrgyz nationalism, the focus of the production on performing multi-
ple ethnicities and shared communal needs through a representation of 
mixed languages and varied cultural forms within a site of former vio-
lence based on ethnic discrimination is noteworthy. Performance can 
enable a re-articulation of space, relationships and positioning of power.

The chapters in this section seek to engage with some of the principles 
and practices of performing landscapes towards a new understanding of how 
we engage with the public towards activism. Breed reflects on the landscapes 
of Central Asia that serve as both an artistic instrument and environment of 
social engagement. She extends the use of location to Yrjo Sepänmaa’s con-
cept of environment as human relations and social systems. (Sepänmaa 1986, 
15–16). The throat singing of Central Asia and the manas performance 
epics both embody and translate memories, spirits and stories embedded in 
the surrounding mountains and rivers (Levin 2011). The historic rooting of 
performance in practices of animism and Sufism within this region imbues 
these practices with the social imaginary. Helen Nicholson remarks on the 
differences between socially engaged performances according to location, 
stating: ‘patterns of history and geography mean that they are differently 
nuanced’ (Cohen-Cruz 2015, 22). While socially engaged performance 
in the United States emerged from the civil rights movement and protest 
theatre related to the Vietnam War, socially engaged theatre in the United 
Kingdom responded to the Troubles in Northern Ireland and World War II 
bombings (Cohen-Cruz 2015, 22).

Walking artist Luis Sotelo argues that the public and participatory 
walk of Moncayo (Peace Walker) for the release of his son, kidnapped by 
rebel group Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), enabled 
agency towards remapping the landscape of Colombia through a physi-
cal and mediatised negotiation of social and political relations. He draws 
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on his previously coined term ‘participation cartography’ to illustrate 
how Moncayo engaged relatives of the hostages, FARC, the government 
and the Colombian people in a relationship of ‘spectatorial participa-
tion’ as documented and witnessed through media that solidified their 
roles as political actors. The mediatisation of the walk alongside political 
speeches enabled an opportunity for civic engagement as thousands of 
citizens dropped in and out of the walk that eventually collected over 
2,000,000 signatures for a humanitarian swap of prisoners and hostages. 
A permanent group of 40 individuals completed the 746-mile walk with 
Moncayo from Sandoná to Bogotá. Both FARC and the government 
were able to shift their former political positions temporarily to release 
the hostages within a performed space of the social landscape that was 
remapped through the activist walk of Moncayo. The chapter demon-
strates civic engagement through walking that resonates with non-violent 
protest marches, such as the Selma March in the United States and the 
Salt March in India. Sotelo uses the concept of ‘prospective memory’, 
remembering to carry out intended actions in the future, as a methodol-
ogy of activism within the non-violent ‘memory walk’ of Moncayo. The 
reliance and manipulation of media to create alternative discourses for 
the release of hostages in the Moncayo case study could be illustrative as 
a technique of civic engagement. This chapter demonstrates the possibil-
ity for art practices to enable layered social landscapes that allow multiple 
narratives to sit side by side.

Jonas Tinius approaches the topic as an archivist and scholar exploring 
the work of Roberto Ciulli and the Theater an der Ruhr. Ciulli devel-
oped a method of travelling through an emphasis on the political action 
of travel noted as Theaterlandscapes. Ciulli created a kind of political 
theatre that used a deciphering of theatrical symbols to illuminate politi-
cal and social negotiations between cultures and countries through aes-
thetic play. In this chapter, Tinius highlights the politics of exchange and 
the sustained nature of working alongside theatre companies that inher-
ently interweave politics with agency in relation to insider and outsider 
positioning. Tinius states: ‘These collaborations include examples with 
Iran and Iraq (1997–2007), beginning during the wars between these 
two countries (1980–1988), when the Theater became the first Western 
theatre to visit Iran after the 1979 revolution, Turkey and Kurdistan 
(2007–1414), as well as their incorporation of a Roma theatre after the 
Yugoslav wars (1985–1988), and their visits to Poland (1989–1991) and 
Russia (1992–1994) shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall.’ The case 
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study focuses on an ethnographic account of artistic collaborations in 
Algeria as part of a project entitled Theaterlandscapes New Arabia fol-
lowing the Arab Spring that included collaborations with civic versus 
state artists from Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Morocco and Syria. 
The notion of how performance can imbue landscapes is evidenced by 
the recognition of the German theatre landscape as a UNESCo non-
material world heritage site. Tinius highlights the politics of funding 
in relation to civic engagement, noting that the government subsidy of 
the arts in Germany allowed the Theater an der Ruhr ‘to create a new 
model where political and artistic critique could flourish, independent of 
commercial pressures and political influence (see Boltanski and Chiapello 
2005)’. Theatre can enable transnational and nomadic identities. Ciulli 
classifies his work as a ‘theatre of the bastardo’, noting: ‘The mission of a 
theatre that speaks to those estranged from nationalism should be to give 
birth to bastards, strangers without national parents’ (Ciulli in Bartula 
and Schroer 2001, 87–90).

The closing interview with Nurlan Asanbekov from Sakhna 
Ethnographic Theatre illustrates how the manas (an oral and now lit-
erary Kyrgyz epic that dates back 1000 years) and smaller renditions of 
eposes have been researched by the company to generate a new kind of 
performance technique called nomadic theatre. The interview illustrates 
how the recitation of the ancient oral tradition of manas is structured as 
a composition that an actor can emulate to improvise text. Borrowing 
from manas, nomadic theatre enables actors to come in and out of their 
roles easily, as their work is contained within a particular structure. Each 
sequence of a performance is prepared as a ritual to allow the performer 
to move organically from one moment to the next, from one scene to 
the next, in an almost trance-like state. Nurlan notes: ‘It is like a river, 
a mountain river, it cannot be made to turn to the left or to the right. 
It will run the way it runs. It’s like the wind or draught that cannot be 
controlled.’ Here, Nurlan emphasises the variables that an actor cannot 
and should not control. The interview illuminates how the environment 
and traditions of performance can influence contemporary techniques 
of performance-making to enable a more relaxed psychosocial state for 
both the actor and audience. The interview closes with a proposition of 
how nomadic theatre can be used for tolerance-building, particularly in 
Southern Kyrgyzstan where there are ongoing disputes concerning land 
and water issues.
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The contributions within this section provide a nuanced account of 
how, when and why landscapes intersect with performance. Sites of for-
mer violence are used to stage potential moments of cohesion, thereby 
rewriting the memories and possibilities contained within landscapes as 
negotiated by the local community. (Breed) Walking enables a different 
kind of cartography of the social landscape when mediatised and used to 
negotiate relations between hostages, the hostage-taker and government. 
(Sotelo) Exchanges between theatre companies across borders can enable 
civic engagement that can influence cultural policy. (Tinius) Landscapes 
are living and breathing entities that can be evoked towards acts of civic 
engagement to further politicise the issues and environs framed within 
performance.
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Performance, Place and Culture for Civic 
Engagement in Kyrgyzstan

Ananda Breed

Conflicts and processes of conciliation are different from one geographic 
location to another and from one cultural practice to another. That 
being said, there are instances of how and why performance can be used 
as a productive mechanism to establish new relationships between adver-
sarial parties that can be researched and applied to conciliation processes 
more generally as informed by historical, geographic and cultural con-
texts (Fig. 1).

This chapter will explore the Youth Theatre for Peace (YTP) project 
in relation to environmental aesthetics and socially engaged participatory 
practices towards tolerance-building in Kyrgyzstan. Cultural histories of 
storytelling, manas (an oral and now literary Kyrgyz epic) and trickster 
tales incorporate ideas and narratives that are useful in negotiating the 
ambiguities between differing moral, political and social agendas and 
can be drawn on in conflict negotiation contexts.1 The YTP project was 
developed in response to USAID’s call for people-to-people approaches 
to provide opportunities for exchange and contact between people from 
adversarial groups, and illustrates civic engagement through partnerships 
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with NGos and international development partners alongside local and 
state decision-making bodies, religious groups and community organisa-
tions. The framework of the YTP project could potentially be used as 
an example of performance and civic engagement that could be applied 
more generally to impact and influence cultural practices at a local level, 
to stimulate public debate and to improve social welfare.

My background as an applied performance practitioner and scholar 
who researched the performativity of the reimagined indigenous Gacaca 
courts and grassroots associations in post-genocide Rwanda during field-
work between 2004 and 2014 provided experiential knowledge of how 
communities can use the performing arts to forge alternative spaces.2 
As one survivor noted in an interview: ‘When I sing and dance with the 
man beside me, I forget that he killed my five children.’ I often return 
to this quote, because of the extraordinary nature of its utterance. The 
statement hints at the possibility that conflictual relationships can be 
transformed by artistic processes. Song and dance allowed for an alter-
native space and the possibility for forgiveness as kubabarira, which is 
the Kinyarwandan word for shared suffering. Grassroots organisations 
emerged in Rwanda as a response to the 1994 genocide against Tutsi 
to create alternative spaces between perpetrators, survivors and commu-
nity members. Many of these grassroots associations were developed by 
perpetrators and survivors who stated that they recognised the suffer-
ing in the other; that they had shared suffering. Here, I switch from the 
use of the term space to environment, borrowing from Yrjö Sepänmaa’s 
concept of environment as human relations and social systems (Sepänmaa 
1986, 15–16) to relate how artistic practices engage with social systems 
for renewed human relations through the YTP project as a form of civic 
engagement.

My position as the lead consultant of the YTP project in Kyrgyzstan 
between 2010 and 2014 began after the violent June 2010 events when 
in the city of osh, located in southern Kyrgyzstan, 470 people, mostly 
Uzbeks, were killed, 300,000 were forced to leave their homes and 
110,000 fled over the border.3 The YTP project was implemented by 
the International Research & Exchanges Board (IREX) with Foundation 
Tolerance International (FTI) in early 2010, prior to the June 2010 
events, to address the mounting tensions between ethnic groups; con-
sequently, the project switched from being primarily preventative to 
working within violent contexts. FTI continues to be one of the most 
experienced NGos working on conflict prevention and resolution in 
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Central Asia, working through grassroots structures and indigenous cul-
tural mechanisms with an emphasis on conflict analysis and mediation 
and negotiation to build platforms for dialogue. FTI served as a part-
ner to approach these issues with a deep knowledge of social systems on 
a local and governmental level. IREX delivered the overall project as a 
long-standing international development organisation that works in over 
20 offices globally in more than 100 countries, including Kyrgyzstan. 
IREX works with partners using a people-centred approach to advance 
prosperity and social justice in fields such as gender, civil society, media, 
education, governance, access to information and youth employment.4

The YTP project in Kyrgyzstan originated through a pilot pro-
ject in Indonesia entitled Promoting Tolerance and Dialogue through 
Interactive Theatre (2008–2010), funded by the British Embassy 
and IREX Europe. This project developed into a second, 2010–2014 
USAID-funded project in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan entitled Youth 
Theatre for Peace. The third project, UNICEF’s Interaction of Young 
People: across ethnic lines and public discourse on youth’s role in build-
ing peace and strengthening tolerance (2012–2014), was similar in 
design to the previously noted projects but with the specific objective 
of improving relations between young people in the osh and Jalalabad 
regions of Kyrgyzstan. I served as the lead facilitator, curriculum 
designer and consultant for these three projects. Responsibilities for the 
projects in Kyrgyzstan included writing training manuals and curricula; 
training 60 trainers from the Chui and Batken oblasts (provinces), Naryn 
and Talas oblasts and osh and Jalalabad oblasts in participatory practices 
and workshop design; and overseeing the facilitation and development 
of training materials for four 7-day training of trainers (ToT), seven 
12-week intensive youth camps and three 7-day sustainability workshops 
involving more than 500 adults and young people. All three projects 
worked in collaboration with local partners, including the Centre for 
Civic Education Indonesia (CCEI) in Indonesia and FTI in Kyrgyzstan.

The overall structure of each project began with an initial scop-
ing visit, in which I consulted with artists, educators, government offi-
cials, cultural ministers, religious and community leaders, NGos (that 
used theatre to respond to conflict issues), conflict specialists and com-
munity-based organisations. These consultation meetings were used to 
receive guidance concerning what kinds of methodologies might be used 
or avoided, to determine who might be involved in the project and the 
selection process, and to gain knowledge about conflict issues. Following 
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the initial consultation meetings with various stakeholders, schools and 
community-based organisations were approached to recruit interested 
individuals into the project as adult trainers and youth participants. 
A part of the selection criteria was based on a person’s knowledge and 
experience of local conflict issues, familiarity with cultural forms, and 
ability to implement methodology into schools and community-based 
organisations through drama clubs and theatre tours. often selected 
individuals were singers, dancers and musicians, as well as serving as 
community organisers. Recruitment contained a three-tier process of first 
introducing the programme through a community meeting, followed 
by a participatory workshop that demonstrated some of the varied tech-
niques that might be employed for dialogic purposes, and subsequent 
interview. Members of FTI and IREX interviewed interested individuals, 
and selection was further determined by the necessity for equal represen-
tation of age, gender, ethnicity and language. The strong presence and 
influence of FTI within each oblast provided the necessary trust network 
to engage participants across different religious and ethnic groups and to 
recruit known individuals who could guarantee the leadership and sus-
tainability of the project with community support.

Partners included a professional theatre troupe, Sakhna Theatre, 
from Bishkek (Kyrgyzstan) that provided 12 artists—a mixture of 
actors, dancers and musicians—who worked alongside the YTP pro-
ject to support the artistic development of the participants and to pro-
vide workshops.5 For the first training of trainers (ToT) conducted 
in Kyrgyzstan, adult trainers and artists from Sakhna worked together 
with myself and co-facilitator James Forrester, an IREX staff member, 
and FTI to exchange games and exercises, and to develop a skills-based 
curriculum that covered the following areas: acting skills, conflict analy-
sis, cultural exchange, facilitation, trust building and project sustainabil-
ity. Techniques were then tailored to a manual and a facilitation team 
of adult trainers, including artists from Sakhna, and professionals work-
ing with young people who delivered the curriculum in drama camps for 
young people between the ages of 15 and 16. There was usually a three-
month period between the initial scoping visit, the ToT and the imple-
mentation of the camps, for materials to be adapted to local contexts. 
Trainers were encouraged to make adaptations specific to the communi-
ties in which they served. Following the youth camps, in which young 
people became co-facilitators and often lead facilitators, the participants 
developed drama clubs in their schools to extend the methodology 
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to their peers. Drama clubs were then set up in each community and 
extended to theatre tours.

The drama clubs unilaterally contained membership of Kyrgyz, Tajik 
and Uzbek participants—becoming one of the few spaces in Kyrgyzstan 
where language and culture other than Kyrgyz is encouraged and pop-
ularised. Due to the focus on building dialogue between adversarial 
groups, the YTP participants negotiated the varied use of cultural forms 
and language within the rehearsal and performance process. Trainers and 
youth participants received funding to develop drama clubs in their local 
communities and to create public performances with the objective of cre-
ating dialogue about conflict issues.

environmentAl Aesthetics

The concept of environmental aesthetics offers a useful theoretical frame-
work for analysing the YTP project, due to the nomadic eco-spirituality 
and eco-consciousness of the region characterised by Zoroastrianism, 
Tengrianism, Buddhism, Christianity and Islam that lend themselves to 
the use of culture for tolerance-building.6

Sakhna’s work served as an artistic model for the YTP trainers and 
young people to develop receptivity to the environment through their 
use of manas, traditional instruments and evocations of nature.7 The 
embodiment of histories, memories and landscapes within the art form 
itself—whether due to the relation of animism to the Kyrgyz art form, an 
historic nomadic past, or the transformational characteristics of partici-
patory performance—develops a unique environmental aesthetic. Sakhna 
was founded under the direction of Nurlan Asanbekov in 2002 and per-
forms traditional manas through a mixture of nomadic cultural forms 
and contemporary performance practices influenced by pre-Soviet, Soviet 
and post-Soviet conventions.8 Core to their pedagogy and practice is 
the elemental use of nature to inform characterisation, staging and pres-
ence. Asanbekov noted that the work emerged from 40 eposes (epoz)—or 
smaller renditions of the epic manas—stating that the reconstruction of 
identity in Kyrgyzstan required the creation of a new theatrical system. 
From this, there originated the idea of establishing the format for what 
he calls nomadic theatre. He comments on the powerful energy of the 
melodies and rhythm of verses, including the amplitude and range of 
vocal vibrations. As part of their workshops, Sakhna focused on how to 
perceive the natural environment within the performance space.
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The YTP project included several exercises in which cultural forms 
like storytelling, manas and trickster tales were performed, taught and 
adapted between regions and across ethnic identities, including the fol-
lowing folk tale of Issyk-Kul Lake:

Khan ruled the land through force. one day, he heard about the inde-
scribable beauty of a poor nomad’s daughter, Ayana, and decided that he 
must have her for himself. Ayana lived in a village and was in love with the 
beauty of the mountains and the river. often, she would sit next to the 
water and sing. She had many suitors, but she rejected them – happiest to 
spend time in nature and with her father. Khan sent matchmakers to her 
with gifts, but she refused them. Eventually, Khan sent his riders to capture 
her. Ayana was blindfolded and taken to the fortress. Khan continued to 
shower her with gifts, but she refused them all. Like a wild beast, Khan 
attacked her. Ayana leapt from the window. As she fell, the fortress crum-
bled, the rivers flooded the valley, and the girl sank to the bottom of what 
is now Issyk-Kul Lake. You can hear her singing, even today.9

Young people and adults of the Youth Theatre for Peace (YTP) pro-
ject created response performances to the folk tale based on the issue 
of bride-kidnapping; a particularly violent reimagined practice reported 
to constitute half of all marriages in Kyrgyzstan (Kleinbach and 
Salimjanavoa 2007). The folk tale was also used to explore how nature 
and the environment could be incorporated into performance-making 
and to develop characterisation using archetypal figures from Kyrgyz 
culture.

Another exercise, Regional Exchange, provided an opportunity for 
participants to devise a workshop based on a story, song, dance or game 
from their region.

often, this would include participants recreating the regional con-
text of a game or exercise, alongside embodied representations of their 
region. By embodied, I use Edward S. Casey’s terminology referring to 
how the body integrates itself with the environment through a kind of 
corporeality based on perception. Thus, the body becomes a locality; a 
place and a space of knowledge. Casey states:

Given that we are never without perception, the existence of this dialectic 
means that we are never without emplaced experiences. It signifies as well 
that we are not only in places but of them. Human beings – along with 
entities on earth – are ineluctably placebound. More event than earthlings, 
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we are placelings, and our very perceptual apparatus, our sensing body, 
reflects the kinds of places we inhabit. The ongoing reliability and general 
veracity of perception (a reliability and veracity that countenance consider-
able experiential vicissitudes) entail a continual attunement to place (also 
experienced in open-ended variation). But if this is true, it suggests that 
place, rather than being a mere product or portion of space, is as primary 
as the perception that gives access to it. (Casey 1996, 19)

In this way, perception and the body as place provide the knowledge to 
communicate and negotiate histories, geographies and topographies. 
YTP exercises contained regional specificity that included an evocation of 
place and space. Apricot orchards, mountains, lakes, rivers and the spir-
its associated with these places were personified through manas, poems, 
dances and songs. For example, the folk song Ashagulon was used as part 
of the regional exchange. Ashagulon is a folk song that is sung during a 
ritual ceremony conducted in the springtime by residents of the moun-
tainous regions of Tajikistan. It is the residents’ address to the heavens 
so that rain will fall. Much of the mountainous landscape is not irrigated, 
so many sown plots wither and die in the springtime when there is little 
precipitation. Because of this, residents look to the sky and ask for rain. 
They place a scarecrow among the plots. The elders and the young begin 
to play the doira drum and sing, circling around the scarecrow. The song 
begins with the following verses:

Ashaguloni rostina-e
Boron bibor bo ostina-e

one of the participants sang the main verse, while the others sang the 
chorus. While singing, everyone circled the scarecrow, playing the doira 
drum and a dafe drum, as well as spoons and dishes. During the ritual, 
one of the participants poured water on the scarecrow. Although the 
ritual may have been particular to Tajikistan, the sharing of the ritual 
with the other participants encouraged the interchange between cultural 
practices.

During another exercise, Community Box, participants created an 
installation of maps, photos, food, paintings, poems, dance and music to 
introduce participants from other regions to their daily lives. Exercises 
contained traditions, cultures, beliefs and stories to share the geographic 
and political landscapes of their environs. Senses were evoked through 



PERFoRMANCE, PLACE AND CULTURE FoR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT …  229

the smell, touch and taste of food particular to each region. Poetry, 
music and the visual arts provided context about the places from where 
the participants came, to create a ‘being-in-place’ for participants.

Symbols and designs were used when reflecting upon experiences 
through visual arts exercises. The semantics of ornamentation is common 
through traditions like felt-carpet weaving. The carpets or shyrdak take 
approximately two months to weave and are usually constructed com-
munally by one member of each family. In this way, the practice fosters 
the communal transmission of knowledge. The shyrdak are so named 
from the stitching that contains coded messages through symbols such 
as animals, deer horns and inscriptions. Symbols were used as elemen-
tal designs among new signifiers and symbols that the young people cre-
ated. Thus, the familiarity of using symbols as signifiers of meaning for 
varied experiences within the project, like graffiti walls in which young 
people draw representations of their experiences as a reflective and evalu-
ative exercise, could be read as an integration of old and new: from the 
origins of exercises to how they were adapted or woven anew to address 
contemporary issues through cultural practices (Fig. 2).

Aesthetic exPeriences in conflict negotiAtion contexts

Specific (embodied and emplaced) performing arts activities pro-
vide opportunities for communities to build longer-term strategies for 
engaging with and intervening in the political realities in which they 
live through aesthetic experiences. According to peacebuilding scholars 
Cynthia Cohen, Roberto Varea and Polly Walker:

We use the term aesthetic to refer to the resonant interplay between 
expressive forms of all cultures and those who witness and/or partici-
pate in them. There are several defining features of ‘aesthetic experi-
ence’ – or aesthetic interaction with artfully composed expressive forms, 
such as songs, images, gestures and objects. First, aesthetic experiences 
involve people in forms that are bounded in space and time (e.g. by the 
frame around a picture, or the lights fading to black at the end of a play). 
Secondly, aesthetic experiences engage people on multiple levels at the 
same time – sensory, cognitive, emotive and often spiritual – so that all 
of these dimensions are involved simultaneously in constructing meaning 
and framing questions. Thirdly, aesthetic experiences engage people with 
forms that are able to acknowledge and mediate certain tensions, including 
those between innovation and tradition, the individual and the collective. 
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Because of these defining features, an aesthetic experience is one in which 
an enlivening sense of reciprocity arises between the perceivers/partici-
pants and the forms with which they are engaging. (Cohen, Varea and 
Walker 2011, 6)

Environmental aesthetics and aesthetic experiences can be used as a 
framework to understand the YTP project, with the project even extend-
ing that framework in new directions from which the act of performance-
making serves to renegotiate relationships, patterns of communication 
and structures of power as a form of civic engagement.

YTP trainers integrated locally based systems of community and cul-
tural governance into three primary stages, comprising conflict mapping, 
community performances and drama clubs, and theatre tours that inte-
grated stakeholders into the process: such as advisory councils, elders’ 
associations, resource management agencies and women’s associations. 
The partner organisation FTI is a well known and established NGo in 
Kyrgyzstan. It was therefore able to establish and coordinate the con-
nection between drama-related activities and local stakeholders as a part 
of their ongoing work on conflict prevention activities in the oblasts. 
Although the use of drama to address conflict issues may have been a 
new methodology for FTI and stakeholder groups, there is a historic 
precedent for the use of drama circles to improve cultural development 
during Soviet times, thereby enabling a potentially positive reception 
of the YTP drama clubs.10 Because of the focus of the project on cre-
ating dialogue in order to resolve problems, a part of the aesthetic is 
directed towards coordinating performances, so that parties important to 
the decision-making process are present. In order to portray a ‘true to 
life’ scenario, scripts are developed from the communities and staged to 
exemplify traditions and lifestyles. The aesthetic calls for a fundamental 
mimesis through simulation and enactment of political and social realities 
for an emotional, psychological, physical and spiritual response from the 
audience and the community at large, as illustrated below.

Dilfuza, an Uzbek trainer whose family was targeted in the 2010 
attacks, noted the segregation between different ethnic groups and 
focused on the necessity to develop communication between these 
groups. Core to her project was the varied use of public space for the 
interaction of people. Her community was divided into four quarters—
each quarter being made up of a different ethnic group—and thus she 
chose to situate the performances in the centre, on the corner of each 
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quarter. The performance demonstrated the ability to work between eth-
nic groups and languages. Since conflict over land and water resources is 
often core to regional and ethnic conflicts, while at the same time natural 
properties contain cultural and spiritual affiliations, the actual environ-
ments in which performances take place become a part of the aesthetic.

Syrga, an Uzbek trainer from osh, conducted performances related to 
issues concerning the welfare of orphaned children. In Kyrgyzstan, there 
is government money allocated to support orphans, but often this money 
is either laundered elsewhere or does not go directly to orphans. Syrga 
worked with her drama club to highlight various social consequences 
of conflicts regarding resources. one of the students in her school was 
orphaned and did not receive any money, consequently experiencing 
social exclusion and violence. His personal story was related to a con-
flict over water in his village. During a heated quarrel over water distri-
bution, his father was hit over the head with a shovel and inadvertently 
killed. The boy was left with his three other siblings as orphans. Without 
money, they were forced into child labour, did not have appropriate 
clothing and were frequently ridiculed and mistreated. This story was 
staged in April 2013 for the school and surrounding community, with 
the inclusion of local authorities and social workers. Resulting from the 
success of the project in addressing both the plight of orphans and vio-
lence in the schools, a conference was conducted with over 200 social 
workers from the region, using the production as a primary tool for dis-
cussion and subsequent actions. Due to the impact of the production 
and visibility of local corruption, authorities developed an initiative to 
count the orphaned children in the community and to develop a trans-
parent process to fund the orphans through government schemes. on 1 
June 2013, International Children’s Day, funds were publicly distributed 
to orphans. Local authorities started to track the progress and develop-
ment of orphans.

on a more systemic level, Halima, a Dungan trainer from Chui, works 
with the prosecutor’s office to develop issue-oriented performances 
based on conflict issues and criminal activities. When she first started her 
drama club in 2010, local media wrote an article about how issues con-
cerning suicide at a Turkish school had been addressed through drama. 
The prosecutor’s office requested the drama club to create a perfor-
mance about school racketeering and the prosecutors attended alongside 
at-risk young people. Following the performance and during the discus-
sion, young people stated that the police could not help them, and there 
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was no response from police representatives in the audience. What was 
evidenced during the discussion was the lack of initiative from the police 
to respond directly to the young people. The drama club was invited to 
work with the prosecutor’s office to develop a participatory methodol-
ogy for engaging young people and training the police to communicate 
more effectively. To date, there have been six different performances 
staged as collaborations between young people and the prosecutor’s 
office. Audiences, actively engaged with the dialogic performances, sug-
gested solutions to the staged conflict scenarios. Those myriad proposed 
solutions informed policymakers’ discussions and debates both infor-
mally, through theatre performances, and formally, through meetings 
conducted with government officials before and after performances.

culturAl histories in conflict  
negotiAtion contexts

Culture has historically been used at points of major social upheav-
als (Bellér-Hann and Sharshenova 2011, 72). I will expand on the use 
of trickster tales to best historicise and contextualise the use of cultural 
forms within conflict negotiation contexts.

The Kuyruchuk trickster, based on a famous akin or minstrel from 
the 1900s, is the Kyrgyz rendition of Robin Hood. He served as a social 
critic, and Kuyruchuk tales are often set at historical turning points 
accompanied by social transformations. The tales provide regional and 
cultural specificities that reflect ideological strategies.

Kuyruchuk was a character who developed from the journeys and 
encounters of a renowned akin named Kudaybergen mürzak who was 
born in Kïzïl-Tuu village in the Jumgal region, Naryn oblast in 1866. 
The tales follow his exploits until his death in 1940 (Bellér-Hann and 
Sharshenova 2011, 73). He was nicknamed ‘Little Tail’ for his ability to 
slip between social roles as a modern trickster character. Ildikó Bellér-
Hann and Raushan Sharshenova note:

The Trickster has often been described as an incorrigible boundary 
crosser, who is both human and divine. … Through breaking social roles 
and norms, the Trickster draws attention to them … Thus the Trickster’s 
disruptive and sometimes even destructive behaviour makes place for the 
new: he is a potentially creative force, a transformer. (Bellér-Hann and 
Sharshenova 2011, 76–77)
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The following tale of Kuyruchuk demonstrates the ability of an akin to 
question systems of injustice and the rule of customary law:

once Kuyruchuk came to Naryn on business. The street was full of people. 
It turned out that a well-known man, the robust Samankulak who did not 
even own a dog and whose roof was leaking, had been accused of robbery. 
Kazï accused him of stealing his nine horses and covering his tracks. Kazï 
hired a judge who sentenced Samankulak to twelve months’ imprisonment 
and obliged him to pay his alleged debt of nine horses. Who would listen 
to poor Samankulak when the authorities and the judge were all in Kazï’s 
hands? Having learned the details of the affair, Kuyruchuk stood up in 
front of the crowd and stated:

‘oh, silent crowd! Wise men! Listen, this is what I have to say!’
Those who did not know Kuyruchuk thought that the man was ask-
ing for trouble.
‘Samankulak is not guilty,’ he stated. ‘The man who accuses him has 
no idea who is guilty.’
Having seen Kuyruchuk, Kazï frowned and commanded:
‘Well, if you are really such a brave man, show me the thief!’
Kuyruchuk answered.
‘The thief is my nose.’
Kazï asked.
‘What did he say?’

Kuyruchuk answered. 
‘I’ve stolen your horses. Be fair to Samankulak and sentence me. I can give 
you your horses back within ten days.’
The judge thought for a while, and questioned Samankulak again and 
again. Samankulak swore his innocence. The judge eventually decided that 
Samankulak was innocent, and started to question Kuyruchuk. Kuyruchuk 
turned to Kazï:
‘Let’s leave the stolen horses aside for a short time. Answer me, do you 
plead guilty to forcibly taking my horse and slaughtering it? Do you plead 
guilty to robbing the travellers who passed through your village? Try to 
prove your innocence in this matter in front of the people and the judge!’
Kazï, who up until then had been demanding the punishment of the guilty 
person, hung his head and admitted his guilt:
‘It is true,’ he said.
The judge was perplexed; he did not know anymore who was the plaintiff 
and who was the accused, saying:
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‘To hell with you all! You should settle your own accounts. Do it your-
selves!’ Having said this, he left, swinging his arms. The people were 
impressed with Kuyruchuk’s presence of mind and courage. (Bellér-Hann 
and Sharshenova 2011, 110)11

This folk tale contains the scenario of Kuyruchuk as Robin Hood, pre-
senting himself to be judged in place of the poor man who was accused 
of thievery and overturning juridical processes. Kuyruchuk engages with 
the legal structure to then reverse the outcome of the sentence, which 
leads the judge to vacate his position and to let the people settle their 
own accounts. In this way, Kuyruchuk positions himself between author-
ities and social structures foreign to Kyrgyzstan with the assertion of 
clever manipulations of the system for social justice, not necessarily sup-
porting the overarching Soviet project. The tale thus illustrates the his-
toric role of culture and performance to address conflict issues.

The Joker or mediator character within the YTP project negotiated 
stories and agendas between the actors and the audience, which pro-
vided an opportunity for participants to position themselves between 
the authorities and community social structures in the cause of conflict 
negotiation. As an example, there was a year-long initiative to address 
cultural and religious practices that had an adverse effect on economic 
stability. Four master trainers from the osh, Chiu, Batken and Jalalabad 
oblasts worked with sixteen Imams or religious leaders in 2014 and 2015. 
The YTP master trainers and Imams worked with drama clubs to devise 
productions that illustrated controversial issues, including early marriage 
and excessive spending. The role of the Imams was to clarify religious 
doctrines and laws, including the fact that Islam does not require exces-
sive spending for rituals like marriage. The coordination and coopera-
tion between the drama clubs, YTP trainers and Imams represented a 
joint effort to address cultural and religious practices to stimulate public 
debate, to improve social welfare and to influence cultural practices at a 
local level.

Another example includes the work of a master trainer, Halima, to 
influence and inform the methods, ideas and ethics of the Ministry of 
the Interior. The master trainer worked with over 200 employees of 
the Ministry of the Interior to address issues concerning radicalism and 
extremism, using the YTP methodology. Her former background work-
ing with the prosecutor’s office that was initiated during her YTP train-
ing from 2010 illustrated how the YTP methodology could be used to 
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negotiate relations between state officials and young people. The pros-
ecutor’s office stated that the YTP methodology enabled them to create 
a new kind of language to work alongside and for young people, rather 
than the other way around. Similarly, the master trainer worked with 
the Ministry of the Interior to explore how and why young people were 
being recruited to Syria and how to identify young people who were 
involved in extremist religious groups. In this way, the YTP methodol-
ogy was used to understand and respond to the needs of ethnic cultures 
and communities.

conclusion

To date, the YTP project has reached over 53,000 community mem-
bers.12 There are now 10 master trainers in Kyrgyzstan who have devel-
oped an independent NGo, launched a website with social networks 
linked to all YTP trainers and participants, and currently conduct train-
ings for IREX, UNICEF and other NGos and Ios as well as local con-
stituencies. one adult Tajik trainer and another Kyrgyz trainer have 
been publicly elected to local government positions, due to their use 
of participatory approaches to address conflict issues. There are several 
young people who have continued their theatre practice by attending the 
University of Arts in osh and one youth trainer who became the first girl 
president of her school. Drama clubs have won awards for their perfor-
mances and often serve as intermediaries concerning local conflict issues. 
FTI noted that they have changed their practice to include the method-
ologies co-created through YTP as part of their institutional practice of 
working with communities. The Ministry of Education has created paid 
positions for 70% of all drama clubs, contributing to economic prosperity 
through the creation of new jobs. The impact of trainers has been recog-
nised through the presentation of their work at international conferences 
based on the pedagogy of education in Russia, through the Ministry of 
Education in Kyrgyzstan and through the integration of YTP into open 
public debates with the prosecutor’s office, the social institution work-
ing with orphans and water and land agencies. Participatory and socially 
engaged performance is new to the region, and individuals claim that its 
techniques provided the additional benefit of extending the ethos and 
practice of participatory approaches to the classroom environment.

The YTP project engaged with social processes to become a pro-
ductive force in the aesthetic expression necessary for building 
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tolerance—through the analysis and integration of systems that included 
local and national governmental structures and individuals linked to local 
cultural systems of self-governance—reflective of the structures of perfor-
mance and civic engagement, to serve as a dynamic force for establishing 
alternative structures and spaces for ethnic identity groups and multidi-
mensional needs to be addressed. The original project based in the Chui 
and Batken oblasts escalated to extend to the Naryn and Talas oblasts and 
finally to the osh and Jalalabad oblasts. By the end of the project, the 
methodology had extended to every oblast in Kyrgyzstan, in which train-
ers and young people established drama clubs and theatre tours (Fig. 3).

External evaluation of the YTP project by Vadim Nigmatov (2011), 
who used an experimental comparison group evaluation approach to 
determine the effects of YTP, noted that 98% of participants said they 
are confident in their ability to positively affect conflict situations in their 
community, compared to 31% of the comparable group in Kyrgyzstan.13 
The evaluation included a survey of programme participants and non-
programme participants to assess the attitudes and behaviours of 
programme participants in relation to non-programme participants 
regarding conflict issues and attitudes concerning religion, ethnicity and 
nationality. The evaluation was conducted with 238 survey respondents 
and 24 focus groups in both Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, alongside inter-
views with stakeholders and community leaders. The YTP programmes 
were found to achieve lasting attitudinal and behavioural changes con-
cerning conflict issues in youth and adult participants and to promote 
long-term sustainable approaches to conflict prevention through rela-
tions with the community and people of varied ethnicities, religions and 
nationalities using the methodology including drama clubs and theatre 
tours.14

However, the objectives of the YTP project are inherently intertwined 
with international development rhetoric and political agendas. The 
framework of the project itself—based on the understanding and nego-
tiation of political and social systems, the application of cultural artistic 
forms and the integration of decision-makers into the overarching pro-
ject from a local to a government level for tolerance-building—focuses 
on the use of the performing arts as a vehicle for democratic structures of 
governance.

This chapter describes a particular social and political process in 
Kyrgyzstan that emerged from particular contexts related to conflict and 
violence between 2010 and 2014. Although I initially trace the historical 
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trajectory of how cultural forms, including trickster tales, have been 
used to negotiate the ambiguities between differing moral, political and 
social agendas, the same processes that can be used towards unification 
can also be used for exclusion. For example, the manas epic that con-
tains historical and legendary accounts of the unification between ethnic 
groups has also been increasingly reimagined as a Kyrgyz cultural form 
to fuel nationalism in Kyrgyzstan, diminishing the role that the manas 
once played in promoting cohesion between ethnic groups. In this way, 
cultural forms can be co-opted and potentially reframed for practices 
that can lead to conflict. Additionally, although the manas were once 
used to instil moral and social values, varied codes and signifiers are no 
longer unilaterally relevant and the art of reciting manas has waned. 
Consequently, although I have framed the YTP project in relation to 
environmental aesthetics and aesthetic experiences that are informed by 
the adaptation of cultural forms in Central Asia, these same forms and 
systems can be manipulated for alternative purposes.

notes

 1.  The trilogy is based on the journey of Manas who served as a warrior and 
united ethnic clans within Central Asia. In this way, the word Manas is 
both the name of an historic warrior and the subsequent manas epic that 
evolved into an oral history. Although there are many examples of con-
flict in the epic, the focus on Manas’ unification of the 40 tribes is often 
cited as being an initiation of friendship and unity between tribes and 
nations.

 2.  See Ananda Breed. 2014. Performing the Nation: Genocide, Justice, 
Reconciliation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press).

 3.  Kyrgyzstan is surrounded by the mountainous borders of China to the 
east, Uzbekistan to the west, Kazakhstan to the north and Tajikistan to 
the south. Most of Kyrgyzstan was formally annexed to Russia in 1876. 
The Kyrgyz staged a major revolt against the Tsarist empire in 1916 
in which almost one-sixth of the Kyrgyz population was killed. Soviet 
power was initially established in the region in 1918. Kyrgyzstan became 
a Soviet republic in 1936 and achieved independence in 1991 when the 
USSR was dissolved. Since 1991, there have been three presidents and 
two revolutions—known as the Tulip revolutions that occurred in 2005 
and 2010—evoked by other colour revolutions including the orange 
Revolution in Ukraine in 2004 and the Rose Revolution in Georgia 
in 2003. Kyrgyzstan was ratified as a parliamentary republic after the 
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adoption of the constitution in 2010. Ethnic and social tension exists 
between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks and between Kyrgyz and Tajiks in south-
ern Kyrgyzstan. one of the reasons for this is the carving out of borders 
without distinct boundaries between countries, which has led to ongoing 
conflict over issues such as land rights and water. There is a tendency for 
these conflicts to escalate, especially in the southern part of the Fergana 
Valley. However, this tension does not usually take such a violent form 
as, for example, during the clashes between ethnic Kyrgyz and Uzbeks 
in 2010. The outbreak of ethnic violence, primarily between Kyrgyz and 
Uzbeks, spread across Kyrgyzstan into northern Kyrgyzstan and the capi-
tal Bishkek. The noted violence in June 2010 following the overthrow 
of former president Kurmanbek Bakiyev reflected growing strains among 
identity groups in the country, weakening rule of law, and corruption 
under the Bakiyev regime.

 4.  https://www.irex.org/about-us, accessed November 9, 2016.
 5.  See interview with Nurlan Asanbekov in the Performing Landscapes sec-

tion of this volume.
 6.  Sholpan Davletova. 2011. ‘Eco-Spirituality in Ancient Beliefs of Central 

Asian Nomads’. Proceedings of the Fifth International Conference of 
The Asian Philosophical Association, Fukuoka, Japan, http://www.aca-
demia.edu/4529034/Eco-Spirituality_in_Ancient_Beliefs_of_Central_
Asian_Nomads, accessed April 28, 2014

 7.  See Nurlan Asanbekov: Stage director is the one who wants to exhibit 
his theatre before the world, http://www.imhoart.uz/en/being-
there/1787-nurlan-asanbekov-stage-director-is-theone-who-wants-to-
exhibit-his-theatre-before-the-world.html, accessed october 21, 2013.

 8.  I use the term cultural forms according to its usage by Sir Edward Burnett 
Tylor (1832–1917) as ‘that complex whole that includes knowledge, 
belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member of society’. See http://answers.yahoo.
com/question/index?qid=20071106135057AAMdi05 (Tylor 1871,  
p. 1, emphasis added).

 9.  Folk tale of Issyk-Kul Lake orated by Anara Eginalieva from FTI.
 10.  See Ali Igmen 2012. Speaking Soviet with an Accent, Culture and Power in 

Kyrgyzstan (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press).
 11.  Text adapted by author from the original folk tale located in the Appendix 

for further clarity (Bellér-Hann and Sharshenova 2011).
 12.  The figure includes beneficiaries of the YTP project implemented in 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan by IREX and the Interaction of Young People: 
across ethnic lines and public discourse on youth’s role in building peace 
and strengthening tolerance project by UNICEF, with the same frame-
work and lead facilitator.

 13.  http://www.irex.org/project/youth-theater-peace, accessed May 1, 
2014.

https://www.irex.org/about-us
http://www.academia.edu/4529034/Eco-Spirituality_in_Ancient_Beliefs_of_Central_Asian_Nomads
http://www.academia.edu/4529034/Eco-Spirituality_in_Ancient_Beliefs_of_Central_Asian_Nomads
http://www.academia.edu/4529034/Eco-Spirituality_in_Ancient_Beliefs_of_Central_Asian_Nomads
http://www.imhoart.uz/en/being-there/1787-nurlan-asanbekov-stage-director-is-theone-who-wants-to-exhibit-his-theatre-before-the-world.html
http://www.imhoart.uz/en/being-there/1787-nurlan-asanbekov-stage-director-is-theone-who-wants-to-exhibit-his-theatre-before-the-world.html
http://www.imhoart.uz/en/being-there/1787-nurlan-asanbekov-stage-director-is-theone-who-wants-to-exhibit-his-theatre-before-the-world.html
http://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20071106135057AAMdi05
http://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20071106135057AAMdi05
http://www.irex.org/project/youth-theater-peace
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‘Mr President, open the Door Please,  
I Want to Be Free’: Participatory Walking 

as Aesthetic Strategy for Transforming  
a Hostage Space

Luis C. Sotelo Castro 

the sPAce of the subject held hostAge: the locked 
door And the deAdlock

Hostage-taking has been an international concern for decades. In the 
context of Colombia, for instance, there have been documented cases of 
hostage-taking (political kidnapping) since the 1930s (Cardona 2013). 
Yet, how can one describe the space of the subject held hostage? Why 
and how can one walk about it?
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‘23 Sep 2009: Prueba de vida de Pablo Emilio Moncayo retenido por las’, 
YouTube video, 7:50, proof-of-life video of hostage soldier Pablo Emilio 
Moncayo, detained by rebel group, posted by Senator Piedad Córdoba https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=b_oGz-Rjcqw, accessed 16 December 2016.
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Pablo Emilio Moncayo had been held captive for nearly twelve years 
(1997–2009) when the subversive group Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia-People’s Army (hereafter FARC-EP) announced in April 2009 
(Semana 2009) that they were finally willing, provided the security of the 
operation was granted by the authorities, to unilaterally release the sol-
dier hostage. According to their statement, this decision was a response 
to the ‘repeated requests’ (Semana 2009) made by Moncayo’s father 
and key personalities of the radical Latin American left on their behalf. 
A symbolic action walk that Gustavo Moncayo had conducted in 2007 
had positioned him as the living icon of the suffering by close relatives 
of any person held hostage by FARC-EP. They also announced that this 
was going to be the last unilateral release they were willing to do, and 
that the only condition for his release was that Gustavo Moncayo him-
self, along with left-wing Senator Piedad Córdoba, should head the com-
mission to which the hostage was to be handed over. FARC-EP had held 
him hostage together with over three hundred soldiers and police offic-
ers as a token of exchange for imprisoned rebels. The majority had been 
released in 2001 through a humanitarian exchange mechanism, to which 
previous President Andres Pastrana (1998–2002) had reluctantly agreed 
(Cardona 2013). The government of President Alvaro Uribe (2002–
2010) refused to make any new concessions to FARC-EP. Previously, 
FARC-EP had used the mechanism of unilateral releasing of hostages 
as a publicity strategy and to manipulate public opinion into supporting 
their struggle (Cardona 2013). once again, a glimpse of hope that the 
Moncayos had for a few days had been shattered.

‘Mr President Uribe, open the door please, I want to be free,’ said 
soldier hostage Pablo E. Moncayo (2009) as he symbolically knocked 
three times (knock, knock, knock) on the table he was sitting at in 
a proof-of-life video. The video was made public by his captors on 23 
September 2009, five months after Uribe’s announcement had been 
made. Moncayo is shown in the video making a direct request to the 
President to remove the obstacles that, in his view, Mr Uribe had put in 
the way of the unilateral release offered by FARC-EP. In his statement 
for the camera, the space he is trapped in is symbolised as a locked door 
and, simultaneously, a deadlock, a situation involving FARC-EP and Mr 
Uribe’s government in which no progress can be made, unless he (Mr 
Uribe) changes his mind. I will come back to Mr Uribe’s approach to 
handling hostage-taking below. This performance for the camera by the 
soldier hostage responds to a performance of power by FARC-EP; it is 
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part of the set of restricted and monitored behaviours that the actual 
space soldier Moncayo is locked in allows him to enact: FARC-EP decides 
to show the hostage as someone with enough agency to be able to ask 
his commander in chief, the President, to undertake actions (change 
his mind). Paradoxically, the coercive space he is trapped in gives him 
the space to perform agency (a form of freedom of speech) for the cam-
era and for the wider national and international public via the internet 
and the mass media. It is important to take a closer look at the perfor-
mance for the camera made by Pablo Emilio Moncayo. I reconstruct his 
act of knocking on a table—which stands for the door of the space he 
is trapped in—as a specific form of self-positioning performance. I do 
so through the lens of participation cartography (Sotelo Castro 2009, 
2010), a theory on a distinctive type of participation performance.

By setting up a space for hostage soldier Moncayo to perform a 
proof-of-life (a table, a chair, an improvised media studio in the jungle), 
FARC-EP authors or instigates a participation framework and, indeed, a 
horrific, coercive form of participation cartography. Participation cartog-
raphy is an umbrella term to conceptualise practices in which participants 
are set in motion/action about a specific space, their motion about that 
space being documented and the document then presented as authored 
or co-authored by the person(s) who designed the activity (Sotelo 2009, 
2010). This is an instance of forced, overtly manipulative participation 
cartography in which the subject who takes part is forced to be there 
and threatened with death or extreme torture should he decide either 
not to take part or resist the instructions to do so. He does not have an 
option but to take part if he wants to continue alive, unharmed and be 
released one day in the future. Soldier Moncayo is ‘set in motion’ within 
the space in which he is held hostage and his spatial engagement with 
that space is documented on video. Importantly, in FARC-EP’s framing 
of the space, neither the guns nor the chains with which they are known 
to impair the mobility of the hostages are shown, nor are the faces of the 
combatants who make sure that he does not escape, nor are the faces or 
voices of their leaders or any details of the place. FARC-EP hides the 
key landmarks that constitute the place in which soldier Moncayo is held 
hostage, because they do not want to be localised and identified. Yet, 
in hiding these landmarks, a key dimension of the space of the subject 
held hostage gets revealed. The space of the subject held hostage mani-
fests itself through its disappearance. It performs presence by withdraw-
ing from the camera and from the scene it authors and produces. It is, in 
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the words of anthropologist Dejan Lukic (2012), a ‘phantom space’. In 
doing so, it becomes horrific or terrifying to the extent that FARC-EP 
appears as an invisible but tangible territorial force with an incredibly 
coercive power, one that can afford to swallow people from the surface 
of the earth and hide them for as long as they want, something against 
which no other force, not even the state, can do anything significant 
about.

As illustrated by this example, and through participation cartography, 
space is not approached as objective and fixed but as lived, time-bound, 
and performed as a result of a power dynamic that, in this case, is driven 
by an armed, historical, political confrontation between two antagonis-
tic forces within Colombia. In fact, it is approached as intertwined with 
subjectivity, which in turn is not approached in theory but through an 
analysis of how it is practised in spatio-temporal terms by specific sub-
jects (FARC guerrilla, hostage soldier Moncayo, his father, President 
Uribe). This notion of space echoes human geographer Doreen Massey’s 
(2005) propositions that space is ‘constituted through interactions; that 
it is a sphere in which multiple, distinct trajectories coexist; and, that it 
is always under construction’ (2005, 21). Also, and importantly for 
the argument that I make in this chapter, it is in line with Laclau and 
Mouffe’s (2001) conceptualisation of political spaces as ‘inherently unsta-
ble’. Laclau and Mouffe argue that the political is defined by the strug-
gle for hegemony as executed by antagonistic forces. In their analysis, the 
‘inherently unstable’ ontology of political spaces means that the position-
ing of ‘the forces in struggle is submitted to constant shifts, and calls for 
an incessant process of redefinition’ (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, 464).

Drawing on the above-mentioned ideas, I propose to conceptualise 
the space of the subject held hostage as a complex, multipolar, participa-
tory field of political power dynamics (a specific kind of unstable political 
participation space), in which the positioning of ‘the forces in struggle is 
submitted to constant shifts’. It is complex and multipolar in the sense 
that, paraphrasing Massey (2005), it is a space in which a plurality of tra-
jectories meet and affect each other—the hostage and his family, the state 
officials, the hostage-takers, the actual place in which the person is held 
captive, and public opinion. The proof-of-life video setting makes evi-
dent and mirrors the hidden ontology of the space of the subject held 
hostage: it is participatory in the sense that the political and violent act 
of hostage-taking, which is secretly plotted and executed by the mili-
tants (it is authored), constructs a participation framework in response 
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to which the hostage, the authorities and the relatives of the subject 
held hostage are expected, indeed, forced to perform a set of actions, 
including the fulfilment of the conditions for the safe release of the hos-
tage. Lastly, this space is political in the sense that it is constituted by 
performances of power, which in turn solicit performances of power in 
response. By performance of power I mean a social action by which one 
actor gets another actor to do something they would otherwise not do 
(Dahl 1957). While FARC-EP exercise power by violent means, and the 
government responds to their actions with new acts of armed violence, 
Gustavo Moncayo responds by walking. I will briefly outline the gov-
ernment’s response to the situation, and then focus on Mr Moncayo’s 
action walk.

Since the very first moment when he came to power, President Alvaro 
Uribe Velez refused to engage in any kind of fruitful negotiation with 
FARC-EP. He deviated from the participation framework that FARC-EP 
was intending to impose on him as a targeted, forced participant. Yet, 
he could not help but be drawn into that hostage space. As the head of 
state, he had been targeted by the action. He resisted FARC-EP’s power 
performance by enforcing a warmonger approach to handling hostage-
taking. In his struggle for hegemony and territorial dominance against 
FARC-EP, he responded by developing a new participation framework 
targeted at them. Echoing US president George W. Bush’s (2001–2009) 
vocabulary, he issued a so-called Defense and Democratic Security Policy 
(2003), in which he positioned FARC as a ‘narco-terrorist’ organisa-
tion, and kidnapping (both ransom and hostage-taking) as terrorist acts. 
In consequence, International Humanitarian Law did not apply to the 
hostage spaces that had been produced by FARC-EP. This meant that a 
humanitarian exchange of prisoners, as FARC-EP expected him to carry 
out, was no longer applicable. With significant financial and military sup-
port from the United States in the wake of the post-9/11 global ‘War 
on Terror’, President Uribe embraced an approach to handling terrorist 
hostage-taking whereby he significantly strengthened the capabilities of 
the army, and implemented military operations to rescue the hostages. 
I call Mr Uribe’s approach a ‘theatre of operations’—a battleground in 
the context of a national security rationale. However, the statistics of that 
approach render it rather problematic, as the chances of surviving a mili-
tary rescue operation were very small (Hayeck Puyana 2009, 89).

Within the spatial frameworks defined by both FARC-EP and the gov-
ernment, there was no place for the close relatives of the subject held 
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hostage to have a voice in the matter. They had been excluded from the 
forced participation space imposed by FARC-EP (their ‘militant sphere’) 
and from the warmongering space imposed by Mr Uribe in response, 
the ‘theatre of operations’. The subject held hostage is positioned by 
both FARC-EP and the government as a kind of war trophy to be either 
secured and kept hidden or be won (rescued), even if the families do not 
authorise a rescue operation. A moral disengagement towards the value 
and the fate of the hostage is in operation here, that is, both FARC-EP 
and Mr Uribe selectively disengage from apprehending the lives of the 
hostages as worth the respect and protection they would otherwise have 
(see Bandura 2004). The government’s priority is to win the war, and to 
position the state apparatus as the only sovereign body within the terri-
tory. Broadly speaking, both for terrorist groups and for anti-terror strat-
egists, the ends justify the means. Both the terrorist and the anti-terror 
discourses and strategies become what Judith Butler has termed ‘frames 
of war’—operations of power that define what a life is, whether it may 
be apprehended as a source of grief and loss, and that ultimately deter-
mine whether to protect it or not (Butler 2009). President Uribe is not 
ready to make any concession to FARC-EP. The door is locked for Pablo 
Emilio Moncayo and he is trapped, literally, within a dead(th)-lock. With 
the deadlocked antagonism between the government and FARC-EP, 
a new solution was in order, and I will now show how Pablo’s father, 
Gustavo, made good the ancient claim ‘solvitur ambulando’; it is solved 
by walking.

PArticiPAtory wAlking As Aesthetic strAtegy 
to trAnsform A hostAge sPAce

Walking has been used historically by leaders to challenge the bounda-
ries set to them and to their group by power regimes. In India, Gandhi 
performed the Salt March to the sea in 1930 to resist the British rule 
that instructed locals not to collect salt from there (Weber 2002). 
In 1965 in Alabama (USA), Martin Luther King Jr walked across the 
electoral system’s boundaries that a discriminatory policy was instruct-
ing him and his Black people not to cross (Manning 2013). In this case, 
Gustavo Moncayo crossed by foot into a terrain (the space of the sub-
ject held hostage) reserved for violent antagonistic actions between the 
government and FARC-EP. He does this in public, with the public and 
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for specific publics. As I argue here, this case shows how walking can 
become not just an act of protest and transgression of boundaries but, 
also, a performative self-positioning, and a key element of a participa-
tory performance practice by which participants are ‘led by example’ and 
enabled to articulate clear collective expectations. Further, in its interac-
tion with the media, the action walk enables publics to be formed and 
sustained over time around the issues it raises. By becoming aware that 
specific publics are paying attention to their actions and expecting them 
to behave in specified ways, social actors (FARC-EP and the govern-
ment) are influenced into performing expected tasks. It is in the ability 
to develop such a spectatorial relationship that the transformative power 
of an action walk needs to be studied.

The first proposition about the 2007 walk is that it was a strategic 
choice. More specifically, it was conceived as an aesthetic or performative 
intervention. As I substantiate this claim, I will reconstruct the moment 
in which Gustavo Moncayo took the decision to perform the walk, some 
of the key aesthetic/performative devices that he used, the cybernetic 
(Hayles 1999) relationship that the walker developed with the media, 
and some of the key publics that he managed to engage. I will then ana-
lyse the transformative power of the walk through the lens of participa-
tion cartography.

The endless conversations with his wife Estela Cabrera every night 
turned their bedroom into a ‘situation room’—an intelligence manage-
ment centre in which strategic decisions are considered. It was in the 
‘situation room’ where different ideas for action were first tested. ‘What 
to do’ was always linked with ‘where to go’, and with discussions as to 
what could be most helpful. ‘Wait, one day he will be back’, became at 
one point Estela’s position (Moncayo 2013, 38). She was terrified that 
her husband would risk his life in attempting to either confront the guer-
rillas directly—even though their exact location in the jungle was not 
known—or perform any radical action that would get him into trouble. 
His view since the first day of this continued traumatic experience, which 
he described as a ‘nightmare’, was that ‘it was necessary to take action’, 
since no one was doing anything for real (Moncayo 2014).

Their daughter Yuri could often hear the arguments taking place 
within the ‘situation room’ from her own bedroom. on 17 June 2007, 
she eavesdropped on the following conversation. Her father said: ‘I will 
crucify myself either in Cali or Bogotá. I am looking for someone who 
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is willing to put the nails in my hands and feet.’ After a silence, Estela 
replied: ‘Gustavo, what is wrong with you? Don’t you think about us, 
your daughters, your home? Reconsider it, that is not a solution, it is a 
new agony for the family’ (Moncayo 2013, 54).

This conversation makes evident that Gustavo Moncayo was look-
ing for a way of displaying his own body in public as a last and radical 
resort to call for public attention and support in relation to his son’s situ-
ation. The proposition I make is that the aesthetic consideration of how 
to display one’s own body as an element of a public intervention brings 
together performative aesthetics and political strategy. The aesthetic 
choice (‘how to display the body’) becomes the instrument for achieving 
a political goal. Integral to this choice is the question of how to engage 
the public, whether as observer or as participant, or both. In his study on 
the connections between avant-garde art and political strategy, Shukaitis 
(2016) invites us to consider strategy ‘not as the unfolding of endless 
options but the consideration of contradictory and mutually exclusive 
necessities’ (2016, 12). The necessity to engage the public by performing 
self-harm (a crucifixion), which would expose his own body in a situation 
symbolising the urgent need for attention and support, was in contradic-
tion with the need to sustain his life and keep searching for a solution and 
supporting his entire family, including his absent son. Thus, an alternative, 
life-supporting rather than life-harming aesthetic approach to perform-
ing his own self had to be considered. After some more arguments and 
reconsidering it briefly, he made up his mind: ‘I will go by foot to Bogotá’ 
(Moncayo 2013, 54). Note that he is talking about a 1200kms-long walk 
along streets and highways across a tropical, mountainous topography 
with an average daily high temperature of above 30 degrees Celsius.

one of the first acts he did after leaving his home in Sandona, south-
ern Colombia, and starting walking on Father’s Day, 2007 (the day after 
the decision had been made), was to inform a contact from the inde-
pendent newscast Noticias Uno (Moncayo 2013, 57) that he had set 
off for a long walk to Bogotá on foot, and that his seventeen-year-old 
daughter Yuri was joining him. It was 3.14 p.m. The purpose of the 
walk at that moment was to call the public’s attention to the need to 
do something to get the hostages back home. He and his daughter were 
carrying a banner with a picture of Pablo’s face and a slogan: ‘Those who 
will not forget the beauty of a free future’, words that Pablo had written 
some years ago in one of his few proof-of-life letters, referring to all the 
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soldiers, police officers and civilians with whom he was being held hos-
tage. Previous research has shown that there are many ways of walking 
(Ingold and Vergunst 2008). Moncayo’s way uses walking as a means for 
solving a problem. More specifically, his way of walking is an aesthetic/
performative approach to political strategy. It invests the body with a 
performative function and meaning, while positioning its very presence 
in the public sphere as necessary for a symbolic action to take place. No 
one but the father himself could have performed the call to get his son 
back home on Father’s Day. The father’s presence and way of presenting 
his self in public—as a loving father in search of his lost son—authenti-
cates the political claim, and also provides a dramaturgy for the action 
that is consistent with the topic. The self, his fears and desires, even his 
filiations are displayed and performed with others and for others (a pub-
lic, both in the streets and through the media). This is a performative 
self-positioning act. By walking the streets, he is physicalising his need 
and desire for his voice to be heard in the context of the public debate 
on how to handle hostage-taking; he is also looking for support from 
a specific, newly emergent public. By public I mean a plurality of indi-
viduals and voices who, inspired by an action, get involved with an issue 
of shared interest and who, collectively, establish a spectatorial relation-
ship with a series of social actors whose responsibility it is to deal with 
the issues of shared concern. They are in a spectatorial relationship in 
that they are following the way in which the observed social actors carry 
out their tasks so as to ensure that they deal with those issues. This con-
cept of ‘public’ draws inspiration from John Dewey’s pragmatic idea that 
publics are formed when issues require their involvement (Dewey 1927; 
Le Dantec and Di Salva 2013, 243), and from the idea that publics are 
increasingly formed around future things (Le Dantec and Di Salvo 2013, 
243). By performing his walk with a purpose, Gustavo Moncayo is put-
ting his life story on stage and, thus, he is forming a public around the 
issue of how to handle the hostage crisis that he is personally affected by. 
More precisely, in aesthetic, performative terms, he is forming a public 
for the desired, future reunion with his son, which becomes a scene this 
public expects to see happening. The symbolic dimension of that effort 
was highlighted by several elements. First, he chained himself by neck 
and hands. To do so, he used the same kind of chains as FARC-EP was 
using to secure their hostages—which he knew from narratives of ex-hos-
tages. In justification, he states:
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My idea was to protest with something visible against the military rescue 
approach. As a father, knowing that so many birthday celebrations, so 
many Mother’s days, so many Christmases had passed, and that we were 
still longing for the missing hug, all this sacrifice could not have a tragic 
ending. So, I chained myself. (Moncayo 2014)

Though he had previously chained himself some months before the walk, 
using the chains in the context of the walk made them integral to the 
action walk’s dramaturgy. only his released son would be able to free 
him from his chains, as he declared in one public interview (Vanguardia.
com 2010). The chains provided the media with a language to describe 
the purpose of the walk and to engage publics with this action. For 
instance, an editorial of the prestigious weekly magazine Semana (2007) 
wrote:

Gustavo Moncayo … walks from Sandona, in the extreme southern part of 
the [Colombian] Andes all the way up to Bogotá … he is chained to make 
visible the aching pain that he carries with him because his son Pablo has 
been held hostage for nine years now.

It is important to note that it was through the mediated readings of 
Moncayo’s act that the wider public and FARC-EP engaged with the 
issues that the walk was raising. Citizens/readers/spectators/audi-
ences of the mass media were presented with a way of walking that went 
beyond its ordinary function as a means of transportation. Rather, walk-
ing was presented to them as a symbolic, performative effort for solving 
a political problem that required a heroic action, and that concerned us 
all. As another commentator of the walk said: ‘Moncayo is not himself. 
We had to invent a hero and today we call him Moncayo … these kinds 
of walks are to free all kidnapped, both the real and the imagined ones, 
that is, all of us’ (Silva 2007).

This relates to another performative device of this action walk: a walk-
ing stick that had been given to Moncayo as a present by the leaders of 
a Colombian indigenous community during a ceremony in which they 
welcomed him into their culture and, so to speak, aligned his struggle 
with their own long history of resistance. By giving him this ceremonial 
walking stick, they symbolically turned him into one of their ‘elders’. 
During his 2007 action walk, his chained hands were guided by this 
walking stick. It was Moncayo’s intention to show that, as a teacher 
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and a father, he was leading by example (Moncayo 2014), an idea that 
resonates with Gandhi’s non-violent philosophy as expressed in ‘be the 
change that you are attempting to bring about’ (Weber 2002). The cer-
emonial walking stick symbolised his dignity as a ‘teacher’ and, to some 
extent, a ‘father’ in a broader cultural sense: the protector or shaman of 
a group. Finally, a walking stick is usually used in the ‘wilderness’, that 
is, in the same kind of jungle in which his son was being held hostage. 
The walking stick was bridging these two worlds: the immediate one 
he was walking about and the distant one, which his son was walking 
about himself, chained too. In the wilderness, one walks slowly while 
negotiating each step. one does not assume that one knows the terri-
tory as in the urban environment where, as has been said by scholarship 
on walking, one typically walks on ‘autopilot’ (Middleton 2011). on the 
contrary, by sensing the territory through the stick, one gets to know 
it. This kind of spatial knowledge is non-representational (Thrift 2007); 
it is a participation cartography. Here, ‘to know’ it is ‘to listen to’ it as 
one walks, and to respond adequately, changing the shape of the walk 
if needed, adapting one’s rhythm to the flow of the moment. In that 
sense, the walking stick helps the walker to return to an improvisational 
mode of engaging with space, and therefore to be fully present. In doing 
so, this way of walking becomes life-affirming, it nurtures aliveness and 
social interaction. It re-energises the walker and his environment, not 
just as an individual walker but, more importantly, as a contextual being-
in-motion, as a participant within a wider space.

In addition, carrying a banner while walking turns walking into a 
medium, that is, a means of disseminating and delivering a visual mes-
sage. In her analysis of the interaction between visual arts and political 
activism, McLagan argues that walking—‘feet marching on the street’—
(McLagan 2012, 9) is one of many medial forms in which political acts 
are encoded. The term encoded refers to the need to decipher or read 
those acts as political. The act of reading those acts as political, however, 
in today’s mediatised contexts, more often than not happens through the 
reading of the ways in which the act circulates through and is framed by 
different media. In other words, walking as act of protest inscribes itself 
within a wider network and infrastructure of information transmission 
and re/presentation. The walker writes the self into a mediated land-
scape, a network that brings together information, memory, testimony, 
documentation, analysis and a field of action: a field of mediated political 
participation.
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Judith Butler (2012), without specifically discussing walking, refers to 
protest as the manifestation of ‘bodies in alliance’ whose act is the very 
labour of making or remaking the public sphere. But how exactly does 
that happen in the interaction between the live walking act and its docu-
mentation, framing, storage, reproducibility and dissemination?

Publics are mediated (Livingston 2005). In this age, successful action 
walks are documented by journalists and engaged citizens—includ-
ing the walker herself—(which Moncayo did after the event through a 
blog: http://caminantesporlapaz.blogspot.ca). The act is shared, trans-
mitted and broadcast live, which means that it can be simultaneously 
experienced globally and, by means of the technological infrastructures 
in place, immediately supported, questioned and contested. Broadly 
speaking, it enters into a collective, participatory, public and mediated 
dynamic that places it in the context of other similar events, as well as in 
the context of a wide range of archives on similar actions worldwide. A 
more complex reading of the act is enabled, and each reading can in turn 
be documented and circulated within the network of information, which 
means that secondary approaches to the live and primary event circulate 
simultaneously with it, potentially prompting new responses and actions 
in a matter of seconds. But it could also prompt actions in months to 
come, as the act is retrievable and can activate empathetic citizens even 
in the future, once it is read and therefore made present again and again.

The news of the live event travels much faster than the walker herself, 
reaching publics far beyond the organic scope of the walk. They even 
reach the hostage-takers and the hostage himself (mainly through radio), 
even though they live clandestinely. In its reaching the hostage-takers, 
the latter are made aware that there is a public for their future behav-
iour in relation to the hostage crisis. A spectatorial relationship between 
them and the public formed by the action walk emerges. Further, 
the walk remains in a realm of the virtual, ready to pop out and acti-
vate new engagements with it and the topic it stands for. Importantly, 
the ability of the walk to enthuse others into walking grows exponen-
tially as more people engage with it, both in real life and through the 
media. In that sense, the live walker(s) and the media enter a relation-
ship that might be described as cybernetic (Hayles 1999): they enter a 
feedback-loop-like relationship, whereby the one feeds into the other’s 
power. Together, their power transcends the limits that each has; the live 
walker is no longer a human but a post-human: a being whose possibili-
ties exceed those of a single, isolated human being, thanks to networked 

http://caminantesporlapaz.blogspot.ca
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communications technology. Access to the mass media gives possibilities 
to the individual walker that enable her to change what she is and to 
realise a potential that may seem utopian at first. Moncayo’s challenge, 
however, was precisely that he had not had access to the media before, 
at least not at the level needed by his struggle. It was thanks to an aes-
thetic/performative approach to walking that he gained access. Let’s fol-
low his steps a bit closer.

Fifteen people joined their walk across their home town: a neighbour, 
an ice-lolly street trader who had become their friend, a soldier who 
had been held hostage together with Pablo, his wife, and some others 
(Moncayo 2013, 59). The call to the press turned his walk into a perfor-
mance for the wider national public through the media. Some commen-
tators said that, in his case, walking was ‘a desperate means’ (El Tiempo 
2007). But it was more than that. His intuition was to form a wide, 
multipolar public around the need for intervening in the government-
FARC-EP’s deadlock to put the fate of his son on their ‘map’ (field of 
action). That is, his need was to engage, first, the mass media, then, via 
the media, a wide range of sectors of society. However, at first it did not 
feel as if they were going to achieve that goal. It was already 11.00 p.m. 
on the day they had set off and it was just the two of them (Gustavo and 
his daughter Yuri) walking all night along a long, dark highway. Though 
they were tired and hungry, they had set off with no money. Walking had 
been a strategic choice but, also, literally a last resort. Early in the morn-
ing they reached the city of Pasto, where they stayed at a the house of a 
relative who fed them. Yuri was exhausted, her body was in pain. They 
rested for two days so that she could recover. A radio programme inter-
viewed them. It was then that Gustavo Moncayo came up with the idea 
of announcing that, during the walk, he was going to collect signatures 
in support of a citizens’ initiative to make the humanitarian exchange 
between imprisoned rebels and FARC hostages a binding law, contrary 
to the will of President Uribe’s government. By walking and talking with 
his daughter, the first section of the walk had given him the time and 
chance to think. As he did so, he was remembering all the years he and 
his family had been affected by Pablo’s deadlock (Moncayo 2013). This 
walk was a way of thinking (Manning 2012) and creating spaces of dia-
logue (Sotelo Castro 2010), but it was also a way of re-membering by 
infusing a present action with meaning and a sense of purpose. Walking 
together with her father was also helping Yuri on a psychological level. 
She became aware of her physical limits and of how her body was not 
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ready to match her father’s strength and determination (Moncayo 2013, 
61). In addition, the indifference of drivers passing them by at high 
speed made her realise the state of vulnerability in which the entire situa-
tion had placed them and the implications of that state for them: ‘I real-
ised that by being in a state of vulnerability you are taking the first steps 
towards further violations of your rights’ (Moncayo 2013, 58).

By walking along the streets, they were taking risks and creating ten-
sions with people’s everyday life needs and priorities, which for many did 
not include acting in relation to the hostage crisis. As her father said in 
public when he arrived in Bogotá, ‘with you, Yuri, we decided to chal-
lenge the Colombians’ indifference’ (Moncayo 2007). The night after 
they left the city of Pasto, again with no money, they stopped out of 
exhaustion at 2:30 a.m. at a small, humble hotel on the road. The owner 
had already heard about them on the radio and recognised them. The 
news had travelled faster than they had. The owner did not charge them 
for the food or the room and said to them: ‘this country needs people 
like you’ (Moncayo 2013, 84). Yuri reflects:

I understood then that it was time for us to overcome fear. (Moncayo 
2013, 84)

By becoming aware of her physical limitations and her state of vulner-
ability, walking with a purpose, and the circulation of the walk through 
the media, Yuri realised that they were not alone and, hence, she could 
overcome her fear. In this gesture, she had received feedback confirm-
ing that they (the action walkers) had indeed established what I call a 
cybernetic relationship with the media; the media had already inscribed 
the walkers into a dispersed social network that would emerge unexpect-
edly to give them support of various kinds along the way. By day six of 
the walk, the nation was aware of their action. Key national newspaper El 
Tiempo reported:

Not even the endless abyss of the Eastern Andes or the semi-deserted 
Patia Valley intimidated him. Therefore, when he was approaching the 
Cauca river valley, thousands of Colombians called him ‘Peace-Walker’ and 
shouted to him: ‘Teacher … you are a hero’. (El Tiempo 2007)

The media amplified the effect of the walk and framed it. Walking in 
public with the purpose of resisting the government’s warmongering 



‘MR PRESIDENT, oPEN THE DooR PLEASE, I WANT To BE FREE’ …  257

approach transformed Moncayo’s identity. He now had a public per-
sona: ‘Peace Walker Moncayo’ [Moncayo, el Caminante por la Paz]. 
However, Gustavo Moncayo was also struggling with his own physical 
limitations. The same newspaper reported that Moncayo was walking 
with blisters half the size of his feet. For two days they had been walk-
ing in a temperature of 39 degrees Celsius. Pictures of those blistered 
feet were disseminated through different media. His body was placing 
his determination to reach his goal under scrutiny. ‘I will not give up,’ he 
declared to the press. ‘I am going to get Pablo home’ (El Tiempo 2007). 
Ultimately, like a crucifixion, walking in such weather conditions for such 
a long distance and over such terrain became a form of self-harming aes-
thetics. In contrast to the crucifixion, however, his way of walking was 
participatory and life-supporting and he was leading by an example that 
others could more readily follow, and indeed they could even join in 
alongside him. He was not only engaging the public as an audience who 
follows the news and even perhaps posts comments on social media or 
talks about it (which many did in any case). Their presence as subjects 
in the streets was requested by the act of walking for a purpose and with 
a collective goal in mind; from audience and public, thousands of peo-
ple were turned into active and visible protest participants. Even though 
the protest was a challenge to the government, it was not banned. on 
the contrary, all municipalities along the way gave him some sort of sup-
port—for instance, by diverting the traffic. The blisters authenticated his 
purpose and made his act more convincing and engaging. Here engage-
ment is engagement with affairs of others (as in theatre), and it is atten-
tion to someone’s embodied pain and concerns (rather than attention to 
a generic, abstract problematic). By using performance and presentation 
of self as a means to engage publics with an issue, the personal medi-
ates the public. This phenomenon has been studied by media scholar 
Dominique Mehl (2005), who uses the term ‘public sphere of exhibi-
tion’ to describe situations in which private dimensions are presented 
and displayed as relevant to the public sphere, thus attracting more active 
attention to a given issue.

Importantly, the length of the walk turned it into an expectations 
campaign of national scale: ‘Will he make it to Bogotá?’ ‘Will he collect 
enough signatures?’ ‘How many more people will join him?’ ‘What will 
Mr Uribe say when Moncayo gets to Bogotá?’ ‘Will this solve the prob-
lem?’ ‘How will FARC respond?’
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The action walk managed to engage a range of publics: from popular 
sectors of society (farmers, relatives of kidnapped soldiers, police offic-
ers, students and artists) to journalists, and wealthy, influential, promi-
nent figures whose relatives were also being held hostage, including the 
mothers of dual national French/Colombian Ingrid Betancourt and 
her assistant Clara Rojas, and the relatives of twelve Assembly Members 
of the City of Cali, all of whom had been taken hostage in 2002 (El 
Tiempo 2007). Walking has been analysed as a ‘profoundly social activ-
ity’ (Ingold and Vergunst 2008, 1). By that is meant that in walking, 
the subject is responding to the activities of others, both with the feet 
and with the voice. Step by step, day by day, Moncayo responded with 
statements to the enthusiasm with which more and more people were 
supporting him and his family. A non-violent, peace-building discourse 
was growing strong through the voice that emerged out of his steps. In 
his public statements, he positioned himself as a pacifist in relation to 
the space in which his son was held hostage. To address hostage-taking, 
the armed conflict had to be addressed, not by means of military action, 
but through a peace dialogue. Beyond advocating for a humanitarian 
exchange as a stand-alone mechanism, he advocated for a humanitarian 
exchange as the first step towards peace dialogues. He framed his action 
walk as a symbolic effort for solving a problem that was both personal 
and that concerned the entire country. This discourse, the number of 
people who physically walked with him during the different stages of his 
route, in particular at his entrance into Bogotá on 2 August 2007, and 
the attention that the media had given to his action engaged a crucial, 
very specific (strategic) public with his struggle: Senator Piedad Córdoba 
and her ‘Colombians for Peace’ social movement. Mrs Córdoba, who 
served as senator from 1994 to 2010, had become the only politician 
trusted by FARC-EP as a negotiator in the matter of hostage-taking. The 
action walk opened up the doors for Mr Moncayo’s case to be embraced 
by Senator Córdoba. Through her mediation, some months later, 
Moncayo was able to visit president of Venezuela Hugo Chavez and later 
president of Ecuador Rafael Correa. These two key figures of the radical 
left became instrumental for FARC-EP’s decision to release hostage sol-
dier Moncayo in 2009, as evidenced in the unilateral release announce-
ment made by FARC-EP through Senator Córdoba’s website (Semana 
2009).

As the walk made progress, some events amplified the expectations 
that his walk had managed to produce. First, on 28 June 2007, on the 
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eleventh day of his action walk, FARC-EP made public that 11 out 
of the 12 Assembly Members of the City of Cali who had been held 
hostage since 2002 had been killed amidst a failed rescue operation by 
the army. The army and President Uribe vehemently denied this accu-
sation. Sadly, as was later confirmed, FARC-EP guerrillas had killed 
them ‘by mistake’, but manipulated public opinion into believing that 
it had been in response to a failed rescue operation (Cardona 2013). 
They had mistaken a group of armed men approaching the place where 
the Assembly Members were being held captive for army soldiers. 
They were not soldiers; they were another FARC-EP front. This tragic 
event framed ‘Peace Walker’ Moncayo’s claim to stop the military res-
cue approach as even more timely and urgent. A wide range of pub-
lics across all sectors of society, including key political movements and 
parties from the left, galvanised around Moncayo as a living symbol 
of the struggle against Mr Uribe’s refusal to dialogue with FARC-EP. 
Left party Polo Democrático provided significant logistical support for 
his walk. Journalists also used Moncayo’s aesthetics to criticise more 
broadly what was seen by many as a set of repressive state policies. For 
instance, commentator Noe Rio likened the chains tying Moncayo’s 
hands to the way that the government treated union workers and 
employees of the Social Security Institute (ISS) and, more broadly, to 
how dissidents of all kinds became criminalised by Mr Uribe’s rhetoric 
(Noe Rios 2007).

The second event that enhanced Moncayo’s ability to engage the 
public with his action walk and the issues it raised was that, on 3 July 
2007, six days after the tragic news about the killing of the Assembly 
Members, FARC-EP made public through Aljazeera a proof-of-life 
video in which seven soldiers held hostage, including Pablo Emilio 
Moncayo, asked President Uribe to reconsider his rescue approach to 
hostage-taking. The hostage’s voice was now heard in public along 
with the voice of his father in the context of the claim he was putting 
forward through his action walk; father and son were now virtually 
walking together, along the same mediated landscape. The spectatorial 
relationship between FARC-EP and the public was established. Soldier 
Moncayo was explicitly quoted in the media as questioning Mr Uribe’s 
approach:

Why insist on using military force [to solve the hostage crisis] if this is not 
a dominating tendency in today’s world? (El Universo 2007)
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This mediated statement suggests that the walk had already trans-
formed soldier Moncayo’s function within FARC-EP’s ‘militant 
sphere’. From one more, indeterminate ‘prisoner of war’, he had 
become a named public figure, whose voice and presence were wanted 
by an embodied public—the people walking in the street along with 
Peace Walker Moncayo, the audience of the media, and key figures 
from the radical left including Senator Córdoba, and (some months 
later) Presidents Hugo Chavez and Rafael Correa. It became strategic 
for FARC-EP to keep him alive and use his voice as required. It seems 
the walk had indeed developed a life-supporting, albeit contentious, 
performative aesthetic that had set the deadlock in motion. President 
Uribe insisted on maintaining his approach and responded: ‘There are 
two concessions I cannot make. I cannot demilitarise a territory and I 
cannot release from prison rebels who will then commit crimes again. 
To meet both conditions would mean to give up acting as a state’  
(La Nación 2007).

The public for the issues raised by Moncayo’s walk was mak-
ing a presence in the streets. Both FARC-EP and Mr Uribe’s govern-
ment were under observation and their responses show that they were 
aware of the spectatorial relationship of which they had become a part. 
An expectation for them to do something to solve the problem had 
been articulated both with words and with feet marching in the streets 
and highways nationally. By the time Moncayo arrived in Bogotá, on 
2 August 2007 (46 days after he had set off), his walk had become an 
unprecedented, participatory, public claim. ‘Tens of thousands of people 
came out on to the streets of Bogotá to greet Mr Moncayo’ (BBC News 
2007) and to walk with him to Bogotá’s main public square (Plaza de 
Bolívar). The mayor of Bogotá, Luis Eduardo Garzón (of the left party 
Polo Democrático), offered Moncayo ‘unconditional support’. He even 
installed a white tent for Peace Walker Moncayo and his closest fellow-
walkers to occupy in the central square of the country upon their arrival 
in the city. The mayor arranged for Moncayo to meet the ambassadors 
and diplomatic delegations of 17 countries, including France, Germany, 
Spain and the United States. In so doing, the mayor performed a self-
positioning act as a supporter of the humanitarian exchange. This sup-
port catapulted Moncayo into being a national and international 
celebrity.

Moncayo’s walk managed to create a new political participation 
framework in response to which everybody, including citizens in the 
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street, fellow parents and relatives of hostages, representatives from par-
ties from the left, unions, political commentators, and even the presi-
dent himself were urged to perform self-positioning acts in relation to 
the space of the subjects held hostage. New publics for the walk were 
created in each place where Peace Walker Moncayo arrived, and an over-
all national and international public emerged and was sustained through 
the media coverage. A video clip documenting Peace Walker Moncayo’s 
arrival at Plaza de Bolívar, which was made by newscast Canal Caracol, 
and which is available on YouTube (Canal Caracol 2007), provides evi-
dence. Hundreds of people gather around Moncayo; some hold a ban-
ner requesting an immediate humanitarian exchange; others exhibit 
pictures of the kidnapped or disappeared. There are signs stating ‘’We 
want Peace’, and others make public their affiliation as a member of a 
union or of the Civil Defence Society—a not-for-profit organisation pro-
viding first-aid help to victims of natural disasters or other humanitarian 
emergencies. The president of the Congress, Nancy Patricia Gutierrez, 
expresses public support for Moncayo’s initiative of turning humanitarian 
exchange into law (Canal Caracol 2007). In contrast to the forced par-
ticipation framework authored by FARC-EP, and the secretive theatre of 
operations strategy created by President Uribe in response, Peace Walker 
Moncayo’s long, durational, expectation campaign/action walk managed 
to produce a truly participatory space in response to which a wide range 
of people were enabled to, collectively, articulate a clear expectation: to 
see the hostages released through a non-violent negotiation process. 
The social force that was formed was so significant that President Uribe 
also felt urged to go to the square and position himself by defending his 
approach in front of Mr Moncayo, the crowd, and for the cameras, in 
an unprecedented form of direct democracy. He insisted that to agree 
on a swap of prisoners was equal to surrender to the extortion of the 
‘terrorists’ (Uribe Velez 2007). This was an extraordinary achievement 
of the action walk. As in carnivals, a reversal of roles had occurred. on 
this occasion, it was not a citizen visiting the President in his palace, but 
the President visiting a citizen in the tent where he was occupying the 
main public square of the nation. For one day, the main political square 
of the country became, as one editorial said, ‘Moncayo’s Square’ (Noe 
Rios 2007), with hundreds of people gathered and opposing Mr Uribe’s 
approach.

Although no agreement was reached with Mr Uribe on that occasion, 
the walk had a significant political impact. The publics who attended 
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the square and who performed ‘Moncayo’s Square’ became legible 
to FARC-EP. I suggest that the leadership of FARC-EP realised that 
Moncayo’s public would eventually be the same public that would sup-
port not just a humanitarian exchange, but a more ambitious peace dia-
logue. It became strategic for FARC-EP to show to that public that they 
were listening to their demands and that, in contrast, President Uribe 
was not. I base this claim on a series of public statements by FARC-EP 
that followed Moncayo’s action walk, and in which they position them-
selves in relation to the issues raised by the walk.

For instance, a week later, FARC-EP makes public a letter in which 
they express admiration for Moncayo’s action, which they call ‘a feat’ 
(una proeza). The speed by which they respond to the event is a telling 
sign. They are aware that the media and Moncayo’s public are expect-
ing them to respond. They are aware of the spectatorial relationship 
of which the walk has made them a part. This spectatorial dimension, 
I suggest, is not symbolic but real, and it is where the transformative 
power of this action walk needs further research and analysis. It shows 
that Moncayo’s aesthetic, participatory action walk was a political per-
formance of power. It managed to get FARC-EP to do something they 
would otherwise not have done: to position themselves in relation to the 
deadlock. on this occasion, FARC-EP insists on the conditions that keep 
the deadlock. At first glance, this is not good news. However, they also 
state that, in their view, as Moncayo’s walk made progress, the awareness 
among Colombians that a humanitarian exchange was urgently needed 
also made steps forward. They finish their letter by suggesting that 
‘the battle for the humanitarian exchange needs people, lots of people. 
Plaza de Bolívar needs to be permanently occupied to make it happen’ 
(El Tiempo 2007a). I read this statement as a disclosure of FARC-EP’s 
interest in the public(s) that Moncayo’s walk formed and sustained. 
Analysts coincide in the idea that FARC-EP was not militarily able to win 
the war. In fact, it is widely acknowledged that President Uribe’s strat-
egies inflicted significant damage on FARC-EP’s military apparatus and 
leadership (ospina ovalle 2014). It seems FARC-EP started to read 
Moncayo’s public as a sort of potential future constituency for their own 
electoral, non-violent campaigns after an eventual peace agreement. By 
participating in the walk, and through the documentation of their par-
ticipation through the media, the public had become legible in spatio-
temporal terms. FARC-EP was already envisioning itself as a political 
player within a future, post-conflict political landscape. To develop a 
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relationship with Moncayo’s public was in their interest. Therefore, in 
the context of the presidential campaign of 2010, they sent a sign to that 
public: FARC-EP was re-positioning itself as a social actor who listens to 
the claims of specific publics, and was positioning Mr Uribe as a player 
who does not. So, they announced soldier Moncayo’s unilateral release. 
Mr Uribe was interested in an eventual renewal of his mandate. For simi-
lar electoral reasons, Mr Uribe could not afford to continue appearing 
on the media as the only obstacle for his release. The door got unlocked, 
the deadlock had been broken. Father Moncayo had found his lost son, 
who removed his chains in an emotional act for all to see via television 
on 30 March 2010.

As A form of conclusion

I conceptualise here the space of the subject held hostage as a complex, 
multipolar, participatory field of political power dynamics (a specific kind 
of unstable political participation space), in which the positioning of ‘the 
forces in struggle is submitted to constant shifts’ (Laclau and Mouffe 
2001, 464). The space of the subject held hostage is authored by the 
hostage-takers. Target participants (the government) are expected to 
perform pre-defined tasks, which they typically refuse for national secu-
rity reasons. Instead, as this case illustrates, governments tend to respond 
with anti-terror, military strategies, which are mainly rescue operations. 
The close relatives of the hostages do not have a voice within that space. 
Even against their expressed petition not to use a rescue operation to 
handle the hostage situation, as this case shows, governments in demo-
cratic contexts may decide to go ahead and perform a ‘theatre of opera-
tions’—rescue operations, resulting in an increased risk for the hostages, 
and often in their death. Governments are aware of the ‘amplification 
effect’ that the media has on terrorist acts. For that reason, media are 
either censured or somehow asked to do a responsible coverage of the 
effects that hostage-taking has on families. Colombia is a case in point. A 
documentary made in 2000 by journalist Jorge Enrique Botero in which 
the situation of the hostages is shown in their ‘jail in the jungle’ was not 
allowed to go on air (Cardona 2013). There was the fear that disclosing 
the real impact that hostage-taking has on victims and their close rela-
tives might influence public opinion into putting pressure on the govern-
ment to make concessions in order to end the crisis. At stake for the 
father of a hostage, or for any close relative who feels in a position to do 
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something to get his or her beloved one back home, is to put the fate of 
the hostage on the map of those who can do something about it. As this 
case shows, this can be done by performing the self in public through an 
action walk. By putting one’s life story on the public stage, and by lead-
ing by example, one can engage empathetic citizens and prompt them to 
join the walk. A gesture as simple as walking together with a purpose can 
make a difference. However, for the action walk (the intervention) to 
work effectively, it needs to be adequately led, performed and facilitated. 
Here is where a performative aesthetic plays a crucial role.

Moncayo’s way of performing a participatory action walk worked 
effectively, in the long run, as an aesthetic strategy to transform the vio-
lent political power dynamic that comprises a typical hostage space into a 
non-violent, yet highly unstable space of political participation. By pre-
senting the self in the public context of the space of the subject held hos-
tage (FARC’s militant sphere and Mr Uribe’s ‘theatre of operations’), he 
engaged specific publics with a public issue. The personal made public 
seems to facilitate a particularly active form of public engagement. This 
is consistent with previous research within media studies (Mehl 2005). 
He made public his private grievances, his suffering, his condition by 
means of performative devices, which included walking and exhibiting 
his ‘chained’ condition as a symbol of the deadlock between FARC-EP 
and the government, and opting for a participatory form of walking. His 
self is performed as a protector or father in a broader cultural sense—an 
‘elder’—who uses a walking stick to walk in the built environment. The 
action walk provided the media with a poetic vocabulary to refer to a 
highly contentious, political issue. It engaged the media and established 
a cybernetic relationship with the media around the issue of how to han-
dle the hostage crisis, and around soldier Moncayo’s fate. Through the 
media, and the structure of his action walk in the form of an expectations 
campaign, Peace Walker Moncayo formed and sustained a public over a 
time beyond the scope of the actual action walk. The desired scene of 
the father and son reunion became a clear, pre-defined task, which the 
hostage-takers decided to contribute to make happen for political, strate-
gic reasons.
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Artistic Diplomacy: on Civic Engagement 
and Transnational Theatre

Jonas Tinius

introduction

Contemporary European theatre builds on many traditions, yet two 
seem particularly at odds: wandering theatre troupes and publicly 
funded municipal theatre institutions. While the Italian commedia 
dell’arte, the French théâtre de la foire or the German Wandertruppen 
frequently appear as marginalised, itinerant phenomena in theatre his-
tories, the public city, state or national theatres of these three countries 
embody aristocratic patronage, bourgeois audiences and artistic continu-
ity. This contrast has not always and everywhere been as crass, however. 
While nineteenth-century Germany did indeed see the gradual erosion 
of wandering troupes, a few well-known European theatre artists of the 
twentieth century have kept up a tradition that brings together civic 
engagement, public patronage, and transnational aesthetics with the 
institutionalised traditions of European public theatres. Among others, 
Dario Fo, the theatre anthropologist Eugenio Barba, and the founder 
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of the festival d’Avignon in France, Jean Vilar, need mention here. This 
contribution adds another chapter to this historiography by focusing on 
the often overlooked but complex artistic tradition of Roberto Ciulli’s 
Theater an der Ruhr in the German postindustrial Ruhr valley city 
Mülheim.

For more than 15 months of ethnographic fieldwork and during 
subsequent and ongoing artistic-ethnographic collaborations, I accom-
panied the work, travels, and behind-the-scenes negotiations of this the-
atre, which draws on itinerant philosophies of migration as well as on 
the important institutional role of public municipal German theatres. 
Based on archival and ethnographic fieldwork, this chapter introduces 
the committed cosmopolitan theatre maker behind this project, a self-
styled nationless ‘bastard-child’ of different critical, nomadic, European 
traditions.

This chapter recounts the difficulties and complexities of such trans-
national civic engagement by way of an ethnographic account of the 
Theater an der Ruhr’s 2013 travel to Algeria. This trip was part of the 
ensemble’s exchanges with artists and theatres from Algeria, Tunisia, 
Libya, Egypt, Morocco, and Syria that began after the Arab Spring (see 
Hemke 2013). It was put together under the name Theaterlandscapes 
New Arabia as the latest in their Theaterlandscapes series and gained 
a different political traction following the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ and 
the renewed emphasis on integration, diversity, and applied theatre from 
2014 onwards (see Tinius, forthcoming). This chapter contextualises 
this transnational project and the 2013 travel to Algeria in the economic 
and political logic of the German repertoire system (Repertoirebetrieb), 
which provides a framing for the institutional basis of travel and the 
repetition of plays. This framing is contrasted with a personal narrative 
and recounting of my own participant observation during the travel to 
Algeria, its preparation, and aftermath, to give a sense of the realpoli-
tik of the Theaterlandscapes project, including its many tensions and 
contradictions. Although I have interspersed an ‘excursus’ that takes 
the reader back to the 1980s and the theatre’s first significant exchange 
with artists from former Yugoslavia, this contribution does not provide 
an historiographical account of the entire thirty-five-year-long history of 
the Theaterlandscapes. I have provided such accounts based on exten-
sive archival research and interviews elsewhere (Tinius 2015a, b) and 
they give a better sense of the great number of pioneering exchanges, 
including collaborations with Iran and Iraq between 1997 and 2007, 
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during which the Theater an der Ruhr became the first German thea-
tre to visit Iran after the 1979 revolution. These accounts also include 
discussions of the theatre’s engagement with Turkey and its complex 
relation to Germany through migration, as well as the problematic ques-
tion of Kurdish identity, embodied in a Theaterlandscape Kurdistan 
(2007–2014). Also part of the Theaterlandscapes project, among other 
important exchanges, were exchanges with Poland (1989–1991) and 
Russia (1992–1994) after the fall of the Berlin wall and the collapse of 
the Soviet Union. Since these trips are discussed in greater detail in these 
complementary publications, I will here focus on how travel in a literal 
sense of movement evokes more fundamental questions about deterri-
torialisation, dialogic spaces, public interaction, diplomacy, political cri-
tique and censorship. Civic engagement thus appears in this chapter in 
the interstices of conversations I witnessed. It is questioned as a goal, 
evoked by others, unpacked in preparation for travels, and reflected 
upon through a discussion of imagery. As colleagues and I explored else-
where with regard to the idea of ‘micro-utopias’ (see Blanes et al. 2016), 
the artistic diplomacy I am discussing and describing in this chapter is 
not always a clear-cut form of political protest or activism, but articu-
lates itself in a reflection on the capacity to transform publics, actors or 
communities through theatre. I believe that one of the tasks, or per-
haps rather opportunities, of an ethnographic approach to theatre and 
political performance is that it can bring us closer to these processes of 
doubtful reflection on theatre that an analysis of audience-reception or 
the elements of a stage-performance does not. It is for this reason that 
descriptions of performances and public engagement appear interstitially, 
while accounts of conversations, interactions, and reflections on and 
with the actors and directors actually constituting theatre as a commu-
nity and institutional tradition are foregrounded.

Since its founding as a private-public partnership with the munic-
ipality of Mülheim an der Ruhr in 1980, the Italian émigré Ciulli, his 
dramaturge, the sociologist Helmut Schäfer, and their closely knit 
ensemble have turned the institution into a locus for cross-border the-
atre collaborations, the so-called International Theaterlandscapes. In 
order to do so, they have made it the theatre’s prime cultural and politi-
cal task to highlight two interlocking aspects of artistic production: the 
collective creative process and the political role of transnational col-
laboration with artists from precarious regions of the world. Both of 
these aspects—collective creative processes and a transnational theatre 
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programme—are constitutive of the institution in practical and theoreti-
cal ways. Rehearsals, for example, are not merely the fundamental modus 
and locus to establish the social and artistic cohesion of their ensemble; 
they are also an ethical space in which the actors cultivate a form of criti-
cal, reflexive conduct and attitude (see Tinius 2017). This space is con-
stitutive of what I have elsewhere described as an institutional tradition, 
that is, an institution that creates and reperforms itself through a contin-
uous engagement with its own philosophies (Tinius 2015d). Since the 
Theater an der Ruhr relies financially on the reperformance of plays from 
their repertoire—sometimes over years and decades, both at home and 
abroad—rehearsals and a functioning, extant repertoire also support the 
practical modus operandi of an institution with a permanent artistic staff 
and a fixed institutional home-base. Rehearsals, lastly, are composed of 
diverse artistic processes that range from collective reading and discus-
sions of interpretations and approaches to any given literary material, to 
practical improvisations and reflections on rehearsals. They are therefore 
a social space in which practical and theoretical aspects of the significance 
of a repertoire and travel-logic for this theatre interlock. This is impor-
tant to underline in order to understand the everydayness of reflexiv-
ity in the Theater an der Ruhr, as well as German public theatre more 
generally.

The conjunction of the practical and theoretical also characterises the 
second core constituent of artistic work at the theatre: their transnational 
theatre programme. The theatre’s co-founding director Ciulli considers 
this programme as a means to speak across national borders and cultural 
policies. As he repeatedly noted in interviews and conversations with 
me, ‘we need to recognise the many ‘other views’ in what we consider 
national traditions: no one theatre tradition, for instance, is singularly 
national—artistic traditions are always mediated and multiple’ (personal 
comment, June 2016). The idea of a theatre that speaks to those ‘other 
views’, that speaks to ‘the stranger’ (den Fremden), as Ciulli has empha-
sised in his many public interventions, is not just an aesthetic suggestion 
for intercultural theatre: rather, Ciulli and his dramaturge are drawing 
implicitly and explicitly on theories of transnationalism and migration 
drawn from critical migration studies and postcolonial theorising (see 
Chakrabarty 2007; Bojadžijev and Römhild 2014). For the Theater an 
der Ruhr, as its dramaturge underlines in both public interventions and 
closed rehearsal settings, Europe is regularly evoked as a historically con-
structed narrative with traditions that are in flux and under construction. 
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This philosophy is further underpinned by a scepticism of modern meta-
narratives and the European Enlightenment drawn from Critical Theory: 
Adorno and Hegel are frequently referenced intellectuals in private and 
public discussions at the theatre. In a milieu as self-reflexive as the thea-
tre, where rehearsals often begin with intense reviews of critical, philo-
sophical literature on aspects of a new play, one is faced as researcher 
with the difficulty of describing emic theorising that is as complex as 
the theoretical reflexivity one is conducting oneself. What requires even 
greater nuance when conducting fieldwork with self-reflexive and theo-
retically versed informant-interlocutors is the curious interweaving of 
poetic self-ascriptions (‘bastardo’) with serious criticality that may turn a 
joking remark into a political statement of purpose. Such statements may 
also be a form of ironic subversion of stereotypes and therefore enact a 
form of poetic defiance of expectation, as the editors of this volume note 
in their introduction.

When the Theater an der Ruhr directors write on their website that 
there are two ‘structuring elements’ of their institution and tradition, 
one being rehearsals and the other ‘travel’, this does not just refer to an 
interest in intercultural exchange. For the Theater an der Ruhr found-
ers and ensemble to be in touch with and exchange ideas about politics, 
society, and art with theatre makers from precarious regions of the world 
is a way to establish a kind of transnational solidarity through art. They 
understand, as Ciulli and Schäfer (n.d.) write, ‘the idea of travel as the 
universal language of theatre’. This universal language here is meant to 
underscore a way of communication across geopolitical borders that is 
based on ‘common ideas about the role of art and theatre in society, and 
not on mutually agreed treatises between countries’, as an actor put it to 
me during rehearsals for a joint production with the Turkish company 
Kumbaraci50 from Istanbul in 2014. While coproductions with ‘foreign’ 
artists in Germany, and abroad with artists from all over the world con-
cern a kind of transnational grassroots diplomacy through theatre, the 
practice of travel also serves other purposes beyond figurative metaphors. 
As Ciulli and Schäfer (n.d.) put it: ‘Travelling—the movement, the non-
stationary—requires flexibility and the capacity to improvise, and it con-
tributes significantly to the financing of the Theater’. This intersection 
of aesthetic and political reasons for travel on the one hand and practical 
financial consequences on the other underline the significance of the the-
atre’s repertoire of plays. With an institutional and economic structure 
that allows for as few as two premieres a year (while touring with plays 
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from the repertoire) and a political interest in cultivating an acting style, 
critical attitude, and philosophy of transnational communication through 
art, the idea of travel has influenced the daily organisation and general 
outlook of the Theater an der Ruhr. From practical organisational tasks 
such as international communication across different languages, logistical 
handling of stage sets and props, networks to international funding agen-
cies to the capacity to translate, both as actors and as directors, some of 
the ideas developed with European playwrights into transnationally intel-
ligible performances, the theatre’s emphasis on travel also affects artistic 
work and craftsmanship in the institution. As one of the actors put it to 
me while referring to the significance of acting in a theatre with a more 
or less permanent ensemble and a touring repertoire:

If you play something for twenty-five years … you begin to meet yourself 
over and over again. You see an entire generation of actors live through a 
role. You don’t get this collective and individual growth and cultivation 
[Bildung] anywhere else. (pers. comment)

I was invited to imagine how performing a play and a character for sev-
eral decades and across more than thirty different countries continues 
and complements the intense emphasis on cultivating a reflexive rela-
tion towards the political implications of the work of the Theater an der 
Ruhr. The notion of repertoire can therefore also be seen as speaking to 
the non-activist cultivation and transmission of ethico-aesthetic memory, 
values and tradition. Acting in a travelling repertoire theatre and in an 
ensemble that does not reshuffle after each new show, creates a conti-
nuity of labour and political engagement that profoundly affects both 
the aesthetic of plays as well as the commitment of actors to their diplo-
matic qualities when performed in other countries. The extent to which 
actors and actresses in the Theater an der Ruhr ensemble are themselves 
re-thinking their own acting practices following repertoire travel may be 
a further dimension of what the editors of this book describe in their 
introduction as the move from bodily practices to the disembodied, from 
the physical to the virtual. The travelling of the Theater an der Ruhr 
does not just address the specific artistic and intellecutal communities 
with whom they collaborate, but also in turn the notion of theatre prop-
agated and imagined by this German ensemble.

Joint coproductions and rehearsals—as practices, loci and modi 
of political self- and mutual reflexivity in theatre—present only two of 
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the ways in which communities are forged through collective artis-
tic agency. The community engagement and civic participation of the 
Theater an der Ruhr however extends well beyond the rehearsal space, 
where many ideas and trajectories are prepared and discussed. Indeed, 
they reach out to communities of artists and intellectuals, defined, in ref-
erence to Breed and Prentki’s discussion of the term, as the formation 
of informal relationships distinct from the ways in which the state cat-
egorises its citizens (see Introduction, this volume). The International 
Theaterlandscapes project of the Theater an der Ruhr is a thirty-five-year 
long-running series of international collaborations through which the 
ensemble has visited, invited and co-produced plays, conferences, semi-
nar series, musical performances, published books and essays, and, most 
importantly, brought together artists and intellectuals from often polit-
ically-precarious regions of the world that had thitherto or at the time 
of collaboration not been on the map of contemporary theatre and its 
political attention. The notion of a ‘Theaterlandscape’ here is used by 
the Theater to conjure up a kind of geographical imagination through 
the arts, inviting the audience and artists involved to think of landscapes 
as constituted, among other things, of artists. Not entirely unlike Arjun 
Appadurai’s notion of ‘scapes’ (ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, 
financescapes, ideoscapes), which he uses ‘to point to the fluid, irregu-
lar shapes of these landscapes’ (1996, 33), the Theaterlandscapes con-
jured up by the Theater an der Ruhr are a way to imagine alternative, 
non-governmental, transnational ties between artists and intellectu-
als. Like Appadurai’s notion of scapes, the Theaterlandscapes project of 
the Theater an der Ruhr has been and still is a way to contest national 
boundaries or artistic collaborations brought about solely for the pur-
pose of mediating foreign cultural policy. As Appadurai puts it, ‘these 
landscapes thus are the building blocks of what (extending Benedict 
Anderson) I would like to call imagined worlds, that is, the multiple 
worlds that are constituted by the historically situated imaginations of 
persons and groups spread around the globe’ (Ibid.). Yet, a significant 
aspect of the Theaterlandscapes project is that they present an ongoing 
attempt to organise artists transnationally and to reflect on the very act 
of transnational artistic coproduction and exchange, they do not pose a 
fixed solution or format for cooperation. As such, their work carries 
with it a sense of alternative, possibly subversive, ways of self-identify-
ing beyond the possibilities offered by nations or international artistic 
funds or exchanges set up by governments, to borrow a phrase from 
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the editors (Introduction, this volume). The dialectic of consciousness-
raising and social action that makes up community action for Breed and 
Prentki thus offers a comparative vocabulary and framework for what I 
have introduced as the ethical and transnational core of the tradition and 
international work of the Theater an der Ruhr. Furthermore, the projects 
of this theatre offer an artistic complement to the anthropological con-
testation of

the ongoing assumption that in the modern world diplomacy is separated 
from other domains of human life, and that the only actors authorized and 
able to conduct diplomacy are the nation-state’s representatives. (Marsden 
et al. 2016, 2)

Although the Theaterlandscapes of the Theater an der Ruhr builds on 
the ethical self-cultivation of individual artists (and not primarily on 
global flows, as Appadurai intimates), the practice of imagination raises 
another key issue of this volume, namely that of agency. Artistic forms of 
diplomacy and civic imagination like the Theaterlandscapes project of the 
Theater an der Ruhr are closely related to the notion of agency, because 
transnational projects require ‘the capacity of participants in performance 
projects to be or to become social actors individually or, more likely, as a 
consequence of forming themselves into a collective’ (Introduction, this 
volume). Flynn and I have elsewhere discussed this capacity in terms of 
ethical agency, understood as the capacity to create practices and spaces 
for what we termed ‘relational reflexivity’ (2015, 5) and by which we 
referred to the transformative potential of collective interrogation of 
a situation and its reflection in a manner that involves others and that 
does not always need to be externalised physically or violently to be 
political. The ability to initiate a project such as the Theaterlandscapes at 
the Theater an der Ruhr is therefore a form of ethical and institutional 
agency, but one which also shines light on the significance of theatre 
both as a form of political practice and as an institutional tradition.

germAn rePertoire theAtre

The Theater an der Ruhr is a repertoire theatre. Primarily, this describes 
theatres that repeat a stock of plays rather than relying on new produc-
tions. This structural feature of performing arts institutions was closely 
tied to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century national organisations in 
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France, such as the Comédie-Française (est. 1680) or the Opéra Garnier 
(est. 1875), where it predominantly referred to a limited set of plays 
by recently deceased canonical authors. over the course of the twenti-
eth century, with the increasing significance of public rather than feu-
dal theatres in Germany (Daniel 1999; Kallmorgen 1955; Vietta 1955), 
repertoire theatre became an aesthetic and economic institutional model. 
Characteristic of this model are permanent acting ensembles performing 
a stock repertoire of plays and a reliance on subscribers as opposed to 
box office sales. Repertoire theatre in this sense persists today (o’Hagan 
1998) and describes a model that binds audiences to the institution 
rather than to individual performances by having them subscribe to sea-
sonal programmes (Klein 2008; Neligan 2006).

In countries like the UK or the United States, where theatres derive 
more income from box office sales, subscribers are vital economically. In 
Germany and France, subsidies are greater and theatres are less depend-
ent on subscribers, often creating tensions between subscribing audi-
ences’ tastes, liking or disliking of particular directors, and the influence 
of the interest, patron, or lobby groups (often called Freunde or friends 
of a theatre) that coalesce around these communities. Seasonal ticket 
holders and subscribers (Abonnentenpublikum) account for around 38 
per cent of the total audience in German public theatre, but box office 
incomes bring in only 6.5 per cent of average income or less (Deutscher 
Bühnenverein 1999, cited in Neligan 2006, 1118). This has increased 
over the last decades: but in 2013/2014, theatres’ own receipts still 
only amounted to 18 per cent, subscribers and box office combined 
(Deutscher Bühnenverein 2015). overall, the revenue from subscrib-
ers and day tickets alone does not determine an institution’s economic 
survival: in 1998/1999, 152 German public theatres received a total 
of €2 billion in public and private grants that cover up to 85 per cent 
of total income of individual theatres (Deutscher Bühnenverein 1999; 
Neligan 2006). Subsidies still cover more than 80 per cent of the 
income of public theatres and orchestras in Germany today (Deutscher 
Bühnenverein 2015).

This subscription model, paired with a repertoire stock of plays and 
extensive public funding, creates as well as underscores characteristic 
features, attitudes, and values across the German public theatre land-
scape: chiefly among them the idea of theatres not as commercial ven-
ues for entertainment, but as sites for learning and self-cultivation 
(Bildung) whose tasks are measured by ideas about the common good 
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and universal aesthetics, rather than by democracy, participation, inclu-
sion or impact. It is notable too that the conjunction of the subscription 
and repertoire model has both economic and political underpinnings, 
since it is supported across the political spectrum. The current Christian 
Democratic Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and Media, 
Monika Grütters, for instance, ties together assumptions about the inal-
ienable cultural value of theatre with economic arguments for their pub-
lic funding. Like others in the same influential political position before 
her, she did so by underlining German theatre as both a sounding 
board for society and an autonomous institution valuable for the main-
tenance of bourgeois civic values: ‘I support a modern cultural concep-
tion (Kulturauffassung)’, by which she understands supporting theatres, 
despite their minimal economic profit, since they are ‘an agora, that is, 
a discursive and a cultural space’ (Grütters 2014b). ‘In the USA,’ she 
added, ‘only 13 per cent of cultural institutions are publicly funded, the 
rest comes from private sponsoring. In Germany, this relation is the exact 
opposite. This secures us here a great aesthetic diversity, because the state 
creates the space and the freedom which artists require for their creativ-
ity’ (Grütters 2014a). Elsewhere, she emphasised this differently:

Where, if not in cultural activities, do people strive to find answers to 
the questions about meaningful values and forces that bind our society 
together? To make this possible is the task of a cultural politics, which feels 
obliged to maintain the freedom of the culture and the arts. For this free-
dom, we have to fight on many fronts today. (Grütters 2014b)

This relation between guiding public cultural and moral values 
(Leitkultur) and the ‘educative mission’ (Bildungsauftrag) associated 
with public theatres explains further interrelations between cultural pol-
itics and the Bildung-tradition of public theatres. In addition to ‘régie 
management’ (Montias 1983), that is, direct appointment of artistic 
directors by federal states or municipalities, ‘public funding can affect 
the behaviour of theatre companies in many ways, including its pric-
ing policy, the quality and lavishness of its production and its choice of 
repertoire’ (o’Hagan 1998; Throsby 1994). one study even goes as 
far as concluding that ‘subsidies discourage high levels of activity’ and 
‘encourage presentation of relatively higher levels of minority inter-
est plays’ (Austen-Smith 1980, 15). Indeed, his study claims, ‘without 
subsidy, essentially no minority interest productions would be staged’ 
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(Ibid.). Unsurprisingly, therefore, a comparative study of repertoire con-
ventionality (number and variation of playwrights staged) suggests that 
‘the higher the state subsidisation of a theatre, the more non-conven-
tional will be its repertoire’ (o’Hagan and Neligan 2005, 48). As this 
discussion has shown, a repertoire theatre system merges political (‘régie 
management’), economic (subsidies and box office sales), and aesthetic 
(repertoire unconventionality) aspects and values of theatre.

In the German public theatre context, this has led to a curious sit-
uation where government subsidies do indeed allow the flourishing of 
a critical and autonomous theatre scene and help to maximise artis-
tic freedoms, e.g. with regard to censorship, while also serving to con-
tinue aspects of a tradition of Bildung and the cultural bourgeoisie 
(Bildungsbürgertum) that inherits problematic Enlightenment assump-
tions about individualism, social and institutional hierarchies (see Hänzi 
2013), and socio-cultural diversity. The 2014 recognition of the German 
public theatre (and orchestra) system as part an immaterial UNESCo 
world cultural heritage appears further to underline a trend towards 
reification rather than dynamic transformation of this system. And yet, 
especially by contrast to the post-Fordist working modalities and project-
based temporalities of the German freelance performing arts scene (see 
Tinius 2015e), the ‘slowness’ and long-term trajectory of a theatre tradi-
tion and institutional framework based on an ensemble and repertoire 
system remains a noteworthy and exceptional case of cultural production 
that merits further investigation.

rePertoire As ethics: the theAter An der ruhr

This repertoire logic applies in different yet intensified ways to the 
Theater an der Ruhr. on one occasion, founding director Ciulli was 
asked how his theatre had managed to persist for so many years, to which 
he responded:

We don’t produce one premiere after the other and throw them away 
afterwards. We believe that there is a value in having an actor work over 
a long period of time on his role, when an ensemble stays together for a 
long period. We don’t believe in steady change, in the constantly new. We 
perform our plays over many years and the people watch how we develop. 
If there is such a thing as a collective intelligence, then it can flourish in 
such a theatre. That’s what I believe, that’s why I do theatre. (Ciulli 2013)
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The theater’s slow production turnover is a consequence of the troupe’s 
emphasis on long-term collective labour. The notion and practice of 
being a repertoire theatre provides insight into important aspects of 
the Theater an der Ruhr as a tradition. The word ‘repertoire’, not inci-
dentally, refers both to a ‘stock of plays that a company or a performer 
knows or is prepared to perform’ as well as to ‘a stock of skills or types 
of behaviour that a person habitually uses’ (Oxford Dictionary of English 
2015). This second sense of the concept ‘repertoire’ as a stock of skills 
is an important analytic for understanding the theater’s cultivation of 
expertise through long-term rehearsals and travel. Diana Taylor aptly 
uses the term ‘repertoire’ to refer to ‘a nonarchival system of transfer’ 
(2003, xvii). Indeed, performing a play or a character for decades—as 
many actors at the theater have done—continues and complements their 
emphasis on cultivating ethical acting conduct. The notion of repertoire 
therefore also speaks to the transmission of values and ideals about good 
theatre itself through the very act of re-performing and, as a conse-
quence, the continuous engagement with what the ensemble considers 
good theatre.

Being a repertoire theatre also has economic and structural implica-
tions. In fact, the Theater an der Ruhr is dependent on its repertoire. 
Since it produces only one or two new plays a season, it has to fill the 
programme with ‘older’ plays from its repertoire. At the time of writ-
ing, there were thirty-seven plays in the active repertoire, of which some 
premiered more than twenty-five years ago. Touring appearances in other 
cities account for nearly 40 per cent of the institution’s revenues, com-
plementing 60 per cent municipal subsidies and a negligible amount of 
box office and subscriber sales. This financial model creates a situation in 
which the local audiences in Mülheim are not existential financially (see 
Hemke 2008). For a theatre to be reliant on a decade-long re-perform-
ing of a stock of plays and on travel means that it needs a well-tuned 
logistical system and manageable storage space (storing stage sets and 
props for thrity-seven plays and remembering each screw and chair all 
falls into the hands of the five-person-strong technical crew) and actors 
capable of performing a wide range of acting styles, personae and charac-
ters, and of adapting quickly to new settings and audiences.

The repertoire system at the Theater an der Ruhr has turned the 
‘idea’ of travel into a value and virtue that encompasses all ensemble 
members but is particularly connected to Ciulli. The theater’s so-called 
‘international philosophy’ is constructed around his own biography as 
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a cultural diplomat, cosmopolitan, migrant, and self-styled ‘bastardo’. 
For thirty years, he almost single-handedly served as cultural broker 
between Foreign Ministries and local artists in countries with which even 
the German government had not had any official cultural contact. only 
recently, Ciulli outsourced some of his work to the journalist and lawyer 
Rolf Hemke. He is employed at the Theater an der Ruhr as director for 
public relations and marketing, but official statements always underline 
that he is responsible for the international work of the theater ‘alongside 
Roberto Ciulli’ (Hemke 2008). Ciulli also commented on this develop-
ment saying that Hemke was an excellent ‘networker’ (Netzwerker). Yet, 
for Ciulli, the kinds of networks one develops with other artists need to 
be scrutinised to avoid superficial engagement:

[F]estivals produce monsters, half-baked artist entrepreneurs that enter a 
country for three days and don’t get to know it at all – it’s international 
jet-set, not international collaboration. (Interview, November 2013)

Ciulli acknowledged the excellent connections one could establish 
through festivals, for instance the networks created by Hemke in the 
Maghreb and the Arabic-speaking world, regions into which the Theater 
regularly travelled (see Hemke 2010, 2013). However, Ciulli also criti-
cally reflected on this style of collaboration to bring out what he thought 
was characteristic about the theater’s international philosophy. In con-
trast to what he regarded as the managerial professionalism of con-
temporary international festivals, Ciulli referred to their international 
philosophy as that of the ‘bastardo’. Using the word ‘bastardo’ adds an 
element of satire to their political endeavours, but it entails more than 
pure provocation and it certainly does not undermine their ‘political 
sincerity’ (Boyer 2013); travel refers to a process of self-transformation, 
civic engagement and political critique through theatre. As Ciulli put it, 
many of their key collaborations took place with artists from outside of 
Germany, ‘but even when it doesn’t travel, this theatre is the theatre for 
the stranger (den Fremden)’ (cited in Bartula and Schroer 2001, 87–90).

The language of this theatre is aimed at strangers. People who feel 
estranged, irrespective of their race, nationality or religion. For those 
Germans that feel at home (‘die beheimateten Deutschen’), there are 
plenty of theatres, but the Theater an der Ruhr has always been the thea-
tre for the estranged Germans—those Germans that felt like strangers in 
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Germany. Twenty years ago, we were the theatre that addressed this gen-
eration of young people in Mülheim, who lived in a family where a grand-
father or father was in the SS or the Wehrmacht.(...) We also address such 
kinds of strangers elsewhere: people in Chile or Turkey, where we staged 
plays about torture in prisons, or those in Iran, who suffered from cen-
sorship. We want to create a new conception of the stranger that says: of 
course, every artist has their own cultural heritage, their identity, but the 
criteria by which we create art are not national or geographic, they are aes-
thetic. (Ibid, my emphasis)

Ciulli’s appeal to cosmopolitanism might appear ironic in the context of 
a previous discussion of the traditions that position the Theater an der 
Ruhr in Germany and it was not meant to suggest there was only one 
theatre that could fulfil this role; yet, it should be noted that his recourse 
to strangers who were alien in their own country refers to the peculiarly 
German post-war intellectual scepticism of the German nation-state. 
Concerns for German reunification and (Eastern) European disintegra-
tion heightened political reflexivity about nation-building among (West) 
German artists and intellectuals in the late 1980s. Ciulli’s statement also 
hints at a more nuanced understanding of civic engagement realised in 
artistic encounters with different conceptions of nationhood and herit-
age; the Theater an der Ruhr is here not positioned as a liberating, in 
part ‘conscientising’ Freirean practice, but as an institution that validates 
and recognises estrangement as a defining experience of social life. Like 
rehearsing, the idea of travel and the practice of travelling thus became 
a structural foundation of the Theater as institution and a key ethico-
aesthetic pillar of the theater as tradition. As the founders write in the 
‘International Principle’ manifesto of the theaterlandscapes programme:

The idea of travelling is the guiding motive of this theatre. Travelling is a 
school of seeing, necessary for a theatre dedicated to making thought per-
ceptible. (Ciulli and Schäfer, n.d.c)

Much like the cultivation of conduct during rehearsals, travelling requires 
technical and bodily training. It generates a terminology used by the 
ensemble to explain what they understand as political about the theater. 
on the informal Theater an der Ruhr blog, called ‘Why do we travel?’, 
an actor published a post entitled ‘This is why we travel!’ (Seidl 2012). 
Its focus is on the imprisonment of the Kazakh director Bolat Atabayev, 
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a close friend of the theater, but Rupert opens the entry with a program-
matic statement:

Travel is a form of dialogue for us. We travel to ask and to answer ques-
tions. For the Theater an der Ruhr, travelling belongs to the central tasks 
of a political theatre. (Ibid.)

For the ensemble, travelling is concerned with forging international 
encounters with underrepresented artists from precarious regions of the 
world or with migrants in Germany through theatre and is thus a politi-
cal practice in the sense of being one of forging solidarity and social ties 
on the basis of encounters over art. Furthermore, this particular concern 
for a non-patronising, artistically-motivated form of travel affects the aes-
thetic discourse on theatre in the institution, which crystallises around 
the idea of ‘theatrical imagery’ (Theaterbild) and ‘image-language’ 
(Bildsprache). Bildsprache describes the idea that theatre can communi-
cate and connect artists and audiences via archetypal ‘images’ (Bilder) 
evoked through a combination of aesthetic elements (movement, 
sound, light), yet not primarily through text. According to Ciulli and 
the ensemble, this artistic ‘language’ is universal in so far as it transcends 
linguistic and national barriers, although they recognise that aesthetic 
styles, like philosophical theories, are received differently everywhere 
(see Bohannan 1966). Its claim and vocabulary is therefore meant as a 
provocation aimed at national traditions of arts, rather than an artistic 
essentialism; one, which I explore in its complexity and pitfalls in the fol-
lowing sections in greater detail.

censorshiP, critique, And trAnslAtion: PrePAring 
AlgeriAn theAterlAndscAPes

Late October 2013, a preparatory meeting in the foyer of the Theater an der 
Ruhr near Mülheim’s industrial harbour. Ciulli addresses the ensemble: 
‘We are at the Algerian festival as official guests of the state and will be 
received at the German consulate. This is an honour for us, but also a 
cultural political event.’ Ciulli and Schäfer highlight the significance of 
travelling into this region, noting their ongoing collaboration with the 
Tunisian artist and lawyer Meriam Bousselmi, to support her in spite of 
antagonism she experienced against her work as an outspoken female 
director in Tunis. ‘We also must inform ourselves and be aware of the 
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history of the region and the conflicts’, he continues. ‘our presence 
coincides with Algerian independence day on 1 November’, Ciulli adds, 
and underlines: ‘We must therefore be particularly alert to censorship—
we’re not going to be docile, but also won’t risk too much. Such things 
are always to be negotiated on the ground. That’s why Hemke and I 
[will] travel there a few days in advance.’

Two weeks later, I am waiting for a bus to the airport with the 
ensemble. I am taking advantage of a slight delay to speak to actress 
Maria Neumann. Fifty-five-years old at the time, she has been at the 
theatre since 1986, making her one of the longest-standing ensemble 
members. For fifteen years, she has been performing Le petit prince by 
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry with Ciulli, and, likewise, has been performing 
the lead role in Peter Handke’s Kaspar since its premiere in 1987. This 
latter play is one of two that tour to Algeria—the other being a recent 
production in which she took over a role. Maria’s relation to the theater 
is unique and difficult, but revealing of some of the tensions underly-
ing its carefully managed tradition. As a core ensemble member involved 
in many plays over decades, she began to distance herself from the daily 
rehearsals of the theater. In her view, the intellectual and political dis-
course around the significance of public theatres has become too stag-
nant and introspective. Nonetheless, Maria emphasised that she owes 
her entire artistic development to the Theater an der Ruhr and finds it 
important to continue working with the institution. As a compromise 
between her discontent with public theatres and professional acting in 
such institutions, she started building up the Fairy Tales project, a very 
popular children’s theatre section within the Theater an der Ruhr, which 
she runs with an assistant. She has also been engaging in her own very 
physical and intense one-person adaptations inspired by Fluxus and 
Joseph Beuys, of Joseph Roth’s interpretation of the Book of Job, for 
instance, in her own apartment in nearby Duisburg, problematising 
implicitly the deported Jewish family that had lived in it until the 1930s. 
These plays are intense narratives, weaving together a literary adaptation 
with site-specific histories and an intimately personal contextualisation of 
the performance in her own practice and understanding of theatre as a 
form of social process. Her distance from the theater is not a subject of 
much discussion in the ensemble, yet it is tacitly acknowledged, allowing 
her to cultivate her own autonomous projects while remaining part of 
the ensemble and at an arm’s length from the Theater an der Ruhr.

Waiting for the bus in the theatre foyer, Maria suggests we go out-
side for a stroll. She walks through fallen leaves from the old beech trees 
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lining the alley in front of the theater. We stop at a beech that has been 
blown over by the strong winds this morning. Looking over my shoul-
der to see if anyone else is with us, she expresses some of her grievances. 
Wondering whether ‘the effort is worth the hassle’, travelling to other 
countries while remaining within the framework of festivals and for-
eign policy rhetoric, she underlines the role of local artists: ‘You will be 
watching the play and the audience. I’m very curious to hear what you 
observe’, she continues, asking me to be weary of where civic engage-
ment and artistic exchange takes place. ‘Not in official ceremonies, but 
in private homes, when real people meet, or in the eyes of a young local 
artist who comes up to us and allows us to learn and listen.’

I took note of her criticism and wanted to ask her more, but our bus 
driver called us over to get back to the airport. our conversations were 
to continue in Algeria.

Privilege, PrecAriousness And Power:  
Arriving in AlgeriA

At some later point during our flight to Algiers, I sat next to Rupert Seidl, 
another core actor in the ensemble. He described to me the friendship 
with Meriam, the Tunisian lawyer and director, whom we were going to 
meet in Algeria. The Theater an der Ruhr had in the years leading up to 
this travel become her patron, Rupert recounts. He thinks that interna-
tional travel is precisely about such long-lasting encounters through art:

I remember vividly how moved I was when we were performing in Iran, 
over a decade ago, and the audience was so thrilled about our performance 
that they came on stage and shook my hand afterwards. In such moments, 
I notice how much responsibility we have as actors – for the emotional 
effect of our art, but also as privileged hosts or official guests in precarious 
regions of the world.

The following morning after our late-night arrival, we continued our 
journey into the east of the country to the capital of the Béjaïa region, 
the largest Berber-speaking city in Kabylia, and the festival’s main site: 
Béjaïa. our journey was seriously delayed since we were asked to wait 
for a police escort. ‘Because you are international and official guests, it 
is required’, we were repeatedly told. Two white police cars escorted us 
for the next five hours, often turning on their blue lights and sirens to 
get us through dense traffic. While many people in the bus found these 
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dramatics entertaining and took photos, Ruždi Aliji, the theatre’s long-
standing lighting director, who came to sit next to me, had something 
else on his mind. ‘It’s all spectacle,’ he said. ‘We’re being invited to 
showcase European theatre, but at the expense of locals who need the 
support.’ He paused for a moment, before whispering, albeit with great 
intensity and while holding on to my arm as if to underline his words:

Has anybody thought about who is organising this festival? It’s not artists, 
it’s politicians. Who is invited? Europeans! Who is excluded? Local artists. 
All these questions are answered by the politicians here, and we’re being 
used as pawns in this game.

I asked him if he had always thought this way about the international 
travel of the theater, reminding him how highly he spoke to me ear-
lier about the first Yugoslav collaborations. ‘It’s different now,’ he 
responded. ‘I remember many phases in my life when nobody ques-
tioned power and art was just a commodity for politics.’ ‘That’s why,’ 
he told me, that ‘we’, gesturing at me and then at him, ‘we, artists and 
intellectuals, need to remain alert, Jonas.’ Ruždi continued to qualify 
his claims. Ciulli, he said, was different and had created an institution 
that for a long time practised a different kind of theatre politics, one 
that was inclusive and negotiated the diplomatic power of art creatively. 
However, Ruždi added that the ever more pervasive ‘festival culture’, 
which Ciulli also criticised, minimised actual interactions with local art-
ists and reduced them to an official level: ‘It’s now all mediated, we’re 
no longer in the same control.’ It was to some extent, he continued, an 
erosion of the tradition of the Theater an der Ruhr, in which he strongly 
believed. It was partly for that reason, he added, that it was important 
that I documented the political nature of the theater’s travels—so that 
one could begin to reflect on it again. This reflection and self-criticism 
had ceased to be as lively as it used to be, he concluded. our conver-
sation was abruptly stopped when our bus came to another halt at a 
crowded bridge. The police cars started their sirens to cut through the 
traffic jam. Ruždi was concerned and moved to the front of the bus to 
see what was going on.

As if she had waited for him to leave, Maria slipped into his seat. 
Wearing a black suit, black shirt, black jacket and dark sunglasses, she 
looked as if she was in a role already. ‘I wonder, is this really worth it,’ she 
sighed. ‘When travelling as privileged Europeans, we always need to ask 
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ourselves who benefits from this. Do we, does a critical community of art-
ists, or are we just here to function as cultural capital for the local cultural 
brokers?’ She looked at me, then stared straight ahead, as though she was 
not awaiting a response, before she added: ‘How are audiences going to 
understand that the piece [Kaspar by Peter Handke] is a critique of post-
war Germany and of forced socialisation into language?’ She explained 
that these forms of cultural translation required careful contextualisation 
of the exchange, profound discussions on the local theatre scene and its 
situation. otherwise, she said, one would run the risk of becoming part 
of a neo-colonial spectacle in which European theatre is exibited with no 
real chance for dialogue. At this point, she turned to me, like the other 
actors and ensemble members before, underlining how important a criti-
cal reflection of travel and exchange was for them. For her, my obser-
vation of audiences was key: ‘You’ll be better positioned to judge the 
audience than we are: for example whether they also let in working-class 
people or whether it’s all pre-ordered high culture.’ We continued our 
exchange at a later point, as we neared our destination (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1 The Theater an der Ruhr bookstand in the Théâtre Régional de Béjaïa. 
Photograph by the author
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lAnguAge, recePtion, And rePertoire:  
kasPar in béjAïA

on the evening of the Kaspar performance in Algeria a few days later, I 
arrived early to help an actress and an intern at the bookstand with trans-
lations. They were giving away several programmes with background to 
each play, as well as several books on Ciulli and the Theater an der Ruhr. 
Many local artists had heard of the theatre and its reputation for having 
travelled the world. They left me notes with their addresses, or brought 
gifts for the ensemble, such as a book about the cultural history of the 
city. I later brought these to the actors, telling them about our brief 
encounters. Some were touched and regretted not having more time to 
talk to these artists who wanted to get in touch (Fig. 2).

When the doors opened at 7 p.m., the attention of all audience mem-
bers diverted to getting in, rushing past the security men to fill the thea-
tre to the last seat. I barely found a place myself, eventually sitting down 
next to three elderly men in the last row. They had kindly invited me to 

Fig. 2 Placard announcing the performance of Kaspar outside of the Théâtre 
Régional de Béjaïa. Photograph by the author
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sit next to them. We introduced each other just as Rolf Hemke began 
his introduction in French, in which he explained that the play Kaspar 
addresses the historical case of Kaspar Hauser who was found without 
speech in the German woods and became a subject of medical and social 
attention, specifically of a brutal process of language socialisation which 
broke him psychologically. Hemke mentioned that the Nazi period in 
Germany was an important backdrop for the ensemble and their inter-
pretation of the play, but deliberately left it open to the audience what 
they might perceive as the right analogy or association. It was the kind 
of introduction that allowed for the contextualisation Maria had thought 
necessary, not least because it was held in French. Specifically in Kabylia, 
the three older men told me, they could relate this to the tumultuous 
linguistic and cultural oppression under the French ‘and now under 
Arabic Islam’, one of them said. In fact, I was frequently drawn into con-
versations about this in buses, taxis or cafés, specifically in Kabylia, where 
many people, men, women, and students alike, told me they were proud 
to resist the ‘Islamicisation of the country’. It was not an uncontentious 
topic, as just what people meant when they referred to Islam was heav-
ily inflected by media reports and people’s own experiences, leading fre-
quently to heated arguments that broke out between disagreeing parties 
in the busride into town. Handke’s musings and the ensemble’s staging 
facilitated a reflected translation of this experience onto the stage for the 
three men in the audience, since the play played with the inability to 
speak, using language just as much as sounds and gestures that did not 
require an awareness of the play’s dense source language.

After the play, the three men told me that they were fascinated by 
its powerful evocation of what violence can do to people. They alluded 
to the scenes in the play during which actors enacted, either without 
language or just by using gestures, noises and sounds, the devastat-
ing effects of violence and mechanisation on human beings. Dystopian 
encounters between masters and slaves during the performance were 
evoking the negative effects that social assimilation and homogenisa-
tion can have on the free development of subjectivity. one of the three 
men mentioned Nietzsche, the other said this was about moral lan-
guage and its power to become a medium of suppression. Their obser-
vations resonated with Ciulli’s idea of theatre as inciting reflection. Yet, 
the three men had got so caught up in concerns about the literal rather 
than the visual language of the play that we ended up discussing differ-
ences between the German, French and Arabic subtitles instead of their 
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interpretations of the actual performance. our fascinating conversation 
continued for a little while, but I eventually had to join the ensemble for 
a brief meeting with the German ambassador before we headed back to 
the hotel.

Later that night, one of the actors and I were standing outside the 
hotel to catch some fresh air before calling it a day. I asked him whether 
he thought that a play could be ‘over-performed’ (ausgespielt) after 
twenty-five years, thinking of Maria’s critical comments on Kaspar’s long 
existence in the repertoire. His response contrasted with her comments, 
since he stressed the ethical importance of continued acting of the same 
roles. Reminiscing about his own first professional roles, his eventual 
employment at the Theater, and the fifteen years he has spent in it, he 
came to the conclusion that a repertoire theatre offered a unique frame-
work for an actor’s self-development over time.

If you play something for twenty-five years, like Maria, you begin to meet 
yourself over and over again. You see an entire generation of actors live 
through a role. You don’t get this collective and individual growth and 
cultivation [Bildung] anywhere else.

For him, it was obvious that the repertoire system offered great educa-
tional and transformative value. Repeatedly, he referred to the actor’s 
body and faculties as a ‘field’ that needed cultivating through repeated 
learning and acting. The performance and reperformance of characters in 
different countries and to different audiences is a practice of self-under-
standing, he said. ‘Travel is a way to expose yourself ’, he stressed, ‘and 
that is the way in which we learn as actors’.

‘more serious theAtre’: woyzeck in Algiers

The last stop on our tour was Algiers. After interviewing some actors 
in the café adjacent to the Théâtre National d’Alger (TNA) the morn-
ing after our arrival, I spoke to an artistic director from the theatre. He 
gave me a tour of their exhibition on theatre since Independence. He 
told me that they used to be what one German actor translated as a 
Dreispartentheater, that is, an institution presenting theatre, ballet and 
opera, but now it appeared to be mainly theatre and ballet. He said he 
was glad to have a German ensemble presenting ‘more serious theatre 
again’, adding that he did not mean to imply there was none in Algeria, 
but: ‘critical intellectuals have a hard time in the current strict religious 
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climate of Algiers’ (Fig. 3). I asked him what he meant with ‘serious the-
atre’, remembering preparatory discussions in Germany about the many 
critical writers and artists from the Maghrebine region. ‘I mean theatre 
that creates images we can relate to without being explicit; not all can 
be said or shown here, but that doesn’t mean it cannot be serious in 
its meaning’, he added, leaning in closer so as to emphasise his point. 
‘There are many languages other than the spoken word that creates a 
feeling of solidarity that you understand our concerns, for language, edu-
cation, military power and so on, tu comprends’?

The play that evening began, as usual, with an address to the audi-
ence—this time by Ciulli himself. In fluent French with thick Italian 
accent, he introduced the play: Georg Büchner’s Woyzeck, a frag-
ment written by the young revolutionary German poet about a soldier 
exploited by the military for social experiments.

Woyzeck is based on a true historical case and which problematises the issue 
of violent socialisation, the relationship between an individual, his subjectiv-
ity, and a society that erodes the character’s development of a proper self.

Fig. 3 Bookstand in the foyer of the Théâtre National d’Alger. Photograph by 
the author
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During the break, visitors told me that they saw in it an analogy to the 
increasing censorship in the country, and what people are allowed to say 
or do. But they were aware that this was their interpretation; the play, 
they told me, just acted as a catalyst for further associations on their 
part. After the play, several audience members walked up to the stage to 
pay Ciulli their respects and to shake some actors’ hands. An Austrian–
English ensemble we had watched the evening before was present, and 
so, too, were five German academics teaching in the region as part of 
a German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) programme and their 
students. They all found the intensity and discipline, the estrangement 
and reduced language of the play noteworthy. Later in the hotel, I joined 
some of the actors in the bar. It was often in response to their perfor-
mances that they reflected on the values of theatre; sometimes acting 
styles were remarked upon, colleagues praised or challenged, but fre-
quently discussions erupted over the purpose of a play, the audience reac-
tion, or the rehearsals leading up to it. This time, one actress commented 
that a literary symposium had been held in Algiers at the same time as 
they were there, on Islam, intimacy and the body—topics that would 
have been very appropriate for the themes they discussed and poked at 
with the two plays. The actors, who were later joined by two Tunisian 
and Syrian actors they had got to know over the course of the trip and 
from the local theatre, further reflected on the travel to Algeria. It 
became evident just how important the integration of logistical arrange-
ments with artistic ones is: the navigation of existing cultural events, 
advertisement for plays, and the creation of additional spaces for discuss-
ing plays was regarded as crucial and as interdependent by the ensemble. 
In order to engage both artists and locals, one actress said, one needed 
to create possibilities for encountering one another. It does not suffice to 
arrive, perform, and then leave afterwards. ‘Theatre is a gesture, a greet-
ing, but it needs to do work to reach out to another person beyond this 
initial hello’, an actor in the ensemble aptly put it.

imAgery, hosPitAlity, And didActic theAtre

Shortly after our return to Mülheim, I met with Ciulli to reflect on the 
trip to Algeria. ‘our visit was only a first step’, he said, continuing the 
vocabulary used by the actor I cited on our last evening in Algeria. ‘Now 
we are inviting artists from Algeria to us, and then we will see how we 
continue collaborating.’ He mentioned a few more performances, screen-
ings and discussions that they had planned for the coming months, all 
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of which would pick up themes relevant to the other Maghrebine coun-
tries from which they had agreed to host ensembles. The visit in Algeria 
was just a first encounter in a longer series of exchanges: a first reaching 
out, a guest-visit that would be reciprocated by hospitality. ‘We need to 
intensify relations if we want to get at a deeper understanding of one 
another through our artistic practices’, he said. Ciulli and I also discussed 
an article I had written about the international Theatrelandscapes pro-
ject (Tinius 2015a), at which point we were joined briefly by an actress 
from the ensemble. She knew about the article too and pointed out how 
important it was to write critically about their artistic projects: ‘We need 
an archive of our unrealised plans and failures, too, in order to move 
beyond, to push ourselves’, she said. Referring to a draft of the article 
on their international travel, they both noted my inclusion of discussions 
of what they called ‘Theaterbilder’ (theatrical imagery) and the theatre’s 
‘Bildsprache’ (image-language). In the article, I elaborate how the pur-
pose of constructing a ‘theatre of images’ is to correct a didactic aesthetic 
whose meaning is already explained, an issue that caused great discussion 
after this and other trips abroad, since it concerned the limitations of per-
forming a play conceived in one country and language in another.

Their reluctance to rely on a fixed narrative and the significance of 
ambivalence in creating a play was a recurrent concern also during the 
many interviews I conducted with Ciulli and the ensemble during our 
trip to Algeria. I mentioned the commentary of the older men on the 
subtitles in Algeria, prompting Ciulli to reflect:

I used to have a much more radical attitude towards language and images, 
which was to have no subtitles at all, ever. We never subtitled Kaspar. If 
somebody watches a play and sees images [Bilder] that are only margin-
ally affected by language-images [Sprachbilder], then he will engage more 
intensely with the play. Seeing a play through its images allows you to see 
the play doubly, from two angles: language and images. This is not just an 
aesthetic attitude, but also contains the essence of how I direct: I direct 
fundamentally through images.

I asked him what he understood by an ‘image’ in theatre.

The concept of the image holds the answer to the question whether the-
atre has an abstract language that transcends concrete language. Theatre 
contains unthinkable images. Every director has to ask himself how he 
deals with this secret theatrical language that can transcend particular lan-
guages. For every play, I meet with my costume designer, dramaturge, and 
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stage designer and we arrange images for each character and scene. These 
are never finite, concrete pictures, but elements of archetypal traditions. 
We create such arrangements because to speak of an image in theatre is 
always to speak of multiple potential images. The images that theatre offers 
have to be so versatile as to encompass all the possible images that can arise 
in the imagination of an audience. If theatre manages to do that, it can 
speak to audiences in any language.

The language of theatre, as conceived by Ciulli, thus seeks both to tran-
scend images that unify different audiences and to contain a multiplicity 
of meanings. Travelling allows him and the ensemble to witness different 
interpretations and to be challenged to communicate to people unfamil-
iar with their traditions of seeing. The challenge for theatre thus rests 
in allowing for and negotiating these forms of communication. The aim 
was ‘to resist dogma and fixation’, Ciulli added in one conversation. 
Therefore, for the director and his ensemble, theatre must not become 
‘didactic’ and ‘prescribe’ images or interpretations, because in such a 
mode of action no mutual recognition of other views is possible. If ever 
someone asked Ciulli or ensemble members what they meant with a par-
ticular scene, both in Algeria and elsewhere, their response would always 
be to return the question: ‘What did you see?’

To reconcile the presentation of a particular idea about a play, devel-
oped during the concept conversations, with the possible different mean-
ings by other audiences is one of the core challenges for theatre that 
travels abroad as frequently as the Theater an der Ruhr. Ciulli described 
this confrontation with different perspectives, both abroad and in 
Germany, as one of the principal tasks for a political theatre:

When you translate a piece and impose your explanation of images on to 
the audience’s own imagination, you create a didactic attitude [schulische 
Haltung]. You force people to listen to you. This is the way to create ter-
ror – and not aesthetic experience. To seek out the infinite images that can 
be imagined by an audience is what has motivated the international work 
of the Theater an der Ruhr from its first days.

concluding remArks

The ensemble’s scepticism about ‘festival theatre’ rests on their dis-
tinction between a theatre that cultivates inward reflection through art 
and an outward-orientated theatre that seeks mere communication of a 
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‘message’. Travelling, a ‘structuring element’ of the institution I intro-
duced in this chapter, thus relates to the tradition of the Theater an der 
Ruhr by practising a form of ethical conversation across borders, to bor-
row a phrase from Evans and Mair (2015). Those plays that the ensem-
ble considers to have achieved this nuanced instigation of reflection 
through its images particularly well are then incorporated into the reper-
toire. Plays in this repertoire could potentially be replayed over decades, 
challenging actors to relate to these characters and images over long 
periods of time. Acting a particular character is therefore not a one-off 
task. Many core actors and actresses from the ensemble frequently told 
me that certain roles they had reperformed over decades complement 
their non-professional life significantly. This sort of reflection on one’s 
roles, and the outlined challenges of international travel, are thus further 
ways in which the institution facilitates the cultivation of artistic conduct 
beyond the stage.

Since the elaboration both of aesthetic images and of ethical conduct 
frequently takes place in the context of politically charged exchanges 
with artists, travel also relates to multiple political dimensions of theatre. 
Travel requires the ensemble to think humbly about the meaning of their 
acting in relation to other acting traditions, about the potential impact 
of their art on other communities, and it has a clear diplomatic afterlife: 
artists may be invited to Germany for political refuge in an artistically 
supportive context, as in Tunisian director Meriam Bousselmi’s case. For 
the theatre, travelling thus aims to achieve three related functions that 
are fundamental to its tradition and function as the second ‘structuring 
element’ of the institution: an aesthetic one (imagery), an ethical one 
(working collectively and individually at a development of one’s acting 
sensibilities), and a political one (building up a network of and reaching 
out to artists that are not in the canon of artistic work). All of these make 
up the particular form of civic engagement practised by the Theater an 
der Ruhr.

In this chapter I hope to have provided sketches of an ethnographic 
glimpse into the difficulties and discussions of a pioneering albeit histori-
cally avant-garde travelling theatre around performing German plays in 
Algeria. Even in a festival situation with international European guests 
in traditional theatre settings, forms of intercultural cooperation emerge 
over discussions of political aesthetics, rather than as forms of patronis-
ing socio-political intervention. Preferring long-term interactions over 
short festival participation, the Theater an der Ruhr has over the years 
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developed an implicit critique of forms of ‘intercultural work’ (see Barba 
and Fowler 1982; Fischer-Lichte et al. 2014; Marx 2003; Watson 2002). 
one of the key differences however between the work of Eugenio Barba 
at the International School of Theatre Anthropology (ISTA) and that 
of Robert Ciulli, for instance, is that the latter does not work towards 
identifying performance universals, and certainly not by means of break-
ing down, altering or modifying existing performative traditions. Barba 
distinguished his own theatre practice as a form of anthropology from 
Schechner’s by describing it as ‘the archaic way of physical, anatomical 
study’ (Barba 1987, 191). For Ciulli on the other hand, a concern for 
directing a theatre of ‘images’ that seeks to create means of communica-
tion beyond a particular language refers to an aesthetic form of artistic 
diplomacy. Language, then, becomes just one among several instruments 
for creating a sense of shared concern, as I witnessed in conversation 
with the three old men after the Kaspar performance in eastern Algeria.

The theatre and its participants have also taken explicit political 
action, for example against the imprisonment of Kazakh theatre direc-
tor Bolat Atabayev.1 They also support and promote the provocative 
plays of Tunisian director and lawyer Meriam Bousselmi (Hemke 2013), 
and the project on refugees led by the young Turkish director Adem 
Köstereli (Tinius 2015c). However, one of the key components of the 
international work of the Theater an der Ruhr is that it does not strive 
to be interventionist in the sense of advocacy for a political or peda-
gogical ideology or as a didactic tool.2 Different from a theatre theory 
and practice that sees intervention as its central toolkit and application 
as a concept, Ciulli’s ensemble develops a notion of engagement that 
is hermeneutic, interpretive and doubtful about the potentials and pit-
falls of international work. As debates about the nuances of the politi-
cal in theatre continue to push theatre directors into new directions (see 
Deck and Sieburg 2011, Tinius 2015b), Ciulli’s ensemble articulates an 
ongoing concern with a different sense of ‘political’ theatre: a stage lan-
guage that seeks to connect an ethical concern for exploring the depth 
and complexity of human relations with political reasoning and aesthetic 
play. Reflection on the process, the failures, and the politics of creating 
meaningful encounters between artists and audiences is a key aspect of 
the theatrical diplomacy of the Theater an der Ruhr. This chapter intro-
duced a theatre that has been concerned with the possibilities and limits 
of artistic diplomacy for over 35 years. It remains a singular appearance 
during a certain period of German theatre history which has since been 
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suceeded by a more widespread practice of international collaborations 
among public German theatres. But what I hope to have explored are 
some of the difficulties of reconciling the immense logistical and politi-
cal efforts required to maintain such travel with imaginaries of social and 
civic engagement through theatre. Even for an institution that has mod-
elled its infrastructure and everyday labour on anticipations of travel and 
international coproductions, whose ensemble structure is a diverse result 
of these exchanges, and whose repertoire speaks of the influences from 
the dozens of countries repeatedly visited, the initiation and mainte-
nance of meaningful transnational exchanges is a slow and steady process 
of reflection and learning. The critical introspections I cited throughout 
this chapter testify to the intense concern of this ensemble and yet also of 
the delicate difficulty of artistic diplomacy and civic engagement through 
theatre.

notes

1.  For coverage on the protest, see: http://campaignkazakhstan.org/index.
php/2012/06/29/bolat-atabayev-released/ or Ciulli’s co-authorship of 
an open letter: http://nachtkritik.de/index.php?option=com_content&
view=article&id=7052&catid=126 and http://www.freundederkuenste.
de/aktuelles/medien-ausschreibungen/ankuendigung/goethe-medaillen-
preistraeger-bolat-atabayev-ist-frei-offener-brief-von-volker-schloendorff-
und-roberto-ciulli-hatte-erfolg.html (all links last accessed 11 october 
2017).

2.  The relationship between actors and practitioners within large-scale civic 
engagement projects has long been subject to critique, both in ethno-
graphic, but also theoretical terms, as a central tool in the reconfiguration 
of such relations (see Crehan 2011; Flynn and Tinius 2015).
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Interview with Nurlan Asanbekov

Ananda Breed

Interview with Nurlan Asanbekov, the Director of Sakhna Nomadic 
Theatre, by Ananda Breed.

Interview conducted on 31 May 2014 in Biskhek, Kyrgyzstan.
This interview illustrates how Sakhna uses small Kyrgyz epics or eposes 
and applies the ancient oral art form to contemporary performance prac-
tices in the development of a ritual-nomadic theatre using meditative and 
trance-like practices for actors to immerse themselves into a liminal state 
between the past and the present. Sakhna performs on open-air plat-
forms mixing traditional instruments with the natural scenery and sounds 
of nature.

Ananda: Please tell me about the concept of nomadic theatre.
Nurlan: The techniques of nomadic theatre are based on travellers. We 
first started to work with this concept using manas (Kyrgyzstan cel-
ebrated the 1000th anniversary of manas in 1995) and manaschi (tell-
ers of manas) as the material. We worked with the rhythms, tones and 
sounds that framed the improvisational manas performances to develop 
our own textual improvisations—using pitch and rhythm to direct 
what we would sing and how we would sing it. In this way, unlike the 
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manaschi who memorise the text and then recite, we use the structure 
of manas and then improvise the text. This improvisation is common 
between the performers of Sakhna and manaschi.

Ananda: How would you describe the methodology or technique of 
nomadic theatre?
Nurlan: In the West, actors usually concentrate on their roles from when 
they first wake up in the morning. They think about their actions and 
motivations and become psychologically connected to their characters 
and performances. However, this is not healthy. Actors live their lives 
outside of theatre and techniques must be made much more flexible with 
daily life and the world around us. By the time the performance actu-
ally happens, actors who train in the former style are exhausted. Each 
performance of our Nomadic Theatre is different, because we are break-
ing from the habit of psychological realism to let life and energy move 
through the performance. In this way, I could not provide a full sum-
mary of a performance since the order of events might change due to 
daily improvisations. Thus, the text is never an accurate account of the 
productions. Scholars might argue that this or that from the productions 
didn’t happen in this way, but that is not of my concern or interest. This 
is not historical drama, it is musical drama that is focused on using meth-
ods related to our Nomadic Theatre to integrate the culture and spirit of 
Kyrgyzstan.

Ananda: Could you please expand on the use of the term ‘spirit’ in 
relation to performance in Kyrgyzstan?
Nurlan: It is difficult to define spirit because in some way it is an ide-
ology of becoming. In the past, our cultures and customs were based 
on qualities of a hero (Manas). We still talk as Kyrgyz in this way, but 
these qualities are not demonstrated on a deep level, just a surface level. 
For instance, in the Kyrgyz National Theatre they will stage produc-
tions with men wearing long beards, but this is just a representation and 
does not in any way evoke the true Kyrgyz spirit. My work with Sakhna 
is research. I probe how the manas are structured and how the music 
serves as a frame for improvisation, how rituals can be created to provide 
meaning and action and how to incorporate spirit and one’s own ideol-
ogy into performance.



INTERVIEW WITH NURLAN ASANBEKoV  303

Ananda: Please tell me about some of your productions, particularly 
in relation to the use of nomadic theatre.
Nurlan: The production Kyz Saikal was performed in Tosor at the Issyk-
Kul Lake in 2012. Kyz means a girl and Saikal is a name. We produced 
this play again in Batken in 2014. The story of Kyz Saikal is based on the 
battle between Kyz Saikal and Manas. He and Khanikey his wife are not in 
good relations and he is restless. He comes across a territory in China that 
he chooses to battle. He has heard about the hero girl that rules this area 
and wants to take her as a wife. She announces that if he engages with her 
in a wrestling match: ‘If you take me off of my horse, then I will agree to 
give you my city and to marry you. They wrestle for three days and on the 
third day, when Manas starts to fall off his horse, Chubak (one of Manas’ 
close knights) lifts him back up. Officially, Manas has lost to Kyz Saikal and 
the winner would customarily kill the opponent. However, Kyz Saikal has 
fallen in love with Manas over the last days of battle and she spares him 
saying: ‘I will still marry you, but not in this life. You have a powerful 
wife, Khanikey, and we would not be able to abide in the same household. 
However, I will promise to be your wife in the afterworld.’ Manas agrees 
and they wed.

In terms of the production of Kyz Saikal, the actors are using improv-
isation in the style of nomadic theatre that I’ve described. There are sev-
eral moments in the production when the lead female actor bangs her 
stick on the metal plate. This is another part of creating the rhythm and 
is independent of how and when she wants to hit the metal plate with 
her stick and how many times. The stones represent the earth. Women 
are strong in Kyrgyz tradition. As nomads, it was important for women 
to conduct themselves in battle and to bear strong children. In this way, 
beauty was determined in another way from the West.

Ananda: Why did you choose this performance for Batken [a loca-
tion in Southern Kyrgyzstan affected by the violent 2010 June 
events]?
Nurlan: First of all, because it is a national drama and it also includes a 
land issue.

Ananda: Why did you choose this production now?
Nurlan: It is based on the legend, on the epos and it is based on three 
musical topics. Many people know the story through oral tradition. 
The plot of the story is based on the epos and these eposes are widely 
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understood in Central Asia. We perform ourselves, sing and play musical 
instruments.

Ananda: There is a moment in the play when there is a manaschi, or 
storyteller of the manas epics. Could you explain how the tradition 
of reciting manas by manaschi affected the production?
Nurlan: I started to research the eposes and discovered that Kyrgyz peo-
ple communicate in verses because of the harmonious sequence of vow-
els and consonants. And then I realised that Kyz Saikal was to be told in 
the present tense, like the traditional Manas oral epics are told, that it 
couldn’t be staged according to Stanislavski or Meyerhold systems. Here 
we are closer to the system of Grotowski. When we were in Wroclaw at 
the festival of folk theatres in 2007, we performed two plays (eposes): 
Kurmanbek and Kerez. I realised that we are among the first to start a 
travelling nomadic theatre. The actors stated that when they would per-
form Kerez, it was as if the eposes were a prayer and they were transfixed 
within the prayer as a kind of meditation. This is why we selected this 
method using the orality of manaschi, because the actors perform as tell-
ers of this story. And at the end of the performance, the actors finish the 
story with prayers. They said that they realised the play was over only 
when they finished the last prayer.

Ananda: How would you describe this method in relation to actor 
training or performance styles?
Nurlan: In terms of speaking purely from the perspective of a stage direc-
tor, I was researching methodologies of getting into this hypnotic and 
meditative state. I would not call this methodology a trance, because it 
is controlled and rehearsed. Each epos is based on a musical phrase, a 
form of composition for the storyteller. Manas and its corresponding 
eposes are told through improvisation. The storyteller is able to recite 
the story and to keep the attention of the audience through the ampli-
fication of their voices, like in Ravel’s Boléro where the script is repeated 
and the tension amplifies gradually in a spiral way. This technique is 
illustrated well in our production of Kurmanbek. Even if actors make a 
mistake, in this musical system they can insert any word and still be in 
the plot of the story. For the actor it is easy without creating any ten-
sion on the physiology of a human being. Here, we have to separate 
human physiology from the tension and performance of the actor per-
forming the epos. When I observe actors performing Grotowski or plays 
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in the United States, actors are very tense while acting; there is certain 
self-control, and in this case they stress their own physiology, their hearts 
and psychophysiology.

Within our methodology of nomadic theatre, our actors are able to 
prepare five minutes prior to the play and after the performance are able 
to get out of their roles within five minutes. They act only during the 
play as a ritual, thus they do not force their hearts and psychic state. This 
is characteristic of oriental, Chinese and Japanese performance tradi-
tions. Based on this discovery, we realised that the next step should be 
a ritualisation of each scene. There is a ritual of a wedding, a funeral, 
and talking to a father. We staged some of these plays for seven to nine 
months or even for a year.

We cannot control this expressive method of performing and it can-
not control itself. The actor playing Kyz Saikal will perform a scene until 
she realises that she should move on. It is also a kind of improvisation, 
but within certain plot frames. Every actor is a human being and he or 
she should be able to live their normal lives without constantly think-
ing about their role in a production. In our academic theatres, actors get 
prepared for the performance since morning. The actor does not belong 
to himself or herself as a human being. He or she becomes nervous and 
excited and by the evening he or she will be already tired. Naturally by 
the evening he or she is exhausted. Nomadic theatre is a different sys-
tem. Naturally our actors memorise texts, prepare and rehearse. When 
the play is prepared, the actions, texts and dialogues are repeated, but 
the process itself is not clear in terms of how it will be acted. It is like 
a river, a mountain river, it cannot be made to turn to the left or right, 
it will run the way it runs. It is like the wind or draught that cannot 
be controlled. There was a performance Kerez about Kojojash, a hunter, 
based on the play written by Taalai osmonov. During the performance, 
there is a scene where an actor beats stones; he didn’t notice that he had 
beaten his fingers until they were bleeding. He was in trance and didn’t 
even feel that he was beating his fingers.

Ananda: What inspired your desire to use the epics?
Nurlan: our identity, the identity of Kyrgyz people is based on leg-
ends and sagas. It is, I would say, the basis of a mystic theatre and of 
oral and folk art. It includes many components of modern times and 
ancient theatrical action. We have been working with small epics for 
ten years. I‘d realised that small epics are the theatre of nomads. Kyz 
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Saikal is related to manas and three other epics: Kurmanbek a lyrical 
epic, Kojojash i.e. Kerez and Maktym-Dastan. These are our works. And 
manas is the biggest epic.

Ananda: In past conversations, you noted the potential for theatre 
to address conflict issues. Could you please say more about this?
Nurlan: We created a play on tolerance. This story takes place in osh, 
about a conflict situation after the violent osh events in June 2010, 
about how art, theatre and cinema should promote bringing together 
ethnicities and cultures towards mutual understanding and peaceful co-
existence. We work with different organisations that support us, like the 
Swiss Embassy and Christensen Fund. And our latest work is The Song 
of the Wind. It is not an epos, it is a legend that we wrote ourselves. We 
have many legends. Every part of the country has its own history. And 
they are also a part of the cultural heritage of our people. We have found, 
discovered a kind of theatre that can be easily understood by our audi-
ences who feel separated from the academic theatres. Unfortunately, the 
current situation of culture in the Kyrgyz Republic is far from the under-
standing of high art as theatre.

Ananda: Could you say more about how the epics can be used for 
tolerance-building?
Nurlan: In order to create tolerance in the audience, one should raise 
their cultural level. Mainly people are far from understanding the eth-
ics and aesthetics of performance. I believe that every theatre company 
in our Republic should be tolerant. In what respect? It should use the 
exemplary materials of authors from neighboring countries, perhaps 
African playwrights, Indian playwrights, Chinese and Turkish playwrights 
to develop in a person tolerant attitude to other ethnicities. There are 
such examples like Ilkhom Theatre in Tashkent where different actors of 
different ethnicities participate. They have no question of who is who in 
their theatre. It depends on the level of creativity of each theatre and to 
what extent they will be needed for the growing generation. The public 
and cultural levels will depend on this. Each theatre should be oriented 
to educate and to nurture the spiritual development of the new grow-
ing generation. We were recently in Batken that borders with Tajikistan 
where they have border issues. It is an environment of conflict due to 
land disputes and children are left without care. We showed them Kyz 
Saikal. The use of theatre to address conflict and social problems should 
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be the policy of the Ministry of Culture or government policy. They 
should arrange drama theatre festivals or a festival of children’s theatres. 
In this policy, we should be implementers, servers and missionaries.

During the Soviet period, we had very good institutions—cultural 
centres. And in order to revive them, there should be an interest on the 
part of the local community. And implementers, live resources should be 
children and youth. In this respect, there should be a government policy 
on culture and education in place. They should arrange certain festivals 
at the local level. These may be festivals of drama theatres and chil-
dren’s theatres with children acting. For example, it is the 450th anni-
versary of Shakespeare and they could play extracts from Shakespeare’s 
works. And thus, the public could become familiar with world drama-
turgy, culture. And mainly actors should be children and the youth. And 
to develop national dramaturgy to stage Kyrgyz literature like Chinghiz 
Aitmatov or some parts of manas or Markyn-Dastan or legends and sto-
ries. It should be the policy of culture. Moreover, our country is not as 
big as Kazakhstan or Russia. In the South, joint festivals with Tajikistan 
or Uzbekistan could be arranged.

Ananda: Please tell me more about the focus of Sakhna working 
with young people.
Nurlan: I am focusing on children and the youth, the growing genera-
tion, because the older generation is already separated from theatre. 
Why? Because children should be closer to puppet theatre, epic theatre, 
musical theatre, etc. They will be well oriented and acclimatised to dif-
ferent genres of performance. We have one issue. Children will always 
be there and they will always grow. Wherever we go we always invite 
children with pleasure. And the basis of our society, of our culture will 
depend on this. The major problem here is lack of policy, lack of cul-
tural policy both in the Ministry and the government. Values of life have 
changed. It should be arranged in such a way that art should be spir-
itually and culturally beneficial for people. Even when on the eve of the 
New Year we went to osh, the government didn’t arrange holidays for 
children and there are so many children there. This is also a role of thea-
tre, to make such performances because the child is growing and should 
be happy and enjoy life and get aesthetic pleasure. The government sys-
tem of indoctrination through formal education systems is outdated and 
should be reformed. Naturally we should raise the status of creativity, it 
should be through the staging of plays incorporating local cultures in 
new ways and we can do it.
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