EDITORIAL NOTE

Disruptive Presence: Twenty-First-Century Shifts in Spectatorship and
Audience Research
Kelsey Jacobson, Scott Mealey, and Jenny Salisbury
Our call for this special issue on twenty-first-century shifts in spectatorship considered how viewing,
listening, and receiving are uniquely experienced in modern-day performance, writ large. With the
rapid emergence and persistence of new media and technologies, how do we conceive of and learn
about spectatorship? Although many modes of performance have a long history of cultivating
spectator participation, we are interested in how the context of being a spectator has changed in the
twenty-first century.
In response to our call, we received a wide array of pieces, concerning both digital and embodied
audiences, from traditional theatre performances to applied drama, participatory theatre, dance,
guided tours, and social media groups. Despite the diversity of responses, however, persistent
themes pervade and connect the pieces found in this special issue.
Perhaps most prominently, considerations of ethics and ethical spectatorship weave their way
through several contributions. What might an ethics of spectatorship in the twenty-first century look
like, amidst increasing awareness of and fights for gender equity, disability rights, anti-racism, and so
on? Further, given that our current media climate allows for an almost omnipresent spectating of
ourselves and others with twenty-four-hour news cycles and social networks like Twitter, TikTok,
and YouTube offering never-ending entertainment, the ways in which we “the people” source,
share, understand, and indeed spectate the world around us complicate ethical spectatorship (Shirky
2011; Smelik 2010; McGregor and Mourão 2016). How might the persistently understudied area of
spectator research (Reinelt 2014; Freshwater 2009; Park-Fuller 2003) help us grapple with the
pragmatics and ethics of watching?
Relevant to this question of ethics are notions of participation. Caroline Heim contends that the
ubiquity of interconnected media technologies is producing audiences who are “more
demonstrative” (2016, 172), while in this techno-human age of what Jack Bratich calls “audience
power” (2005), world leaders respond to tweets, a charitable donation is only a text message away,
and readers hungry for quality journalism can crowdfund the creation of a new publication. What
constitutes participation? How do we conceive of and value audience labour? Or, does the category
of “prosumer” supersede any clear delineation between spectator and creator? Following Maaike
Bleeker and Isis Germano, we ask whether the theatrical event might offer a model for
understanding the roles and responsibilities of spectators in a broader, always performing, staged
world.
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Finally, many contributions touch on live/mediatized divides, responding to the proliferation of live
broadcasts, digital theatre, and social media sites. What, we might ask, is the relationship between the
professionally produced live broadcasts of the National Theatre and a fan curated YouTube video of
Rufus Wainwright? How does a digital audience differently engage with live performance? How is
space or site of performance conceived of for a live broadcast (or re-broadcast) for both in-person
and digitally absented audiences?
What is notable in looking at these three emergent themes is that these topics are well-tread territory
in theatre and performance studies; ethics, participation, and liveness have all been thoroughly
treated in scholarship and performance. What is distinct here is the deliberate and distinct addition
of the spectatorial perspective. Adding audiences to these familiar debates is, perhaps, the twentyfirst-century turn. To consider the spectator’s role amidst the proliferation of new media
complicates, extends, and productively revisits these arguably fundamental questions of
performance. As we move forward with notions of multiplicity, perspective, and inclusion—all
central to audience studies—“old” debates may be reinvigorated with new understandings and new
methods. We might, for instance, in relation to the themes of this issue, ask: Whose ethics? Whose
participation? Whose liveness?
Opening this special issue is Heidi Liedke’s thoughtful piece “Emancipating the Spectator?
Livecasting, Liveness, and the Feeling I” in which she maps several elements that conjure sensations
of liveness. In doing this, she notes a spectatorial turn away from the protected anonymity within
communal spaces toward self-identifying individuals valuing singular emotional experiences.
Weaving together Read’s “immunisatory paradigm” and Lavender’s emphasis on audiences’ agency
within not participating, Liedke welcomes the manifestation and verbalization of each spectator’s
“Feeling I.” Continuing this confluence of liveness and online spaces, Stephanie Salerno’s in-depth
analysis ‘“Saw You in the Dark’: Exploring Rufus Wainwright’s Emotional Vulnerability in FanCaptured Live Performance Videos,” demonstrates how layers of simultaneous mediation, or
“convergence culture,” can sever temporality from liveness. In bringing her readers into the online
archive of Wainwright’s song cycle Lulu, we are invited to consider how digital spaces generate the
necessary time to empathize and interpret after a live event. Finally, Susanne Shawyer proposes
“Emancipated Spect-actors: Boal, Rancière, and the Twenty-First-Century Spectator.” By placing
Rancière’s radically democratic “emancipated spectator” into Boal’s “rehearsal for the revolution,”
Shawyer presents a neoliberal subject able to offer alternatives to violent individualism, inviting
communal, public acts of resistance. Shawyer constructs this emancipated spect-actor through an
analysis of Emma Sulkowicz’s Mattress Performance (Carry that Weight). Taken together, we begin to see
the twenty-first-century spectator as a political agent, actively carving out temporal spaces for
resisting, re-membering, and questioning given narratives.
Melanie Wilmink takes us into the Materials section vis-à-vis Rimini Protokoll’s Situation Rooms to
posit the de-structuring of time as a central condition of twenty-first-century spectating, a notion
that extends into the other four pieces found in this section. Each example centres on the
possibilities of disruption, erosion, collision, and transformation at the site of spectatorship, all
within the material experience of public witnessing. The eroding borders between artist, spectator,
participant, and dancer are brought together in Lucinda Coleman’s reflection on Meeting Places, a
contemporary dance project between Australia’s Remnant Dance and young people from Myanmar.
Ethical spectatorship and precarious borders between social roles find useful ground in Angela
Sweigart-Gallagher and Melissa C. Thompson’s “All Night Check: Beautiful Young Ladies to
Perform for You.” These themes are taken up and transformed in Cynthia Ing’s reflective essay
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“Rules of Engagement: Navigating the Realm of Online Mommy Groups” in which Ing challenges
her readers to consider parenthood as an intense, exhausting, and emotional public performance in
online spaces. Finally, Christine Gwillim, Samantha Provenzano, and Lauren Smith invite us on a
rainy walk through the University of Texas, during a site-specific museum theatre piece, Bored with
Strangers. This final material account, designed to enliven ignored and overlooked spaces, hopes to
inspire a kind of spect-actorship in its readers, such as that Shawyer might call for, through material,
aesthetic interventions within a mediatized, destabilized world.
Our aim with this special issue has not only been to begin the work of chronicling the convergence
of traditional critical-theoretical analysis and practice with twenty-first-century modes of
spectatorship, but also to invite a vision of what reception research might be if we were indeed to
make a turn toward those individuals and collectives we call audiences. To ignite this conversation,
in our final Forum section we invited five experienced, multi-generational researchers—including
long-time torchbearer Willmar Sauter—to offer their sense of the most pressing needs in the field of
audience research.
First, as nearly all our contributors contend, there must be a deeper investment in the kind of
empirical work that addresses the significant epistemological imbalance between our theoretical and
direct knowledge of audiences. Critical analysis, as you will find throughout this issue, has an
important role in framing the conversations we have about audience reception, but they are not a
substitute for direct accounts of spectators making sense of the live and virtual performances they
attend. Observation and—even better—direct and indirect conversations with spectators illuminate
previously opaque forms of sense-making, generate appreciable communication between more of
theatre’s stakeholders (academics, artists, educators, patrons, and audiences), and disrupt the truisms
and exclusions that continue to persist in critical and folk theories. Even if the epistemological
possibilities do not inspire us, the present-day ethical ramifications should arrest us. By way of
example, both Dani Snyder-Young and Matt Omasta illustrate how the problematic erasure of
marginalized voices can take place when the ethically dubious practice of substituting a single, expert
voice for a collection of audience experiences is allowed to stand unchallenged.
At the heart of our empirical challenge to researchers is a call to the better listening highlighted by
Kirsty Sedgman. Important channels might include, as she suggests, more research that emphasizes
longitudinal work, or long-listening. Applications of this approach might consider spectators’ evolving
relationships with performances and performers (for example, fan sites/boards), the ongoing
reconfiguration of performance memories (Reinelt et al. 2014), or the adjustments made by artists in
response to audience feedback (as noted by Snyder-Young). Sauter challenges us to engage in
research that depends on community-centric listening, which considers how spectators attempt to create
sense in coordination with their fellow audience members. Jenn Stephenson offers a deliberately
designed, openly democratic model, and future researchers might also track the semiconscious
gathering of verbal and body responses between seatmates. Finally, Sedgman and Omasta argue for
serious relistening of long-standing theatre conversations. Seemingly settled matters, such as the
impact of the gerfrumseffekt, can only become more expansive or even reconfigured with the addition
of the voices of real, heterogeneous spectators. The more archivally minded might utilize diary
accounts of historical theatre-goers, while the more experimental might consider the audience
response to restagings of Brechtian and Boalian techniques monitored through more empirical
practices.
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We wish to close with a piece of advocacy, offering a “re-tweet” of Sauter’s appreciation that the
kind of work we are calling for will require meaningful collaboration: “The surveying of the many
requires many hands and heads. . . . Nobody can do this on their own.” This may be a barrier for
some. Collaboration with spectators, artists, patrons, and researchers from other fields certainly
requires more work: more investment in listening, more tolerance for dissensus (as explored by
Stephenson), and more willingness to engage new languages and techniques. There is, however, an
upside. Tools already exist that are just waiting for rediscovery, and others are in the process of
being built (for example, consider reading through the articles in New Directions in Audience Research).
There are individuals and networks now in place, like our own Centre for Spectatorship and
Audience Research, and the UK’s international Network for Audience Research in the Performing
Arts that are looking for partners. There are emerging mentors who are making plans to better equip
incoming and future audience researchers. If indeed we are in the process of seeing a turn toward
spectatorial perspectives, perhaps it is also a harbinger of new, more relational modes of research:
not just the addition of performance questions that require greater collaboration, but a greater
collaboration in the ways we ask our questions. As you will read, Snyder-Young’s discovery that her
body could not be everywhere was an opening for a more expansive way of seeing and being.
Wilmink’s incomplete memory and the inconsistencies with her fellow audience member prompted
a deeper reflection of her spectatorial models. We hope that, in addition to being inspired, you are
slightly undone by the realization that you too are finite and cannot do this work well on your own.
We also hope that you will find joy in the discovery that you would never want to return to the
impoverishment of isolation, even if you could.
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ARTICLES

Emancipating the Spectator? Livecasting, Liveness, and the Feeling I
Heidi Liedke
In theatre, the audience spectator feels as if s/he regulates the performance.
Bertolt Brecht, Arbeitsjournal, with an update by the author
Introduction
As Gay McAuley observes, “theatre is a social event, occurring in the auditorium as well as on the
stage, and the primary signifiers are physical and even spatial in nature” (2000, 5). But what happens
to this social dimension when there is no auditorium and no actual stage and therefore the
dimension of proxemics, that is the relationship of body and space, is eliminated? Or do we have to
look at this differently because this social dimension is an illusion in the first place? Put differently, is
theatre centred on the “immunisatory paradigm” which in fact always-already saves us from any
(social) involvement, as Alan Read observes polemically (see 2014, 13)?
Questions around whether, on the one hand, we live in a Rancièrian epoch of emancipated
spectatorship (2009) with its “potential for democratic alliance, somehow in excess of the stage
spectacle, always somehow more independent than reception theory would have us believe” (Read
2014, 12, emphasis in original), or, on the other hand, an age of growing immunization and
alienation and whether and how theatre and performance and especially spectators respond to these
issues are of new pertinence. More specifically, these questions become relevant in the context of
live theatre broadcasting,1 which, summed up in a brief formula, is theatre-going without going to a
theatre, “being there” without actually being there.
For about ten years now, the Metropolitan Opera in New York (since 2006), the National Theatre
(NT) in London (since 2009) and the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) in Stratford (since 2013),
to name just the biggest companies in this field, have produced live broadcasts of their productions
that are shown in cinemas worldwide. In 2015, Lyndsey Turner’s Hamlet at the Barbican, starring
Benedict Cumberbatch, set a new record for global cinema viewing with more than 225,000 people
in twenty-five countries seeing it broadcast in October of that year (Hawkes 2015). Especially the
NT is following the “imperative of innovation” and the “digital imperative”—a phrase Blake uses to
encircle the “new habits of thought that are accruing around the theatre’s engagements with the
digital [and that] are indicative of all sorts of change, in both artistic and entrepreneurial arenas”
(Blake 2014, 10–11). The RSC also follows suit—yet what impacts do livecasting technologies have
on the experience of their spectators? Are they manifestations of what Rancière describes, do they
bear the potential for a social and democratic examination of performance and theatre by
individuals, or do they bring about a new kind of emotional turn, an inward turn?2 And, linked to
that, how do they influence the perceived liveness of the performances that are being witnessed?
______________________________________________________________________________
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This article investigates these questions by drawing on concepts from the fields of adaptation
studies, performance philosophy, and audience studies. I argue that, on the one hand, livecasting
opens up new possibilities of audience participation and fosters a multimodal (see Elleström 2010)
engagement with the “translated” sources. In keeping with an age of user-submitted web content,
livecasts allow their audiences (the feeling of) a key role in determining its shape, and theatres reach
out to audiences to engage with their shows on social media. On the other hand, this new paradigm
of spectatorship, with its emphasis on what Eglinton calls “first-person experiences” (2010) in the
context of immersive theatre, may come at the expense of more traditional constructions of
“liveness” which prioritize community and identification (Oddey and White 2009, 8). Livecasts seem
to particularly foster and enhance the manifestation of the “feeling I,” one’s own and personal
position with regard to the cultural product witnessed and particularly one’s emotional rather than
critical (i.e., more rational, reflected) response. Even though Erin Hurley in her concise Theatre &
Feeling emphasizes that “in addition to being theatre’s reason for being, feeling is what is most
consequential about theatre” as it “draws us into the symbolic universe of the theatrical performance
by connecting us emotionally with its characters . . . and hooking us with its moving narrative
structure” (2010, 9–10), the feeling spectator who feels the need to share his/her (perhaps banal)
feelings has not yet been given enough attention in a scholarly context.
One sees the limits of a Bakhtinian reading when thinking about livecasts and the tweets
surrounding them: on the one hand, they have the potential to enhance the experience of an
adaptation—they suggest a movement toward a humanization of cultural perception (Cutchins 2017,
85). This is a humanization both in the sense of a democratization of access and in the sense that the
tweets and livecasts prolong the liveness of a performance with the help of every(wo)men’s voices.
They can remind us that texts are not dead things (Bakhtin 1981, 252–53). On the other hand, one
must ask critically whether the potential of this multimodal complexity—at least in the present
moment—is not complemented with and pushed off the stage by experiential simplicity and the
manifestation of the “feeling I.”
Spectator-Centric Theatre
The wooing of audiences by major theatre institutions such as the NT, the RSC or the Old Vic
(which does not [yet] produce livecasts, only in cooperation with NT Live) via email newsletters and
social media to attend—and, most importantly, share their experiences of—their shows and livecasts
belongs to the wider shift toward spectator-centrism in recent years in theatre and performance.
Several scholars have encircled this development toward a spectator-centric theatre with new
terminologies. Andy Lavender detects a shift from mise-en-scène to mise-en-sensibilité in twenty-firstcentury performance in general, and especially, but not only, immersive performance. In new
theatre, the play no longer takes place “over there” (on the stage) but “with us inside it.” This
(re)arrangement of affect
implicates the matter of theatre—what it is about, deals with, dramatizes—with its
mediation. When we are within mediation, as participants or immersants, we are
differently response-able. . . . The power at stake here is a mixture of agency,
authentic feeling, witness from within and—not least—the power to withdraw, not
to participate. (Lavender 2016, 100, emphasis in original)

Performance Matters 5.2 (2019): 6–23 • Emancipating the Spectator?

7

Liedke

Lavender’s mise-en-sensibilité describes how the spotlight is more and more on spectators—at least
potentially—and perhaps the term “response-ability” is even more interesting: for to be responseable means to matter and be an important and central element of a performance. One has the ability
to participate. When one thinks of the consequences of such a status/position, one can link this to
Keren Zaiontz’s concept of “narcissistic spectatorship” (2014), which is developed along similar
lines as Lavender’s, yet more directly focused on the physical engagement and felt experience, and
how spectators in a way implicitly compete with each other for “better” experiences.
Combining Lavender and Zaiontz’s approaches, Adam Alston coins the term “narcissistic
participation” for a similar phenomenon occurring in the context of immersive performances and
describes it as being made up of “two mutually reinforcing parts: the participant’s internal experience
and his or her participation (or potential participation) with the objects, spaces and people that shape
that experience” (Spence and Benford 2018, 5, emphasis added). These parts, taken together, create
an “affective experience” and as a consequence “affect then implicates the audience not just as a
judgmental and potentially empathetic observer of a fictive world and its inhabitants but as an
essential part and co-producer of that world” (Alston 2016, 36). Thus, narcissistic participation
consists of both “affectively perceived co-production” and “physically embodied co-production”
(Spence and Benford 2018, 5). In other words: the spectator needs others and their (bodily) presence
and his/her participation in that group combined with his/her internal experience in order to
participate narcissistically. This experience is always shaped by what the spectator “brings to the
stage”—that is their autobiographies. Spence and Benford add a further element here:
We believe that relationships with others must contribute to the autobiography that
may profoundly impact a spectator’s affect and therefore his or her experience.
Rather than existing as a physically co-present or digitally conjured “actor” taking
part in each performance (and as such part of the performance environment), the
people with whom a participant has an emotionally powerful relationship may exist
solely within the mind of that participant at that time, but mentally conjuring their
relationship involves far more than a dry act of cognition. (2018, 5, emphasis added)
While Spence and Benford speak of (existing) relationships that, when conjured up, form “part of
the autobiography that the spectator brings to the performance” and thus can form part of the event
itself, the implied presence of other spectators can have a similar effect on the individual spectator-ascentre: it can fuel the wish to articulate one’s part of the event, even if only on its paratextual brim,
even if only in one’s own eyes. Thus, the above considerations can be applied as well when
examining the reactions to livecasts, that is live broadcasts of theatre productions that are explicitly
advertised as inviting a direct response from audiences via social media and enabling them to
participate in this event from their “local venue” (each post announcing a new livecast ends with the
appeal “Check your local venue for dates and times” and a link with further information).
Livecasts, Liveness, and “We”
Given that livecasting is so distinctively a “cross-over” formation, it is not surprising that there is a
strong emergent tradition of thinking about liveness within media studies.3 Most recently, Sarah
Atkinson and Helen W. Kennedy examine the cultures, economies, and aesthetics of live cinema
(which is not the same as livecasting, however, which they categorize as event cinema), and share
Auslander’s (2012) understanding of the term “live” (Atkinson and Kennedy 2018, 3). Karin van Es
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argues that liveness is “a construction, a product of the [dynamic] interaction among institutions,
technologies, and users/viewers” (2017, 5, emphasis added), that is, a conception of liveness
understood as constellations of liveness. This is a timely update to previous conceptions of the
concept within media studies and relevant for an analysis of livecasting where a sense of liveness is
also explicitly evoked and constructed.
When announcing upcoming livecasts, the rhetoric used by the theatre companies involved
(currently the NT and the RSC) and later platforms such as Digital Theatre where some livecasts
(except those from the NT) can be downloaded emphasizes the uniqueness of what they are
advertising and the immediate experience viewers are about to have. This hyperbole and the use of
the word “event” strike “a chord with the debates and politics of this area of cultural production”
and are associated with the territory of event cinema but also live and experiential cinema (see
Atkinson and Kennedy 2018, 3–5). Digital Theatre announces that it “brings the live theatre
experience to your screen by instantly streaming the best theatre productions from around the world
anytime, anywhere” (DT “About Us”). Below this text, there are a number of endorsements from
several artistic directors from different companies—notably no responses from viewers—among
those David Lan’s (the former artistic director at the Young Vic). According to Lan, “the
combination of new technologies that promise filmed versions of productions that retain vitality and
immediacy and producers who understand the needs of artists is a winning one” (DT homepage,
emphasis added).
Similarly, the announcements on the NT Live homepage almost comically repeat the immediacy and
“nearness” of the livecasts: on its title page we find four pointers stating “What’s on near me in
[city],” “Experience the best of British theatre at a cinema near you,” “Productions near you,” and
“Venues near you,” and usually before livecasts, posts on the NT Live Twitter page (@NTLive) ask
its followers “Where will you be watching?” Viewers are very willing to share either pictures of their
tickets displaying the name of their (local) cinema or simply write from where they watched it (for
example, for the live broadcast of Macbeth on May 10, 2018, there was an international audience
from The Hague to the Forest of Dean to Dunfermline).
The immediacy conjured up here, and based on that which constitutes liveness, to a great extent
relies on placing viewers somewhere in relation to the event they are witnessing. Coming from the
field of spatial theory, Robert T. Tally refers to the reassuring power of a “‘You are here’ arrow or
dot or other marker [which] provides the point of reference from which we can both imagine and
navigate the space” (2013, 2), and this is what is provided here as well. But also the broadcasts
themselves “construct a sense of place at a distance” (Sullivan 2017, 629): both before the beginning
of a screening, when cinema audiences can only see the in-house audience and hear their excited
pre-show chatter (635) but also during the broadcasts themselves which “use different shot
compositions, editing paces, and camera views to produce forms of spectatorship that can vary
dramatically in their theatricality” (629).
Thus, we get a new sense of what constitutes liveness here: while according to Auslander, live
performance describes “the kind of performance in which the performers and the audience are both
physically and temporally co-present to one another” (Auslander 2012, 5, emphasis added), live
broadcasting, as Auslander also points out, “meet[s] only one of the basic conditions,” namely the
temporal one. With livecasting, the spatial condition is replaced by an implied and equally dynamic
“come together now,” facilitated by the potential of the social to construct media and vice versa.
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The sense of place implicates a sense of community, which can be summed up in the formula “place
+ community = liveness.”
Taking the example of the RSC Live broadcast of Romeo and Juliet (attended by the author at the
Barbican in London on July 18, 2018), the sense of place was highlighted on several levels: first, in
the pre-show interview with the director Erica Whyman who outlined how central the idea of having
young British people in the play (as the chorus) was for her in order to make a connection to the
topics of love and violence important to those youths normally unheard and visible “also on UK
streets.” Afterwards, pictures of previous RSC productions of Romeo and Juliet were displayed on the
screen, showing well-known dramatic actors as the famous couple, such as Zena Walker and
Laurence Harvey, and Sia Brook and Matthew Rhys, among others, thus placing this new
production in relation to its predecessors. In the interval, a film was shown that again emphasized
the involvement of young people from all over the UK and their diversity at a point in history where
the UK has to redefine itself as a nation, thus linking back to Whyman’s words. With regard to NT
Live, Peter Kirwan has critically referred to these extras as attempts “to ensure interpretation is as
homogeneous as possible” (2014, 276)—when looking at the reception, however, such a
problematic homogeneity does not occur, as Kirwan points out later.
The creation of place during the broadcast itself was established through a balance of medium shots
and close-ups and many scenes where one could see the in-house audience watching the play, thus
creating “a steady awareness of the space surrounding” the actors (Sullivan 2017, 639). This aesthetic
is typical for the RSC’s productions and also brought about by the layout of the apron stage, which
makes it harder to avoid capturing audience members than in the NT theatres that feature
proscenium stages. Therefore, there is a threefold placing process going on: geographically,
paratextually and intratextually.
What is the consequence of evoking such a fabric of different, specific places from which people are
enjoying a live broadcast? Despite the distance, it is the communal experience they are sharing, and
that connects them. While their situatedness is different, the experience is similar, and thus, for the
purposes of this argument, one can conceive of liveness as primarily enabling the experience of a
“we” (Zahavi 2014), of making the social dimension of a cultural event palpable. According to Dan
Zahavi,
experiential sharing isn’t merely individual experience plus reciprocal knowledge;
rather, what we are after is a situation in which the experiences of the individuals are
co-regulated and constitutively bound together, that is, where the individuals only
have the experiences they have in virtue of their reciprocal relation to each other.
(2014, 245)
In the livecasting context, even though a viewer attending a livecast, say, at the Barbican in London
will never actually know the vast majority of other viewers all around the world, experiential sharing
can manifest itself with—or between—these people. After all, at the same time, one is aware that
they—or rather we—are all shown the same prompts before, during, and after the show. This comes
close to a sort of collective “thinking assignment,” a co-regulation of expectation and experience.
One can tie this back to Spence and Benford’s argument and their focus on the role of relationships:
I argue that one has to single out the role of [implied] relationships as a) establishing the feeling of
liveness by combining the evocation of a community with a fabric of places and, paradoxically, b)
increasing spectator-centrism and thus upholding the balance between similarity with and difference
10
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from others. While livecasting attendees all around the world potentially share the same encounter
with a performance they all—and this is another uniting element—would normally not be able to
see it at the actual theatre venue. A tap of a finger on the smartphone screen and a look at the social
media feeds, however, suffices to remind one that one is thrown back onto one’s very own viewing
situation.
Similarly, in their introduction to Modes of Spectating Alison Oddey and Christine White ask, “What is
radically different about how we spectate now?” (2009, 8) and outline how in a live spectatorship
setting the viewing situation fluctuates between that of relating one’s self to what is being viewed
and the perceived impression of being “the nullified being” that is just one individual in an
anonymous crowd. Liveness, in this day and age, indeed seems to have become to some extent “a
mode of entering the live event; a means of display” (8), as, for instance, screens on stage and
auditoriums proliferate (for a thorough discussion of liveness and mediality, see Georgi 2014).
According to Oddey and White, the “new mode of spectating” is the event itself (2009, 10) and the
activities of the “audience” (as a group of people listening to something) and “spectators” (as
individuals watching an event) collide in the twenty-first century (12). “The new definition of
spectatorship,” they continue,
is interactivity. It is the combination of hearing and observation and it has fewer of
the negative connotations of the late twentieth century ideas of passive viewing,
which have led to an uninformed binary of passive and active, valuable and non-valid
cultural activities . . . Inter [is] a prefix to the senses, as is all twenty-first century
spectatorship. (Oddey and White 2009, 13, emphasis in original)
Crucially, with regard to livecasts, the senses are already prefixed with an “inter” before the actual
spectating starts—I am calling this space for the engagement and “luring” of audiences the
paratextual brim surrounding the broadcast (still present when the show is over). This brim is
particularly constructed on Twitter, but also on Instagram and Facebook. The specific responses can
be conceived of as “tactics,” in de Certeau’s sense, that is, actions that enable—in this case, the
spectators—to create a place for themselves within the “strategies” set out by the theatre
institutions. As Rachael Nicholas has discussed, in the theatre broadcasting context, the relationship
between “strategies” and “tactics” can shift. For instance, tactics can become part of the “strategies”
of theatre companies when tweets are co-opted as part of their publicity campaigns (Nicholas 2018,
79). Yet crucially, the tweets are audience performances that are “neither neutral nor irrelevant to an
understanding of the production and distribution of broadcasts . . . [T]hey constitute tactics that
operate within, and sometimes disturb, power structures and cultural hierarchies” (90).
This interplay between “strategies” and “tactics” occurs to a great extent within the paratextual brim
of Twitter. For instance, in the days and hours leading up to the live broadcast of The Merry Wives of
Windsor on September 12, 2018, the RSC Twitter page (@TheRSC) encouraged viewers to “head to
our Instagram @TheRSC and check out our Costume and Wigs takeover as we get ready for our live
broadcast of Merry Wives happening tonight” followed by two emojis of a dancing woman and a
pink lipstick and a video loop of one of the actresses in the makeup room. Another post read, “Shut
up! Merry Wives is broadcasting at my local cinema? Tonight?! Don’t miss it, find your nearest
screening here [followed by a link]” and included a gif of David Troughton as Sir John Falstaff
captured with an expression of disbelief.
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The NT also regularly posts intimate “behind the scenes” features. In September 2018, for instance,
the actress portraying Christine in Julie (dir. Carrie Cracknell), Thalissa Teixeira (@thalteixeira), took
over the NT Live Twitter account (@NTLive) on the day of the broadcast for an hour and shared
pictures from rehearsals, blurring the boundaries between fact and fiction, but also creating a feeling
of virtual intimacy, by giving those following the Twitter feed the impression that their experience
was closer to the real thing than for regular theatre-goers. Thus, prospective livecast viewers are
given intimate insights into the performances, as if the shows were made specifically for them; but to
make the best out of it, they have to jump between several social media platforms—they have to
prefix their auditory and visual senses with an “inter.”
This new definition of spectatorship, that is, the idea that the mode of spectating (on different
media) is the event itself, demands quite a bit of labour (unpaid, of course; but the connection
between Jen Harvie’s [2013] argument in the context of immersive theatre practices and its relevance
for livecasting will have to be taken up elsewhere) from its spectators since—as is always the case
when there are many options available—one constantly runs the risk of missing out on a particular
extra. It can feel a little bit like having to do one’s homework first before being able to have the
(quantitatively and qualitatively) enhanced experience of the livecast. Yet the presence of the
paratextual brim and the availability of the resources described above does offer the potential for a
truly multimodal engagement. As Lars Elleström suggests in his multimodal theory of medium
which does away with any traces of essentialism and conservatism (of which former definitions of
“medium” have been accused), every medium operates with four necessary conditions/modalities:
the material, the sensorial, the spatiotemporal and the semiotic. The spatiotemporal modality is of
greatest relevance for this discussion since it concerns the “structuring of the sensorial perception of
sense-data of the material interface into experiences and conceptions of space and time” (Elleström
2010, 18). It is this modality in particular that is enhanced and expanded in the livecasting context
and, thus, contributes to a timely and more permeable understanding and position of what a
medium is or can be. It enables spectators to arrive at a more rounded, informed impression and
opinion of a given cultural event, and they are given room to become a (speaking, writing) part of it.
Bakhtinian and Benjaminian Traces—Fabrics of Engagement
Conceiving of twenty-first-century spectatorship as being constituted by an “inter,” let us briefly
zoom out of the field encircling the spectator and give that which is being spectated its space in
order to sketch what effect such an “inter-ization” has on its status. There is a certain potential
latent in the livecasting phenomenon, the potential for a more human encounter with a given text
when it is no longer there “merely” as an original. This stands in friction with the risk that occurs
when an original is turned into a copy, or a play into an adaptation.4 There is always the risk of
“making the play [or any work of art that moved the beholder] seem vacuous” (Cutchins 2017, 79).
Adapting Mikhail Bakhtin’s theses for the purposes of adaptation studies, Dennis Cutchins points
out that Bakhtin describes this experience of wandering between original and copy or adaptation
when he writes that “every cultural act lives essentially on the boundaries, and it derives its
seriousness and significance from this fact” (Bakhtin 1990, 274). Cutchins continues:
meaning, for Bakhtin, is always contextual, always dependent on the interdetermination
of the texts we have experienced. . . . For adaptation studies, this model suggests that
what is being adapted in any particular case cannot be the text alone, nor the essence
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of the text, but rather a particular understanding of the text that is dialogized, or
constantly negotiated along its boundaries. (2017, 79, emphasis added)
What is described here is both the ultimate instability of experiencing any artwork (and this can be
extended to refer to performance, too) and the idea that every such experience always-already feeds
on/is determined by a multitude of sources. The experience of being there with the artwork/original
and sharing its place and time, its Benjaminian aura, is crucial and a highly individual experience. In
his discussion in “The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility,” Walter
Benjamin does not focus explicitly on the part and experience of the “receiver” but roots the aura
firmly with the artwork, which has to be experienced in its entirety. When the aspect of
technological reproduction comes into play, and Benjamin uses the example of photography but also
film here, the artwork is immediately broken up into pieces. He claims, for instance, that
in photography technological reproduction can bring out aspects of the original that
are accessible only to the lens (which is adjustable and chooses its viewpoint
arbitrarily) but not to the human eye; or it can use certain processes, such as
enlargement or slow motion, to record images which escape natural optics
altogether. (Benjamin 2010, 14)
The same holds true for a theatre production being reproduced in a livecast. While being praised as
“prime seat access” by the institutions advertising it, there certainly is a parallel between the
photograph presenting a person or object in an especially flattering light and the various cameras at
the theatre venue making it possible for viewers to see the sweat drops on an actor’s face and the
flicker of joy, panic or sadness in their eyes. In the context of his day and age, Benjamin argues that
it is easy to grasp the particular social determination of the aura’s present decay. It
rests on two circumstances, both intimately linked to the increasing spread and
intensity of the mass movements. Namely: the desire of the present-day masses to
“bring things closer” and their equally passionate concern, the tendency to overcome
the uniqueness of every reality through its reproducibility. Every day the urge grows
stronger to get hold of an object at close range in an image [Bild], or, better, in a
facsimile [Abbild], in reproduction. (2010, 15–16)
Yet what he describes can be easily transported to a time when the ways in which people are
consuming culture is often measured in economic terms, in what a particular experience is “worth.”
When Benjamin writes that the criterion of authenticity is no longer relevant (2010, 17), and the
social function of art changes when it is no longer based on ritual but politics, one can argue for the
twenty-first century that it is still, but often not overtly, based on political, but especially economic,
considerations by theatre institutions on how to make a performance feasible. The fact that livecasts
foster a multimodal engagement with the adapted source text/performance means that they can be
understood as part of a new “emotional turn” that prioritizes personal experience.5 Livecasts
enhance the experience of an adaptation—they suggest a movement toward a humanization of
cultural perception, in a Bakhtinian sense (Cutchins 2017, 85).
While it would be amiss to use the term “experiential” as defined by Aleks Sierz as “work that
provokes, usually in a violent manner, its audiences to feel as opposed to think” (in Wallace 2010, 88,
emphases added) in this specific context as well—and it is too early in the stages of the young
livecasting history for a definite assessment—it does point into a direction that livecasts may be
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classified in and that this article puts to the fore. The centrism on feelings in livecasts is also
reflected in the wording of the questions in online questionnaires following some of the RSC’s
livecasts. After the livecast of Romeo and Juliet, for instance, there was the possibility to take part in
such a survey. There was a set of statements, explicitly regarding “attending Romeo & Juliet in a
cinema” with which one could “strongly disagree” or “strongly agree” (with five gradations in total).
These statements were (all emphases are mine):
-

“I felt real excitement because I knew that the performance was live.”
“Being in the cinema was a very different experience from attending a live
performance.”
“It was totally absorbing.”
“I felt an emotional response to the performance.”
“Watching the performance on screen gave me a good sense of what experiencing
it live in a theatre would be like.”
“Being in the cinema was more engaging than if I had been there live in the theatre
audience.”
“I would recommend the experience of attending Romeo & Juliet in a cinema to
other people.”6

What is noticeable here, and this will be taken up in the discussion of users’ comments on their
favourite NT livecasts of 2017 on the NT Live Facebook page, is that there is a strong focus on the
somatic and emotional component of attending a livecast already instigated on the part of the
theatre institution itself. There are no questions about the acting or thoughts on the production but
instead a clear focus on how it was experienced. It is not only one’s opinion that matters but also
especially one’s emotions—something everybody can relate to and something that one does not, for
instance, need to have a particular educational background for to understand.
Thus, livecasting, with its inherent—and, as I argue, constitutive—invitation to audiences to be a part
of it and to feel it, can remind us that texts are not dead things. As Bakhtin put it with regard to
translations, a discourse that has also been made fruitful in the realm of adaptation theory,
“beginning with any text—and sometimes passing through a lengthy series of mediating links—we
always arrive, in the final analysis, at the human voice, which is to say we come up against the human
being” (1981, 252–53). With their appeals to follow and comment on their livecasts and contribute
to their paratexts, the involved theatres do encourage something like a slight shift with regard to
“who has the say”: of course, the audiences do not (yet) have a say in choosing which show staged
in the NT, the RSC or other theatres7 will be livecast. Yet in entering and participating in this space
on social media created for them, the spectators in a way have the final word. This is not political
emancipation, of course, but it is an emancipation that demands activity on the part of the spectator
and provides visibility. Quite importantly, this activity is purely self-regulated; while, during the
RSC’s livecast of Romeo and Juliet in July 2018 the presenter Suzy Klein repeatedly reminded the
audience to fill in the online questionnaire after the show, this was, of course, purely voluntary, and
not, as Lauren Wingenroth has recently aptly problematized, an instance of “non-consensual
audience participation” (2018). And this is precisely where the potential lies: the spectator has the
option to engage in and share both one’s opinion of the play and simply the experience of being
there.
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I Feel, Therefore I am (a Spectator)
There is, however, a problem with the possibilities livecasts offer with regard to providing a space
for spectators in which they can share their impressions and opinions: as much as they can create an
atmosphere of being part of a whole, they also increase levels of subjectivity and foster first-person
experiences that valorize solely one’s own position and feelings with regard to the cultural event
witnessed over that of a given community’s, however broadly the latter is understood. Complicating
the issue of what exactly is limited or expanded, Bernadette Cochrane and Frances Bonner utter
their skepticism toward live broadcasts and argue that they take away or deprive audiences of “the
ability, indeed the right, of each audience member to select and compile his or her own edit of the
proceedings” (2014, 127). While this comes close to a sort of aesthetic censoring, one can ask if such
editing does not inadvertently create a channelling of one’s view (a tunnel vision). In my experience,
the fact of being forced to look at particular spots on the stage creates high levels of impatience and
annoyance, unnervingly so in livecasts of productions starring famous actors. For instance, in the
NT’s livecast of Macbeth on May 10, 2018, the focus was mostly on the protagonists’ (played by AnnMarie Duff and Rory Kinnear) faces instead of giving a permanent sense of the stage design. Many
viewers, however, do not mind this tunnel vision at all: a NESTA study into the impact of NT Live
in its early stages reported that levels of absorption and emotional engagement in a given production
were actually higher with regard to NT Livecasts (Bakhshi, Mateos-Garcia, and Throsby 2010, 5, 9).
Some of the reactions on Twitter regarding Macbeth (collected on the @NTLive page as “Moments”)
indeed attest to that: the livecast is described as “Blimey @NTLive my heart is hammering out of
my chest #Macbeth #NTLive” by @scrufflove, user @butler_way also writes the production was
“insane,” “intense” and the acting “INCREDIBLE,” according to @dellerms it is “[f]ull on,
frenetic, terrifying to watch Macbeth’s descent,” @Miss_Informed86 is “completely gripped” and all
@Jenstra1 can write is “OMFG Goosebumps #macbeth @NTLive.” Apart from a colloquialization
of responses that the format of the tweet posted casually from one’s smartphone brings about, it
seems that if a spectator accepts and perhaps even wished for a mildly “pre-shaped” show in the
first place, then s/he can thoroughly plunge into it.
So what else is entailed in this purported closeness of the performance to the recipient? Despite the
potential engagement the paratextual brim makes possible, the experiential dimension of the “feeling
I” dominates responses on social media to livecasts. When answering the call by NT Live on its
Facebook page, on the question which livecasts from 2017 were the favourites among the audiences,
those spectators giving more detailed answers tended to insert themselves into their answers: who they
were watching the livecast with, from where, but especially what it felt like (for instance, to have the
“intimacy of the theatre” transported onto the “big screen”). The call for opinions posted on
December 25, 2017, received 344 Likes, which may not be so much in social media dimensions but
what is striking is the length of the responses (certainly motivated by the fact that there was a chance
“to win [a] bundle of signed goodies”). As of July 12, 2019, the post has received 406 comments.
Most users began with naming the livecast they had liked most, followed by an appraisal of the
actors and often a comment on how they (the commentators) would not have been able to play such
an emotional/demanding part every night. While there were several comments on the atmosphere in
the cinema (see the first two comments in the list below), there was no interaction between the
respective users, apart from occasional likes of what others had posted. Instead, in about one out of
four comments, people explicitly related their own emotional state with regard to the favourite play.8
Yerma, Angels in America and Follies were most commentators’ favourites.
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The responses that are given do not focus on, for instance, specific scenes or detailed references to a
given play’s content but relate quite extensive descriptions of the commentator’s emotional state of
mind during or after a show. With regard to Yerma, for instance, such phrases included “I felt like I
was living a life and not just watching a show. Billie Piper was absolutely phenomenal, I couldn’t
believe someone’s acting could actually make me feel such a spectrum of emotions” (Alexandra
Bonita) and “Thoroughly engrossing, provocative and affecting production with an extraordinary
central performance from Billie Piper. . . . Absolutely loved the modern, innovative stage design. . . .
Won’t forget” (Matthew Floyd). Regarding Angels in America, Sophie Elizabeth felt taken back to her
“uni days” and reminded of why she loved “Drama,” and for Lynda Fogg, it was such a joy “to
watch the very talented actors that [she] didn’t want it to end.” Similarly, Amber Bytheway reported
being left “aghast with amazement and vulnerability and hope” and, after watching Millennium
Approaches (the first part of Angels in America), Kit Rafe Heyam wondered how she “was going to
emotionally get through the next week.” Several commentators would also insert biographical
information and context for how they came to watch their favourite livecast (a sibling’s birthday;
parents ill but friends took care of them so person could go to the cinema) and, in the case of Angels
in America, several members of the LGBTQI community reported being especially grateful to have
seen the play. The following list shows more examples of observations made:
“Angels in America was an incredible feat of emotional theatre. It took you through
a rollercoaster and left you almost breathless. I could only imagine what it was to be
there in person soaking it all up in the theatre—the cinema was a good second best.”
(Lizzy Balmain)
“Angels in America. . . . A [sic] amazing 8 hours, I laughed, I cried I was 100%
emotionally involved with the character’s [sic]. Can’t even describe the “‘electricity”’
in the audience watching it, it was a shared experience that can’t properly be
explained unless you’ve seen it.” (Sara Griffin)
“Overall, the experience of nt live has always been good to us. . . . That day made us
feel like we were in the right place at the right time.” (Peter Malmquist)
“I was completely blown away by Follies. . . . Lots of laughter & tears—I was
emotionally wrung out and exhilarated by the end. Saw it in Munich with a lovely
bunch of girlfriends.” (Dagmar Burnett-Godfree)
“Angels in America, without a doubt! . . . It took me to places I didn’t know existed
and I don’t think there’ll ever be another play to affect me so profoundly.” (Chloe
Bisset)
“It changed my life.” (Laura Jane Northmore)
“You completely forget that you aren’t in the original audience.” (Jenny Angel)
Selected responses on NT Live Facebook page December 25, 2017, accessed July 12, 2019,
https://www.facebook.com/ntlive/posts/10155211513058857.
When surveying these responses one can detect a superimposing of the spectators’ own (feeling,
sensitive) selves onto the production: the NT Live’s prompt was to name the favourite production
16
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and say why and not how it had made them feel, but this for the majority seemed to be synonymous.
Occasionally, there is certainly an exhibitionist dimension to it, the need to tell “the world” about
one’s life—not so much in order to engage in sharing and experiencing a “we” but rather to “get it
out.”
Is this because of the specific (technological) format the responses are solicited in and the fact they
can only be given from one’s computer or smartphone? For such a collection of statements that are
not interconnected but run in parallel to each other is certainly not what is meant by being socially
interdependent. Jen Harvie has perhaps phrased the most poignant critique of how contemporary
cultural trends and technologies jeopardize “essentials of social life” and “prioritize self-interest”:
communication may appear to be enhanced by contemporary technologies, for
example, but in many ways they inhibit it, isolating individuals in silos of blinkered
attention to personal mobile communication devices. The kind of self-interest
evident in that scenario is actively cultivated by dominant neoliberal capitalist
ideologies which aggressively promote individualism and entrepreneurialism. (2013,
2).
This “blinkered attention” is captured by Keren Zaiontz in similar terms in her insightful article,
“Narcissistic Spectatorship in Immersive and One-on-One Performance” (2014). Zaiontz is mostly
concerned with performances that are in their set-up already spectator-centric (in this context,
Punchdrunk’s Felix Barrett [2007] speaks of “the audience as epicentre” on which the performance
hinges). One might therefore as well speak of narcissism-inducing performances. Zaiontz examines
“how the consumption of self through interactive and immersive performances produces a
narcissistic spectatorship” (2014, 407) by which she does not mean the clinical definition but rather
“how self-absorption serves as a primary mode of experience for audiences within particular types of
participatory art and performance” (407). The spectator is, therefore, positioned not as an author or
agent but as an experiencer (Nelson 2010, 45).
These positions form the nodes of my analysis as well, but in contrast to Zaiontz, I am interested in
highlighting how a specific practice of presenting (and, by extension, advertising) theatre and
performance can foster a “narcissistic” encounter quite similar to that she describes in the context of
immersive performance. Crucially, however, it is necessary to strip considerations of spectatorcentrism of any negative shade and speak of the welcome manifestation of the “feeling I.” The
frame this is embedded in does not oppose depth of emotion to depth of thought: I am not
suggesting that the responses, as “off-the-cuff” as they are, do not represent a form of cognitive
labour and post-show reflection. The boundaries between cognition and emotion are fluid, as Alf
Gabrielsson has observed in his study Strong Experiences with Music (2011), assigning a multitude of
experiential dimensions to the listening of music, from bodily, to mental, to religious and therapeutic
sensations (see especially 120–44). The responses are not as complex as what Axelson calls
“vernacular meaning-making” in the context of film studies, but related to that: the viewers who
then tweet about their experiences do evaluate the aesthetics of the narrative, they engage with them
emphatically and they relate them to (their own) life (Axelson 2015, 144, 151).
For this reason, a concept that is even more relevant for my above considerations is Andrew
Eglinton’s “first-person experiences” which he has coined after examining the work of immersive
theatre companies such as Punchdrunk, Blast Theory, Shunt, and others. He argues that through its
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persistent blurring of boundaries between theatre and non-theatre, and its emphasis
on first-person experiences, Punchdrunk has captured something of a “coming of
age” in general perceptions of British theatre in a twenty-first-century digital age: that
is, the recognition that the theatre contributes to a society driven by networked
digital technology and real time media, marked by the myriad “social gestures” and
“sites of gesture” that communication devices induce. From smart phones and GPS
devices to cloud computing and augmented reality interfaces, new “frames” of
performance continue to emerge in the public domain, rendering discourses of
theatre reliant on the proscenium structure ever less stable. (Eglinton 2010, 48–49)9
While Eglinton here thinks of the specific context of immersive theatre and the intramedial
employment of all sorts of new technological devices as “new ‘frames’ of performance” which focus
and hinge on the first-person experiencer, my point is to extend this notion also to the realm of, a)
the livecasting context, and b) that of post-production discourse. What could be problematic is, that,
as much as they bear the potential for opening up a new and vast field for experience (both that of a
given performance and that of reflecting on it afterwards), these new “sites of gesture” can also
create quite an opposite effect, namely one of a sharpening of the private, first-person singular
position and a softening or devaluation of the communal, first-person plural position. Oddey and
White’s remark that the “new mode of spectating is to focus only on what ‘I’ want to see; on my
perception of the world as ‘I’ see it” (2009, 8) thus also applies to the playground available on social
media for twenty-first-century spectators of livecasts.
It should not come as a big surprise that such a kind of engagement “works” so well, for it is
precisely this assumption of engagement that Alan Read has identified as characteristic of
“performance in general, and theatre in particular” and that he calls “the ‘immunisatory paradigm’ to
protect us, the spectator, the audience, from the implication of involvement” (2014, 13). This logic,
or the “pathogen of performance” as he calls it,
is the contract we make as an audience member at each stage of the dissembling of the
stage to reassert the very protocols of distance from involvement we thought we
were paying to see dispelled. My proposal here is that this repertoire of affects of
adjustment is what makes sitting in the dark watching illuminated stages so interesting.
This is the “immunisatory logic” of theatre, something that performance in all its
guises has done little to destabilize, so powerful is its hold on us. And, in my view,
this is the inherent power of theatre that uses all its theatricality to unpick its own
communitarian stupidity. (Read 2014, 13, emphasis in original)
In the livecasting context, too, the invitation to engage, to get closer (behind the scenes even, or to
see a performance from “the best seats in the house,” see NT homepage), suggests a dispelling of
distance not dissimilar to that in immersive theatre performances, yet the immunisatory logic, that is,
the notion that one is actually free from engagement is more pronounced here. One has the option of
sharing one’s feedback and telling others about the livecasts one has seen, but this is entirely
voluntary and does not have any direct or immediate influence on the outcome of a given show.
The responses on Facebook and Twitter are united in their cheerfulness, which casts a long shadow
of doubt on Anne Ubersfeld’s “one is less happy when alone.” Similarly to McAuley’s (and others’)
emphasis on the social dimension of theatre, Ubersfeld holds that “theatrical pleasure is not a
solitary pleasure, but is reflected on and reverberates through others. . . . The spectator emits barely
18
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perceptible signs of pleasure as well as loud laughter and secret tears—their contagiousness is
necessary for everyone’s pleasure. One does not go alone to the theatre—one is less happy when
alone” (1982, 128).
The “OMFG Goosebumps” tweet you see pop up on your smartphone screen—while probably
verbalizing a very similar emotion—certainly cannot have the same somatic effect on you as the
hearty laugh or gasp of disbelief emitted by the stranger or friend sitting in the seat next to you. Yet
when one looks at the responses, one clearly sees the joys of a first-person encounter with theatre
and a solitary reflection, no matter how casual and perhaps banal it may be. Even if one attended the
broadcast with other people, the reflection itself takes place when the individual is on their own. For
you, for me, it is exciting. While the experience of a “we” manifests itself implicitly, it is not more
valuable than the experience of an “I,” and certainly not a greater source of happiness: on the
contrary, one gets the impression that for viewers it is quite pleasant to have experiences of their
feeling I. In the context of NT Live, where the program attempts to “impose a collective voice on its
audience,” as Kirwan has observed, it is quite pleasant to see how these attempts fail and are
dispersed in the shape of individual, whimsical and nevertheless productively engaged responses
(2014, 278).
In his discussion of livecasting and its effects on the experience of the viewers, Daniel Schulze
briefly discusses whether Twitter and blogs manage to create a kind of (virtual) community and
borrows the concept of “hyper-immunity” from Read with regard to the experience of the audience
watching a livecast on the laptop screen at home. By this Schulze means the wish to be “safe” (and
isolated) as a spectator who at the same time is part of a (virtual) community (2015, 321). “Hyperimmunity” seems to be a rather pleasant manifestation in this presentation, but Schulze is not
explicit enough about this matter. He argues that in the context of NT Live broadcasts, “in terms of
politics, audiences are condemned to absolute passivity, they are deprived of their voice in the form
of booing, heckling or cheering” (315), which he contrasts with the “participatory climate”
surrounding Forced Entertainment’s broadcasts where spectators “become active, emancipated
spectators in Rancière’s sense” (316)—a simplification that I disagree with. Thus, while Rancière has
dismantled the dichotomy between spectator/passive and actor/active, Schulze introduces a new
dichotomy that is puzzling and inaccurate, namely between NT Live spectators/passive and Forced
Entertainment spectators/active. While Schulze then relativizes the quality of this “activity” by
asking whether tweeting can indeed be considered a form of social exchange, a more nuanced
assessment of what is manifesting here is necessary. Schulze’s observation—made with regard to the
tweets in response to Forced Entertainment’s Quizoola24 (#Quizoola24) and Speak Bitterness
(#FESpeaklive)—that “the vast majority of the Twitter users were not seeking any meaningful
exchange but only had the aim to be recognised . . . an almost exhibitionist pleasure that seeks to
display one’s own partaking in a cultural exercise” (2015, 230–31) is certainly apt. Yet it should be
acknowledged that there is another dimension belonging to the spectrum of “theatrical pleasure”
that gains greater importance in the context of livecasting: namely the pleasure—apart from that of
creating a sort of visibility and being seen—the individual derives from the experience for him- or
herself. Schulze’s phrase “schizophrenic state of mind” (321) is problematic in that it pathologizes
the complexity of being an audience member. His argument seems to exclude the possibility of the
need to engage in a “shallow,” self-sufficient way, to be primarily a feeling I and not a member of an
audience.
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Conclusion—Outlook
In my analysis I have agreed with Keren Zaiontz who critically maintains that most discussions
suggest that spectators want to be agents, emancipated, those “reading” theatre, and argues that
sometimes they want to (just) be an integral part of the performance. She therefore outlines how in
the performances she has analyzed, the spectator is positioned not as an author or agent but as an
experiencer (Zaiontz 2014, 408); a position that I share, with the specification of identifying a feeling
experiencer, and that embeds my reflections in spectator rather than performance studies, thus
following Susan Melrose’s suggestion (2006, 120–22). One can also draw a parallel to Nicholas
Ridout’s term of the “mis-spectator.” He argues for a distribution of the non-sensible by the
inexpert/mis-spectator, which, as I see it, basically means a revaluation of the banal/private
experience. According to Ridout, “this inexpert figure closely resembles Rancière’s ‘emancipated
spectator,’ who . . . emerges as the producer of meaning upon whom the theatre does not need to
exercise its powers of educational reform” (2012, 174).10 What Ridout and Rancière, and in a way
Zaiontz as well, put to the fore—and which crucially contrasts with Bertolt Brecht’s “expert
spectator”—is the appreciation of such a kind of spectator who does not need or does not want
(educational) support. He or she can rely on his or her opinion—or impressions, however subjective
they may be. While one can see tendencies of more communitarian communities of inexpert
(understood positively) critics emerging as well and livecasts as constitutively embedded in the digital
space of social media do bring about a slight shift in this regard, the solitary tweeter and the
presence and the need to verbalize a feeling I is an equally important part of this discourse in the
context of twenty-first-century theatre production.
Notes
1. As has been pointed out on numerous occasions already, for instance by Erin Sullivan (2017) and John
Wyver (2014), there is no set term for this phenomenon yet. I will henceforth adopt Martin Barker’s (2013)
neat neologism “livecasting.”
2. I am thinking of an emotional turn in a post digital-native age, that is, a going back to an emotional turn in
the sense of eighteenth-century Affektpoetik (developed by Lessing in the context of drama) and not the 2000s
cultural studies emotional turn (see, for instance, Anz 2007) which was primarily concerned with poetry.
3. For an interdisciplinary study combining case studies from the fields of theatre, music, dance, and
performance art, see Reason and Lindelof (2016). The authors argue that liveness is produced through
processes of audiencing—that is, audiences in a sense “activate” a given performance’s liveness through their
own (a)liveness—and is then materialized in these acts of performance or archiving as a form of
remembering.
4. To compare livecasts with adaptations seems apt, but this question shall be analyzed in detail in my current
research project, Livecasting in the Context of 21st Century British Theatre. Spectacle, Materiality, Engagement. By way of
a general introduction to the question of adaptation in this context see Wyver (2014, 104), and Krebs (2014).
5. This aspect will be developed in more detail in my ongoing research project.
6. Selected statements from the online survey posted on July 18, 2018, after the livecast of Romeo and Juliet on
the RSC’s Twitter Page. Link to survey: https://survey.euro.confirmit.com/wix/5/p1866732945.aspx
7. The NT sometimes also livecasts other companies’ plays, in 2018, for instance, the Chichester Festival
Theatre’s production of King Lear starring Ian McKellen in the title role, which was livecast on 27 September
that year.
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8. In the following, I am using the users’ Facebook names as they appear on the page, even though they may
not necessarily be their actual names, of course.
9. This “first-person experience” appears in an extreme form in Punchdrunk’s The Masque of the Red Death
(2007) where some audience members (but not all) are led away by performers into separate rooms,
something critic Lyn Gardner calls “intimate theatre” (2009).
10. I am developing this line of thought in the essay “In Appreciation of ‘Mis-’ and ‘Quasi-’: Quasi-Experts in
the Context of Live Theatre Broadcasting,” to be published in autumn 2019 in Platform: Journal of Theatre and
Performing Arts.
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ARTICLES

“Saw You in the Dark”: Exploring Rufus Wainwright’s Emotional
Vulnerability in Fan-Captured Live Performance Videos
Stephanie Salerno
Introduction
On December 9, 2010, Canadian-American popular singer/songwriter Rufus Wainwright performed
a solo show at the Egg in Albany, New York. Breaking from his usual popular performance practice
that incorporated audience applause, between-song banter, and a set list comprised of old favourites
and new tunes, he performed his 2010 album All Days Are Nights: Songs for Lulu as a complete
classical song cycle, or a collection of art songs that are thematically connected through harmonic
material, melodic motifs, text set to music, mood, or narrative.1 As a strict solo piano/voice song
cycle, the Lulu performances were different from his previous tours, largely because of the personal
circumstances surrounding the recording and touring of the album. Wainwright’s mother,
Québécoise folk-singer Kate McGarrigle, suffered a rare sarcoma in the late 2000s, passing away in
January 2010.2 The timing of her illness and the emotional stress of saying goodbye to a loved one
profoundly influenced Wainwright’s sixth studio album. This was not only because it was the last
completed album his mother would ever hear, but because it became a vehicle through which
Wainwright grieved and processed her death.
One fan in attendance captured nearly the entire December 9 show on a Flip Video camcorder and
uploaded all but two songs of the twelve-song cycle to YouTube via five separate videos. In doing
so, this fan and YouTube user granted individuals lacking access or means to see Wainwright and
experience the song cycle in person a digital opportunity via a screen and an Internet connection.
Though Wainwright did not personally request that his audience capture live performances of Lulu
and post them online, fans from a wide array of tour stops managed to record snippets or entire
chunks of the cycle digitally. In a May 2016 email interview exchange between myself and
Wainwright, he expressed pleasure that fans captured these performances live:
I’m very happy that a lot of it has been captured on YouTube because it was one of
the most challenging and difficult and emotionally dangerous tours I’ve ever
performed and so I’m grateful that it was captured and that people come back to it
and use it as a symbol of grief. I like, in a weird way, that we didn’t film it
professionally, that it’s still from a very personal angle from someone in the
audience. That makes it even more human.3
The videos of the live tour on YouTube preserve for digital spectators a technologically captured
performance of Lulu. As Wainwright confirmed in our interview, the Lulu tour was never recorded
professionally; thus, the live videos snatched from various tour stops are the sole recorded
representations of the song cycle. As such, they suffer from inconsistency in clarity and sound,
poor/amateur videography, and are often incomplete. Even so, Wainwright’s amenability to the fan______________________________________________________________________________
Stephanie Salerno received her PhD in American culture studies from Bowling Green State University in 2016.
Her research interests span affect and trauma studies, gender performativity and persona in popular music
performance, and representations of difference in television and film.
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recorded videos suggests that emotionally vulnerable live performances warrant a second, more
permanent, online life for viewers to consume whenever they wish.
A fan first and a scholar on Wainwright second, my introduction to his art followed this path when a
live performance video of “Cigarettes and Chocolate Milk” from the album Poses (2001) captured my
attention on YouTube (Lucie Clabrough November 25, 2010). I was enchanted by his charisma,
vocal timbre, and jovial piano playing and had no idea that I was watching an encore from a Lulu
tour stop. The vulnerability and honesty in his performance fascinated me. Until I went down the
rabbit hole of YouTube recommended videos and discovered the Rufus Wainwright Message Board
(RWMB), the official fan forum, I was unaware of why Lulu was meaningful.4 The wealth of live
performance videos at my fingertips gave me the means to absorb over a decade’s worth of
information in a matter of months.5 I relay my experience of discovering Wainwright’s musical
catalogue of official videos and recordings and unofficial fan-captured videos in order to highlight a
reality of twenty-first-century spectatorship and musical consumption. YouTube’s live performance
video archive allows a user to curate their own viewing experience, including how they introduce
themselves to an artist’s work: chronologically, at random, stopping and starting a video depending
on whether they enjoy it or not, and/or selecting short clips versus full-length performances if
possible.
The culture of “online liveness” creates the circumstances for at-home YouTube audiences to have
unexpectedly poignant experiences online (Auslander 2017, 296). For online spectators, YouTube
consumption of the Lulu performance videos disrupts the way a live performance is conceived and
received. Online audiences intentionally curate their online consumption, and their specific choices
queer, or disrupt, the original presentation of the performance. Queer in this sense is understood as
an interruption, deviation, or alternative series of choices that result in previously unknown or
untravelled paths (Sedgwick 1993), thus allowing for multiplicity in meaning and freer interpretation
of the work out of time and space. Wainwright’s unabashed exploration of grief through musical
performance suggests that his performativity is a conduit for difference to reach audiences who view
the performance at a digital distance. Wainwright’s sexuality and gender expression signals “queer”
in a more nuanced way than simply defining his identity as non-heteronormative; his gay sexuality is
an important part of his identity and factors into his performativity as a singer/songwriter overall
but does not predetermine his gender performance or propensity to relay tragic personal experiences
in his art. Thus, Wainwright’s performativity is queer because it breaks traditional gender norms and
rejects gay stereotypes, challenging male heteronormative social behaviour through his non-binary
gender expression and emotional vulnerability. Along this alternate path, Wainwright uses his body
to release grief and pain instead of internalizing it under the guise of masculinity. Within online
space, the digital spectator experiences Wainwright’s performativity queerly, through the distance of
time and space, making meaning out of what they view in the moment.
With this interpretative flexibility in mind, I identify three aspects of Wainwright’s performativity in
the fan-captured videos that highlight how preserved live performances offer freedom in meaningmaking within digital space: 1) persona as a conduit to normalizing grief (“Who Are You New
York?”); 2) the affective impact of convergence culture in reading grief and pain in digital space
(“Sad With What I Have?”); and 3) musical style and online liveness as channels for expressions of
male vulnerability (“What Would I Ever Do With a Rose?” and “Les Feux d’Artifice t’Appellent”).
Using performance analysis of digitally captured performances, I argue that digital viewership queers,
or alters, the audience’s experience, thus empowering spectators to engage with the emotional
vulnerability, grief, and genre-bending of Lulu. Though a small amount of scholarship exploring
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Wainwright’s songs, lyrics, and queer sexuality exists (Jones 2008; Schwandt 2010; Williams 2016),
no research focuses on the intersection of grief, performativity, and digital space in Wainwright’s
work. Thus, this study explores how persona and grief are read within digital viewings of
Wainwright’s live performances while framing online spectatorship as a queer practice of meaningmaking.
Performativity and Liveness in Digital Space

Screenshot of YouTube performance video entitled “Rufus Wainwright Lulu Part 1b Give me what I want &
Martha,” posted by BlueScarfLady on December 15, 2010.

The Lulu tour marked a departure for Wainwright as he embarked on a risky plan in which the first
half of the show featured him alone, dressed in a Victorian-inspired, deplumed, black mourning
gown, his only accompaniment a stark video shot by Douglas Gordon that features Wainwright’s
eye (at times eyes) coated in black eye shadow and mascara that stares, blinks, or weeps. Wainwright
explained the significance of the eye as a visual aid in press interviews ahead of the 2010 tour:
It’s my eye, but thirty feet tall and in various stations, shall we say. Stations of the
eye. It’s a gorgeous work, and it’s reminiscent of many things. It’s reminiscent of the
Surrealists, it’s reminiscent of horror movies, it’s reminiscent of Buñuel,6 it’s
reminiscent of going to the zoo and looking at an elephant. It’s just all that the eye
can conjure up. (Thompson 2010)
The melancholy set up (black eye makeup, black piano, black mourning gown) stood in sharp
contrast to the white piano keys and at times bright and pleasant sounds coming from the two
instruments on stage: the grand piano and Wainwright’s baritone voice. Adding to the funereal
atmosphere, audiences were instructed to hold their applause until Wainwright’s entrance at the
beginning of the second set. The initial press release about the Lulu tour on Rufuswainwright.com
warned fans that this experience was going to be different:
Rufus has asked us to pass on this message to everyone attending his shows on the
tour. The first part of the program will be performed as a song cycle with visuals by
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Douglas Gordon. During the first set, Rufus has asked that you please do not
applaud until after he has left the stage. His exit is part of the piece. After a brief
intermission, Rufus will return for the second part of the show during which you
may applaud to your heart’s content. (Pratt 2010)
This request was a radical shift from typical popular music performance practice in which cheering,
singing along, clapping, and even side conversations are part of the music scene, particularly at
Wainwright shows. In our email interview exchange, Wainwright (2016) further contextualized his
performative choices, explaining:
Most song cycles are performed where one doesn’t applaud in between numbers and
waits until the very end, but in terms of the whole Lulu tour when I dressed up in the
whole outfit, we had that lighting, the Douglas Gordon movie, I was in full throttle
in terms of mourning for my mother’s death.
Lulu’s fan-captured videos blatantly display how mediatization, or the way that technology affects,
captures, and circulates live performance within a digital space, signals a departure from
Wainwright’s customary folk-inspired live performance style. An acoustic grand piano, a
microphone set up to amplify Wainwright’s voice (oftentimes in acoustically stellar theatres or opera
houses), and a digitally projected visual counterpoint are somewhat perplexing but effective tools
that brand Lulu as an intimate work and an exceptional piece of his catalogue. For online spectators
experiencing the Lulu song cycle out of time and place, YouTube serves as the platform for
experiencing these queer performative aspects.
Landmark studies linking convergence culture, fan participation, and networked media elevated the
relationship between participatory culture and digital spectatorship (Jenkins 2006; Jenkins et al.
2013). Capturing and preserving live performances are acts of participatory culture that encourage
spreadability via technical resources within the culture industry, including media text and social
networks, that allow and encourage circulation of media (Jenkins et al. 2013, 4–9). As a site for
participatory culture, YouTube’s functions are plentiful, often including performance videos of
professional musicians sanctioned by record companies (Burgess and Green 2009). Wainwright fans
who capture live performances and share them online are not creating new, original content in the
same way that fan fiction, mash-ups, or tribute YouTube videos (clips of a beloved TV show, film,
or popular culture icons set to music); they are preserving a single live performance for others to
(re)visit or share online. Fan-captured videos of live performance are not unique content but digitally
preserved and curated records. YouTube users are like “curators at museums, archives, and
libraries,” determining value based on sentimentality and personal interest (Jenkins et al. 2013, 94).
Fans who share live performance videos, whether spontaneously captured or pre-planned and
regardless of performance quality, grant access to fellow fans who were unable to attend a live
performance, thus reinforcing the communal value of YouTube.
In choosing to record and share on YouTube the December 9 Lulu performance, BlueScarfLady
captured the confluence of convergence and participatory culture. The culmination of film,
performance art, and musical performance in the song cycle is the result of convergence culture in a
live setting, or “the flow of content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between
multiple media industries, and the migratory behavior of media audiences” (Jenkins 2006, 2).
Mediatization bridges live performance and technological reproduction via websites like YouTube
(Auslander 1999), taking that which is fleeting and preserving it for the sole purpose of repetition.
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Participatory culture therefore enables online fans to vicariously experience queer performance
practices set within traditional performance spaces.
For BlueScarfLady, participatory culture extended to responding to comments and keeping her
channel public so that it could be hyperlinked and shared on the RWMB. Surveys of the comment
sections on YouTube and the RWMB thread about the December 9 performance yielded user
comments that emphasize fans’ desires to share information about live performance experiences.
Two fan forum comments specifically addressed fan-captured recordings: 1) Lys wondered whether
any fan-captured videos were taken: “I know I’d probably taken [sic] a HD camcorder into the venue
and recorded the whole thing!” (December 10, 2010, comment on RWMB); and 2) Toddland linked
BlueScarfLady’s YouTube channel with the comment: “found a bunch on youtube by THIS USER
[hyperlink removed]” (December 26, 2010, comment on RWMB). Comments on YouTube
concerning these videos were scarce but included BlueScarfLady’s explanation for the incomplete
recording (December 17, 2010, comment on “Rufus Wainwright Lulu Part 2 a”); brontedesk’s
proclamation that “Les Feux d’Artifice t’Appellent” was “real Art!” (December 15, 2010, comment
on “Rufus Wainwright Lulu Part 2 b”); and a brief exchange between Raviseante5000 and
BlueScarfLady about the “memorable” impact of Wainwright’s Lulu entrance (December 11, 2010,
comment on “Rufus Wainwright Lulu Part 1a”). Taken as a whole, these reactions to the December
9 show fail to say much about the import of viewing live performances in digital space out of time.
Nevertheless, they indicate that fans are looking for live performance videos to relive an experience
or, as I can attest, to experience that which has already come and gone. Performative multiplicity
thus co-exists within digital space, merging, or, in a nod to Jenkins, queerly converging the original
live performance, the studio album, and digitally captured fan videos or reactions.
For a work like Lulu, one that possesses a studio album but lacks an official music video or a
professional live recording, fan videos fill a void, at once cutting a major expense of the artist/label
while empowering the audience to capture and share what they find to be meaningful online. A
number of scholarly works focus on audiences’ experience and interaction with Web 2.0, specifically
YouTube, artistic expression, and fan engagement (Helens-Hart 2014; Keltie 2017; Moskowitz 2014;
Vernallis 2013; Warner 2013); however, none address live performance videos on YouTube. Studies
on live concert experiences and mediatization (Bennett 2014, 2017; Bratus 2016; Danielson and
Helseth 2016; Pitts 2017), audience participation and aesthetics in the theatre (White 2013), and
issues of liveness, audience theory, and affect more broadly (Auslander 2009, 2017; Jones 2012;
Reason 2017; Reason and Lindelof 2017; Reynolds 2012) shed light on how audiences react to and
embody technological and emotional aspects of performance. A gap in research that examines digital
spectatorship and its relationship to live musical performance and witnessing grief specifically
remains. Classical music and opera have a long thematic history rooted in death and melancholy, and
memorialization through popular music is vastly studied (Billinson 2009, 2016; Gengaro 2009;
Mitchell 2001; Ritter and Daughtry 2007; Schattenkirk 2014; Winters 2013). However, the majority
of research about trauma, loss, and creativity focuses on literature, painting, sculpture, theatre, and
performance art, largely excluding digital content (Dreifuss-Kattan 2016; Edkins 2003; Eng and
Kazanjian 2003; Gluhovic 2013; Kaplan 2005; LaCapra 2001; Landsberg 2004; Love 2009; Phelan
1993).8 While limited work has addressed Wainwright’s art as examples of camp and/or parody,
drawing attention to his tendency to be flamboyant and dramatic while covering songs by or singing
about artists who influenced him who had died (O’Connell 2011; Smith 2013), Lulu’s digital and fancaptured performativity has not been addressed. The next step in understanding the experiences of
audiences who no longer only go to live shows to engage with an artist is to consider what
spectators might gain from witnessing another’s grief or emotional pain in a digital setting.
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Audiences’ lived experiences are, as Matthew Reason proposes, an invitation to consider a “thickening
of our understanding of the experience of live performance” (2017, 9). Building on this idea, I
suggest that online liveness, or what a digital spectator experiences watching fan-captured videos,
creates new pathways of emotional connection that directly antagonize heteronormative
expectations of male grieving in live performance. Through Lulu, Wainwright expresses emotional
vulnerability and artistry as he sings, plays the piano, and negotiates the treacherous terrain that high
emotions and technically challenging music create in live performance. These facets of Wainwright’s
expression can be understood as performativity, or the presentation of an outwardly projected,
intentionally crafted version of one’s gender and identity that is, nonetheless, the result of socially
constructed scripts and restraints (Butler 1990). As such, queer performativity spurns normative
expectations, negating the rigidity of oppositional binaries. Digital space creates the circumstances
for Wainwright’s queer performativity to flourish at a distance, or within a “third space” (JarmanIvens 2011) that mingles technology and human emotion. Digital audiences read Wainwright’s direct
and non-normative presentation of his emotional state while mourning his mother’s death as fluid,
emotionally nuanced examples of gender and sexuality that exist on a spectrum rather than within
hard boundaries. The “third space” between Wainwright’s performance and the spectator’s viewing
of it captures the complex emotional spectrum that is attached to feelings of loss, isolation, and
discomfort. Thus, the “third space” functions as both a safe space and a buffer for audiences who
do not have similar personal experiences through which they might comprehend or internalize
Wainwright’s vulnerable performance.
Seeing Through the Dark: Analyzing Mediatized Representations of Persona and
Grief
Much of Wainwright’s non-normative expression comes in the form of persona, defined as “a
cultural identity that simultaneously shapes the individual in body and mind and creates a collective
with a shared and recognizable physiognomy” (Daston and Sibum 2003, 2–3). Historical
circumstance, social conventions, and genre inform and/or constrain an artist’s persona (Auslander
2009). An important distinction between Wainwright’s performance of persona and other popular
artists is that he never takes on the name “Lulu” during this tour.9 His performance of persona is not
a replacement for his personality or an act of erasure that diminishes or rejects his professional
identity as Rufus Wainwright, singer/songwriter; it is a blurry, muddy representation of one facet of
Wainwright’s identity that is read in his performativity. Lulu, as a manifestation of grief and the
female Other, is a conduit for online audiences to experience emotional vulnerability and empathy
through the performance of persona, despite being out of time and within the abstract, digital “third
space.” I focus on four Lulu songs that blur Lulu with the real person, or what people think is the
real person, thereby elucidating the function of the persona within mediatization. Digital records of
these performances empower audiences to watch the fleeting and liminal blurriness of live
performance at a distance while tacitly agreeing to witness Wainwright’s grief. Online spectators are
able to experience liveness out of space and out of time while fully opening themselves up to the
“third space” and an affective, digitally curated experience.
The Power of Persona: “Who Are You New York?”
As the song cycle begins, Wainwright enters, silently and solemnly. The train of his black plumed
mourning gown trails behind him. He takes a seat at the piano and pauses a moment to prepare.
Wainwright appears hunched over the piano, as if his gown is weighing him down (BlueScarfLady
December 11, 2010, 0:00–0:26). There is light blue eye shadow beneath his eyes, a cosmetic choice
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that augments his presumed fatigue and isolation. Wainwright does not make eye contact with his
audience or acknowledge them in any way; nor does his audience applaud when he glides across the
stage, an uncharacteristic entrance for Wainwright. The “third space” unseals in this moment,
allowing strangeness, uncertainty, and the first glimpse of pain to emerge. Though the fan-captured
perspective of this performance does not reveal any audible audience murmurings, mumblings, or
gasps of shock as Wainwright makes his entrance, there may have been audience members in other
sections who reacted audibly to the beginning of the Lulu cycle that this videographer did not
capture. For the digital spectator, the silence is acute, building tension and anticipation, giving no
hint of what the opening music might sound like. Within the first twenty-six seconds of the
performance, all that is clearly heard is the tell-tale beeping of a digital camera, indicating that other
audience members may have been observing Wainwright’s request for silence but were not going to
miss the opportunity to record this unique performance for posterity.
In the beginning of “Who Are You New York?” Wainwright’s vocals sound flat, broad and
unsupported at the ends of some phrases as if he lacks breath (0:33–4:05). His diction is poor,
though not precisely slurred, giving the sung phrases a hint of dejection. The first shot of Gordon’s
film reveals a startling blue-green eye peering out of darkness, magnified to an outlandish degree and
coinciding with the text: “Saw you on the corner / Saw you in the dark / Saw you on the platform /
Of Grand Central Station” (0:40–1:05). The eye, the mediatized embodiment of Lulu, is heavily
shadowed, black and spongy-looking, opening and closing slowly, almost as if in boredom or a nearcatatonic state. The spirit of the song speaks to seeing but not recognizing or identifying,
namedropping other NYC cultural landmarks: Central Park, the Rainbow Room, and the Empire
State Building. But the subject’s essence remains unidentified in the song, allowing the spectator to
imagine and interpret the meaning of “you,” the landscape of New York, and the unspooling
narrative. Midway through the song, the continuous flurry of driving sixteenth notes in the treble
clef and the bass clef’s mimicking contrary motion with strong accents signal the first hint of a loss
of control. As the steady rhythm and harmonic elongation yearn for resolution, the sloppy climactic
piano passages give the overall impression that Lulu is an expression of turmoil hidden beneath a
mask of stoicism. When the last chord is struck, Wainwright snatches his hands away from the
keyboard, still in the slouched posture; it is almost as if, in his dour costume, he is sulking.

Screenshot of the moment after the final chord of “Who Are You New York?”
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Wainwright’s opening entrance and song imply that there is no one way of living or knowing,
extending the understanding of what it means to perform female or male, or to negotiate the
unpredictable path of grief. Instead, there is flexibility, fluidity, and agency in crossing boundaries to
fit one’s personal definition of identity rather than a definition the dominant culture deems
appropriate, whether that is in daily life or in extraordinary circumstances like suffering a deeply
personal loss. Following the idea that “figures of fantasy” support heteronormativity and
heterosexuality, gender performance is merely an attempt to identify and appropriately express what
has been understood to be “true” or “real” within mainstream culture (Butler 1990, 136).
Wainwright’s performance of grief, a direct challenge to normative gender expression, is both a
natural part of his life at the time and performed through the live shows; it was not something he
could turn on or off, but accompanied him throughout the tour. The affective imprint of this
experience is palpable via online liveness. In capturing this performance, BlueScarfLady is sharing
with a digital audience the discomfort, uncertainty, and imperfection of Wainwright’s artistic
expression, “thickening” the digital spectator’s viewing experience and the implications of
Wainwright’s queer performativity. His flat affect registers as exhaustion to the viewer; his technical
mistakes hint at carelessness or fatigue. But musically, Wainwright’s delivery is forceful and direct,
capturing one’s attention and suggesting that there is a something buried deep down that is fighting
to emerge.
Wainwright’s appearance in the couture mourning gown as his rich baritone voice envelops the
listener signals the fluidity and flexibility associated with gender performance. He essentially
performs in drag, juxtaposing interpretations of “female” and “male” on stage. Recalling Butler’s
understanding of drag as an imitation of gender that allows “sex, gender identity, and gender
performance” to mingle, Wainwright’s queer performativity results in a kind of parody (1990, 137).
Wainwright’s commitment to wearing the mourning gown during each performance introduces
repetition and ritual within the “third space” that mimics the redundancies of the mourning process
and the minuscule release of grief one second at a time. Lulu-the-eye accompanies this drag
performance, adding an element of abstract yet maternal watchfulness. Wainwright’s expression of
identity, grief, and the fragmented Lulu character combine to reveal three aspects of physical
performance in music: the real person, the persona, and the character (Auslander 2009). Lulu is a
persona that represents Wainwright’s personal demons and the eccentric aspects of his personality.
Wainwright has referred to Lulu as his muse as well as a “beautiful disaster” that is the culmination
of the split between one’s light side and dark side, especially after recovery or healing takes place. As
Wainwright indicated in the Decca Gold promo video for the Lulu album:
The light side develops, but you always still have the dark side—you become two
people. In a lot of ways, me, alone at the piano, is the most expressive way that I can
communicate this dark undercurrent, which lives in all of us. These songs are, in a
way, a kind of sacrifice to that other side of me. (March 18, 2010, 0:59–1:34)
The Lulu persona, the dark temptress to Wainwright’s personable warmth, creates a channel (found
in the “third space”) for audiences to identify with the artist’s lived experience through musical and
visual narration. Within digital space especially, Lulu’s mediatized eye accompanying Wainwright in
costume at the piano challenges viewers to parse out what is an act of persona and what is an
expression of grief.
Wainwright’s musical performance is thus both a fiction or fantasy and a reality. The “real person” is
an unknowable entity to digital audiences, and the depth of Wainwright’s grief is an unmeasurable
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concept, especially at a digital distance. However, BlueScarfLady’s recording, an act of participatory
culture, allows for repetition of the performance and preserves Wainwright’s performances of grief.
While the Lulu persona in drag challenges presumed expectations of femininity, masculinity, and
identity of a mourning body, at its core, Wainwright’s musical performance normalizes grief,
allowing the expression of pain to manifest physically, musically, and affectively. Online liveness
tethers Wainwright’s vulnerable performance to the digital spectator watching the performance on
YouTube, offering an empathetic digital environment through which the online viewer might
interpret the Lulu persona.
Reading Grief and Pain: “Sad With What I Have”
The relationship between mediatization and Wainwright’s vulnerability is apparent in the marriage
between the second song of the cycle, “Sad With What I Have,” and the segments of Gordon’s
video that BlueScarfLady captured. As a queer act of convergence, the eye video disorients the
viewer (live and digital) while tacitly commenting on Lulu’s melancholic themes and Wainwright’s
performance practice. BlueScarfLady’s curated digital recording and the online liveness that I, as the
interpreter, experience watching the performance out of time and in the digital “third space” is a
representation of convergence culture in motion: Gordon’s video, Wainwright’s theatrical
performance, and his art song converge to craft a fresh perspective. The focus of this segment of the
video is a tightly closed eye against a black background. The stillness and magnification of the eyelid
conjure both intimacy and Otherness, abstractions that echo the juxtaposition of liveness and
distance (BlueScarfLady December 11, 2010, 4:22–7:44). Contrary to how movement and audience
identification with characters on screen evoke empathy (Bolens 2012; Donaldson 2012), Gordon’s
video lacks motion or a narrative structure. Instead, stillness connects the music and the video,
conjuring death and loneliness. As a symbol of the Lulu persona, the eye is both familiar and a
distant Other. Its cinematic aesthetic of torpid minimalism neither energizes the audience nor tells a
clear visual story. It is a visual example of how Wainwright’s persona conflates with his artistic self in
the live performance, stemming from a haunting and gender-fluid image.
As Wainwright’s body on screen evokes the presence and absence of personae, emotionally
impacting viewers (in this case, virtual), so does his voice. The text of “Sad” speaks to despondency
that is deeply connected to one’s lack of self-esteem. For example, the phrases “Then I think of you
/ How could someone so bright love someone so blue?” and “Sad with what I have except for you”
signal insecurity in an individual who does not feel worthy of love. Wainwright’s uses of “I” in the
song represent moments where he is both himself and Other; the text speaks to his insecurity,
depression, displeasure, and ennui. An alter ego who regularly represents addiction, lust, and
destruction, Lulu haunts Wainwright with her constant presence in his life, a point that his mourning
costume and posture underscores.9 The looming video of his magnified eye suggests McGarrigle’s
presence and absence as it watches over Wainwright while confronting the audience, mimicking a
guardian relationship. As the eye is actually Wainwright’s, the Lulu persona, both in body and in
voice, takes on multiple gender identities, contributing to its queerness.
Wainwright’s emotionally nuanced, queer vocal performance within digital “third space” collects, but
not precisely connects, the identities, personae, and narratives that comprise the Lulu song cycle’s
emotional guts. Existing within the paradoxes, contradictions, and “no man’s land” between what
the ear hears and the voice produces, queer vocality allows Wainwright to dispel normative
expectations and traditions of mourning (Jarman-Ivens 2011, 4). As Wainwright (the artist)
commands his persona to share his painful narrative, the visual media presents an alternate,
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disembodied facet of the Lulu persona that hovers above the performer, challenging the audience to
look away. As a viewer on a laptop, for example, the image of the eye, less intense because it is not
to scale, serves as a constant reminder that we are all under the gaze of someone else—for
Wainwright, the remembered but absent loved one.
The constant gaze of the Other becomes more prominent in this performance when Wainwright
breaks down the barrier between real person and persona through an error: while his vocal
performance sounds flat, or below pitch, he flubs the piano part in the penultimate phrase of the
song (BlueScarfLady December 11, 2010, 7:14). This unexpected mistake jars the listener and brings
attention to Wainwright’s fallible humanity as a performer and person, a reminder that technical
imprecision is a popular music convention and a taboo in the classical world. Hearing the error for
the first time has the potential to ruin the mood Wainwright creates, but through the permanence of
digitization, repeated viewings desensitize spectators. Mistakes captured on video can be unforgiving
reminders of a performer’s technical failings, but they also infuse the performance with realism that
flawless performances do not have.10 For Lulu performances in particular, mistakes break down the
performative wall Wainwright crafted, reinforcing the circumstances under which this tour was
executed: against a backdrop of emotional duress and exhaustive grief.
Expressing Male Vulnerability: “What Would I Ever Do With A Rose?” and “Les Feux d’Artifice t’Appellent”
With his mother at the forefront of his mind, Wainwright borrows from crooner ballads and bel
canto aria to express a variety of emotions (anger, sadness, desolation, joy) in the latter half of the
song cycle. Wainwright (2016) identified the range of musical influences during the Lulu songwriting
process as diverse in his emailed responses to me:
I’ve always been effected [sic] by Nina Simone so she was definitely hovering. I
would also say that a combination of French chanson and German lieder whether its
[sic] Boret or Schubert or Debussy or Strauss, people like that—all the greats of
piano vocal music, with a little Gershwin of course, thrown in for good measure.
Wainwright performed “What Would I Ever Do With a Rose?” and “Les Feux d’Artifice
t’Appellent,” an aria originally written for his 2009 opera Prima Donna, with the bone-deep
knowledge of McGarrigle’s absence. Through genre-bending, musical aesthetics, and performance
practice, Wainwright wrapped his pain in something beautiful, transforming frightening concepts
and themes into soothing musical gestures. As such, the distance of time and space in online liveness
solidifies the profundity of loss for digital audiences rather than reinforces the fantasy of painless
grief.
“Rose” is a song about isolation and feeling unworthy of love. Musically, it uses Romantic aesthetics
such as rubato and lush chords to add sophistication, depth, and a touch of dourness to the song’s
sweet-sounding, C major tonal centre. As it begins, Wainwright’s performativity is melancholic,
apparent in the conflation of Wainwright the artist and Lulu the persona. The text communicates
the fear of loving and being loved, something Lulu grapples with as the character in the cycle, while
also addressing a personal struggle apparent in Wainwright’s earlier songwriting.11 Phrases like “How
would it ever get me high?” “How would it ever get the guy?” and “What would I ever do with
you?” allude to themes of unworthiness, low self-esteem, and addiction (substances, men, and sex).
Wainwright/Lulu is relaying a story of emotional paralysis and coming to grips with his reality as a
motherless son, reeling from the loss of unconditional love. His projection of cruel reality and the
Lulu persona’s emotional struggle to be vulnerable coalesce in this performance. The use of rubato
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(a means of rhythmic expression that accelerates and slows phrasing) in the piano part and the
occasional odd metre of 7/8 amongst the otherwise steady 6/8 pulse mimics the sound of waves,
signifying swirling indecision throughout the song. In the final measures, Wainwright/Lulu comes to
a decision (perhaps to love/be loved, perhaps simply to not change at all—this is unclear) as the
melodic rhythm elongates and the accompaniment slows to a halt. A shot of Gordon’s film reveals a
return to a white background with a static eye (BlueScarfLady December 17, 2010, 5:05–8:32). In
sync with the final phrase of the song (“Never does the dream come true / Without the
nightmare”), the eye begins to fade and close in a painfully slow manner (8:33–9:00), reading as a
final gesture of resignation to vulnerability after years of resistance. At the conclusion of “Rose,”
Wainwright pauses to sip water (9:08–9:18), a moment that reinforces for the digital spectator that
this was both a planned performance and a documented live moment; the work online viewers
witness is born out of physical perseverance, artistic dedication, and emotional catharsis.

Final moment of “What Would I Even Do With a Rose?”

As the cycle continues, “Les Feux” is more subdued, an example of classical aesthetics with
accompaniment that is harmonically simplistic rather than jazz-influenced like “Rose.” Textually,
“Les Feux” conveys the brevity of fireworks as a metaphor for the brevity of life. Performatively,
Lulu takes on the persona of the life-worn diva, the protagonist of Prima Donna, while Wainwright
the artist performs a swan song for his mother, who, in an eerie parallel to his diva, was nearing the
end of her life at the time of the opera’s composition.12 Queer performativity is found in the
language barrier of this aria, potentially stymieing the understanding of the song without a
translation. Melisma across long phrases and his non-operatic vocal style exacerbate Wainwright’s
typically poor diction, making the French text especially muddy (BlueScarfLady December 15, 2010,
0:10–5:11). “Les Feux” is emotionally and musically laden with non-traditional and surprising
elements that flourish in the “third space,” in which strangeness, lack of performance discipline, and
singing from the heart are welcome.
Following the dulcet crooning of the early twentieth century and the “beautiful singing” style
beloved in nineteenth-century Italian opera houses, “Rose” and “Les Feux” lack rhythmic urgency
while showcasing sentimentality. In “Rose,” Wainwright’s vocal warmth draws the listener into a
cocoon of comfort (courtesy of the 6/8 rhythm) and ethereal sadness. It unexpectedly creates a
“third space” that embraces vulnerability while privileging beauty and Romantic aesthetics like
chromaticism that add tension and unrest. Rubato and vocal warmth lull the listener into the depths
of nostalgia in “Les Feux,” an escape from emotional pain that encourages empathy. The chic
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aesthetics that enrich these two songs dull the sharp edges of grief and unhappiness, permitting
online liveness to juxtapose the frank rawness of the texts with honey-coated melodies and the false
comfort of repetition in the piano accompaniment. The “third space” allows the nuances and quirks
of Wainwright’s songwriting and performance to shield digital spectators from confronting the stark
realities that these songs evoke. While Wainwright’s text and varied use of personae explicate the
emotional intricacies of “Who Are You New York?” and “Sad With What I Have,” tranquil and
lovely musical styles subversively shroud the darkness of “Rose” and “Les Feux.” As a result, digital
distance fashions a cushion for digital viewers to digest the material and draw meaning from it in a
way that a one-off live performance might not. In the death-phobic West, complex emotion and the
labour of grieving are experiences that can be subconsciously and/or cautiously explored through
the abstractions of affect and digital space, while engaging in comfortable or familiar musical
aesthetics.
Conclusion
The December 9 performance BlueScarfLady captured is a remarkable collection of videos not only
because Lulu is a notable musical work, but also because a performance was preserved that is
without a doubt live. The song cycle was steeped in queer performative elements from the moment
Wainwright plodded to the piano before “Who Are You New York?” to his exit after the final song,
“Zebulon.” The Lulu persona and Wainwright’s musical performance practice layered, blurred, and
disrupted the emotional expression and narrative significance of the music with honest displays of
male vulnerability and technical imperfections. Theatrical elements such as costume, lighting, and
Gordon’s video elevated Lulu from a classically inspired popular song cycle to a powerful musical
event that confounded some fans and deeply impressed others. All viewers who engaged with the
performance, whether live or online, were presented with an artistically ambitious and emotionally
challenging experience. Ultimately, all engaged spectators witnessed Wainwright’s grief transfigure
itself, evolving from internalized pain to an expression of lived experience.
Within the “third space” of online liveness, Lulu traverses the temporal boundaries of live
performance and takes on an all-important second life that flourishes through digital repetition.
Without YouTube’s housing of the live Lulu performances, new audiences would lack the
opportunity to immerse themselves in the intense emotional journey that the live videos reveal; nor
would they be able to curate their own digital performance experience. The ritual of online viewing
via YouTube is thus an intentional digital practice through which Wainwright fans can witness
emotional vulnerability out of time and beyond the boundaries of traditional performance space. It
is through the repetition of watching the multiplicity of his performativity that death, loss, and
grieving become a three-dimensional, relatable experience. For Wainwright’s online audience,
repeated viewings of BlueScarfLady’s digitally curated performances lead to understanding and
empathic engagement with Wainwright the artist. Though this engagement is out of time, the
affective result is a powerful example of how convergence culture contributes to new methods of
expression and modes of understanding the Other within the confines of online liveness.
Notes
1. The song cycle is as follows: 1. Who Are You New York? 2. Sad With What I Have 3. Martha 4. Give Me
What I Want And Give It To Me Now! 5. True Loves 6. Sonnet 43: When Most I Wink 7. Sonnet 20: A
Woman’s Face 8. Sonnet 10: For Shame 9. The Dream 10. What Would I Ever Do With a Rose? 11. Les
Feux d’Artifice t’Appellent 12. Zebulon.
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2. Kate and her sister, Anna McGarrigle, comprised an influential Canadian folk duo active in the 1970s up
until Kate’s death.
3. Wainwright responded to this May 2016 email interview request (facilitated by his management team) with
in depth answers to ten questions that addressed various aspects of the Lulu album and tour.
4. During the second half of this show Wainwright announced that he and his partner, Jörn Weisbrodt
became engaged in London after what had been an emotional year of mourning, performing Lulu all over the
world, and travelling mostly alone. One of the last songs Wainwright performed that night was a cover of his
mother’s “A Walking Song,” a tender and heart-wrenching performance in almost complete darkness. A fancaptured video of the song preserved the tears that marked Wainwright’s cheeks and the way his voice
changed as he fought through singing while crying (Lucie Clabrough, November 25, 2010, 5:19).
5. My own privilege does not go unacknowledged; I had both a computer and high-speed Internet to aid in
this exploration, something that is not possible for many.
6. A Spanish filmmaker known for being a “great subversive” and “mischief maker” with films that combined
“surrealist non sequiturs with attacks on the bourgeoisie, the church, and social hypocrisy” (Criterion
Collection, n.d.).
7. This excludes Dying in Full Detail: Mortality and Digital Documentary (Malkowski 2017), which examines
mediated images of live death, some of which exist on YouTube.
8. In this way, he is quite a different kind of performer from artists who have divorced themselves from their
pre-fame identities, such as pop stars Beyoncé and Lady Gaga (Kumari 2016).
9. In the earlier years of Wainwright’s career, popular publications such as the New York Times and the
Guardian, along with countless music reviews and interviews promoting tours have made reference to
Wainwright’s struggles with addiction. The idea of Lulu, if not her name specifically, has been a regular part
of Wainwright’s public discussions about addiction, depression, and the dark lady serving as his muse.
10. Wainwright is a frequently imperfect live performer, a tendency that brings to mind the “in the moment”
aesthetic of folk performers. Some examples of mistakes in the Lulu tour alone include the August 20, 2010
performance of “The Dream” in Los Angeles, CA (MiaSqueaky, August 26, 2010, 8:15–11:17); the December
14, 2010 performance of “Martha” in Wilmington, DE (Paul Russell, December 15, 2010, 5:07); and the
December 15, 2010 performance of “Give Me What I Want And Give It To Me Now!” in Northampton,
MA (Maryann Z, December 30, 2010, 1:11).
11. Songs like “Foolish Love” (1998), “Peach Trees” (2004), and “I’m Not Ready to Love” (2007) offer lyrical
examples of how Wainwright writes about love/fearing love prior to Lulu.
12. For a behind-the-scenes look at the process of staging Prima Donna that includes interviews with himself,
Kate McGarrigle, Martha Wainwright, librettist Bernadette Colomine, and other important players in the
production, see “Prima Donna: The Story of An Opera” included in the House of Rufus (2011) DVD/CD Box
Set.
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ARTICLES

Emancipated Spect-actors: Boal, Rancière, and the Twenty-FirstCentury Spectator
Susanne Shawyer
American playwright Ayad Akhtar (2017) recently argued that the antidote to new media
technologies is live theatre, in which individuals form communities of witness in a “relationship
unmediated by the contemporary disembodying screen.” Akhtar notes that audience members’
heartbeats can synchronize in response to live performance, and that this physiological effect
produces a collective theatrical experience. He asserts that this represents a powerful resistance to
new media’s project of monetizing individual economic behaviour; in other words, live theatre
transforms consumers into participant-spectators and creates community, thereby resisting the
isolation of the neoliberal economic subject. Akhtar offers a seductive picture of theatrical activism.
Merely attending theatre or watching a performance in a group could be an anti-capitalist act, one
that requires no labour of spectators beyond their presence in a collective live experience.
Akhtar’s essay was shared widely across my social media feeds by theatre artists and performance
scholars eager to embrace his utopian vision of theatrical participant-spectators who only need to
witness together to effect change. Yet as I read Akhtar’s argument on my own “disembodying
screen,” I was skeptical. Forming an audience community through physiological reaction seems too
simple an activist response to the complex reality of neoliberal capitalism in the twenty-first century.
The utopian moment he describes lacks intentionality and engagement beyond the theatrical. It is no
utopian performative, defined by Jill Dolan as a theatrical moment of hopeful collectivity that draws
attention to structural inequities, gestures to different possibilities, and can “critically rehearse civic
engagement that could be effective in the wider public and political realm” (2005, 7). It does not
represent Bertolt Brecht’s dialectical theatre where the “juxtaposition of narrative or ‘epic’ elements
with the dramatic action forces the spectator to adopt an active, critical role by comparing and
evaluating the different pieces of information” (Bradley 2006, 5). Instead, Akhtar’s collective
moment of resistance begins, and ends, in the theatre. It offers no tools for ideological critique and
encourages no political action outside of the shared experience. Nevertheless, his essay raises
questions about the responsibility and role of the activist theatre spectator, especially in a
contemporary neoliberal context. How does an activist spectator use the theatrical experience to
resist, and perhaps re-imagine, dominant norms? What is necessary to transform a neoliberal
individual consumer of theatre into a theatrical participant-spectator? How can individuals
participate in theatrical activism under neoliberalism?
Broadly speaking, neoliberalism refers to late-twentieth-century economic policies of deregulation,
free trade, privatization, and reduced state involvement in the economy, accompanied by an
ideological emphasis on individual freedoms. In A Brief History of Neoliberalism, David Harvey defines
neoliberalism as “a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can
best be advanced by liberating entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework
______________________________________________________________________________
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characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (2005, 2). This
definition emerges from Chicago School theories of economic liberalism; however, as Taylor C.
Boas and Jordan Gans-Morse point out, neoliberalism is a widely used and contested term,
employed in various ways in economic, political, and social theory (2009, 153).
This essay focuses on neoliberalism as ideology: a system of ideas that frame individual freedom
rather than collective responsibility as a fundamental social value. Of particular interest is the effect
of this ideology on the theatrical spectator as political activist. There is a clear tension between
neoliberalism’s emphasis on individual freedoms and the collective mindset necessary for political
activism. Neoliberalism’s focus on the individual, many scholars argue, produces a weakening of
political critiques of systematic oppressions. For example, Henry A. Giroux argues “a neoliberalism
that embraces commercial rather than civic values, private rather than public interests, and financial
incentives rather than ethical concerns” discards the collective responsibility to fight racial injustice
in favour of individual interests (2003, 195–96). Likewise, Harvey posits that there is a fundamental
incompatibility between community-oriented social justice values and individually oriented freedoms
under neoliberalism (2005, 41). Although Akhtar does not explicitly cite neoliberalism in his essay,
he articulates some of these same concerns when he mourns “the collapse of a vision of collective
well-being” (2017). Moreover, feminist theorist Chandra Talpade Mohanty notes that “questions of
oppression and exploitation as collective, systematic processes and institutions of rule that are
gendered and raced have difficulty being heard when neoliberal narratives disallow the salience of
collective experience” (2013, 971). When neoliberalism privileges the individual over the collective,
the result is a loss of civic values, an obscuring of systematic oppressions, and a devaluing of
collective experiences. This presents a problem for the activist theatrical spectator, who uses the
communal experience of theatre as a catalyst for resistance.
In this essay, I argue for a new understanding of the activist theatrical spectator who responds to the
tension between individualism and collectivity that neoliberal ideology creates. I propose the
“emancipated spect-actor,” a twenty-first-century spectator and theatre-maker who negotiates this
tension by means of individual interpretive aesthetic acts that offer collective alternative realities.
Akhtar (2017) suggests that a physiological response in a community of witness is a resistant act, but
the emancipated spect-actor does more than just physiologically respond to theatrical representation;
they re-imagine representations and share their imaginative proposals with others. As a participantspectator—both audience and artist—the emancipated spect-actor is a hybrid. As my portmanteau
indicates, the emancipated spect-actor combines two different notions of the participant-spectator:
the concept of the spect-actor drawn from Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed applied theatre
practice, and the idea of the emancipated spectator from the political and aesthetic theories of
French philosopher Jacques Rancière.
In the following, I first situate Boal’s notion of the spect-actor within the larger context of his
Theatre of the Oppressed practice; then I locate Rancière’s idea of the emancipated spectator as part
of his theoretical argument that politics is an aesthetic act. Next, I read Boal’s Theatre of the
Oppressed practice through Rancière’s philosophy to compare how each type of participantspectator interacts with ideology by disrupting representational norms. As I draw on Boal’s
characterization of theatrical activism as working within the subjunctive mood, I posit the
emancipated spect-actor as a combined Boalian-Rancièrean theatrical activist, focused on exploring
creative possibilities, who individually responds to the world with aesthetic and political propositions
to the collective. Finally, I argue that Emma Sulkowicz, the Columbia University student whose
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2014–2015 durational performance Mattress Performance (Carry that Weight) critiqued institutional
responses to sexual assault, offers a practical example of emancipated spect-actorship in action.
Although Boal and Rancière both explore aesthetics, politics, and spectatorship, they represent two
radically different approaches to theatrical activism: Boal’s theory of the spect-actor originated in
mid-century Latin American liberation struggles, whereas Rancière’s aesthetic theory of politics
emerges from contemporary Continental post-Marxist philosophy. Considering the two together
and finding points of connection is a dialectical process, a theoretical exercise engaged in paradox
and contradiction. As feminist media scholars Hester Baer, Carrie Smith-Prei, and Maria Stehle note,
the neoliberal self exists in a “paradoxical space defined by prescriptive normativity, on the one
hand, and the ideology of choice, on the other,” and activist art can get swept into “cycles of
resistance and consumption, meaning making and undoing, action and reaction” (2016, 3). But the
emancipated spect-actor takes advantage of the contradictory possibilities of this paradoxical space
to resolve social justice values and individual freedoms. They take deliberate aesthetic action that
points out structural inequities and calls forth communal experience. They offer hope—and a
practical model of twenty-first-century theatrical activism for resisting neoliberalism.
Theatre of the Oppressed and the Spect-actor
In the past decades, Theatre of the Oppressed has spread around the globe as one of the most
recognized applied theatre forms. Ever since Brazilian actor and activist Augusto Boal originally
theorized in Theatre of the Oppressed a radical participatory theatre in which spectators become actively
engaged in the performance as actors or as directors of the dramatic action, his work has been taken
up and developed by theatres, activists, and educators interested in social and political change. For
example, Vancouver’s Headlines Theatre used for over thirty years a Theatre of the Oppressedbased approach to engage community dialogue on topics such as poverty, racism, and sustainability,
while Theatre of the Oppressed NYC currently uses Boal’s Forum Theatre method to explore issues
of inequality and human rights. Theatre of the Oppressed techniques are also widely taught at
colleges and universities as warm-ups, acting exercises, and as part of theatre for social change
classes.
Although Theatre of the Oppressed emerged from activist theatre work with farmers and workers in
Brazil and Peru, Boal throughout his career adapted his practices and theories for changing contexts
and geographies. For example, in The Rainbow of Desire, Boal acknowledged the difficulty of
translating his method, created for opposing systems of dictatorship in Latin America, to modern
European democracies. Accustomed to “working with concrete, visible oppressions,” he felt
frustrated by privileged people who named things like isolation or a feeling of purposelessness as
oppressions (Boal 1995, 8). In response, he created the Theatre of the Oppressed therapy method
Rainbow of Desire, which focuses on individuals rather than a collective. This individual approach
was critiqued by practitioners who felt it did little to resist structural oppressions (Davis and
O’Sullivan 2000). As a reaction to the “individualist bias that became common in the practice of
Theatre of the Oppressed,” Boal then created Legislative Theatre, which broadens the examination
of oppressions beyond the individual to engage in structural analysis, and then investigated
Aesthetics of the Oppressed as a method of transforming lived reality using artistic explorations by
marginalized and oppressed people (Santos 2019, 195). As the growth of his practice into various
forms of theatrical political engagement demonstrates, Boal negotiated the communal and individual

Performance Matters 5.2 (2019): 41–54 • Emancipated Spect-actors

43

Shawyer

into a developing, changing theory of political aesthetics that responds to particular moments and
realities.
At the root of this expansive project is the notion of the spect-actor, the participant-spectator who
seizes the means of theatrical production. The spect-actor, as opposed to the spectator, participates
in the dramatic action in Theatre of the Oppressed: they might take on the protagonist’s role, test
out a variety of solutions to political problems, or alter the course of the drama. Brazilian playwright
and director Sérgio de Carvalho describes “political activation by the negation of the social condition
of ‘spectator’” as the “fundamental principle” of Theatre of the Oppressed (2019, 88); likewise the
editors of The Routledge Companion to Theatre of the Oppressed argue that the concept of the spect-actor is
“one of the core interventions” of Boal’s work (Howe, Boal, and Soeiro 2019, 1). In Theatre of the
Oppressed, Boal contends that passive spectators who have delegated power to dramatic characters
can be transformed into active political subjects when they become spect-actors (Boal [1979] 1985,
122). By possessing the means of theatrical production, spect-actors are able to represent their own
experiences of the world. By participating in creative production and telling their own stories as
protagonists in the dramatic action, spect-actors can challenge dominant representational norms.
Boal writes that “when the spectator herself comes on stage and carries out the action she has in
mind, she does it in a manner which is personal, unique and non-transferable, as she alone can do it,
and as no artist can do it in her place” (Boal 1995, 7). The spect-actor is therefore a unique political
actor, although their political interventions occur within the collaborative and collective framework
of a creative theatrical process.
The concept of the spect-actor carries within it a contradiction of sorts: a collective theatrical
experience is required for the individual to become a unique political actor. Contradiction is at the
heart of Theatre of the Oppressed, a praxis rooted in dialectical materialism. When the spect-actor
participates in the dramatic action by offering their own story or making changes informed by their
experience in the world, it is meant to question the authority of dominant voices and give agency to
the oppressed or marginalized spect-actor. Yet as Dani Snyder-Young argues in Theatre of Good
Intentions: Challenges and Hopes for Theatre and Social Change, spect-actors don’t always work toward
liberatory or progressive ends. Because their dramatic choices stem from their experiences and
understandings of the world, which may or may not be progressive, spect-actors may replicate
without critique familiar dominant norms (Snyder-Young 2013, 42–43).
Theatre scholar Philip Auslander also criticizes what he sees as a fundamental contradiction in Boal’s
concept of the spect-actor: it is premised on the self-consciousness of the individual spect-actor,
who engages with personal experiences for a similarly self-conscious audience of spect-actors as a
way to explore and critique structural, ideological experiences (1994, 125). Like Snyder-Young,
Auslander points out that the spect-actor cannot be assumed to be ideologically neutral. As spectactors test different ideological positions in the laboratory that is theatre, they “cannot exist outside
ideology,” but only choose among “different ideological masks” (131). These contradictions—
between the individual and the collective, between the personal and the ideological, between theory
and practice—are one reason that Boal frequently questioned and re-invented Theatre of the
Oppressed in different historical and geographical contexts. “The greatness of Augusto Boal’s
Theatre of the Oppressed project,” writes Carvalho, “stems from its ability to mobilize
contradictions” and to engage the dialectic between theory and practice (2019, 86). This dialectical
tension opens a space for the continual re-invention of the spect-actor, and a comparison to Jacques
Rancière’s emancipated spectator.
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Rancière’s Emancipated Spectator
Boal’s theory of the spect-actor was grounded in his theatrical practice as a playwright and director
for the Teatro de Arena de São Paulo and developed from his experiences working to improve
literacy in Peru and to end poverty in Brazil. He named his techniques Theatre of the Oppressed
partly as a nod to the liberatory pedagogy of Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), but also to
emphasize the importance of the struggle against oppression and inequality. Theatre of the
Oppressed therefore aligns with other progressive movements that work toward equality as an end
goal. But for contemporary political philosopher Jacques Rancière, equality is the starting point, not
the end goal, of democratic action. He starts with the idea that all individuals are equal because we
all have the capacity to think and the capacity to speak our thoughts, for example through
communication like speech or art or theatre. As philosopher Peter Hallward explains: “Rancière’s
most basic assumption is very simple: everyone thinks, everyone speaks” (2005, 26).
Nevertheless, human societies are fundamentally unequal because only some types of people are
authorized to think, and only some types of people are afforded the authority to speak their
thoughts. Even though our neoliberal capitalist democracies promise equal opportunity, individual
choice, and individual rights, Rancière points out that in actuality certain speakers or communicators
are favoured above others, and certain types of speech or communication are privileged.
Contemporary social media provides one example of the promise of individual choice repudiated by
an unequal authority to speak. Social media promises free opportunity to express oneself, but at the
price of privacy, personal information, and directed advertising. Social media also privileges some
speech and speakers over others, as women like Leslie Jones and Anita Sarkeesian have discovered
as the targets of sexist and racist attacks. Feminist media critic Sarkeesian regularly receives threats
of rape and death due to her online critiques of sexism in video games (Poland 2016, 147–48;
O’Leary 2012); and in 2016 harassers flooded the Twitter and personal website of comedienne Leslie
Jones with violent, racist, and sexist imagery after her turn in the film Ghostbusters (Izadi 2016;
Lawson 2018). For Rancière, there can be no democracy in a society where only some voices are
authorized to speak and to be visible (the oppressors) while other voices are dismissed (the
oppressed).
Because of his focus on intellectual equality, Rancière rejects any political theatre founded on the
idea that passive spectators must become active spectator-participants. These theatres, he argues, are
based on a premise of inequality: the assumption that “to be a spectator is to be separated from both
the capacity to know and the power to act” (Rancière [2009] 2011, 2). For Rancière, political theatres
rooted in the idea that passive spectators must become active spectator-participants are inherently
flawed, as they rely on a pedagogical movement from ignorance to knowledge facilitated either by
the author or the performers (8). In Rancière’s intellectually equal worldview, every spectator already
has the capacity to think and speak—“she observes, selects, compares, interprets. She links what she
sees to a host of other things that she has seen on other stages, in other kinds of place. She
composes her own poem with the elements of the poem before her” (13). In his model, the
spectator creates and interprets, as does the author or actor or the playwright or the designer. This is
the emancipated spectator, an individual who uses their ability to think and communicate to observe,
learn, and act in the world. “We do not have to transform spectators in actors,” he argues, because
“every spectator is already an actor in her story” (17). Spectators, actors, technicians, ushers, and
passersby are already engaged, thinking, and active as unique and intellectually equal individuals. In
his theory, the emancipated spectator does not need to control the means of theatrical production,
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because they have the intellectual equality to interpret and challenge the theatrical representations
they encounter. Even though they may exist in an undemocratic world that privileges the ideologies
of some groups over others, the intellectual equality of the emancipated spectator nevertheless offers
the possibility that they may recognize and resist ideology by means of spectating, comparing, and
interpreting.
Boal and Rancière offer two different understandings of activist spectatorship, emerging from two
very different contexts. Boal’s spect-actor developed from theatrical practice that was part of
revolutionary struggles in Latin America; his spect-actor controls the means of theatrical production
and acts within a collective creative experience to challenge dominant norms. In contrast, Rancière’s
concept of the emancipated spectator emerged from his elite education in Continental philosophy
under Louis Althusser at Paris’s École normale supérieure; his emancipated spectator represents a
theoretical idea of an activist individually responsible for ideological critique even if they do not
control the theatrical representation. When comparing Boal and Rancière, director and scholar
Rustom Bharucha finds Rancière’s arguments unconvincing because they are not grounded in
theatrical practice like Boal’s; he argues that “the absence of any engagement with the materiality of
oppression today makes [Rancière’s] opposition far too embedded within a predominantly
postmodern rhetoric and stylistics” (Mackey and Fisher 2011, 370). Moreover, Bharucha points to
Rancière’s position as a philosopher, rather than a theatre artist, when he writes that there “is no
evidence that Rancière has engaged beyond the European metropolis with actual practice in the
rough hinterlands of applied theatre” (371).
Bharucha’s suspicion of theory detached from practice echoes a common critique of contemporary
philosophy as too removed from material reality. For example, Mohanty argues that “radical theory
can in fact become a commodity to be consumed; no longer seen as a product of activist scholarship
or connected to emancipatory knowledge, it can circulate as a sign of prestige in an elitist, neoliberal
landscape” (2013, 971). When comparing Boal’s praxis and Rancière’s philosophy, Bharucha finds
Rancière wanting; in contrast, French theatre scholar Olivier Neveux uses Rancière’s theory of
intellectual equality to critique what he sees as the under-theorized inequalities in Theatre of the
Oppressed. Like Auslander and Snyder-Young, Neveux notes that Theatre of the Oppressed cannot
exist outside ideology; he argues that because Boal assumes that his techniques are neutral, and does
not recognize the inherent inequality embedded within them, Theatre of the Oppressed can never be
truly emancipatory (2014, 198). Both Bharucha and Neveux use the uneasy relationship between the
emancipated spectator and the spect-actor, and between theory and practice, as a springboard for
critique: the former to call out Rancière’s intellectual elitism and the latter to question Boal’s naiveté.
Despite the contradictions between theory and practice, their two quite different understandings of
active spectatorship, and scholarly criticism that their theories of spectatorship do not go far
enough, Boal’s work and Rancière’s theory do agree that there is a fundamental connection between
politics and aesthetics. As Brazilian scholars Pedro Augusto Boal Costa Gomes and Josaida de
Oliveira Gondar point out, politics and aesthetics are deeply intertwined for both Boal and Rancière
(2015, 202). They argue that because Rancière understands politics as an aesthetic process, an
ongoing disagreement with representational norms, Theatre of the Oppressed participates in
Rancièrean politics by using theatrical representations to question, test, and challenge these norms
(203). Gomes and Gondar acknowledge the different approaches of Boal and Rancière, but
reconcile them through their similar focus on the aesthetic dimension of politics. Considering
politics as an aesthetic and creative process can bring the spect-actor and the emancipated spectator
together.
46
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Politics and Aesthetics
For both Boal and Rancière, politics and aesthetics are inseparable. Rancière argues that aesthetic
acts can be political acts if they reconfigure how dominant ideologies represent the world. He uses
the term “police” to signify the systems that govern ways of speaking, systems which determine
whose speech and which types of speech are privileged (Rancière 1999, 28–29). This does not
specifically refer to the people tasked with regulating law and order but rather the more general
structures that identify subjects and determine if and where they are authorized to speak, to be
visible, to have rights, and to be included in the community (28–29). Here Rancière follows Louis
Althusser, who argues that this authority is constructed through Ideological State Apparatuses such
as communication, culture, education, religion, and family that promote, legitimize, and regulate the
ideology of the ruling class ([1971] 2014, 245). Because it determines who can speak and what can be
spoken, the police function governs representation. The police organize our perceptions of the
sensible—the world we experience through thought, speech, and the senses—through “the
allocation of ways of doing, ways of being, and ways of saying” (Rancière 1999, 29).
But if we have radical equality—if we all can think and all can speak—we all also have the capacity
to disagree with the police and the police’s representation of the world. Alex Means explains that in
Rancière’s philosophy, “aesthetics are what are proper to the field of politics; that is, they constitute
the fields of appearances and utterances which make up the political community” (2011, 1091).
Philosopher Jean-Philippe Deranty similarly notes that for Rancière, “art accomplishes the same task
as politics, namely to reorganize the accepted perceptions of reality” (2003, 137). Rancièrean politics
is the aesthetic action of disagreeing with and offering alternatives to the police’s representation of
the sensible.
Boal’s spect-actor also takes exception to what appears to be the “‘normal’ order of things” and
offers alternatives (Rancière [2010] 2013, 35). By controlling the means of theatrical production, the
spect-actor has an opportunity to make visible the concerns of marginalized communities that were
previously invisible in an oppressive system of power. For Rancière, this is the core of politics:
dissensus, “the demonstration (manifestation) of a gap in the sensible itself. Political demonstration
makes visible that which had no reason to be seen” in the existing police representation (38).
Dissensus is an aesthetic act that reshapes social and political space. It shares similarities with
Brecht’s alienation effect, which “consists in turning the object of which one is to be made aware, to
which one’s attention is to be drawn, from something ordinary, familiar, immediately accessible, into
something peculiar, striking and unexpected” (Brecht 1964, 143). But dissensus goes further. For
Rancière, it is not enough for the oppressed just to be heard, seen, or to offer transformative
representations of their society; they must be heard as authorized speakers whose speech represents
a redefined society. In other words, aesthetic acts must not only call attention to the oppressions of
police representation but also change them. They must be performative.
Boal famously called Theatre of the Oppressed an “ensaio da revolução,” most often translated into
English as a “rehearsal of revolution” (Augusto Boal Institute 2019; Boal [1979] 1985, 141). On the
one hand, “rehearsal” suggests that the practice maintains a theatrical frame that insulates its
aesthetic work from concrete political action. One critique of political theatre such as Theatre of the
Oppressed is that its theatrical frame prevents real world efficacy. Snyder-Young notes that political
theatre is bound by its theatrical, and ultimately fictitious, frame. She writes that while aesthetic
practices like Theatre of the Oppressed take place in spaces of metaphor and expressivity, “the
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drama workshop is not the street, the shopping center, the bar, the family dining room, the
corporate office, or the hospital waiting room—and so actions taken within its real context cannot
be expected to directly translate to these (or other) real contexts” (Snyder-Young 2013, 7). For
Snyder-Young, theatrical exploration of political contingencies remains within an aesthetic frame
distinct from the real world.
On the other hand, Boal’s use of the word “rehearsal” suggests a planned future doing of the action,
a move from practice to performance, with impact beyond the metaphorical space of theatre. In his
native Portuguese, the word “ensaio” can also mean a test, trial, attempt, or experiment (Houaiss
and Cardim [1987] 1993, 100). Carvalho writes that the symbolic action of spect-actor “is taken as a
collective proposition, a kind of trial and error, as a transition, the preparation of plans and gestures
to enact change, a way of pushing culture and society to improve” (2019, 89). The spect-actor not
only rehearses for the revolution but also tests ideas in the creative space, and offers proposals to
others participating in the collective experience.
The freedom and playfulness of the theatrical allow exploration in what Boal calls the subjunctive
mood, the realm of challenge, imagination, and creativity, “the comparison, discovery and
counterposition of possibilities” (2006, 40). Educational theorist Shari Popen likens this aesthetic
space to “imaginative geographies, in which opportunities for transitive knowing are freed up, rather
than over-determined by highly structured contexts and places” (2006, 126). This is a space of
inventive images, creative doubts, and fanciful imaginings. Here in the realm of the subjunctive,
disagreement with the police can be tested and creatively explored. Here is where spect-actors can
rehearse the revolution. In contrast, the Rancièrean police operate in what Boal terms the indicative
mood, the realm of power, agreement, certainty, and authority (1998, 80). But for Rancière, the goal
of democracy is not to establish a new police control but rather to represent those who are
unrepresented, to count those who remain uncounted in society. Because human society is complex,
each new reconfiguring of representation will struggle to represent every person, every voice, every
interest, every possibility. As American philosopher Tyson E. Lewis explains, for “Rancière, the
social totality is always divided against itself: every count is a miscount [and] the naming of the world
is never complete but always includes an excluded surplus” (2009, 295). Each reshaping of social and
political space struggles to authorize every speaker. In effect, Rancièrean democracy is a process of
dissensus that continually moves from the subjunctive to the indicative and back again as more and
more voices are heard and authorized.
The end goal of Rancièrean democracy is difficult, perhaps impossible, because our human voices
are so diverse, our desires complicated. Radical equality must be assumed at the start and the
representation of voices through authority continually negotiated, questioned, and expanded. And
here is where the spect-actor of Theatre of the Oppressed practice can contribute to a goal of
Rancièrean democracy. The marginalized spect-actor who tells their own story opens a space for the
questioning, challenging, and reconfiguring of representation by groups whose voices are unheard
and whose speech is unauthorized. If this process is constantly practised with the goal of authorizing
as many voices as possible, again, and again, and again, moving from subjunctive to indicative mood
and back again, then Theatre of the Oppressed can manifest Rancièrean dissensus as both a
rehearsal of revolution and a rehearsal that is a revolution.
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The Emancipated Spect-actor in Action
The bridge between Rancièrean democracy and a rehearsal for revolution is the emancipated spectactor, a hybrid participant-spectator who uses their intellectual equality and interpretative skills to
question police systems while also performing aesthetic acts that re-imagine which speakers are
authorized, seen, and heard. This is not the observational spectator of Akhtar, who synchronizes
heartbeats with others during the performance but then leaves the theatrical collective behind.
Neither is this the intellectually engaged Brechtian spectator who understands the contradictions
between ideology and oppression presented on stage and therefore is moved to resist them outside
of the theatrical experience. It is not that Boal’s spect-actor or Rancière’s emancipated spectator are
incapable of theatrical activism under neoliberalism; rather, the convergence of the two ideas also
allows for participatory theatrical activism that confronts neoliberalism both inside and outside of
the theatrical frame in both subjunctive and indicative moods. The emancipated spect-actor
intervenes in the problem of neoliberalism: they embrace their individual freedom of choice as an
intellectually equal interpreter of the world, but also call forth civic values by proposing alternative
representations, rehearsal of revolutions, to their community. To be an emancipated spect-actor is to
offer aesthetic possibilities to the collective in order to challenge police authority and the isolation of
the neoliberal subject.
One example of the emancipated spect-actor in action is the year-long performance art project titled
Mattress Performance (Carry that Weight) by Columbia University student Emma Sulkowicz (2014–
2015). To protest the institution’s attitudes toward sexual violence and lack of support for student
survivors, Sulkowicz carried a heavy dorm mattress everywhere she went on Columbia’s campus for
an academic year (Smith 2014; Taylor 2015). She felt that the university failed in its response to her
report that she was raped by a fellow student, whom a Columbia University disciplinary panel
cleared of responsibility (Taylor 2017). Over the year, she negotiated her mattress through
classrooms and dining halls, quads, and crowds. On the last day of the project, she carried the
mattress across the stage at graduation (Taylor 2015). It was a deliberate aesthetic act, a durational
performance that formed part of Sulkowicz’s senior art thesis project, and an attempt to create
something artistic out of a traumatic experience. Sulkowicz noted in her performance diary that “to
me, the piece has very much represented [the fact that] a guy did a horrible thing to me and I tried to
make something beautiful out of it” (Battaglia 2015). The performance also created an alienation
effect as the mattress, an object associated with the privacy of the bedroom, became unfamiliar in
public contexts. This alienation symbolized what many sexual assault survivors go through when
they report a violation of their person—their bodies, sexual and medical histories, character, and
values become material for public display. Carrying the mattress through public spaces demonstrated
the juxtaposition between public and private codes of behaviour and discourses around sexual
violence.
Mattress Performance (Carry that Weight) worked on multiple levels: it was both a solo artwork and a
participatory performance, and its target audience was as specific as the Columbia University
disciplinary board and as expansive as the broader community surrounding the campus in the
Morningside Heights neighbourhood of New York. As part of the project, Sulkowicz ruled that she
could not ask others for assistance carrying the fifty-pound mattress, but she could accept help if
offered (Mitra 2015, 389; Smith 2014). Performance scholar Shayoni Mitra notes that the material
weight of the mattress drew “attention to the extraordinarily difficult, weighty task of articulating an
adequate response to the original violation” (2015, 387). In practical terms, it also made the mattress
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difficult to manoeuvre. Sometimes Sulkowicz carried the mattress alone; other times, large groups of
supporters walked with her. One of her first offers of help came from a homeless stranger who saw
her struggling with the weight of the mattress (Battaglia 2015).
New York Times art critic Roberta Smith argued that “one of the most effective aspects of the piece is
the way it fluctuates between private and public, and solitary and participatory” (2014). The material
weight of the mattress and Sulkowicz’s real struggle to carry it invoked a collective experience, first
through the participation of others who helped Sulkowicz carry her mattress, and secondly by
proposing civic values to her audience community. Mitra contends that “their sharing of the weight
tilts the verb ‘carry’ away from a specific object to an idealist, metaphorical gesture, as this
performance enacts a call to collective action by the activist” (2015, 389). The performance called
attention to Sulkowicz’s isolation as a young woman alone labouring to carry an unwieldy object, as
a survivor whose account of sexual assault is not believed by the campus authority who has the
power of redress, and as a neoliberal subject with the freedom to express herself in public ways.
Mattress Performance (Carry that Weight) emerged from an individual interpreting their own experience,
but the performance also invoked the value of the collective and invited community members to
participate in Sulkowicz’s reframing of sexual violence discourse. Claire Bishop, writing about
contemporary participatory art, is skeptical that attempts to create or strengthen social bonds
through art can overcome neoliberalism’s primacy of individual choice. Bishop argues that political
participatory art that hails audience members as participant-spectators and attempts to inspire
individuals to take action for social change in fact supports the neoliberal agenda of diminishing
state responsibility for civic values (2012, 14). Mattress Performance (Carry that Weight) resists this
impulse because the performance is not predicated on creating social bonds: it can work as a solo
performance or as a collective performance. While it invites community, it does not require it. The
performance does not explicitly ask spectator-participants to take direct action for social change but
instead offers the opportunity to participate in an aesthetic act of alienation.
The use of alienation in Sulkowicz’s performance aligns it with the #MeToo movement aimed at
changing social and legal attitudes toward sexual violence. It is important to note that while
Sulkowicz’s project was widely discussed in print and online media, she created her performance two
years before the hashtag #MeToo went viral online. Mattress Performance (Carry that Weight) did not
explicitly use #MeToo language. Feminist activist Tarana Burke first founded the Me Too
Movement in 2006 to support survivors of sexual violence (Me Too, 2018), and the rapid spread of
the hashtag on social media in 2017 brought the concerns of survivors of sexual harassment and
violence to the forefront of public discussion (Ohlheiser 2017). Like Sulkowicz’s mattress on the
Columbia University campus, the phrase “me too” worked to authorize and legitimize in public
spaces survivors’ stories that previously had remained as private speech. The hashtag was also
alienating; its intervention into social media spaces manifested gaps in the sensible for consumerobservers who were previously unaware of the frequency and pervasive nature of sexual violence.
At the same time, the #MeToo movement attempted to reframe discussions of rape and sexual
violence from acts of individual responsibility into concerns for everyone. When individual social
media consumers posted #MeToo as part of a popular movement that acknowledged sexual
violence as a persistent problem, they reaffirmed what Mohanty calls “the salience of collective
experience” (2013, 971). Digital media scholar Candice Lanius argues that the #MeToo movement
attempted to “shift the blame away from the individual to the society that made sexual harassment,
assault, and rape both possible and permissible” (2019, 4). The alienating effect of the flood of
confessional #MeToo, like the alienating effect of Sulkowicz’s mattress appearing in spaces of
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public discourse, reframed representations of sexual violence. Although Mattress Performance (Carry
that Weight) was not explicitly a #MeToo performance, it worked similarly by drawing on personal
experience to highlight collective experience and thereby point out structural inequities.
As an emancipated spect-actor, Sulkowicz claimed the position of actor in her own deeply personal
story of feeling marginalized by the systems of authority represented by Columbia University and its
disciplinary board. Controlling the means of artistic production, she created an aesthetic response
within the subjunctive frame of an art project. In this subjunctive space where disagreement can be
tested and creatively explored, she encountered a variety of responses, from harassment,
puzzlement, and enthusiastic support from survivors’ groups (Smith 2014; Taylor 2015). In her
performance diary, which recorded reactions to the work and her analysis of the project, Sulkowicz
remarked on the interpretive openness of the piece, writing that “people think I was supposed to
have this warlike relationship with it and it was supposed to be this object that I was angry with, but
for me, that related to how people chose to read my piece rather than the way I lived with it”
(Battaglia 2015). For the nine months of her durational performance, she challenged the institutional
and representational norms that govern who is authorized to speak about sexual violence. When she
accepted assistance carrying the mattress, her performance became a collective act and called forth
values of empathy and community. And through aesthetic intervention in police representation,
Mattress Performance (Carry that Weight) attempted to authorize in the public realm the speech of assault
survivors on the Columbia University campus.
Like Sulkowicz, the emancipated spect-actor emerges as a hybrid twenty-first-century activist who
traverses both the subjunctive frame of performance and the indicative of police representation of
the world, taking aesthetic action in order to re-imagine whose voices are authorized to speak and to
be heard. As a neoliberal subject, working from an individual rather than collective stance, the
emancipated spect-actor interprets the world first and foremost from a personal or individual place.
Yet their political interventions resist the isolation of the neoliberal subject and highlight the
importance of community for social justice, future change, and the “long march toward a collective
protagonism” (Howe et al. 2019, 1). Boal and Rancière’s visions of spectatorship combine to form a
neoliberal participant-spectator who interprets the world individually, takes aesthetic action to
authorize the voices of the unheard in order to effect social or political change, and offers a model
for future activism.
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Staging the Gaze in Rimini Protokoll’s Situation Rooms
Melanie Wilmink
I am standing in front of a bright yellow door as my pulse begins to race. Stamped on the centre of
the door is a black number matching that of the digital tablet that I selected off a long, narrow table
moments earlier. The utilitarian black stencil and its lemon-coloured background are echoed on the
surface of the tablet; as I align my body with the door, I familiarize myself with the solid weight of
the digital screen awkwardly balanced on top of a wood-dowelled handle. After a few moments, text
captioning begins to fade in and out at the top of the image:
You will play 10 different roles.
My hand and your hand will merge. My
situation will become your situation.
Follow the film carefully. Stay with me, and
you won’t get lost!
Let’s go.
Let’s open this door together. (Rimini Protokoll 2014)
A hand enters the frame at the bottom of the screen, reaching toward the metal door handle.
Obediently, I extend my own hand to grasp the physical version of that same handle and pull the
door open.
When I enter, I step into a mausoleum. A marbled wall and bench are set out in front of me, and as
the video footage pans through a virtual duplicate of the space, I navigate both the screen and
physical versions of the environment simultaneously. The screen-image guides my body to a seated
position on the bench, facing the marbled wall with its various memorial trinkets, while I examine
the surfaces in an attempt to reconcile artificial surfaces with visual illusions. I bounce between
screen and space; the sensation is abrupt, confusing, and hectic, as my brain and body try to make
sense of all the stimuli. For a few moments, I sit still on the bench, taking in the environment while
my headphones begin to play the audio of man describing the memorial in front of me. He situates
me in the space of the mausoleum and then recalls his experience with death as part of a Mexican
drug cartel. As this audio plays, the video image flips between the doubled virtual set, archival, and
staged footage. While the sensation of distraction remained, I begin to settle into the story, trying to
focus on the narrator’s words and recollections.
Suddenly there is a noise from behind me, and as I look over my shoulder toward the sound, I see a
woman in a fedora pop through a door and run across the room to disappear into what had
previously been a solid wall. I do not remember her looking at me—instead, her gaze was focused
intently at her own tablet—but she must have been equally surprised by my presence.
She vanished so quickly that it could have been a dream.
______________________________________________________________________________
Melanie Wilmink is a PhD candidate in art history and visual culture at York University. Her research explores
the connections between spectatorship and exhibition spaces.
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These moments were my introduction to the interdisciplinary production Situation Rooms, by Helgard
Haug, Stefan Kaegi, and Daniel Wetzel under the banner of Rimini Protokoll. Most often described
as “theatrical” and produced within theatre festivals, this project brings together the staging of
theatre, cinematic mediation, and the spectatorial immersivity of art installation as part of what the
team describes on their website as a “multiplayer video piece” (Rimini Protokoll n.d.). Here, the
contexts of theatre, cinema, gallery, and video game collide to produce a highly unusual experience
of art experience.

Rimini Protokoll notes. Photo: Melanie Wilmink.

The question of what this new form of spectatorship looks—and feels—like anchors my larger
doctoral research project. It is a viewing situation that simultaneously wraps the spectator in an
unfolding aesthetic encounter while paradoxically disrupting that immersion by revealing the
construction of that experience. What follows here is an early draft for one of my dissertation case
studies, as a gesture of thinking-through that echoes the push and pull between experience and
criticality within the artwork itself. My writing describes and moves through images and memories in
order to understand how Situation Rooms produces its spectatorial effects. As part of the process of
building this understanding, I took the unusual tack of making paintings that filtered my memories
into a more concrete form. Together, the paintings, my related notes, and longer text make visible
some of the hidden labours that go into finalizing ideas and producing critical writing. Ironically, as
with so many preparation processes, the painting itself remains unfinished. The task of stimulating
the writing and shaping ideas was accomplished, and the image itself had to be set aside in favour of
the higher priority of writing the dissertation. Like this textual description of the work, it exists in
limbo, on its way to becoming something else. So, in the spirit of demonstrating my thinking-inprocess, I share with you some of these fragments, which have not yet become what they will be.
When I saw the work at Toronto’s Luminato Festival in June 2016, Situation Rooms was installed in a
defunct power plant called the Hearn. The space, which was decommissioned in 1995, has largely
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been left to decay except for its occasional use as a film set for dystopian movies1 (Luminato 2016).
In 2016, Luminato retrofitted the space for minor public use by cleaning some of the rubble,
stabilizing structural issues, and creating a temporary 1,200 seat theatre as well as a pop-up restaurant
(Flack 2016). Luminato maintained the industrial ambience of the space by cordoning off areas that
were not cleaned or were unsafe for public access and installed a variety of small, temporary art
installations and theatre productions within the larger maze of the industrial plant. The festival was
an exciting chance for spectators to experience the ruinous aesthetic of the building for themselves,
since the urban exploration of the Hearn was as much a draw as the art that was displayed. This sitespecific appeal certainly drove many of the curatorial choices of that edition of Luminato, and the
Situation Rooms set-piece fit well with the industrial aesthetic and alternative quality of the space as a
theatrical venue.

The Hearn. Photo: Melanie Wilmink.

Situation Rooms painting, layer 1. Photo: Melanie Wilmink.

From the exterior, the set-space of Situation Rooms looked ad-hoc, resonating with the industrial
surroundings in the Hearn. Plywood beams and sheets were painted gunmetal grey, with their
unfinished texture facing outward to reveal wall joints, piping, electrical work, and further
construction necessities. Other sections of the set revealed some of the interior set-space materials,
like the geometric screening from a middle-eastern themed room, a corrugated iron rooftop, shabby
window draperies, and a modern cityscape projected onto a fabric wall. These surface textures
stratified, stacking one story onto another, and creating the illusion of a haphazard shanty-town that
had organically developed out of these materials.
Since this set was primarily designed for a theatrical experience from the interior (where spectators
would be surrounded by an immersive and realistic environment), the gesture of revealing the
unfinished surfaces of the exterior created a tension between the interior and exterior of the set.
From the exterior, the set flats could be seen from the back-side, in an angle that is unusual within
theatrical staging. For the most part, stage sets are built to be seen from the immersive interior—
where the illusion of walls and landscapes are maintained by the smooth, decorated surface. In this
case, we see usually faces toward the hidden backstage of a theatre: the raw fabrication of the
structure that supports the decorated scenery. For exterior viewers, the normal operation of a
theatrical set is turned inside out, and access to the fictional world that plays out in the time of
performance is thwarted. For viewers positioned on the exterior, the set would never become a
theatrical experience. Instead, it was positioned as an object—as an installation art-piece that could
only be viewed, not lived in. Simultaneously, it was clear that this space was accessible to some
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human bodies; docents and technicians circulated behind the barrier, along with the audiences that
lined up to enter the space at the appropriate time. Occasionally one could also see bodies navigating
the interior of the architecture. The implications of this, however, are that the sets were navigable
from two sides: the interior immersive reality for the theatrical audience members and the exterior
distanced construction for the visual arts viewer.
Against the rough and worn textures of the set exterior and the Hearn’s architectural ruin, the yellow
doors of Situation Rooms contrasted sharply with this surface. The hue was warm and saturated, with
a glossy finish that seemed fresh and untouched by time and travel. These doors were tantalizing but
solidly refused access to the interior spaces that are hinted at through the wooden screens and
window portals. Only the chosen were allowed entry. The chosen included the twenty participants
who bought tickets to the performance event. The Situation Rooms narrative requires that each run
includes exactly this number, since there are moments where stories intersect and produce some
interactivity between spectators. To ensure a full run, rush tickets were used to fill any no-show
gaps, and failing that, one of the volunteer staff would step into the role of spectator. Although
there were twenty possible narratives, each spectator only rotated through a sequence of ten,
depending on which tablet they picked up at the start of the event. Most of these stories were also
experienced by several other spectators, but the order and timing differed so that participants were
arranged and guided smoothly through the space without colliding.

The Situation Rooms at the Hearn. Photo: Melanie Wilmink.

The theatrical experience was structured so that each spectator was given a unique role to play out in
their unique time, which would then cycle on to the next narrative so that the spectator could enact
ten different stories. This cycle produces a unique sensation of shared—yet fragmented—memory.
Throughout the “play,” spectators were aware of being both isolated in their individual narratives
and in a communal relationship with the other spectators who also shared the set-space. For the
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most part, spectators remained focused on their own narratives, staring intently at the screens for
navigation instructions and narrative content; however, it was impossible to ignore the fact that
other bodies were also circulating within their own stories. Occasionally, Rimini Protokoll also
arranged the sequences in such a way as to force interaction between the spectators, where one
viewer had to hand objects over to another, shake hands or otherwise acknowledge the living human
bodies around them. In these scenarios, spectators may have shared a sly look that recognized their
play-acting: their performance of instructions supporting a fictional narrative, while being
simultaneously present as spectators of a theatrical event.
Within my run of the production, some of the
most powerful moments occurred when the
presence of real spectators doubled the fictional
narrative, disrupting the forward momentum of
narrative. Early in my run, as I exited the doors
of the mausoleum to transition into a new story,
the video screen made me pause to gaze at a
bland-looking office hallway. As the image
turned my view from left to right, another spectator rounded the corner at the end of the hallway,
staring intently at their own screen. Simultaneously, a virtual character appeared on my tablet,
pointing a gun in my direction.
(the narrative pace of the video continues so quickly
that it’s hard to dwell on any weirdness - couldn’t
explore the hole she went through, or look very
carefully at sets because we were already moving on
to something else and if you don’t follow you get
lost)
– Wilmink reflective notes

My stomach clenched in visceral reaction to the synchronized appearance of spectator/character and
their doubled gesture of pointing the gun/tablet in my direction. This moment was entirely scripted
by the production, which timed and manoeuvred the movement of spectators perfectly. Similarly,
other moments incorporated actual interactivity between spectators and even props or set-pieces,
asking the spectator to pick and move objects or to pass objects or articles of clothing to other
spectators. In one scenario, I was asked to pick up a bullet-proof vest and help another spectator
dress in it. The weight of the jacket forced me to struggle with my tablet while awkwardly placing the
vest onto another human being. I made eye contact with the other spectator, and for a moment we
were bound in the gesture of “acting together,” of play-acting along with the narrative, but also
knowing that we were looking at it from the outside at the same time and remembering our role as
theatre-goers within the strange immersive fiction.
Later in the production, I was able to experience the other side of this equation, as the person being
dressed in the flak jacket. The sequential narratives produce exciting opportunities to see multiple
perspectives of the same situation, to observe how they change depending on the subjective
positioning. The play-acting of different roles is enriched by “seeing both sides” as it were. I could
feel the weight of the flak jacket resting on my torso, pulling at my shoulders and compressing my
breath. I recall being surprised by how heavy it was. My only other experience with bullet-proof
vests is through the movies—where actors wear them like fashion accessories, performing limber
stunts, and shaking off bullet wounds with ease. This was the first time it had occurred to me how
awkward wearing such an object would be. How it would constantly remind you of its presence, and
the ever-present danger that would necessitate wearing it. In this situation, I did not have to juggle
my video tablet as much—I merely moved it from arm to arm as my assistant did all the work.
Perhaps this enabled me to focus more on the physicality of what was occurring, rather than the
performative action I was required to take up.
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In moments like these, the experience of time became a loop. A tension developed between the
linear sequence of the different narratives and the recursivity of returning to something that you had
experienced previously, but from a slightly different perspective. Spectators saw the same thing play
out, recognizing their earlier experience as it impacted the new iteration. This gesture of looping
time resisted the linear flow from one story to another, disrupting the normal chronology of bodily
experience that moved in a continuity. Halfway through the Situation Rooms production, I came up
against a powerful example of this unstable positionality. As with the previous example with the flak
jacket, I encountered a temporal loop, transitioning from doctor to patient in a single gesture,
experiencing both the act of treating a body, and of being treated, in sequence.
As Volker Herzog (a surgeon from Doctors Without Borders), I began seated in a conference room
where I leafed through various briefing documents for his upcoming mission in Sierra Leone. From
there, I was asked to get up and walk into the next room, passing through a brightly patterned
African wax-cloth curtain and appearing in a temporary medical field office. In this brightly lit room,
the plastic walls moved softly as a fan blew warm air back and forth. Although I cannot be certain it
is true, I distinctly remember this space feeling warmer than other areas of the building. The air
drifted on my skin, and I immediately felt as if I had moved through space and time into a different
country. Further aiding this sensation was the striking smell of Dettol, which permeated the space.
While the other spaces in the set were extremely multi-sensory (lighting simulated outdoor
luminescence and shadows, and at one point spectators were asked to serve and eat a bowl of
borscht), this room struck me in particular. The smell of Dettol was for me what Roland Barthes
might call a “punctum,” the detail that “pricks” the viewer by engaging their personal, embodied
experience (2010, 52). Although its usual function is merely as a cheap antiseptic, Dettol is
imbricated into my personal experience and childhood growing up in South Africa. Because it is
cheap and easily accessible, this chemical was used everywhere from households to medical clinics,
and its powerful odour immediately grounded me in the sense of place that Situation Rooms was
trying to replicate. Even though Western countries like Canada have the same sterilization needs in
both homes and hospitals, Dettol does not seem to be the chemical of choice; perhaps it is outdated,
or simply replaced by North American products like Mr. Clean or Pine-sol.

Situation Rooms painting, layer 2. Photo: Melanie Wilmink.
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Beyond the smell was an entire immersive set-space that replicated a medical tent. In front of the
door a metal cabinet and table were covered with medical paraphernalia, and to the side stood a
hospital bed where one of the other spectators was already reclined. Through my headphones,
Herzog described his work life in Sierra Leone and asked me to mark Abu (the reclining “victim”)
with a sticker denoting the severity of his gunshot wound. Following Herzog’s gesture on screen, I
was supposed to reach out and pull a yellow sticker from a roll, and then walk over to the hospital
bed, where I again traced Herzog’s movement to place the sticker on the warm, and very real hand
of the spectator who was lying there with their eyes locked to their own digital screen. The
Abu/spectator quickly sat up and exited the room while Herzog returned to the cabinet. From there,
Herzog/I began to open cabinets revealing graphic medical photographs of men who have been
mutilated by the violence from the civil war, all the while narrating his treatment of those wounds:
“these face to face mutilations had a severe impact on me personally, and more than a gunshot
wound. Perhaps injuries administered by war-drones will touch me even less, because there is no
personal contact between victim and attacker” (Rimini Protokoll 2014). Herzog subsequently
instructs the spectator to take a seat on the hospital bed, where he/I reclined as he recalled that:
“these events haunted me in my dreams. As a result, I got up in the middle of the night to check if
my kids were still in their beds.” While I lay still on the sticky, plastic vinyl of the cot, Herzog went
silent, and the sound of crickets came up to merge with the sound of the fan that continued to move
air around the small tent. Herzog’s narrative slowly faded to black, and the story of Abu Abdu Al
Homssi faded into view.
On screen, I saw Herzog’s patient again, only this time he began to speak in Arabic, describing how
he was shot during a protest in Syria. I lay on the bed, looking down at the screen which showed
footage of Abu’s bloodied body from his viewpoint. From this position, my torso and legs aligned
with Abu’s, and I watched as the video oscillated between this footage and archival recordings of the
protests.
When the image came back from the protest, Dr. Herzog entered the frame. We (Abu and I) watch
him (Herzog and that spectator) grab a sticker and place it on our hand(s), and then Abu abruptly
instructs me to get up and exit the room, continuing Abu’s narrative in a different set-piece. This
moment is important because it physically doubles the same gesture—placing the sticker—from two
different perspectives. As with the previous example of the flak jacket, this move positioned the
spectator within two points of view simultaneously. As Abu, we received the sticker, but we also
recalled placing the sticker as Herzog just moments before. Abu’s narrative of being shot was tinted
with the earlier descriptions of violence and traumatic effects on the healer. Trauma was represented
as not just something that happens to immediate victims, but also has complicated effects on
everyone who interacts with the situation. It functions as a microcosmic representation of Rimini
Protokoll’s larger point that the arms trade operates with global effects on a variety of different
subjects, who are all intertwined.
During my experience of Situation Rooms, this effect was doubly underscored by a personal
coincidence. Although I had come to the performance with a group of people, we were separated at
the beginning to pursue our own paths through the set-space. Now, while I was lying on the bed,
trying to reconcile the graphic images I had just seen as Herzog and the bloody wounds of the
Abu/me body, my boyfriend walked into the room as the new Herzog. Focused intently on our own
tablets, we briefly made eye contact, and he enacted the same gestures I had recently completed.
When he walked over with the sticker, this encounter even further fractured beyond the
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spectator/character doppelgangers. His presence carried the deep connotations of our shared history
but was distanced by our focus on the narratives and our play-acting. As he placed the sticker, the
brush of his skin against mine was both familiar and perfunctory, moving quickly to keep up with
the pace of the video image. When I recently asked Luke about his memories of the Situation Rooms
(two years after the fact), he didn’t even recall this moment until I mentioned it, noting only that
there was someone else in the room when he entered as Herzog. He did, however, remember the
quality of the set-design in various spaces—including the mausoleum and the field hospital—and his
intent focus on framing the screen properly to ensure that he was aligning his movements as
instructed. Although Luke and I were similarly drawn to the intersections between the real and
virtual as well as the elaborate
- screening - dappled shadows in space, creates atmosphere. design of the physical
layering - subtle colours and depths that create dimensionality in
environments, and felt engaged in
room. - sitting in chair, back to window. Light coming in through
the overall production, it is
patterned screen, creating a sense of a fictional outdoors entering my
interesting to note that our
space. I could touch the light, see it affect my body. - but no such
attention was held differently. For
thing in the actual exterior inside the Hearn, clash of sensation.
– Wilmink reflective notes
Luke, the video narratives were
paramount, and aligning his body
to the images meant paying more attention to the screen than his surroundings, whereas my
attention was often directed toward the materiality of the piece and the way it was engaging
spectatorial bodies. There were many instances where I remember only half-listening to the video
narratives and struggling to pay attention to the content, but I distinctly remember the spaces and
interactions with other viewers.
Situation Rooms uses this clash between physical reality and the virtual image to create tension. The
viewer’s body is scripted like any other element in the production, controlling and synchronizing
their actions with the repeatable aspects of the event (video recordings, audio and lighting cues, the
introductions and other gestures of acting by the production staff, the physicality of the theatrical
staging, etc.). The spectator’s experience is staged for themselves, and for other viewers, as a key part
of the theatrical narrative. It is a situation that calls attention to the viewer’s actions within the
context of the work and their roles and responsibilities as a participant. Within the broader themes
of the production, the spectator is implicated in the same processes of the global arms race as the
figures we see on screen (who are themselves doubly complicated as real people who are acting out
versions of their own stories).
These entanglements drew me to the Situation Rooms as I selected case studies that centred viewers in
new forms of aesthetic experience. Just as the production staging at the Hearn showcased the
exterior seams of the set to passers-by while only showing the immersive interior sets to participants,
here the narratives function similarly by showing us the outside and inside of experience at the same
time. My dissertation writing aims to convey these effects in the case studies, tracing the way that
artworks make spectators think and feel simultaneously, and interior and exterior perception
coalesce. Through writing style, I try to approximate the sensations of being with the artworks,
tracing the flow between the moment-to-moment experience as well as the distance that comes with
stepping back to produce critical discourse. This performative writing is enacted through, and
grounded, by the fragments and processes I have staged in this paper, as something comprising
memories of experience, but also something that is always incomplete and in the process of
becoming something else.
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Close-up of Situation Rooms painting. Photo: Melanie Wilmink.

Note
1. Pacific Rim (2013) and Robocop (2014) are two of the most notable examples.
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Participant Spectator Meeting Places
Lucinda Coleman

Visual representation of Remnant Dance artists and work product, Myanmar, 2014. Photographer: A. Humphries,
2014. Reproduced with permission.

Terminology
Interconnection (n): to be joined or connected with someone in a complex or meaningful way. In my
practice with Remnant Dance artists, interconnection refers to physical connections on the “fronts”
and “backs” of the dancing bodies as well as “fronts” and “backs” as primary and secondary sites of
communication respectively.

Remnant Dance Artists, front and back, 2013. Photographer: A Humphries, 2013. Reproduced with permission.

Myanmar (n): a nation in Southeast Asia, also known as Burma. I have elected to use the name
Myanmar as it was the expressed preference of the children and adults at the Children’s Centre in
Yangon. Myanmar was the name adopted by the military junta of 1989. The name Burma was
associated with British colonial rule and is still the internationally recognized name used by the
international media and various nations such as the United States and the United Kingdom.
Burma/Burmese is the English version of the Burmese name for the country and people of Bama,
though in formal speech and writing, “Myanma” is preferred to “Bama.” “Myanmar” is a misspelling
of the official Burmese name but is acceptable due to common usage. The word is used as a noun
or adjective in Myanmar, and although scholars such as Jay Koh (2016) have altered the noun to
Myanmarese for use as an adjective, I consistently use “Myanmar” to refer to the nation and its
______________________________________________________________________________
Lucinda Coleman is an adjunct lecturer at the Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts, Edith Cowan
University, and a dancemaker with the Australian performing arts collective, Remnant Dance.
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people, as does the community in Yangon. I use “Burmese” only when referring to one of the
languages spoken by the people of Myanmar.
Thanaka (သနပ်ခါး): a yellowish-white paste made from finely ground bark of the Thanaka tree in

Myanmar and used as sunscreen or cosmetic cream on faces (and sometimes bodies) of female, and
occasionally male, people of Myanmar. Thanaka can be bought in a ready-made paste or the tree
branch itself can be bought on the streets, with the paste then made at home.

Thanaka being sold on a Yangon Street, Myanmar, November, 2013. Photograph: Lucinda Coleman, 2013.

Introduction
The Australian performing arts collective, Remnant Dance, has generated a body of interdisciplinary
artwork (2010–2018), devised through cross-cultural collaborations, that is distinctive for its
engagement with social and cultural concerns. During 2013–2014, a cultural arts exchange between
the Australian artists and youth from a Children’s Centre1 in Yangon, Myanmar, resulted in the cocreation of a body of visual and performance art work. The artwork included the film, Meeting Places,
made on location at the Centre and the famed Nagar Glass Factory, in collaboration with the
children. Danced movements between Australian and Myanmar individuals enabled space for
dialogue, and in being responsive to each other in the dance, allowed for connectivity and exchanges
of corporeal knowledge (Coleman 2015).
As project researcher, affiliated with Edith Cowan University, Australia, and dance-maker with the
performing arts collective, I was initially interested in investigating what might be communicated
through ventral (front) and dorsal (back) planes of action as zones of communication. By this, I
mean communication through front-facing engagement with other dancers and audiences, as well as
through back-facing explorations between dancers during composition, rehearsal and in
performance. Could spectators and collaborators be invited to experience participation in creative
work in such a way as to disrupt the (perceived) fronts and backs of the dance, and of the dancers?
Is the “front” simply the face of the dancer, or is it the frontline that separates performer from
spectator? In Myanmar, notions of the front and the back were equally developed, and in turn,
disrupted. Through creative disruptions, shared experiences through non-verbal modes of
communication ruptured many (often unspoken) expectations and generated space for mutually
equitable encounters.
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In the context of the cross-cultural collective work, the curious dynamic of collaborative activity
raised unexpected ontological questions about the act of dance-making and questioned borderlines
of spectatorship and participation in artistic endeavours. Such participatory art practices invited
(re)consideration of who is, and who becomes, the performer, maker, and/or spectator in acts of
art-making and performance.

Myanmar and Australian dancers engaged in improvised dance as part of the performance/installation of Meeting
Places, Children’s Centre, Yangon, April 19, 2014. Photographer: A. Humphries, 2014. Reproduced with
permission.

Throughout the research project, I found the experiences of participatory dance-making with others
continued to provoke deeper questions about artistic practice as an act of human engagement of
individuals, one to the other. As revealed in the following Remnant Dance blog, published on the
Remnant Dance website, I wrestled extensively with my responsibility to the Other throughout the
Myanmar Project.

Reflexive Wrestling
Elizabeth Grosz has observed “Knowledge is an activity; it is a practice and not a
contemplative reflection. It does things” (Meskimmon 2003, 151). I confess I have been doing
things. Painting in the void, I have been leaving things unsaid, whilst madly scribbling on the
body of my own self, and of others. A repository of ideas and of the doing of things, the body
has become an archive of memory and of the story of doing things that effect change.
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I have wrestled with this mark-making on self and others. My own critically reflective
practice has plunged me into reflexive approaches: a portal to analysis and review. I find I
have few words to fully describe the creative act-in-action effectively. Words strangle the
lightness; the feathered lightness of insight and of being. I think of Maggi’s written
observation:
Thinkers and artists grapple with this unregulated realm of yet-to-beknowledge, straining to delineate incipient patterns in the flux through
whatever means of articulation might be at their disposal (Phillips 2014,
285).
I hold the thought that reflexive approaches invite an experience of the unknowable other
through the creative act and the art work itself. I insert myself into the narratives of others,
knowing that “reflexivity is always part of a necessary uncertainty . . . ‘remainder’ between
the visible and the invisible, the present and absent” (Stronach et.al. 2013, 288). I am alert. I
miss Maggi. I recall remnant acts of making in which the creative risk forged connections
sometimes elusive, sometimes clear. Each has been infinitely precious and absolutely
terrifying.
In the past years of Remnant Dance practice, I have been exploring borderlines and surfaces,
both physically and metaphorically. My intention has been to look through glass fronts: to
shatter them if possible, in order to encounter the perspectives of others. I have been
shocked at how often my own reflection is all I have seen.
In Myanmar, I looked away. But there were glass fronts in every direction. When I closed my
eyes, small fingers nudged their way into my large hands hanging limply by my own form,
inert and stuck. Surprised by touch, I could look in another direction and found myself
within large smiling eyes, framed by white Thanaka on brown cheeks and wordless
connection through the movement of one small body towards that of my own. As my fingers
closed gently around the brave, bold hand, I responded to the tug and turn of this quiet
body, and was led in a different direction in the world I thought I had entered.
As a reflective practitioner I am responsive, reflexive and uncomfortable; present in this
moment. I continue to wrestle with knowledge, both spoken and unspoken. There is an ache
for what has been, yet traces remain. We are connected, you and I. Marked by colour,
framed by text, we are telling the story of our wrestling together.
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Image: Remnant Dancers in rehearsal, Australia, 2015
Photographer: Lucinda Coleman, 2015, photograph used with permission.
Coleman’s lucid blog 1: Reflexive Wrestling, October 2015.
http://www.remnantdance.com.au/index.php/connect/lucis-bloga-lucid-look-at-life/289-reflexive-wrestling.html.

Myanmar Meeting Places
The contemporary dance film Meeting Places evolved as an artistic response to interconnection
through collaborative dance-making in a community grappling with needs beyond my
comprehension. Myanmar’s history of political oppression and a history of isolation from the
outside world, in addition to political persecution, economic disparity, and sectarian and nonsectarian violence, has had a devastating impact on basic human rights (Aung San 2010; Long 2016)
and the development of the arts in Myanmar (Carlens 2015; Chan 2014; Diamond 2009; Xuan Mai
Ardia 2015).
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Street in Yangon, Myanmar, November 2013. Photograph: Lucinda Coleman, 2013.

In planning to work artistically in Yangon, I was aware I was entering a nation of incredible
complexity. There are approximately 120 different ethnolinguistic groups in Myanmar, the majority
grouped as follows: 69% Bamar/Burman, 8.5% Shan, 6.2% Karen, 4.5% Rakhine, 2.4% Mon, 2.2%
Chin, 1.4% Kachin, 0.4% Karenni. I was confronted with a context that was not only complex but
also potentially difficult for participants. Koh reflects on his experience of staging his interactive
street performance, Public Acts, in Yangon (1998), saying that “as a performance, it could be seen as
intervening and subversive of the oppressive political conditions in Myanmar that restricted
interaction between foreigners and locals” (2016, 9) despite his intention to simply establish a
dialogic exchange with others. While my intention was not political activism, the artistic act was
(arguably) political in this context. So, I began quietly: a gesture of moving towards, or in the words
of Emmanuel Lévinas, to pursue proximity with my neighbour, so that “maternity, vulnerability,
responsibility, proximity, contact–sensibility can slip toward touching, palpation, openness . . .
informing itself about the palpable quiddity of things” (2013, 76).
I began by visiting the Children’s Centre located in Yangon, Myanmar, in 2013. My intention was to
meet with members of the community to prepare for Remnant Dance artists’ facilitation of creative
workshops in early 2014. The proposed workshops would allow for material for the dance film to
emerge organically in response to what ideas and stories the children wished to share with the
Australian visitors. The Centre was lively and filled with voices, movement, and busy activities.
In contrast, the Nagar Glass Factory was quiet: poignant with history. As I had expressed an interest
in the Myanmar historical document the Glass Palace Chronicle (Tin and Luce 1960), it was suggested
the Nagar Glass Factory might be an inspired choice as a second site for filming, both for its
abundance of glass objects and because the site was well-renowned in Myanmar. A family-owned
business for nearly seventy years, the factory was closed after the destruction of the site by Cyclone
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Nargis, which devastated Myanmar in 2008. The following 56-second video clip shows a pathway I
walked on my first visit to the site. It offers a glimpse of my first encounter with the multitude of
abandoned glass objects, which spoke to me of untold stories in Myanmar’s history. The embedded
video below shows the Nagar Glass Factory site.

Pathway at the Nagar Glass Factory, Yangon, Myanmar, November, 2013. Videographer: Lucinda Coleman, 2013.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F24Ex3igqYA.

During artistic workshops, as well as filming for the contemporary dance film, each Australian artist
contributed to the final creative work, as did each Myanmar child. In the act of meeting and
collaborating, we encountered “the other in the same” (Lévinas 2013, 111) and recognized that there
“is always something simple in an ethical act” (Žižek 2002, 113). Sometimes these ethical acts of
“meeting” with the Other came in incredibly pragmatic forms. For example, before we could begin
filming at the Nagar Glass Factory, it was necessary to buy shoes for the children but impractical to
take them shopping. With a few sheets of paper and a pen, we were able to trace the small feet on to
paper and take the drawings to a local shopping centre.
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Drawings tracing the Myanmar children’s feet, Myanmar 2014. Photograph: Lucinda Coleman, 2016.

However, this pragmatism also extended to something else entirely. As the Remnant Dancers tried
matching paper shapes with actual shoes, each Australian began considering what colour, brand,
shape (including what colour shoelaces), each child might like best. I observed that the shift came
not because it was a safety issue (although it was), but because we had met, encountered and were
beginning to know the likes and dislikes of the children. There was something simple yet beautiful
about this moment: in Lévinas’s words, this was the ethics of “I am another for the others” (2013,
158).
Whether the dance film, which resulted following these encounters within artistic workshops, is a
documentation artifact of the collaborative process or a product of collaboration is at times difficult
to evaluate. I argue it was both, simultaneously: an Act of an act, because “an Act is always a specific
intervention within a socio-symbolic context” (Žižek 2002, 152). I trust that the film as an artifact
generated small disruptive traces: expressions of something “real” in genuine and important
moments between people of vastly, differently lived experiences.
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Rehearsal at the Nagar Glass Factory in Yangon, Myanmar, March 2014. Photographer: A. Humphries, 2014.
Reproduced with permission.
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Creative Workshops
Creative workshops at the Children’s Centre invited willing individuals to participate in art-making
activities, which led to and included performance outcomes. In listening and responding to each
other, participants became performers at times and spectators at times: a hybrid space generated for
the doer/watcher to encounter the Other, as new connections were made through the language of
artistic practice.
Connections
On our first day at the Children’s Centre in Yangon, Myanmar, Remnant Dance artists
invited children to sign up for one of five creative workshops: dance, music, visual arts,
photography and costume design. Along with 23 other boys and girls, a tall 13-year-old boy
turned up to dance. Throughout the following week, his attendance fluctuated for group
activities, but he always turned up to dance. This quiet young man was lost in a sea of
bodies most of time we were there. I tried to seek him out to speak to him in my halting
Burmese. He always ducked away, grinning sheepishly at this foolish Australian woman
attempting to have a conversation in a foreign language. I laughed; he laughed: we accepted
we could not communicate. Except that he could dance.
During movement exercises designed to facilitate sensory awareness of another person,
this young boy suddenly had a lot to say. At first, like all the children in the dance
workshops, he grinned self-consciously when beginning to move with others. He avoided
eye contact, ducked his chin and observed what was happening before participating.
Gradually, with many friends cheering him on, he would launch himself into a form of breakdancing; almost as a way to clear his throat. In small groups and partnering work, he
responded intuitively to gesture and when my turn came to mirror his movements, he was
gentle but sure in his movement choices. As we danced together, he began to tell me how
he felt. With the slow arc of a curved arm he invited me to listen. With the contraction of
his torso, and the tilting of his head, he challenged me to stretch beyond my own limited
reach.
He looked me straight in the eye, hands splayed and parallel to the floor, a pulsing rhythm
daring me to look beyond our differences. I followed. I didn’t avert my gaze. His face
opened; mine softened. He played with spatial dynamics, telling me what this day was like
for him. He let go and flung backwards. I nearly broke my back following as he stretched for
the sky, trusting to hope. In reaching beyond the physical space we both shared, we
discovered there was much to say through our language in common. Even stranger than
that, this exchange allowed for one of the clearest and deepest conversations I have had
during our time in Myanmar.
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Image: Warm-up movement activities, Yangon, Myanmar, 2014
Photographer: Ellen Avery, 2014, photograph used with permission.
Coleman’s lucid blog 2: Connections, March 2014. http://www.remnantdance.com.au/index.php/connect/lucis-blogalucid-look-at-life/239-dance-without-dancing.html.

In addition to creative workshops in dance, costuming, and film, children could elect to participate
in sessions on photography. The photos taken by the children and Australian artists offer a visual
record of engagement, creation, and performances. These images tell a story of what interests the
children (and adults) and are part of artistic research as “the articulation of the unreflective, nonconceptual content enclosed in aesthetic experiences, enacted in creative practices and embodied in
artistic products” (Borgdorff 2010, 47). The images invite engagement with a reality that is best
represented through a visual medium, and in this case, of subject material that interests the children
at the Centre, as illustrated in the photograph below.
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Photograph taken by a child during photography workshops, Myanmar 2014. Photographer: Myanmar child, 2014.
Reproduced with permission.

The Myanmar children together with Australian artists improvised to create new images, new music,
new dance, and new artworks, and also uncovered new insight into the characters of co-creators.
The act of making, listening and responding together invited the creation of new sounds in the
spaces between, deepened knowledge of another person, and delighted each individual in the
creative act. For example, music workshops were directed by the child-participants who created
music and lyrics with collaborating support from a Remnant Dance artist.
I find that the sound of the in-between spaces of art-making develops its own rhythm and restores
meaning to disembodied words. In listening and responding to sound, story can be restored through
voice, and the rhythm of a moving body to conjoin meaning back with word. The following twentysecond audio sound, made by children during improvisational activities in a music workshop, invites
listening for meaning through clapped rhythm and voice. The photograph is of the children’s words,
which they brainstormed before creating sounds to accompany what would later become lyrics for
the song used in the dance film, Meeting Places.
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Myanmar children making music with hands and voice, Yangon, March 2014. Image: Words for Myanmar song,
Yangon, March 2014. Sound recorder: Charity Ng, 2014. Reproduced with permission.

Children interested in visual arts explored the theme of identity using paper from the Centre and
glass objects retrieved from the Nagar Glass Factory. The children began to explore surfaces, telling
their stories in written and visual mediums on uneven objects and forms. They explored notions of
home by making maps and tracing the form of each other on sheets of paper, as well as writing
and/or drawing their stories on smaller pieces of paper. Later the smaller paper stories were rolled
up and tucked into glass objects to create art pieces for installation.
I had initially seen the glass from the Nagar Factory as a metaphor for frontlines of communication,
something that had a tangible front and back. Instead, these remnant glass pieces were often curved,
coloured fragments with rough or smooth edges. Cradled by the child-artist, they became vessels to
hold their stories: both the hidden and official transcripts of their lives as Myanmar youth. These
fronts arced with curling secrets, lit from within and protected on the outer. The glass objects were
fragile and when suspended from trees were in danger of falling, but they didn’t. The following
collection of photographs reveals the diversity and beauty of the children’s glass art objects. Along
with the painted glass pieces, these photographic images were printed on transparent paper and
rolled into tubular “lanterns” to be looped in tree branches alongside the original glass artworks
made by the children.
Throughout the creative workshop activities, the boundaries between performer and spectator
dissolved in the act of dancing, singing, filming, and creating together. The experiences of Australian
artists and Myanmar children dancing together evolved so that we simultaneously became creators
within and listeners of another culture. Hybrid spaces generated in/through acts of art-making,
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exhibiting, screening and performing disrupted culturally syncretic tendencies, allowing us to see
each other as human: each a living being momentarily engaged one to the other in dialogic exchange.

Collection of glass objects with hand-written stories made by children, installed as art objects, Yangon, April 2014.
Photographer: A. Humphries, 2014. Reproduced with permission.
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The eighteen-minute contemporary dance film
[Meeting Places]
profiled the encounters in Myanmar and had its international premiere as part of the performance
and visual arts exhibition tour
[Land of Glass, Land of Mirrors], pronounced Hpan
Myay, Hman Myay, in Yangon, April 18–30, 2014. The dance film emerged as a representation of the
everyday experiences of the children and, simultaneously, an other-world of hope, possibility and
mystery, as individuals encountered the Other in dance and movement. Participants’ experiences as
spectators and as performers were enhanced by inhabiting the space between making the film and
watching the film. Embodied connections generated a place of understanding and curiously were
endlessly evolving, never quite finished but in a state of ongoing performance. The interplay of being
and time through art-making highlighted the interconnectedness of body, space, and place. Within
the dance film genre, embodied knowledges were communicated through movement language
oriented towards connectivity, which was shaped through contemporary technologies. Our danced
exchanges moved beyond a point of empathic insight and rapport to a place of respect in which we
revealed something of ourselves beyond the reflective dance, through affective engagement.
Lévinas speaks of finding oneself by losing oneself in the Other (2013). In dance-making, gestures
towards the Other act as sites for interconnection between dancers, between audience and
performer(s), and between choreographer and dancer and audience, as well as within the performer’s
internal dialogue. As we collaborated through conversational gestures that spiralled through everincreasing levels of technical complexity, the language of our dance became distinctive as a language
of listening and responding to each other in the dance, and to ourselves on film. In this experience
of dance-making for film, philosophical questions were raised concerning the very nature of
spectatorship.
The subsequent performances on tour in Myanmar invited audience participation, at times physically
and other times as an open invitation to engage with concepts presented in the dance. Umberto Eco
explains, “the author offers the interpreter, the performer, the addressee, a work to be completed”
(Bishop 2006, 36). I understand this sense of completion as a kind of openness, and within that a
locating of what Lévinas might refer to as the infinite within human form, which arguably ensures
each one of us accountable for what we have encountered through the artwork. There are unlimited
possible responses to a piece of art, but at the heart of kinaesthetic empathy is the implication of
obligation to “complete” the work. Performance events at the Children’s Centre on April 19, 2014,
offered an informal context for the second screening of Meeting Places as part of the art installation
and live danced work. This environment held most closely to my developing philosophy of dance,
which was at once an artistic experience and a community event, combining attendees in roles as
both spectators and participants.
On reflection, the screening of Meeting Places was a communal performance experience for the
audience that highlighted how dance-making that invites conversation through collaborative
practices also invites audience engagement with social issues. I argue that the premise of
engagement through multi-art forms created a place for the movement towards a language in
common for dialogic exchange. The premiere screening of Meeting Places in Yangon, with the
children as special guests, was a powerful part of the dialogue of meeting which formed the core of
this project. The children’s art installation framed the performances of the everyday experience of
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the children while the dialogic encounter moved across a screen in the dance. The screening now
functions as part of an archived discourse on an exchange of story.

Audience members at inaugural screening of Meeting Places, Yangon, April 18, 2014. Photographer: A. Humphries,
2014. Reproduced with permission.

Participant/Spectator
The complete artistic body of work which emerged during the making of the film became a flexible
multi-disciplinary performance exhibition, ready for touring. The full body of work, also entitled
Meeting Places, was presented in two contexts later in Australia (November 2014). With funding from
the Fremantle Festival in Western Australia (WA), the dance film was projected on walls of buildings
and in cafés in the town of Fremantle. During the public screenings, Remnant Dance performers cut
shadows through the projection and invited audience members to engage in dance-making through
moving together: with both Australian and Myanmar (on film) participants. The dance/film
installations on the streets of Fremantle invited new audiences into temporary performance spaces.
The images below were captured during the film projection on an external wall of the Fremantle
City Council building, WA, November 1, 2014.
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Remnant Dancers performing with dance film projected on building, Australia. Photographer: A. Humphries, 2014.
Reproduced with permission.

In the first screening of the dance film, Meeting Places, in Australia, the film was projected on the wall
inside a popular hotel in the heart of the town, along the cappuccino strip. Individuals hung off the
bar, and small groups of men and women were clustered around circular tables, drinking, laughing,
and talking. When the house music was unexpectedly cut, a small ripple of silence alerted patrons
that something unusual was about to happen. As the projected film drew the audience’s attention,
three Remnant Dancers moved through the space and began a combination of choreographed
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movement and guided improvisation. Quite suddenly, the unsuspecting audience, compelled by
curiosity, began watching the film and even more curiously, responded to mirroring gestures with
movement. Spectators were physically encouraged to move with the dancers, generating shadows
across the Myanmar dancers projected within the Aussie pub. I was captivated watching the bent
forms of grey-haired men willingly respond to the approach of dancers and surprised when a man’s
hand unfurled from a beer glass, splayed fingers following the pattern of a dancer’s hand as it carved
through space in the room. There was no evidence of discomfort or embarrassment. There was only
a sense of what I understand to be a wonderfully naïve curiosity coupled with a shared humanity and
significantly, because of the Myanmar images, of our shared humanity with a world beyond our own
cultural borders. Beyond the individual body is the body of a community which, in my experience,
can be responsive to the invitation to connect with others.
The pop-up dance film installations occurred over three nights in three sites in Fremantle. The
Remnant Dancers engaged with pedestrians through dance, inviting audience responses in and
through movement, as illustrated in the photograph below. The interaction was not gimmicky;
rather, integrated into the choreography, there were sections of dance where the performers made
improvised choices.

Remnant Dancer (L) engaging with audience member during performance on Fremantle Street and (R) film
projection on external restaurant wall. Photographer: A. Humphries, 2014. Reproduced with permission.

Interestingly, a common feature of public film screenings in both Myanmar and Australia was the
eliciting of delightful chuckles and smiling from audiences. Marsha Meskimmon has commented
that “strategic use of humour brings spectators into an unfamiliar territory and enables them to
communicate across cultural differences” (2003, 47) and this certainly resonated with me at the
inaugural film screening in Yangon and later on the streets of Fremantle. In Myanmar, there were
peels of laughter from the Myanmar children as they watched the film for the first time. Initially, I
was confused as to what the children found humorous, but through a translator, I discovered that
the children had in fact been performing for the camera and knowingly utilized movement that
would make their peers laugh when watching the film. There is nothing quite like being surprised by
the ironic cheekiness of a young child.
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There was also a delightful sense of the mundane made special through framing the everyday as
dancing. For example, the making of Thanaka, as utilized in the film, was considered unusual. What
we, as outsiders, had thought was a special and unique ritual was actually considered a mundane
domestic task, comparable to watching someone clean their teeth or wash dishes in a sink in an
Australian context. In the words of an audience member interviewed after the premiere, “I think this
is the special dance that included everything like you know, we never think that making Thanaka it
would become a music, or like dancing . . . pushing, or using all the roads or playing on the streets,
that’s becoming dancing to us. We could do that” (personal communication, April 18, 2014).
In Australia, during the film screenings on the streets of Fremantle, I noticed a similar use of
culturally specific modes of communication that drew humour, though this time it was the dancers
moving amongst audiences, startling them or drawing them to engage in physical action that led to
self-conscious yet delighted laughter. Meskimmon notes that
the involvement of the audience is as significant as the performance of the
masquerades; the community is constituted anew each time the dances are enacted
between these constituencies. This kind of participant engagement is crucial to
conceiving histories and cultures in process and acknowledging that subjects are both
mapped by social structures and rules which precede them, yet capable of negotiating
these maps through their own creative agency. (2003, 44)
Dance is participatory, inviting intercorporeal exchanges between viewers and works.
The following short video clip offers a glimpse of some of the locations, and the interactions
between people during the three installed performances of Meeting Places on the Streets, 2014.

Edited clip of Meeting Places on the Streets, Fremantle, November 2014. Filmed and edited by Stephen Ng, 2014.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JeXYJAc1vUI. Reproduced with permission.
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The final installation performances of the complete artistic work were held in a gallery in Fremantle,
November 6–9, 2014. New Australian audiences were invited to reflect on artwork and
contemporary dance pieces, as contextualized with the screening of the film. The projection of the
dance film amidst an exhibition of visual art pieces, along with contemporary dance work in gallery
spaces, beckoned individuals to transcend cultural boundaries to consider the perspectives of others.
Each of the five performance experiences, over the four days, was designed to invite audiences to
experience connectivity with others, and as one dance critic observed, “the collaborative nature of
the work was evident even before we negotiated the stairs leading to the performance space” (Flavell
2014, para. 2). Performing arts students from a secondary school involved in donating soccer boots
for the Myanmar children hosted each performance event. The students also took photographs of
the experiences as they wished, as evidenced in the images taken by a school student below.

Remnant Dancer interacting with artwork, Meeting Places, Australia, November 2014. Photographer: Tallulah
Southby Osborne, 2014. Reproduced with permission.
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The Remnant Dancers were themselves installed as living artworks in the gallery, integrating Perspex
sheets in held positions as the audience arrived at the performance venue. As the audience moved
through the pathways of the gallery, the dancers also moved to interact with individuals, the visual
artwork, and each other. The visual art pieces were curated in order to encourage audiences to move
through the labyrinthine spaces of the gallery. The photographs to follow express the integration of
bodies and artworks.

Remnant Dancers performing Meeting Places, WA, November 2014. Photographer: Tallulah Southby Osborne,
2014. Reproduced with permission.

Original music accompanied the audience movement as dancers also began to move, interacting
with the audience, seemingly melting natural reserve and inviting the spectator to experience
interconnection through collaborative dance-making. As can be glimpsed in the short video to
follow, audience members were invited to engage directly with bodies and artwork, and along with
the performing artists, to reflect on what meaning was conveyed through the performance and
exhibition of the work of Meeting Places in Australia.
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Edited clip of Meeting Places, Fremantle, November 2014. Filmed and edited by Stephen Ng, 2014.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J_vJbpKMuis. Reproduced with permission.

Conclusion
Movement has the capacity to evoke corporeal knowledge and wisdom and physically engage
individual audience members in danced movement reminiscent of spoken dialogue. Through
movement languages that can be both resistant and gentle, spectators have the opportunity to
encounter (in a participatory manner) fresh perspectives on interconnection through creative
practice and experience viscerally the power of artistic practice to invite social engagement. The
corporeal language of dance invites intimacy and “facilitates interpersonal and social relations as it
shapes bodies” (Hamera 2007, 5). The artistic work of Meeting Places and subsequent touring in both
Myanmar and Australia invited individual human beings to consider the meaning of artworks that
invite spectatorship-as-participation, complicating the roles of audience member/artist,
spectator/participant, observer/dancer. The invitation to join the dance invokes delightful
engagement of one individual responding to the person of another individual as an artist, wholly
human.
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Note
1. The term “Children’s Centre” is preferred by the residents to the earlier term “Orphanage” to describe the
facility. I have omitted the specific name of this particular Children’s Centre to respect the children’s
anonymity.
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ALL NIGHT CHECK:

Beautiful Young Ladies to Perform for You
Angela Sweigart-Gallagher and Melissa C. Thompson

Inspired by the writing on a historical brothel coin, ALL NIGHT CHECK: Beautiful Young Ladies
Perform for You was created and performed by Victoria P. Lantz, Angela Sweigart-Gallagher, and
Melissa C. Thompson under the auspices of the Wandering Uterus Project. ALL NIGHT CHECK is an
interactive performance experience that delves into the nature of sexual display, personal agency, and the
gendered expectations of desire.
Alternately lively, comic, and sexually disappointing, ALL NIGHT CHECK seeks to explore the ways
in which women and feminine-presenting people are increasingly assumed to be willing to become the
objects of male fantasy—regardless of their own particular set of wants—and perform men’s desires before
them. This issue has gained a special urgency in a digital age in which our online presence and ways of virtual
connection blur with our lives in “meat space,” from the clichéd assumption that a woman Internet dating will
be happy to text nude selﬁes to strangers “sliding into DMs” on Twitter. ALL NIGHT CHECK creates a space
to confront, play with, and talk back to this phenomenon (and our audience) with a wink, a nudge, and a little
bit of bite.
Through close descriptions of audience encounters, photos, and audience feedback in the form of
reviews, overheard comments, and customer surveys or ballots, we use the following pages to explore
how audience members have engaged with and responded to the piece in its different incarnations.

______________________________________________________________________________________

Angela Sweigart-Gallagher is an assistant professor of Performance and Communication Arts at St. Lawrence University.
Melissa C. Thompson is an assistant professor of Performing Arts at the University of Maine at Farmington.
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ALL NIGHT CHECK:
Beautiful Young Ladies to Perform for You
PerformASTR, Baltimore, MD November 2015
We workshopped ALL NIGHT CHECK at the annual
American Society for Theatre and Research
conference as part of the PerformASTR series.
Due to a series of unfortunate events, Melissa and
Vicky were not able to attend. These exigencies led us
to redevelop our original idea for the piece into a
performance installation that could be managed by a
solo performer. The installation involved the creation
of two “booths” in which audience members interact
with a selection of supposedly naughty videos we have
loaded onto computers. The concept is akin to the
pre-Internet pornography booths in adult stores that
proliferate along state highways, catering to lonely
truckers and travellers.

"Here’s a cocktail and a number. I’ll call you up as
soon as your booth is ready . . ."

Angie served as a live hostess and cleaner.

“Right this way. Your booth awaits!”

Calling someone's number and escorting them to the
booth was always a delightful moment. Even if they
had dabbled with the pornographic colouring book
pages I left on each cocktail table or let me ﬂirt with
them while I gave them a glass of pink Moscato, once I
called their number they jumped to take their turn in
the booth. One trio of audience members hooted
quietly as the ﬁrst friend’s number was called, and then
they returned to their conversation. Clearly, despite the
late start time and the cocktail, this small gesture
toward performed sexual interest was as rowdy as this
academic crowd was going to get, but I appreciated the
gesture.
Peeling back the plastic sheeting, I suggestively pointed
out the tissues (should they need them), before
cheerfully showing them how to select a video. I set
the timer and before I let the curtain fall behind me, I
naughtily encouraged them to enjoy themselves. I
played up the illicit possibilities even though I knew
the videos contained no sexual content beyond their
provocative titles. Periodically, I could hear a chuckle
from behind the plastic as people clicked on a
suggestive title and then discovered its actual content.

All photos from PerformASTR courtesy of Kristin Hunt.
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Audience members have very different strategies when they enter the booths. Some quietly peruse the titles and
select one at a time, thoughtfully considering each video. Others rush through, skim, and open as many videos
as they can in the time allotted.
At ASTR, I approached one woman in the booth after her timer went off and I could see very clearly that she
had four or ﬁve videos going at once. She noticed me noticing her choices and sheepishly said, “Sorry. I just
wanted to see them all.” I turned and said, “Of course you did, you naughty thing. Just this once, I’ll give you
one more minute.” I reset the timer and walked away. She turned her attention back to the screen.

The transparency of the booths remains a critical feature of the performance and the way it relates to the
audience and the act of spectating. When the audience member enters the booth, they move behind a plastic
curtain, a thin, clear barrier, but a barrier nonetheless. They can watch the videos and ignore what lies beyond
the plastic, or they can choose to watch me or the other audience members. Inside the booth it feels at once
intimate and private—an excellent perch for a voyeur—but it is also very public. The rest of the audience can
see them and can watch them watching. Everyone in the space is on display.
The surveys say. . .
“I was completely satisfied.”
“I wanted even more hot
sex.” “It wasn’t very subtle.”
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We wanted audience members to have an opportunity to tell us about
their own desires and respond to the performance. We’ve had a
number of interesting responses, but most people simply tell us they
are “satisﬁed” or play along with the sexual innuendo. That said, we
often get at least one per event in which an audience member
complains that we or our videos “aren’t subtle.”
Fair point. Fortunately, we eschewed subtlety long ago. We aim to be
about as subtle as an unsolicited dick pic.
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ALL NIGHT CHECK:
Beautiful Young Ladies to
(Theoretically) Perform for You
Festival of Original Theatre
Toronto, February 2016

It is February 2016, and we are performing a brand new version of ALL NIGHT CHECK: Beautiful Young Ladies to
Perform for You at the Festival of Original Theatre in Toronto. After being accepted to the festival, I was surprised to
discover that it was more of an academic conference than a theatre festival—there would be just as many papers as
there would be performances, and this makes me nervous about our piece.
The new version goes beyond installation into a performance-installation hybrid, beginning as if Angie, Vicky, and I
were three scholars on a panel titled “Showing Skin: The Ethics of Sexy Halloween Costumes.” The text of our
“papers” is taken entirely from the lingerie website yandy.com, known for its vast selection of skimpy Halloween attire.
The vast majority of this ﬁrst unit of performance consists of costume names, with each of us taking turns reading our
individual lists as if making an academic argument. And of course, as with many spirited academic arguments, it
devolves into a passionate ﬁght, interrupting each other and proving each other wrong with more costume lists and
details.
While I ﬁnd the juxtaposition of ham-ﬁstedly “sexy” costumes with a heated, high-stakes academic argument to be
hilarious, I am worried about presenting the format to an exclusively academic audience, rather than the general public.
I worry that perhaps an academic audience will think the performative paper format is a cliché, or that they will not be
able to laugh at themselves.
About 50 percent of the audience warms up, and I’m satisﬁed with that.
The ﬁght during the performative academic paper ends because we are interrupted by a speaker blaring “The Stripper”
by David Rose and His Orchestra. Of course a performance unit highlighting the expansiveness of the sexualization of
women leads into a burlesque number, with the three academics stripping away their stuffy conference gear to reveal
the sexy Halloween costumes they are wearing underneath—a sailor, a police ofﬁcer, and a Girl Scout.
I begin the striptease section, and I hate it. I hate it more than anything else I have ever had to do on stage, and it takes
every bit of willpower I have to perform it, and perform it well, without breaking character and running off the stage.
In a performance dealing with the commodiﬁcation of women’s bodies and the continued expectation for women to
perform their sexuality for others on demand, of course we need a striptease. The piece demands it, no question. The
striptease has three movements. It begins with me, the example of someone happily, enthusiastically engaging in the
ritual—including the traditional burlesque units of the strut, the tease, and then the strip—followed by Angie, who
fully engages in the strip, but makes it clear she is doing this because it is her job. The ﬁnal movement of the striptease
is Vicky, who is shy and clearly uncomfortable with the notion but goes along with it because she feels pressured to,
and she ultimately reveals that she has worn full-coverage, body-shaping Spanx under her sexy Girl Scout costume.
Dramaturgically, this unit makes so much sense.
During the “cocktail party” section, I overhear some people talking about the striptease. They talk in a tone of
surprise about how each of us had a different approach, and that not all of us seemed comfortable stripping. This
conﬁrms to me that the conﬂict got across, which makes all the discomfort worth it.
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As I escort my first audience member to her booth, I try to make general
and pleasant party talk with her as we cross the room. She is actively
scowling, and her responses to me are sarcastic. She seems like she is
wants to be anywhere but here, almost as if she is offended that we are
putting on a performance, which I find strange for an audience member
at an entirely elective event that was advertised as both experimental and
interactive. But I keep up the pleasant chat, situate her in her private
booth, and explain that she can choose whatever videos she desires. She
scoffs at that as if she would never stoop to watch anything we had to
offer. Undeterred, I urge her to have fun, set her kitchen timer, and walk
away.
I keep an eye on her as I leave, and as soon as I am five feet away from
the booth, she grabs the mouse and pushes her face close to the screen
with keen interest and an intensity I did not expect. To me, it seems as if
she is only allowed to engage with enthusiasm if no one else is watching.
So I pay attention to other audience members in this regard. Canadian
opera singer Derrick Paul Miller is in the audience, and he laughs and
cheers and takes pictures when we invite him to; he engages like he is
there to have a good time. In contrast, I see academics approach us (and
each other) with world-weary cynicism, only to let loose once they think
no one is watching.

Photos of the striptease and Marvin Carlson courtesy of Derrick Paul Miller. All
other FOOT photos taken by Melissa C. Thompson.
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The parting activity is our Satisfaction Survey,
in which we give audience members a chance
to open up about their desires and confess
which specific needs were not met. Before
they exit, they are instructed to insert their
surveys into a container—in this case, an ice
bucket from our hotel that is topped by a
glorious plush vulva “pillow.” When I see
audience members together at the table, they
point at the vulva and make awkward jokes to
each other, but when I see people at the table
alone, I see them smiling, touching the pillow,
and luxuriating in the process of putting their
surveys inside.

I would love to spend the entire performance watching people interact with the vulva. The purple velvet and pink
satin are lovely, of course, but the best part is the soft, warm canal of red ﬂeece that adjoins it. Ultimately, what the
audience writes is far less interesting than how they go about delivering their feedback. These are the true
performances. The shufﬂing of feet, the shifting eyes from the man who clearly wanted to telegraph his reluctance to
put his hand inside. The other man whose slow, languorous insertion of the survey lingered creepily. The bravado of
the young woman eager to prove she was game. She gathered her survey into a crumple and shoved her ﬁst inside
dropping her survey into the pile before withdrawing her hand. Another woman who looked, laughed, and then gazed
into the interior to sort out how it was made before placing her survey half in and half out of the opening. Her friend
helpfully pushed the survey down into the box.
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How to take off your clothes for an icon in your ﬁeld . . .
Step One: Fret slightly. Don’t have a major meltdown, but worry a little about whether or not performing a
striptease in front of an icon in your ﬁeld will come back to haunt you in a future job talk, conference presentation,
or other professional setting in which most people remain fully clothed.
Step Two: Make a few pre-show jokes about never working in the ﬁeld again with your fellow performers to mask
your unease and doubts about taking off your clothes in front of an icon in the ﬁeld.
Step Three: Ruefully remember that time you paid a hefty hunk of change to buy one of his books during graduate
school. Momentarily wish you were still in graduate school, or rather, still in your twenties before having a baby
transformed your midsection into a pillowy bread bowl. Then, calmly remind yourself that taking off your clothes
in front of an icon in your ﬁeld would be just as ridiculous a notion if your belly did not feature a C-section scar
and you had no cellulite.
Step Four: Notice how much the icon in your ﬁeld looks like your husband’s grandfather, who was also a historian.
Remember that the scarf you are wearing and planned to take off sensuously actually belonged to your husband’s
grandmother. Blush slightly at the idea of stripping in front of your husband’s grandfather.
Step Five: Once the music starts, commit! There’s no way to turn back
now. So, just go for it. Strut-strut-shimmy-strut-strut-shimmy!
Step Six: He’s smiling. So, go ahead and turn him into a prop. Wrap that
scarf around his neck seductively as the audience laughs. Wonder silently
if they are laughing with you, at you, or because the icon in your ﬁeld is
being such a good sport. Brieﬂy entertain the notion of giving him a lap
dance just to hear the audience go wild. Remind yourself that you have
not rehearsed a lap dance and just because an icon in your ﬁeld is now
sitting in the front row does not mean you should ham it up.
Step Seven: Strut-strut-shimmy your way around the rest of the front row
as you ﬁnish unbuttoning your sensible jacket, tossing it aside. Let loose
your hair. Conclude by bending down and listening to the satisfying rip of
several feet of Velcro as you tear away your trousers to reveal the “sexy”
cop costume hidden underneath your conference attire.
Step Eight: Take up your ﬁnal pose and wonder to yourself, “I hope
someone got a picture because Marvin Carlson looks great in my scarf!”
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ALL NIGHT CHECK (Election Edition):
Minnesota Fringe Festival
Minneapolis, MN 2016

The ALL NIGHT CHECK performed at
Minnesota Fringe is the most traditional version
we have created. Due to the vast number of
performances at Fringe and the quick turnover
time between shows, we cannot use what has
been thus far the anchor of our performance
project—the cam girl booths. However, since
we are performing in August 2016, just a short
time before the US presidential election, we
decide to take on an election format, with three
nominees for Madame President of the Brothel
of the Future. We keep our lists of sexy
Halloween costumes—this time in the form of
our individual political platforms—and we keep
the striptease, this time making it competitive,
using the strip to pander to the audience for
votes. The new material that follows is easily
recognizable as political satire, with audience
participation segments thrown in as a Fringe
tradition.

And the winner is?
As we counted the ballots after the show each
night I remember being torn between wanting
to win and wanting to lose, but Donna Matrix
won every night. Hands-down she got the most
audience votes. Of course, we wanted the most
qualiﬁed candidate to win, dramaturgically
speaking, which is why Alexa “won” every
night. But the votes were clear; populist politics
were a winning ticket in 2016. This audience
member gives some additional insight,
describing Donna Matrix as “sex posi.”
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Personally, I am used to performing my original work in rather niche market spaces—small arts venues, galleries,
universities, etc.—which does not lead to a lot of published reviews of a work while it is running. Minnesota Fringe,
however, gets lots of publicity, and as out-of-town artists, we were selected as one of the Fringe’s “Featured Shows,”
which meant newspaper reviewers and bloggers showing up. I declared to Angie, Vicky, and Tasi that I would not be
reading any reviews until after our run was over and to please not tell me any content. The show is the show, so I
thought there was no use reading what people thought about a show we could not change mid-run. However, I was
staying with an old friend in Minneapolis, who came home from work one day and let me know that a reviewer called
my character something like “the only one I’d like to hang out with at a party.”
When we were constructing our characters, the most important factor for us was that none of them ﬁt into women
performing sexuality in a way that held mainstream cultural capital. The three candidates for Madame President all had
to be failures in terms of acceptable, non-threating versions of “sexy” women. As a result, we developed two “major
party” candidates: Pearl Clutch, a prim and proper lady concerned with restoring traditional feminine values to the
Brothel of the Future, and Bristol Cannon, an authoritarian, law enforcement war hawk like no other—the iron ﬁst
without the velvet glove. I was charged with developing the wacky, unelectable third-party candidate Donna Matrix, a
Midwestern Domme who was entirely unqualiﬁed and just happy to participate.
Each candidate had time to pitch their platform to the audience, and each platform took a different angle to access the
notion that men expect women—any woman, not just women with whom they have consenting sexual relationships—
to perform their sexuality for the man’s pleasure, without consideration to what the woman herself actually desires, let
alone creating space for her fantasies. Bristol Cannon satirized the phallocentrism at the centre of heterosexuality with
a game of Twister played on the body of a naked man. Pearl Clutch attacked the constructions within girl-on-girl
pornography, the vast majority of which creates scenarios to appeal to the male gaze, not to an actual lesbian or
bisexual/pansexual female audience. Bringing up the rear, Donna Matrix pandered to the audience’s need to get exactly
what they want by proposing “specialist FemDom."
I delivered my pitch with the ﬁery-eyed zeal of a snake-handling preacher, acknowledging that the voters can’t just
engage in the same fantasies as everyone else because they are “evolved and complicated.” Donna Matrix makes the
promise that “under my leadership, the Brothel of the Future will have the most specialized, niche-market, local, handcrafted, artisanal Dommes ready to discipline you to your most unique, long-bearded, bacon-infused, small-batch
bourbon of tastes.”
This gets some great laughs, but all the sections of the show get great laughs, and I think it is clear that my satirical
angle on the expectation for women to perform sexuality for men is that women are, ﬁrst and foremost, fetish
dispensers. The idea for my pitch comes from experience trying to date online and having men assume that, by virtue
of me being a big woman, I must be into FemDom; of having introductory messages sent to me, not saying hello and
introducing themselves, but things like “Are you into high heels?” and “Let’s have a wrestling match” and “I would like
you to sit on me.”
But then comes the second-hand information that I had been singled out as something like “the only one I’d like to
hang out with at a party.” It makes me question what the reviewer expected. Did he really want non-comic, unironic
Beautiful Young Ladies to Perform for Him? Was he expecting us to perform sexuality without making it political? Was
he expecting to see four pretty ladies who were there only for his pleasure, and not for their own?
Yeah, but are you sex positive?

The argument seemed to be that men are pandered to
for sexual desires and nothing was said about women’s
desires—the women existed only to serve male
fantasies. . . . Sex took on a dirty, illicit quality in this
piece, making porn, pinups, threesomes, and sub/
dom relationships sound perverse.

We had several very supportive audience reviews and were
fortunate enough to have garnered a bit of attention for our
piece. That said, negative critique focused on questions or
issues of being sex-positive versus sex-negative. Gina Musto
provided the most articulate version of this argument, but two
of our online reviewers (both men, by the way) argued that the
—Gina Musto, “Day 9: Female Sexuality
piece was not “sex positive.” Of course, it prompts the
at the Fringe”
question, why does a critique of the way women and men are
socialized to put a man’s sexual desires ﬁrst read as sexnegative?
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Write-In Candidates
After every performance, we enjoyed going through the ballots. Of course,
many audience members voted for our three candidates, but quite a few others
had really interesting write-in candidates. At least two people had write-ins that
indicated they were likely Bernie Sanders voters. A few wrote in either their
own names or the name of someone from their group.
One of our favourites found positions for all of us within the government and
really seemed to match our characters’ personalities with the position selected.
Clearly, Donna Matrix’s Fem/Dom platform suggested she would make a
good “minority whip,” while Pearl Clutch’s restraint and pearl
clutching might make her an excellent vice president. Bristol Cannon's ﬁery
rhetoric would likely make her a good Speaker of the House, able to
take control of an unruly Congress.
We don’t know who Sequoia and Heather are, but we think they were both
volunteers on a particularly rowdy night. Regardless, given how well matched
the others were for their positions, we think they might indeed make for an
excellent party chairman and Madam President respectively.
I knew that bringing one of my former students into our Fringe performance
carried with it some potential risk. I felt somewhat protective of her throughout
the rehearsal and performance process. After all, the show is full of ﬁlthy puns
and innuendo. The show is decidedly feminist in outlook, which in the postGamergate and current doxxing era feels fraught. Plus, we asked Tasi to carry
around a giant vulva, interact with a rowdy fringe crowd as she collected their
ballots, and end the show by receiving a sceptre made from a ﬂesh coloured dildo
on a three-foot-long stick. You know, the usual stuff you ask a former student to
do.
Imagine my horror, however, when we looked through the ballots after a
performance and found the ballot marked “the brown one.” The brown one?!? My
blood boiled and I reﬂexively pulled the ballot out of the pile. I could not bring
myself to show it to Tasi right away.
As Alexa Funhauser, Tasi had taken on the “safest” role in the show. Alexa was
clearly the most professional and polished, the most educated, and the only
character in the performance that seemed to understand that the sexual pandering
within our platform was deeply demeaning. Tasi identiﬁes as Latinx, but the script
had no references to race or ethnicity (which frankly may be considered a failing
on our part). Alexa “won” our mock election every night because we wanted to
believe that the most qualiﬁed and intelligent person should win an election. And,
of course, some audience members clearly felt the same. Other write-in ballots
included: “Alexa,” “the woman with the ballot box,” and “business suit woman.”
And yet there was one audience member who for all Alexa’s qualiﬁcations saw her
only as “the brown one.”
All photos from the 2016 Fringe Festival are courtesy of photographer Matthieu Lindquist. All images of ballots courtesy of Angela
Sweigart-Gallagher.
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Rules of Engagement: Navigating the Realm of Online Mommy Groups
Cynthia Ing
Explanatory Note
Why do parent support groups on social media turn into spaces for competition and “Mommy
Shaming”? And how do such encounters lead to a discussion on spectatorship?
Erika Fischer-Litche notes that the “art of spectatorship relies on a willingness to undergo highly
diverse, even disturbing and destabilizing experiences and corresponding transformations” (FischerLichte 2016, 178). Parent support groups on social media exemplify these types of experiences and
have innately transformed contemporary motherhood.
Motherhood and media have generated an array of discourse on our inherent relationship with social
media in recent years (Arkass 2013; Arnold 2016; Podnieks 2012). Jiyoung Chae notes in her study
on the influence of media on motherhood that, “contemporary motherhood is characterized by
intensive mothering ideology, comparison, and competition” (2015, 508). This trend especially
affects new mothers who have grown up searching online via Google (or asking Siri) for all their
answers, foregoing more formal paths to information from experts (why go to a pediatrician when
your child is sick—WebMD can answer everything). By seeking answers not only through search
engines but also from opinions of other parents on these online support groups, comparison and
competition then become commonplace as, “when opinions are evaluated, individuals feel pressure
toward uniformity” (507). Those who do not conform to the opinions held by the majority are then
shamed in vicious cycles of public ridicule, perpetuating an atmosphere of fear and failure if one
cannot obtain, or maintain, the status quo.
In this reflective essay, I tell my journey navigating online mommy groups on Facebook for the past
five years by dissecting how the process of commenting—being the active spectator and
participant—on these threads descends into pandemonium and compels the readers and creators to
transform how they present/perform their role of motherhood.1
Opposing parenting philosophies are so deeply entrenched in contemporary motherhood. The
online communities on Facebook become the perfect breeding grounds for such controversy to
bloom and infect. Vaccination is a hotly debated subject between anti-vaxxers and the medical
community, which easily spills over into the posts by the keyboard warriors within these Facebook
groups. Every time a new mother posts the question “What are your thoughts on vaccinations,
Mamas?” a new show commences. Moms on both sides of the debate sling accusations of child
endangerment, shaming those who do not agree with the “right side.” A slew of links to news and
medical articles rains down the screen to support each side. Sometimes, memes and gifs are posted
to instigate further disagreements. The absurdity that spirals out of this unassuming inquiry is both
alarming and amusing to witness. Watching these comments roll down the computer screen and
______________________________________________________________________________
Cynthia Ing is a parent and doctoral student in the School of English and Theatre Studies at the University of
Guelph. Her primary area of research investigates the nexus between intermedial and intercultural theatre
practices, focusing on the impact social and digital media technology have on the formation of cultural identity.
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wondering how the original poster will respond to this onslaught of opinions and information
becomes a performance in and of itself.

“Kate Jan 15 8.18pm Ten Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed, One Fell Off and Bump His Head.” ME.ME., October
24, 2018, https://me.me/i/kate-jan-15-at-8-18pm-ten-little-monkeys-jumping-on-21210400.

Joining the Mama Group
FTM = First Time Mom. LO = Little One. DD = Dear Daughter. DS = Dear Son. DH = Dear
Husband. STTN = Sleep Through the Night. CIO = Cry it Out. SAHM = Stay at Home Mom.
NBR = Not Baby Related. OP = Original Poster.
Acronym overload. These are just a few terms you will encounter when you enter the terrain of
online mommy groups. When I found out I was pregnant with my now five-year-old, I thought it
would be a good idea to find the right online support group for my many questions as a First Time
Mom. As the saying goes, it takes a village to raise a child. I did not realize that the rules of
engagement, or lack thereof, would be a fascinating journey into the performance of motherhood
and the art of spectatorship.
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“Hold on snowflake let me ask the Facebook mommies.” Facebook Mom Groups: A Summary.” ME.ME., April 30,
2019, https://me.me/i/hold-on-snowflake-let-me-ask-the-facebook-mommies-facebook-431927.

Asking the Mama Group
The animal kingdom that shapes contemporary motherhood is vast and varied. Numerous
ideological structures and philosophies that one can follow range from an overly protective Elephant
Mom to a fiercely authoritative Tiger Mom, or even a contentedly permissive Jellyfish Mom. This
animal imagery may offer a succinct way to reduce mothers to simplistic, all-encompassing
definitions of mothering behaviour, and yet these distinct visual representations help navigate the
groups’ dynamic matrix.
I am technically a member of four different parenting groups on Facebook. Each group follows its
own parenting philosophy. For example, two of the groups I joined take a specific gentle approach
to parenting. One group focuses on gentle sleeping methods, such as co-sleeping, while the other
specializes in breastfeeding advice and the benefits of extended breastfeeding. You will find the herd
of Elephant Moms congregating within these groups. Although I have not participated in these two
groups since my child was a toddler, I recall witnessing the mayhem every time a new member did
not follow the ideology in the mandate of the group.
Never have I seen such devout followers than from within these dogmatic parenting groups.
I recall asking for strategies to get my then newborn to sleep through the night, and witnessing a
thread of commentary leading to accusations of child abuse when another mother suggested I let my
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child cry in timed intervals. Understandably, such a suggestion went against the gentle parenting
ideology of the group; however, watching the comments roll in was both terrifying and superb. The
verbal attacks on the parent for suggesting such archaic methods of torture and abuse dripped with
deep condemnation. This was matched by the abrupt removal of the offending parent by the group
administrators since this misguided parent did not follow the group’s gentle parenting philosophy.
The Elephant Moms are strict with their rules and hierarchies.
Such an odd community it is that, on the one hand, advocates gentle holistic parenting techniques
emphasizing open communication, and on the other has incredibly strict guidelines and aggressive
rulings for members who do not conform. And yet, mothers purposely engage in these disturbing
and destabilizing experiences to have a sense of belonging and support.

@CarolineHirons (Caroline Hirons), “I can’t believe it’s 2018 and we’re still discussing breast vs formula like it
matters at the end of the day,” Twitter, August 4, 2018,
https://twitter.com/CarolineHirons/status/1025871911992082432.

Fearing the Mama Group
Whereas the previous groups afforded a certain sense of anonymity due to me being able to join
openly without any prior relationship to other members, the other two groups I joined are by
invitation only. These invitation-only groups mean that you know at least one member (and very
likely many more) on a more personal level. In the previous groups, I felt I was allowed more
freedom with my comments. Within these invitation-only groups, you will find a mixed bag of
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mothering philosophies, as often the core for the formation of these groups is based on the building
of relationships.
The Elephants and Tigers roam freely here, with the Tiger Mom always poised to attack the slightest
transgression, alongside the Elephant Moms who are just as resolute in defending their precious
ideals, while the Jellyfishes will often just float around the periphery. Comments from another
member can become deeply personal, and a singular opinion can quickly (and quite viciously) turn
into a mob attack by many on the one unsuspecting person. It often feels like high school as I watch
the comments roll down the page, some simply stating: “Are you serious?!” The claws of the Tiger
Moms are swift and cut deep. I can envision the original poster surrounded by this group of
menacing women pointing and laughing, while she hangs her head in shame. This act is not isolated
to the interaction between the bullies and their unsuspecting victim; instead, it is on display for the
entire group.
Spectatorship is vital to sustaining the status quo. The herd mentality can only be preserved if
spectators are there to witness such public shaming.
This type of bullying spiralled so out of control in the third group I joined that the mom who was
under attack for feeling that cupcakes didn’t need to be brought to school as birthday treats (truly,
anything can be criticized by the group) created the fourth Online Mommy Group that I joined.
This fourth group was aptly branded as “The Village,” which promoted a safe space for asking
anything without fear of being criticized and condemned—a place more comfortable for the easygoing Jellyfish Moms.
The question that has struck me is how can any support group for vulnerable and often isolated new
mothers become hostile and unsafe—why is this even a possibility?

“I’m just here to read the comments.” Ballmemes, April 30, 2019, https://ballmemes.com/i/itm-just-here-to-readthecomments-9633802.
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Assessing the Mama Group
Witnessing these varied confrontations and online bullying was not what I expected when I decided
to join the realm of online mommy groups. I honestly thought that I would use it like Google, but
be able to ask follow-up questions. Instead, I have been embroiled in debates about “Breast-milk vs.
Formula,” “Co-Sleeping vs. Cry-It-Out,” and “Which winter jacket is Car Seat Safe?”
By seeking answers from other parents on these online support groups, a constant need to compare
mothering choices becomes an obsessive compulsion towards competition. Who really cares if your
newborn slept through the night while another mother’s toddler still wakes frequently? Does it
matter if your child was breastfed until they were three years old, compared to your friend’s cousin
who formula fed from the beginning? The answer should be a hard “No!” but it is evident that the
participants in these encounters have a dire need for validation. We need to know that our
performance of motherhood is meeting the approval of the status quo.
The Facebook environment furthers this agenda of insecurity by the destabilization of
communication. Misread social cues that we would normally understand face-to-face are even
further skewed by the lack of facial expressions and body language. Sometimes, a smirking emoticon
can cause havoc, especially when paired with some dry sarcasm.
The administrators of these groups cultivate god-like complexes, as they hold the power to add or
remove members on a whim. Members will censor themselves or completely disengage from the
conversation in fear of being “seen” by or upsetting the wrong person. I know that I have silently
watched comments roll down my screen just to see how an argument would unfold rather than
engaging with and then voicing my own opinion.
Silent voyeurism versus active spectatorship is often the trend for those who feel that watching
equals neutrality. The question remains, can anyone ever truly be unaffected by what one reads and
witnesses in these comments and posts?
The invitation-only groups are also often local groups—meaning there is a strong likelihood of
meeting these Facebook moms in real life. I know many of these moms live near and frequent the
same establishments I go to. There have been many times where I catch myself being watchful
about how I speak to my child or present my way of mothering because one never knows if a Tiger
or Elephant Mom is stalking you.
The judgment of the Mommy Group Panopticon becomes real.
As paranoid as it may seem, I have read rants by other mothers judging and exposing some wrong
mothering they observe at the grocery store, mall, or park. The art of spectating, and invading the
personal spaces of other mothers within these groups, has and continues to transform contemporary
motherhood. My anxiety is heightened by this act of spectating—silently watching the back-andforth commentary that often spirals into bullying and shame. The isolation of motherhood becomes
more pronounced in these moments behind the keyboard.
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Mnmoore316, “It takes a village to raise a child.” Someecards, April 30, 2019,
https://www.someecards.com/usercards/viewcard/MjAxMy1jYjFmZmMwYzA4OThmNmRh/?tagSlug=family.

Embracing the Mama Group
But, with all the mean-spirited attacks that occur, there are moments of true camaraderie where the
online community brings light and hope to each other. Often this is seen when someone is seeking
clothes for a friend who lost everything in a fire, or when a child is diagnosed with a terrible illness. I
have seen an outpouring of both monetary and emotional support for these mothers in need.
Whereas reading about contentious parenting issues made me anxious about interacting with other
moms, witnessing these acts of kindness motivated me to contribute and reach out to this
community of alienated mothers on more than one occasion.
At times, great revelry is had with threads completely dedicated to the posting of memes or gifs to
carry the conversation. It is amazing how a bit of silliness like this can be the highlight of a sleepdeprived mommy’s day.
These acts of spectating—engaging in emotional confrontations, embracing cathartic revelations,
and participating in random acts of kindness—have destabilized and informed my way of
mothering. I imagine the pressure to maintain the ideal of perfection as a mother was there before
the prominence of social media. The comparisons, however, were within the local community rather
than the global one.
My take from it all:
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In this animal kingdom, choose to be a Chameleon Mom who can shift from being a Tiger to an
Elephant to a Jellyfish Mom when needed. Embrace empathy over judgment; we all struggle daily,
so be kind to yourself and others. Spectatorship equals participation, even if it is only the act of
witnessing. Elevate your fellow mamas over preserving the status quo, as it truly does take a village
to raise a child, even if it is in the form of an online (and often dysfunctional) support group.
Note
1. I specify “motherhood” for my reflection, as the Facebook groups that I have joined identify specifically as
“Mom/Mama” groups.
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Bored with Strangers: A Site-Specific Museum Theatre Piece
Christine Gwillim, Samantha Provenzano, and Lauren Smith

Performers Lina Chambers and Kirstin Cutts lead audience members across the University of Texas at Austin
Campus during Bored with Strangers on April 11, 2017. Photo by Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of
Texas at Austin, 2017.

Bored with Strangers, a site-specific, travelling museum theatre piece, premiered at the University of
Texas (UT) at Austin in 2017 as a collaboration between the Department of Theatre and Dance and
the Blanton Museum of Art. Billed as a “walking tour” between the Winship Drama Building and
the Blanton Museum of Art, the piece drew inspiration from visual artist Nina Katchadourian’s
work for performance vignettes that took place across the half-mile separating the theatre and
museum. Following two guides, the audience travelled across campus, encountering short
performances that included found sound, dance, and participatory visual art. At the tour’s
conclusion, audience members visited Katchadourian’s exhibition, Curiouser, at the Blanton Museum
of Art.

______________________________________________________________________________
Christine Gwillim is a PhD candidate in performance as public practice at the University of Texas at Austin. Her
doctoral research focuses on territorial practice at contemporary performance festivals. Samantha Provenzano
is a theatre maker who focuses on work for young audiences. She holds an MFA in drama and theatre for youth
and communities from the University of Texas at Austin. Lauren Smith is a middle school English teacher in
Austin, Texas. She holds an MFA in drama and theatre for youth and communities from the University of Texas at
Austin.
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Close-up of performer Lina Chambers wearing the Bored with Strangers lanyard during a performance on April 12,
2017. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

The piece, which positioned the audience as both theatre patrons and museum-goers, connected
site-specific theatre, an audio tour, and a conceptual art exhibition to everyday university
experiences. It offered an opportunity to examine familiar university spaces through new eyes. After
the performance, many attendees noted that their view of campus had permanently shifted. The
performance enlivened banal places and connected disparate academic institutions in a quest to
connect theatre and art for audience members, passersby, performers, and museum staff.

Bored with Strangers promotional poster. Poster design by Khristian Mendez for the University of Texas, 2017.
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As we travel through this article, we will introduce you to the university, the museum, and our
process. We will then take you on a simulated tour with images, sound, and a narrative that positions
you, the reader, as the audience member in this remembered performative tour.
Beginnings
In the spring of 2016, we, the three codirectors of the piece—Christine Gwillim, Sam Provenzano,
and Lauren Smith—partnered with the Blanton Museum of Art, UT’s campus art museum, to create
an exhibition-inspired performance. We developed Bored with Strangers to coincide with a mid-career
survey exhibition of Nina Katchadourian’s work titled Curiouser. The Blanton’s Modern and
Contemporary Art curator, Veronica Roberts, and the artist worked together to develop the
exhibition, and it has since toured to the Cantor Arts Center at Stanford University and the Brigham
Young University Museum of Art. Katchadourian is an Armenian-American artist whose work
encompasses performance, video, photography, sculpture, and sound. She uses humour to explore
the relationship between humans and nature and the concept of boredom to animate mundane
objects. One of the primary ways she activates “boredom” as a concept is in the collection “Seat
Assignment,” which she created entirely onboard an international flight, exploring ways to pass the
time.
Curiouser coincided with the Cohen New Works Festival at the University of Texas at Austin, so
creating a piece based on Katchadourian’s art seemed like a natural fit. The Blanton’s education
staff, which often partnered with university courses, was excited about the prospect of a theatre
piece that might draw students into the museum individually or in small groups. The museum
wanted to engage student audiences who were not required to attend the museum as part of their
classwork. Keeping this goal in mind, while also considering security regulations and existing
programming at the museum, we landed on the format of a “campus tour,” a guided experience
bringing students and community members from one side of campus to the other.
A “campus tour” is also a regular happening at UT, and observing one of these tours sparked our
idea for this format. Picture fifteen or so high school seniors meeting for the first time, awkward and
embarrassed, but mostly in awe of the enormous university campus before them. They trailed
behind their sweaty, nervous parents, all led by a charming and well-rehearsed undergraduate student
guide. While the students and their parents were ostensibly on the tour to learn about the University
of Texas, and their body language conveyed occasional attentive listening, it was also punctuated
with frequent watch-checking, awkward avoidance of the other families on the tour, and occasionally
getting left behind because of picture-taking or staring into space in a different direction from where
the tour was leading. The combination of reactions (undivided interest paired with utter boredom
and a sprinkle of confusion) made us wonder about what possibilities could arise when you are in an
only half-engaging situation with people that you don’t know. What do (could) you do when you’re
bored with strangers?
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Follow the red arrows across the map to outline the performance path on the University of Texas at Austin
campus. Map courtesy of the University of Texas, 2019. https://maps.utexas.edu/#/utm.

The tour was part of the Cohen New Works Festival, a biannual student-curated interdisciplinary art
festival hosted by the Department of Theatre and Dance. It began at the festival’s home, the
Winship Drama Building. After departing the building, audiences journeyed across campus to the
Blanton and encountered performance vignettes and interactive installations along the way.
In addition to creating the performance itself and responding to the museum’s hopes for the piece,
we—as directors and researchers—wanted to explore the experience of both the creative ensemble
(the actors and musicians who devised and performed the piece) and the audience. As we crafted
our rehearsal process and eventually observed spectators at the performance, we considered a
number of guiding questions: How do audiences construct meaning? How can visual art and
performance interact and supplement each other? How might site-specific performance play a role
in creative place-making? How might this type of work support connections between cultural
entities? How can art provoke us to re-examine seemingly mundane daily spaces and experiences
with wonder?
Starting with the Art
We began our process with a hybrid dramaturgical/art historical approach to the exhibition. For the
first two weeks of rehearsal, we shared two or three of the series within Curiouser with the cast.
Christine presented images of the artworks, videos of the artist talking about the work, context from
the artist’s website, and notes from the curator. After this analysis, the cast chose a collection that
resonated with them, and in small groups, quickly devised short performances based on that
collection. Rehearsal by rehearsal, we introduced the cast to each of the series in the exhibition, then
narrowed our scope to focus on certain collections that resonated with both the cast and the
university campus.
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The Blanton provided us with a rough draft of the exhibition catalogue (Roberts, Kastern, and Horodner 2017),
cover pictured here, ahead of the book release to provide curatorial context for the exhibition. Cover artwork:
Nina Katchadourian, Mountain Climbers (Apple), 2011.

Sorted Books served as the initial inspiration for our devising process. In this ongoing project,
Katchadourian studies a personal or public library collection and constructs short narrative images
based on the titles of the books present. Her first sorted book was “What is Art? Close
Observation” (Katchadourian 2015).

Nina Katchadourian, What is Art? From the series Special Collections Revisited, 1996/2008 (“Sorted Books” Project,
1993-ongoing), C-print, 12½ x 19 inches. Collection of Al Shands, Louisville Kentucky, promised gift to the Speed
Museum, Louisville, Kentucky (Roberts et al. 2017, 95).

This particular sorted book phrase came to underpin the entire performance. We were inspired by
the provocative phrase of this stack and also Katchadourian’s process making each set of sorted
books. We spent weeks scrutinizing the university campus—looking in nooks and crannies of
buildings we’d never entered, listening to and recording sounds, and walking back and forth between
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the museum and our rehearsal space in the Winship Drama Building. Katchadourian’s website
(2015) descriptions of her process helped us to imagine an intentional and site-specific interaction
with the university campus:
The process is the same in every case: I sort through a collection of books, pull
particular titles, and eventually group the books into clusters so that the titles can be
read in sequence. The final results are shown either as photographs of the book
clusters or as the actual stacks themselves, often shown on the shelves of the library
they came from. Taken as a whole, the clusters are a cross-section of that library’s
holdings that reflect that particular library’s focus, idiosyncrasies, and inconsistencies.
They sometimes also function as a portrait of the particular book owner. The Sorted
Books project is an ongoing project which I add to almost each year, and there are
hundreds of images in the ongoing archive to date.
We were excited by her simple yet methodical approach to each collection: examining, reading titles,
sorting, refining, staging. It aligned with our own devised approach to performance creation, which
involves convergent and divergent thinking and refinement. We included sorting in rehearsals and
directorial planning, using the sorting method to narrow down location choices and find resonances
between her artwork and places on the university campus. One rehearsal ended in a performative
book sort that was the culmination of Lauren and Christine searching the Perry-Casteñada Library
stacks for book titles that resonated with the exhibition.
Similarly, the Talking Popcorn series helped us to discover the sonicity of our campus and the
museum. Katchadourian (2015) describes the series as
a sound sculpture that evolved out of my interest in language, translation, and Morse
Code. A microphone in the cabinet of the popcorn machine picks up sound of
popping corn, and a computer hidden in the pedestal runs a custom-written program
that translates the popping sounds according to the patterns and dictates of Morse
Code. A computer-generated voice provides a simultaneous spoken translation.

Nina Katchadourian, Talking Popcorn, 2001. Popcorn machine, black pedestal, red vinyl base, microphone, laptop
with custom-written Morse code program, printed paper bags, popcorn, 90 x 90 x 72 inches (Roberts et al. 2017,
71).

Talking Popcorn was a series that excited the entire cast and served as an inspiration throughout the
process. However, audience members might have easily missed its direct influence on the
performance itself. The tour began with a sequence of Morse code that asked audiences “What do
you hear?” In case they missed this question, we included the written code on a souvenir bookmark
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for each attendee to take with them. The use of coded messages aligned with Katchadourian’s focus
on the idea of art as close observation.
Audience members were given a bookmark at the end of the performance to take home. The
bookmark served as a museum ticket and granted attendees free access to the exhibition directly
following the performance. The front image included one of the books from our own book sorting
during rehearsal, and an invitation to participate in the museum’s interactive book sorting inside the
exhibition. On the back, we included the Morse code that started the audio tour. Each bookmark
was hand threaded with red yarn that was used throughout the performance and mirrored the red
thread Katchadourian uses in many of her works.

Photos by Sam Provenzano, authors’ collection, 2017.

The series Mended Spiderwebs is part of a set of collections that Katchadourian calls “uninvited
collaborations with nature” (2015) in which she alters natural objects in an attempt to be helpful, but
with the result of doing more harm than good.

Nina Katchadourian, Mended Spiderweb #19 (Laundry Line), 1998, C-print, 20 x 30 inches. Collection of Nick Debs,
Eastman, MA (Roberts et al. 2017, 81).

The Mended Spiderweb series came about during a six-week period in June and July
in 1998 which I spent on Pörtö. In the forest and around the house where I was
living, I searched for broken spiderwebs which I repaired using red sewing thread. . .
. In the process, I often caused further damage when the tweezers got tangled in the
web or when my hands brushed up against it by accident.
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The morning after the first patch job, I discovered a pile of red threads lying on the
ground below the web. At first, I assumed the wind had blown them out; on closer
inspection it became clear that the spider had repaired the web to perfect condition
using its own methods, throwing the threads out in the process. My repairs were
always rejected by the spider and discarded, usually during the course of the night,
even in webs which looked abandoned. (Katchadourian 2015)
The University of Texas campus, known fondly as the Forty Acres to students and faculty, has a
large squirrel population, wooded areas, and lush vegetation including leafy plants and succulents
that are often overlooked as part of the university ecosystem. Katchadourian’s approach to Mended
Webs helped us think critically about how our performance might disrupt nature, therefore becoming
an opportunity to frame natural spaces on campus differently for our audiences.
Much like Sorted Books, the process of Katchadourian’s largest collection, Seat Assignment, encouraged
the team to limit our palates and to create with what was readily available at the university. We chose
only four props for the performance: red yarn, cardboard boxes, the books mentioned above, and
black pull string backpacks.
Seat Assignment consists of photographs, video, and sound works, all made in flight
using only a camera phone and improvising with materials close at hand. The project
began spontaneously on a flight in March 2010; the material generated on the nearly
200 flights since then constitute the raw material of the project. Seat Assignment is
born from an investment in thinking on your feet, from optimism about the artistic
potential that lurks within the mundane, and from curiosity about the productive
tension between freedom and constraint. (Katchadourian 2015)

Nina Katchadourian, Future Airport, 2012 (“Seat Assignment” project, 2010-ongoing), C-print, 19 x 24 inches
(Roberts et al. 2017, 50.

Katchadourian’s statement about mundane curiosities seemed to parallel, for us, the mindless task of
commuting across a university campus. It drove us to reframe boredom as an opportunity to notice
one another and our surroundings. Additionally, the series Paranormal Postcards helped us to translate
our newfound perspective into something we could share with our audiences.
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An ongoing project, at present consisting of over 200 postcards, where various
elements in the image are connected by stitching through the card with red sewing
thread. The cards are then grouped, and the groups are then connected via an
elaborate network of dotted red lines made of graphic tape applied to the wall. A
“world view” of extreme and almost paranoid interconnectedness emerges. As with
many of my map works and chart pieces, the project seems to suggest some
underlying coherent research or guiding principal, but the piece ultimately speaks
more about taxonomy itself.
Each time the project is exhibited, I incorporate postcards from the city or town
where it is on view so that people can recognize a local point of entry. This project
began as a response to a long layover with a postcard purchase from a gift shop in
the Oslo airport in 1998. (Katchadourian 2015)

Nina Katchadourian, Austin, 2017 (Paranormal Postcards 2001-ongoing). Mounted postcards, red sewing thread, red
graphic tape on wall, dimensions variable. Roberts et al. 2017, I.

The postcard pictured above was the one that Katchadourian made for the exhibition at the
Blanton. See if you notice how we used it as inspiration later on in the tour.
In the Rehearsal Room
Along with the analysis and interpretation of the artworks, we led the ensemble through
provocations based on Katchadourian’s themes and art-making methods. Meeting three nights a
week for eight weeks allowed us time to play and explore ways to make performance inspired by the
visual artworks.
Early in the process, one of our ensemble members, who had a degree in dance and experience with
site-specific performance, led a rehearsal workshop that asked the ensemble to devise 1–2-minute
performance pieces in 5–7 minute sections of rehearsal. She gave the group a checklist of items to
include in their performance (a movement in unison, a repeated gesture, some kind of music) and
encouraged them to find nontraditional performance spaces and audience configurations. This
method aligned well with the devising practice that the three-director team brought to the process
and helped us to establish a shared vocabulary, as our ensemble included performers with
backgrounds in dance, music, technical theatre, education, and traditional theatre. It also allowed us
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to set the expectation that each member of our ensemble would share their unique expertise with
the group.
Once the ensemble had devised, based on neutral prompts, we combined those physical
explorations with our interpretations of Katchadourian’s artworks. The ensemble explored different
performative forms (dance, creative movement, song, and found sound, to name a few) as aesthetic
responses to the elements of the artwork.
Situating in Space
Once we decided which pieces inspired performative moments and then improvised and refined a
number of those types of performative pieces, we explored UT Austin’s campus to locate oftoverlooked locations that could house the performative moments. We were on the hunt for indoor
and outdoor settings that either begged to become performance spaces or could use some creativity
to make them less dreary. We wanted the cast to find spaces that excited them, keeping in mind
differently-abled audience members, regular campus foot traffic, and areas that required special
permitting. After exploring as a directorial team, we invited the cast to do the same over the course
of a week’s rehearsals. We asked them to consider the following questions:
●
●
●
●

What locations make you feel curious?
What places make you want to look closer/stay longer?
What spots feel out of place?
Which ones resonate with the Katchadourian collection you have to work with?

Ensemble members brainstorming locations, vignette ideas, and pieces of art, then moving them around to create a
narrative, using a method inspired by Nina Katchadourian’s book sorting. Photo by Lauren Smith, authors’
collection, 2017.
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We played with objects that we’d passed hundreds of times without looking twice. We divided the
cast of nine into groups of three and came back to share discoveries, like this bulletin board wall!

A bulletin board wall on a walkway with heavy student foot traffic outside the Gregory Gymnasium on the
University of Texas at Austin campus. Photo by Lauren Smith, authors’ collection, 2017.

Performer Natasha Smalls hides behind the wall during an evening rehearsal in February 2017 after suggesting it
could be used as a curtain. Photo by Lauren Smith, authors’ collection, 2017.
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We often rehearsed at night, so we reminded the cast that our performance times were set for
midday during regular museum operating hours. The dramatic evening light wouldn’t be recreatable! The skyway pictured below was brilliant at night, but less striking midday: just the type of
space we hoped to enliven with the performance. The ensemble had never noticed or been on the
skyway until our evening rehearsals. The space was ripe for discovery and performative activation.

A skyway connecting two university buildings over an outdoor walkway, lit up during a February evening rehearsal.
Photo by Lauren Smith, authors’ collection, 2017.

After discovering and documenting locations, we used notecards to imagine possible paths and
scenarios for the performance. We saved these throughout the process to help us eventually craft an
arc for the piece.

Performative modes and university locations written on small sheets of paper for easy reorganization. Photo by
Christine Gwillim, authors’ collection, 2017.

We combined locations, collections from the exhibition, and methodologies and themes we’d
gleaned from Katchadourian’s practice, such as “humans ruining things” and noises as distractions.
It was important that audience members could directly connect every vignette to something they
would see in the exhibition, and equally important that our performance not replicate
Katchadourian’s work. One of the collections in the exhibition that we did not use, her Flemish
Portraits series, has been widely reproduced on social media, so the Blanton staff discouraged us
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from focusing on the series since it already had a viral presence online. We wanted to encourage
audience members to make their own connections to the art when they viewed the exhibition and
believed that offering a performance that showcased our ensemble’s connections to the work rather
than replications of it would be the most successful tool to achieve this goal.

Themes from Katchadourian’s practice arranged by cast members in relation to particular locations on campus.
Photo by Christine Gwillim, authors’ collection, 2017.

In order to further explore Katchadourian’s work and feeling particularly inspired by the Mended
Webs and Paranormal Postcards series, we took yarn that we found in prop storage to one rehearsal. We
proceeded to imagine what each place might look like if we added a series of string lines. We didn’t
end up using this particular staircase, but you’ll see how we incorporated the concept of string
connections below. This served as one way we tied our performance, both literally and figuratively,
to the exhibition inside the museum. Though it isn’t as noticeable in photographs, red was a
dominant colour in the exhibition, and one we rarely saw on campus. So, we switched out the teal
yarn for a bright red one that matched the colour of Katchadourian’s thread in the Paranormal
Postcards and Mended Webs series.

Samantha Provenzano and Lauren Smith hold teal yarn to connect the Gregory Gymnasium to the Speedway
walkway on the University of Texas campus. We ended up using this method of connection, but not the staircase
pictured due to permitting issues with the location. Photo by Christine Gwillim, authors’ collection, 2017.
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After asking cast members to look for spaces to activate, we asked them to explore the campus
sonically: finding both new spaces around campus that sounded delightful, curious, or surprising,
and discovering sound-based elements of the locations they had already selected. The cast recorded
sound clips, which we used to build the audio tracks for the performance. We then reconvened and
mapped together all of our locations and artworks to create a path from the Winship Drama
building to the Blanton Museum.

A map of the performance arc on paper that was cocreated by the cast and directors during March rehearsals.
Photo by Christine Gwillim, authors’ collection, 2017.

Approach to Rehearsal and the Three-Director Model
Having a three-person directing team (what we jokingly called the “three-headed monster”), each
with their own skillset and experience, allowed us an ongoing spectatorial perspective throughout
the creative process. At any given moment, while one or two leaders led the ensemble through
devising activities or structural considerations, such as the map above, the other leader(s) could step
back to take a wide-angle view of the overall project.
Our three-person approach also disrupted some elements of the traditional theatre director power
dynamic. For instance, we modelled collaborative decision-making in the rehearsal room, frequently
checking in with each other during breaks and in the midst of devising exercises. We also
encouraged the ensemble to adopt similar decision-making in their own devising groups, as well as
to observe other groups’ performances and offer constructive feedback. As we worked, we often
framed our direction as open-ended questions or suggestions, allowing space for the ensemble
members to bring their ideas and perspectives into the conversation rather than simply following
instructions from us. The result was a collaborative and flexible ensemble, which proved invaluable
when it started pouring rain fifteen minutes before our first scheduled performance. The cast quickly
donned plastic rain ponchos and adjusted scenes to avoid puddles, to help the audience move safely
across wet surfaces, and still committed to the emotional and physical demands of our
choreography. Ironically, the three directors were more nervous about the bad weather than the cast
who performed in it. The flexibility of the collaborative model ended up leaving enough space for
the piece to bend to conditions beyond our control.
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Now that you know a little bit about the process and the piece, we invite you to come on the tour
with us. You will notice that some of the images below show our first rainy day performance,
photographed by the Cohen New Works Festival official photographer, Lawrence Pert on April 11,
2017, and others were taken the following (sunny) day by attendee Zoë Crabtree. We’ve interspersed
photos from both days throughout the photo tour to exemplify the elasticity of the performance and
the ways in which weather conditions influence the aesthetics of site-specific performance.
Upon arrival, each spectator received a lanyard. One side included a key, using emojis that outlined
the hand signal the guides would use. Since technology is often tricky, we also instructed our
audience members to hold up their lanyard if they experienced technical difficulties. Christine
followed the group, playing the audio on a separate device so at any point she could hand over an
iPod cued up to the correct place in the audio track or help folks who joined the tour midperformance cue up in Soundcloud, ensuring the audience member wouldn’t miss anything.

Symbols printed on the backside of each audience member’s lanyard, with a small-scale version of the poster
design on the front. The lanyards helped us distinguish who was a ticketed audience member and who joined the
tour spontaneously as we walked across campus. The symbols helped audience members remember what hand
motions to look for throughout the performance. Lanyard design by Sam Provenzano, authors’ collection, 2017.

Join us for the tour! For the next several pages, we invite you to plug in a set of headphones,
listen to our audio track, and imagine yourself as an Austin local, likely a fine arts student or
faculty member, taking an hour off from homework or grading to walk across campus to the
university art museum, the Blanton, a place you’ve likely not been in a few months. We’ll
describe the tour phenomenologically in the hope that you can get a sense of what it was
like for those sixty or so minutes in April 2017.
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Grab your headphones and meet us outside the F. Loren Winship Drama Building. You
might want an umbrella—there’s rain in the forecast, and it’s a balmy 80 degrees, so don’t
overdress.

Audience members huddle under umbrellas as guides Lina Chambers and Kirstin Cutts introduce themselves on
April 11, 2017. Photo by Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas, 2017.

Get to know the two guides. They will give you all the instructions you need along the way.
Pull up the audio track, but wait for the guides to signal when you should hit play.

Performer Lina Chambers introduces herself as one of the tour guides to the audience on April 12, 2017. Photo by
Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Follow the guides to the first stop on the tour, and remember to watch your step on the
pebbled concrete—it’s surprisingly slick when wet.
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Audience members walk away from the F. Loren Winship Drama Building following the tour guides to the next
location on April 11, 2017. Photo by Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas, 2017.

Following the guides closely, travel under a bridge, past a performer drumming on a metal
sign (below) that points to the Laboratory Theatre, one of the four main theatre spaces at
UT.

Performer Jess O’Rear taps out a Morse code message on a metal sign with wooden drumsticks. Photo by Zoë
Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

As you walk into the loading zone, three other performers (below) move into the space and
create a soundscape using found objects and the architecture of the space. Watch until the
cacophony ends, then follow the guides into the basement of the Geosciences Building—a
space rarely frequented by fine arts students and faculty.
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Performer Jada Cadena taps a Morse code message onto a cement-filled parking bucket with sticks from the
parking lot. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Performer Jana Fronczek taps out a different Morse code message with a rock from the parking lot onto a vent on
the side of the Winship Drama Building. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Audience members watch performers tap Morse code on found surfaces between the Winship Drama Building and
the Geosciences Building on April 12, 2017. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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You might remember Morse code from Nina Katchadourian’s series Talking Popcorn. The
performers you just saw were tapping out a message for the audiences using objects they
found in the space. If you aren’t a Morse code expert, don’t worry! You’ll receive a
bookmark later in the performance that spells out the code for you to translate the message
at home.
Wait with the guides for the elevator. Put in your headphones and hit “play” at the signal.
Exit the building through the glass doors and catch a glimpse of the sound artists from the
last piece up ahead. You’ll recognize them by their red socks that match the guides’.

Guides Lina Chambers and Kirstin Cutts wait with the audience for elevators in the Geosciences Building, one of
many moments in the performance that invited audience members to reflect on mundane daily tasks, like waiting
for an elevator with a group of (mostly) strangers. Photo by Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas at
Austin, 2017.

Make sure not to get lost in the throng of students crossing campus during lunchtime.
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Performers Jada Cadena, Jana Fronczek, Jess O’Rear,
and Clarissa Smith walk from the Geosciences
Building to the Skybridge on April 12, 2017. Photo by
Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Guides Lina Chambers and Kirstin Cutts lead the
audience to the Skybridge, following the other four
performers. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’
collection, 2017.

Stop when the guides stop. Look up and look closely: you can see three dancers performing
on the Skybridge above your head that connects two buildings.

Audience members look up at performers on the Skybridge that were pointed out by the guides seconds before
on April 11, 2017. Photo by Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin, 2017.
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Performers Natasha Small, Gaby Sugiaman, and Ally Tufenkjian dance on the Skybridge, their outlines barely visible
without looking closely. The audio track plays “The Eyes of Texas” as the audience watches from below. Photo by
Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

You might also recognize the tune playing on the audio track; it sounds like “Working on
the Railroad” but is actually the UT song “The Eyes of Texas.” They’re always watching.
The song has a sinister sound and helped us to draw out some of the more disturbing
themes in Katchadourian’s work, such as the ill effects of human interventions into nature.

Performers Natasha Small, Gaby Sugiaman, and Ally Tufenkjian press up against the glass of the Skybridge as the
audience passes under them. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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When the dance ends, follow the performers into the Student Activity Center.

Performers Jana Fronczek Jess O’Rear, Clarissa Smith, and Jada Cadena walk ahead of the guides and audience into
the Student Activities Center. Photo by Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin, 2017.

Be sure to stay with stay with the group. It can get crowded in there.
Something looks familiar here . . .

Performer Jada Cadena plays Cat’s Cradle next to students in the hallway of the Student Activities Center as the
audience walks by. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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And here . . .

Performers Jess O’Rear and Clarissa Smith play Cat’s Cradle next to students in the hallway of the Student
Activities Center as the audience walks by. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

And here...

Performer Jana Fronczek plays Jacob’s Ladder next to exit of the Student Activities Center as the audience exits
the building. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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Follow the guides through the building to exit on the other side. Notice the line of small
boxes lining the sidewalk once you get outside. Follow the first guide and stop when they
tell you to!

Performer Kirstin Cutts motions for audience members to stand by a box one by one as they exit the Student
Activities Center. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Pick up your box at the guide’s signal and hold on tight!

Performers Kirstin Cutts and Lina Chambers demonstrate to the audience how to hold the boxes properly. Photo
by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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Follow the guides’ lead!

Performers Kirstin Cutts and Lina Chambers instruct audience members to tug on the string hanging out from the
side of each box. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Keep holding the box as the guides come by and slip a small loop at the end of the string
onto each of their fingers. As you hold the box, red yard unfurls from inside while the guides
slowly back up, each with ten loops of thread attached to their hands.

Performer Kirstin Cutts slips the loop at the end of the string hanging out from the side of each box onto her
fingers, attaching ten strings to her fingers while Lina Chambers does the same with the other ten audience
members (not pictured.) Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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Slowly the guides climb a set of stairs, pulling yards of string out of the boxes in your hands.
As they climb the stairs, the yarn creates a perspective inspired by Nina Katchadourian’s
series Paranormal Postcards.

Performers Lina Chambers and Kirstin Cutts move in unison, pulling the strings from the boxes and creating long
lines that connect their movement to the architecture of the building as they ascend the stairs. Photo by Zoë
Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Performer Lina Chambers pulls the strings attached to her fingers as she slowly backs away from the audience
members holding the boxes of string. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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Performers Lina Chambers and Kirstin Cutts meet at the top of the stairs, combining their yarn threads. Photo by
Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Watch the guides get in on the performance as they perform a short dance piece . . .

Performers Lina Chambers and Kirstin Cutts disappear behind the ledge as the audience holds boxes and watches.
Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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and sneakily switch places, to the audience’s delight!

Performers Kirstin Cutts and Lina Chambers re-emerge, having switched places and crossed their yarn threads.
They stop to admire their creation. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Set down your box, leaving the installation there for other passersby to enjoy.

Performer Lina Chambers takes the boxes from the audience and drops them on the grass. Photo by Zoë
Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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As you leave the boxes, look carefully, or you just might miss a moment like one of these!

Performers Clarissa Smith and Jess O’Rear work to untangle a mass of yarn in a stairwell just around the corner
from the boxes. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Begin to seek out the visual gems hidden in plain sight. Follow the guides along the path,
and make sure not to miss the sharp right turn. You’ll notice a curious assembly of dancers,
string, and trees.

Audience members follow the guides into a wooded area. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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Performers Gaby Sugiaman and Natasha Small wrap red yarn around a tree as they dance. Photo by Zoë Crabtree,
authors’ collection, 2017.

Performers Ally Tufenkjian and Jana Fronczek create a giant Cat’s cradle as guide Lina Chambers leads the
audience by. Photo by Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin, 2017.
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Performers Ally Tufenkjian and Jana Fronczek create a giant Cat’s cradle as performer Gaby Sugiaman reads a
book. Photo by Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin, 2017.

You might have noticed some additional audience members have joined us at this point.
Their curiosity was piqued as they sat at the lunch tables and may now be following along.

Performers Ally Tufenkjian and Jana Fronczek create a giant cat’s cradle as performer Gaby Sugiaman reads and
walks through the dance. Photo by Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin, 2017.
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When the dance concludes, follow the guides across the street to the next stop; make sure to
look both ways!

Performers Lina Chambers and Kirstin Cutts lead audience members up 21st Street. Photo by Lawrence Peart,
courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin, 2017.

Who’s that, off in the distance, waving from the bridge?

Audience members walk up 21st Street as performers Jada Cadena, Clarissa Smith, and Jess O’Rear wave at them
from atop a bridge. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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Look closely at the hand signals; they match the ones the guides have been using for “stop”
and “go!”

Performers Jada Cadena, Clarissa Smith, and Jess O’Rear wave a halt signal from atop a bridge. Photo by Zoë
Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Close-up of performers Jada Cadena, Clarissa Smith, and Jess O’Rear waving a halt signal from atop a bridge. Photo
by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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After a giant game of “Red Light Green Light,” you make it to a passage under this bridge.
Follow the guides to the escalators and keep a close watch. You never know who might be
coming the other way.

Audience members pass one another on an escalator leading to the top of the Perry Castañeda Library. Photo by
Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Watch the guides’ signals closely; they will tell you to take out your headphones and pause
your recording. Something surprising is about to happen . . .
Take your spot along the ledge and look below. A cello player is in place, and a dancer
emerges.

Performer Lina Chambers and audience lean over a banister to watch a performance below from the top of the
Perry Castañeda Library. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.
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This section of the performance included live cello, but we recorded and remixed it for later
in the audio tour, so if you haven’t finished track one yet, pause it and skip to track two.
Listen to the music and scroll slowly through the next two pages. Imagine yourself outside,
huddled next to strangers. You’ve been walking for nearly thirty minutes. This is your first
chance to take out your headphones and hear the ambient sound around you. You’re
surrounded by tall concrete buildings and looking down on the performance below.

Natasha Small dances accompanied by David Thomases playing cello as audience members watch from the stairs
above. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection, 2017.

Natasha Small dances accompanied by David Thomases playing cello. Photo by Zoë Crabtree, authors’ collection,
2017.
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This piece was inspired by Katchadourian’s Seat Assignment collection, in which she added
unexpected items to flat images from airplane magazines. The performers superimpose
beautiful things (lyrical dance, a classical instrument) onto a utilitarian landscape.

Natasha Small dances in the rain, which drastically changes the tone of the dance on April 11, 2017. Photo by
Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin, 2017.

Skip ahead on the audio to this section (timestamp 3:01) to catch up with the tour. Follow
the guides to the next stop: the library! Pause near the poetry section and look closely;
whom do you see?

Performer Jess O’Rear finds a book from the library stacks and shows it to the audience. Photo by Lawrence
Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin, 2017.
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Performer Gaby Sugiaman sets the book she’s been reading next to the one Jess set down. Photo by Lawrence
Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin, 2017.

Guide Lina Chambers pulls a final book out of guide Kirstin Cutts’s backpack to complete the sentence the other
performers created with book spines. Photo by Lawrence Peart, courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin,
2017.
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The final text of our interpretation of the Sorted Books process was constructed from books
from UT’s main library where this vignette took place. The final text read as follows:
THE BORED MEETING
RIDING WITH STRANGERS
LANDSCAPE INTO ART
ARTS WORLDS
ARTS EXPLOSION
ARTISTIC VOYAGERS
TAKE MY WORD FOR IT
ART ON CAMPUS
LET’S GO TO THE MUSEUM
As you turn toward the front door of the library and head out to the Blanton Museum, you
will hear this (skip to timecode 7:29, inspired by Katchadourian’s “Sky Mall Kitties” song).
The tour ended in the exhibition. Take a look back at Curiouser and see if you notice
anything new.

The cast posing for a selfie in the Perry Castañeda Library after our final performance. Photo by Jada Cadena,
authors’ collection, 2017.

Spectator Experiences
We considered audience experience throughout the creative process, deliberately seeking ways to
surprise and provoke new ways of thinking both about the exhibition and the university campus.
Here’s some feedback we got from our IRL audience members:
[Another attendee and I] were talking afterwards how when walking back to
Winship, we felt like it was all a dream or in our imagination and it never even
existed. We walked by the same spaces and they felt different . . . like they held the
memory of the play but had somehow returned to a new normal—not quite the
same as they were before.
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[The] piece gave me space and such beauty to reflect and be. Thank you again for
inviting me—I am definitely going to experience campus differently now.
I can honestly say I have never had a museum experience that was so participatory,
and few that were as much fun. . . . I thought the connections to the Curiouser show
were beautifully thought out and one’s experience of the show will be enhanced by
[the] piece whether or not one has seen the show previously. The images created for
us on the tour were beautiful, moving, and funny by turns, and they were integrated
by a soundtrack that wove together bits of the soundscape we were actually moving
through—ending with an inspired passage that wove everything together. This is
something I will remember for a very long time to come.

Yarn left out during a rehearsal in front of the Gregory Gymnasium. Photo by Christine Gwillim, authors’
collection, 2017.

What We Learned
The process of creating this journey across campus left us with a number of lessons, curiosities,
excitements, and questions to pursue further in future projects. Some of our major take-aways are
detailed below.
Collaboration is Great. Inter-institutional Collaboration is Even Better
Because of a number of institutional and logistical factors, primarily related to scheduling with the
directors, performers, and Blanton education staff, our ensemble members didn’t have many
opportunities to interact directly with our museum partners. While we, as the directors, were in
regular communication with the Blanton staff and shared their thoughts, suggestions, and needs
with the group, the ensemble members only received communication from the museum filtered
through us. When we spoke with our ensemble after the process, they expressed that they wished
they could have worked directly with the Blanton so they could consider institutional needs and
interests throughout the devising process. While the possibility of this fuller collaboration during
Bored with Strangers was limited, we encourage organizations or individuals interested in this kind of
work to prioritize finding at least one opportunity for ALL collaborators to be in the room together.
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Three Directors: Leaning In and Stepping Back
Our “three-headed monster” directing model taught us a lot about the utility of shifting between
perspectives during the creative process. While not without its challenges (our ensemble members
let us know that sometimes they found it difficult to know who to listen to during rehearsal), this
model allowed us to do something of critical importance for a site-specific, travelling piece. At any
moment, one of us could lead the ensemble through the rehearsal, focusing on the details of
movement, sound, and story, while one or two of us could step back, looking at big-picture artistic,
representational, accessibility, or logistical questions for the piece as a whole. We were also able to
step into the role of spectator as the ensemble honed their performances, experiencing first-hand
what we would ask audience members to move through during the performance. This leaning in to
the details combined with stepping back to look at the larger aesthetic and audience experience
proved extraordinarily useful and wouldn’t have been possible in the same way with a single leader.
When the Audience is Integral, They Should be Integrated Throughout
We set out to create an experience in which the audience was one hundred percent integral to
making the performance come to life. Many moments of the tour could not have happened without
the audience (most notably, the box choreography). While this approach was successful in a number
of ways, we learned very quickly when our first spectators arrived a week before our first public
performance that having their input much earlier in the process would have been to our advantage.
This initial group of observers included a small, invited audience of university students, mostly
focused in the arts, who were willing to help us work through logistical elements of the
performance, such as pulling the string from the boxes, before we hosted members of the public. As
is true of most live theatre pieces, the addition of the audience changes the piece considerably, and
the logistics of moving the audience from place to place and making sure they had the information
they needed to engage fully in the performance make this adage even more applicable to Bored with
Strangers. In future iterations of this piece, we would certainly plan to engage small test audiences
starting early on in the devising process and make time to listen carefully to and document their
feedback along the way. We would also highly recommend this for any piece, museum theatre or
otherwise, that includes considerable audience interaction as part of the experience.
Moving Forward
As we continue to explore the role of the spectator in site-specific work, this three-headed Monster
is interested in examining other overlooked outdoor spaces for their performativity, imagining ways
to invite audiences into cultural heritage institutions that resist hierarchy and various -isms, and
collaborating with artists and audiences to make visual art feel more accessible.
It seems apt that we end our essay with an homage to Nina Katchadourian, given the many ways her
work enlivened our performance and continues to inspire our practice. In an interview preceding the
opening of Curiouser, Kat Sampson, a reporter for the alumni magazine Alcalde, asked Katchadourian
how she hoped her audience would leave the exhibition. She replied:
Certainly “curiouser,” to give you the obvious answer. I want people to go back into
the world and be more engaged with it. One of the things that makes me happiest is
when people say “I saw your show and the next day I noticed x, y, and z.” This may
be very specific to 2017 at this moment, but the world is going crazy and it feels like
this country is going crazy to me. I’m very appreciative of when people tell me my
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work made them feel hopeful and happy. I feel very moved by that response and I
feel incredibly privileged if I can provide that for people right now, too. I hope they
feel joy. (Sampson 2017)
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What Areas of Spectatorship Need to Be Studied in Contemporary
Contexts?
Willmar Sauter
Although I have carried out extensive as well as minor projects in the field of audience and
reception research for more than thirty years, there are still some desiderata on my list. Of course,
we would like to know more about theatre audiences in various geographical areas, their habits,
preferences and social data. Furthermore, audiences in the same place shift over time, so there is
always a need to repeat or continue earlier surveys in order to update our knowledge. However,
there are other and more urgent aspects of spectatorship that have hardly been dealt with so far. I
will present three trajectories that I find especially important.
First of all, I would like to point to the collectivity of theatrical experiences. Performances with a
single spectator happen once in a while and are described and analyzed. In these instances, it
becomes obvious that the spectator must engage in playing as much as the performer; otherwise, the
theatrical communication breaks down. It does not seem too far-fetched that the spectator’s
participation is also at work in a regular, multi-headed theatre audience. In addition, the spectators in
an auditorium affect each other. That much we know, but what kind of affects come into play? Does
the number of spectators have any significance for the actual experience? We can assume that there
is a difference between an audience of a dozen people and a crowd of one thousand. These
differences are even more obvious when we think of rock concerts in sports arenas compared to a
group performing in an intimate club. What exactly are the various parameters that affect the
spectators in small and big auditoriums? It might very well be possible that some experiential
features always are present in collectives, irrespective of the size of audience. The sharing of an
experience as a positive amplification can be observed in all kinds of situations, and is certainly
influencing artistic encounters, but is it of a special type?
Many more questions can be raised concerning the significance of collective experiences, but what is
urgently needed are some theoretical concepts from which a stable research strategy can be
developed. This would be the first task of such projects. Depending on one’s preferences, theories
might be derived from psychology or sociology, from media studies or communication theories
within performance and theatre studies. They can serve as stepping-stones toward concepts of
collective, aesthetic experiences. Personally, I would prefer to expand concepts of immersion—
cognitive, sensitive and reflective immersion—to include not only the relation between A(gent) and
B(eholder) but also the connection between B and B. Probably, this would imply that B becomes an
A in relation to other Bs. These double A(gents) have to be clarified theoretically to be proven
empirically.
The proof of the pudding is in the eating, as the saying goes. At times, there are too many and too
sophisticated theories which lack empirical support. It has always been my conviction that audience
and reception studies are practical fields of enquiry. The study of large audiences needs large
projects. No matter which methodologies are applied, the surveying of the many requires many
______________________________________________________________________________
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hands and heads. Maybe this is one of the reasons why such large-scale projects are rare. Nobody
can do this on their own. Generous funding will be needed, but the results might be rewarding, even
overwhelming, for scholars, for artists, as well as for producers and sponsors.
Why would such projects be of interest in the present context of the performing arts? The scene of
popular music provides a convincing example: While listening to music has become an increasingly
individual matter—earphones are all over town—live concerts continue to attract huge crowds
globally. The same can be said about movies: accessible to individuals on personal mobile phones
and yet cinemas are still able to attract audience numbers. Small theatres attract their own (elitist)
audiences, while experimental festivals and open-air popular theatre spectacles count their spectators
in the thousands. There seems to be something—but what?—that brings people together to share
artistic experiences despite the option to watch the same event individually on some screen.
Therefore, I maintain that the study of collective experiences is worthwhile.
As a second suggestion, I want to emphasize that the investigation of the individual experience of
performative events is far from exhausted. There are certainly many studies of the spectators of
particular performances. Sometimes the results are astonishing; sometimes, they confirm what we
already expected. Theatre audiences are prone to appreciate what they have seen, and we are far too
willing to take their enthusiasm as signs of their intellectual capacity to interpret the meaning of the
performance. Empirical studies have shown that this is not always the case. In a play about the
group rape of a young woman, the youth in the audience concluded that the woman was herself to
blame, contrary to the intentions of the producer (Gesser-Edelsburg 2005). Performances of
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice increased anti-Semitic sentiments despite the director’s
assurance that the production was meant to fight exactly these prejudices (Sauter 2010). These
results were obtained with sophisticated survey methods. When we researched reception patterns of
theatre audiences in the 1980s, it was difficult to show that women would experience performances
differently from men. Most probably, our analytical instruments were not advanced enough to bring
gendered responses to the fore. Do we have better methods today?
This brings me to my third point: the diversity of theoretical and methodological approaches to
reception research. Over the years, many theoretical stances have been presented, and numerous
methods have been applied. There were ordinary questionnaires asking for demographic details,
preferences, and habits of existing theatre audiences, i.e., those who attended a performance. Other
surveys were aiming at the total population of a city, a region or a country. The actual experiences of
a particular play have been investigated by means of questionnaires, reference groups, Theatre Talks,
participant observations, interviews, post-performance meetings, and so forth. Today there is a risk
that these methods will be or are being invented again and again without reference to earlier results.
“Do we really need to reinvent the wheel every time we administer a new survey?” Instead, I would
plead for an initiative to compile all of today’s relevant methodologies into a book (of course in
Open Access) in which the most successful methods of audience and reception research are
collected and made available to scholars interested in this field. Not only would such a project
provide a helpful collection of empirically proven methods, but it might also inspire a young
generation to engage with B—the indispensable partner of all kinds of performances. Such a book
might contribute to obtaining equilibrium between the ever privileged A and the ever neglected B.
Spectatorship, understood as the range from an individual’s attendance of a performance to the
participation in large crowds generating collective experiences, deserves to be pointed out as the
most desirable study field in all aesthetic disciplines. The coordination of achievements of earlier
148
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periods, the expansion of theoretical approaches and the development of empirically oriented
methodologies should be seen as the most promising area of theatre and performance studies.
Academics as well as artists would profit from such insights into spectatorship.
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Studying the Relationship between Artistic Intent and Observable
Impact
Dani Snyder-Young
Performance disappears, leaving memories and archives in its wake. Freshwater (2009) critiques
researchers’ overreliance on the voices of critics and our own subjective experiences as audience
members. I concur with her critique; my usual methods for studying spectatorship are rooted in
qualitative inquiry. I watch the audience watch the play, conduct informal interviews, and analyze
discourse in transcripts of post-performance discussions. Frequently, I train a diverse team of
research assistants to join me in these endeavours, triangulating what I see and hear with the things
that people I trust see and hear. But there are limits to this method. It requires my physical presence
at multiple performances, and I can only be in one place at a time. To work with a team, I must
secure funding and hire, train, and schedule assistants in advance of a run. Sometimes, a production
emerges as a significant point of cultural conflict too late to set up a full study, in a location I cannot
attend. This essay is about studying the relationship between artistic intent and observable impact
under conditions that do not allow my embodied presence at the theatrical event under study.
The world premiere of Antoinette Nwandu’s Pass Over was produced at Steppenwolf June 1–July 9,
2017, under the direction of Danya Taymor. Pass Over is about two young black men, Moses (Jon
Michael Hill) and Kitch (Julian Parker), trapped on a purgatorial street corner, plotting and yearning
for escape to the promised land. They are visited by a lost and entitled white man, Mister, and an
antagonistic white cop, Ossifer (both played by Ryan Hallahan). The play riffs on Waiting for Godot
while gesturing to Exodus, painting an absurdist landscape in which black men are overtly trapped
by multiple manifestations of white supremacy.
The production became a significant point of cultural conflict resonating with my current project,
which examines theatrical interventions in white supremacy and the ways white audience members
consume the stories of racialized others. Hedy Weiss’s (2017) review of the play in the Chicago Sun
Times called the premise of the play “inspired” and praised it as “brilliantly acted.” However, she
argued that “this play distorts the full story” of “senseless, endemic violence in Chicago,” which she
understands as mostly “perpetuated within the community itself,” and takes issue with the allegorical
play’s archetypal characterization of a racist white cop as “clearly meant to indict all white cops.”
This led to a firestorm of protest, including a petition for the Chicago theatre community to cease
offering Weiss complimentary tickets to review their plays, signed by nearly four thousand people.
Ilyssa Kosova, my research assistant, saw the production in previews and drew it to my attention
prior to Weiss’s controversial review. I was in the midst of a cross-country move and could not
attend a performance, and I conscripted Kosova to attend a few performances and take field notes
in my stead.1 I triangulate what Kosova, who is a white woman in her twenties, reported back of her
first person experience as a participant observer with published reviews. All of the reviews I cite in
this essay were written by white critics, reflecting the problematic racial dynamic that white reviewers
dominate Chicago’s critical landscape. Spike Lee filmed a performance of the production, creating a
______________________________________________________________________________
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cinematic archive of the production’s artistic choices.2 I mine the details of this archive and
Kosova’s reports for evidence of the production’s impact on its audiences, with a particular eye to
the closing moments of the play.
Nwandu’s stated artistic goal for the production is “to be a witness to what I see happening in the
world today. People are going to take away what they bring in, and I don’t know what that is. That
said, I hope people don’t think the only message this play offers is about young black men. I hope
people leave this play thinking about themselves” (Armour 2019). Nwandu’s allegorical play pulls no
punches, and she recognizes that audiences at Steppenwolf—a large institutional theatre located in
an affluent neighbourhood on the North side of Chicago—are predominantly white. She echoes
Ranciére’s recognition that a spectator “links what she sees to a host of other things that she has
seen on other stages, in other kinds of places” (2009, 13). Artists cannot control the larger cultural
forces informing audience members’ pre-existing sense of how the world does and should work. A
play might offer a moment promising new understanding or insight—but an audience member who
arrives unprepared to meet the offer might reject it.
In the play’s tragic ending, Moses has just defeated Ossifer and, free of police violence, is about to
lead Kitch off of the concrete street corner into the desert to leave for the promised land. Just as
Moses takes his first step off the corner, Mister calls out from the back of the audience, “Ahem.”
His footsteps echo loudly in the silent theatre as he walks toward the stage, “You going
somewhere?” “Who are you?”
Moses responds, “I’m Moses, dis my my brother Kitch, and we gittin up off—”
Bang bang.
Mister shoots Moses. Blood streams down Moses’s white shirt as he looks at the hole in his chest,
perplexed and horrified. He falls to the ground in the sand, one arm reaching over the edge of the
set to touch the black floor at the front of the theatre. Mister has shot him before he can escape his
purgatorial prison.
“Ladies and gentlemen, don’t be alarmed, it’s ok,” Mister reassures the audience, “Everything is
going to be ok, I promise. Gosh. You could say that we had a bit of turbulence. A few more ups and
downs than we would have liked but all that is over now. It’s passed. It’s passed because we have
done what we were meant to do.” A lush swell of strings begins to play, evoking the optimistic
feeling of a golden age musical. “We stood our ground. We caught the bad guys, we took back what
was ours. And now together we will make sure that no one ever ever ever takes back from us again.
Will you look at that? The sun has come up. It is morning in America. Go now, enjoy yourselves.
Don’t worry about the mess. I’ll clean that up. All that we once had is ours again. This country is
ours again. Isn’t it great?”
The play ends as Kitch, still trapped and now alone, mourns Moses’s corpse as Mister smiles,
relishing the feel of the sun on his face.3
This closing monologue uses the haunting whiteness of the institutional theatre space as a
dramaturgical feature, as Mister frames the silent audience as his allies and the beneficiaries of his
violent act of white supremacy. It clearly implicates white audience members who witness Mister’s
murder of Moses and do nothing. White supremacy may wear a charitable or a clueless mask, but in
the end, such performances exist to maintain an oppressive status quo. The closing moment of the
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play takes an unambiguous position that white privilege is locked in an irreconcilable struggle with
black oppression.
I look for evidence of this moment of performance’s impact on the spectators who experienced it.
What observable performances do they enact in response? Kosova reports, “It is obviously pretty
tense in the theatre. I can see a couple next to me squeezing each other’s hands. I realize I am
fidgeting and moving around in my seat. . . . Everyone quietly and quickly scampered out of the
theatre.”4 At the performance critic Alan Bresloff (2019) attended, “the audience was stunned and it
took 10–15 seconds for them to begin applauding this wonderful cast.” Conspicuous silences and
swift departures might reflect a range of intellectual and emotional responses; Bressloff interprets
them to mean the audience members feel “surprise and possibly shock.” Kosova, too, thinks the
audience is “stunned.”
I look for evidence of the meaning audience members make of this moment. Chicago Tribune critic
Chris Jones (2017) does not explicitly reference the moment in his published review, but he does
identify, “white complacency in the creation of the war zone that traps Moses and Kitch.” Kosova’s
interpretation, written prior to the publication of Jones’s review, concurs: “The moment seemed to
put emphasis on the idea that we are here, we as audience members are sitting passively at this
moment and watching this happen, both literally and figuratively; violence and white entitlement are
actively happening.” Jones and Kosova make this parallel meaning from the embodied experience of
sitting in their seats in the theatre, watching Mister’s act of violence and hearing him implicate them,
as white witnesses, in his action.
I look for evidence of audience members’ affective responses to the moment—evidence of how it
made them feel. Kosova reflects, “I knew that I needed to hear the message, even if it hurt. That last
bit really made me think about my privilege, I felt embarrassed to be a white person.” Tony Adler
(2017), in his review in the Chicago Reader, echoes this sentiment, highlighting that in the play, “there
are no exceptions made for ‘good’ whites,” exclaiming, “I watched myself squirm” while watching
the play. This moment made white audience members uncomfortable and embarrassed, unsettling
their racial comfort. For Kosova and Adler, this affective response proved a productive prompt for
racial humility and reflection.
Synthesis of the evidence of embodied, interpretive, and affective responses to the moment across
the reviews and field notes reveals that the moment unsettled white audience members, making
them racially uncomfortable by implicating them in an act of racialized violence. The authors of the
written accounts treat this discomfort as a site of reflection, examining their complicity in the
structural system oppressing Moses and Kitch and, by extension, all black people. These responses
seem to affirm that the production achieves Nwandu’s goal to get “people [to] leave this play
thinking about themselves” (Armour 2017).
This evidence is significant because the white spectator whose interpretation of this moment drew
the most attention, Hedy Weiss, had a very different reaction to the same affective stimuli. Weiss
(2017) argued that this moment “could not be more condescending to Steppenwolf’s largely white
‘liberal’ audience,” and that it “club[s] its audience over the head in a way that also makes its
applause feel self-congratulatory.” Weiss pushes back against inclusion in Mister’s we as he celebrates
the murder of an innocent Black man as necessary to restore a proper white supremacist order. She
reads the closing moments of Pass Over as a balm to white audience members, a reassurance that they
are different from—better than—Mister. The same impulse that made Adler “squirm” led Weiss to
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distance herself from the abhorrent other. She generalizes her response to include the entirety of
Steppenwolf’s audience—which, from the other critical responses above, is clearly inappropriate—
but it seems unlikely that Weiss is the only white spectator to respond to the production’s
provocation by distancing herself from Mister’s overt act of racist violence.
Moral philosopher Shannon Sullivan (2014) highlights the ways middle-class white people
differentiate between morally good anti-racist white people and morally bad racists by drawing a
bright line between them and distancing themselves from any action that might cross the divide.
Mister’s overt white supremacist violence and framework unquestionably place him in the realm of
the morally bad. Furthermore, Mister’s invocation of Ronald Reagan’s “morning in America” and
Donald Trump’s campaign slogan “Make America Great Again” place him in the camp of US
political conservatives. In the minds of many people who would consider themselves in the camp of
US political progressives, conservative political camp membership is akin to endorsing overt white
supremacy. In a moment of sharp political polarization, a positive invocation of a politically
conservative slogan crosses the line dividing good anti-racist white people from morally bad white
racists. Weiss is a white audience member, and her bias is problematic; my experience studying white
spectators at mainstream theatrical events leads me to expect she is not alone in her response to
avoid inclusion in Mister’s white supremacist “we.”
The distance between Weiss’s reading and the readings of Kosova and the other professional
spectators I cite above is substantial. Audiences are polyvocal, and spectators experience a range of
responses to the same staged moment. The evidence I can access all comes from professional critics
and a trained research assistant—these are audience members with extensive experience in watching
critically and articulating their interpretations and responses. They write for familiar audiences whose
tastes they know, translating their experiences into language to communicate with their newspaper
subscribers, regular blog readers, and faculty supervisor. Their writings, like all acts of
communication, are performances trying to do something to their audiences. How do we know how
the bulk of lay audience members responded?
Artists developing new plays routinely watch audiences through previews, paying close attention to
spectators’ embodied reactions to moments of performance and responses during post-performance
discussions. Some may chat informally with audience members in the lobby or in line to use the
restroom. These methods cannot explicate the complex inner workings of every individual audience
member’s heart and mind, but they can provide evidence of patterns of responses. Artists use these
responses to make adjustments to performances through previews; playwrights sometimes use these
responses to revise new plays for future productions.
Nwandu’s (2018) subsequent revision of the moment described above leads me to believe she may
have seen a gap between her artistic intent and the moment’s impact on the real audience—critics
included—through the run of the premiere production. She revised this monologue for the
subsequent Lincoln Center production and the play’s publication. In the published version of the
play, Mister distances himself from the violent act we just watched him commit. He tells the
audience he finds it “so darn perplexing” how “something like this keeps . . .” (makes a gesture for
“happening”) (72), as though the violence he enacts is outside of his control. He structures language
within the bounds of how good white people talk about race, that “it makes me feel so sad but also
helpless to change or intervene or I don’t know.” Mister admits that “there are those times when I
don’t wanna know” (72), implicating audience members, who from positions of privilege are able to
ignore, avoid, and not think about racism. His ease contrasts with Kitch’s sorrow—Kitch does not
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have Mister’s luxury of deciding he just does not “wanna know.” In the final beat, Mister shifts his
demeanour, brightening, “Anyway . . .” as he changes the subject to something less unpleasant (72).
This revision takes Mister’s response to his own violent act out of the language of overt white
supremacy and into a realm that makes it harder for white audience members to disavow. It clearly
links the conditions trapping Moses and Kitch and “polite” performances through which white
people avoid direct discussion of radicalized conflict.
Throughout my larger project, I repeatedly watched white audience members distance themselves
from racism. White audience members frequently interpret plays in ways consistent with their own
sense of moral goodness, finding ways to preserve a sense of racial comfort. Nwandu’s revision
offers evidence of an artist evaluating the distance between their intent to implicate and the
audience’s capacity to disavow. This is significant because all of the published writing on the
production, save for Weiss’s review, indicates the production operated as a productive provocation
for racial humility and reflection. Nwandu’s revisions indicate that Weiss’s deeply unpopular reading
of Pass Over may not have been completely uncommon. As a scholar reliant on archival sources to
understand a performance that I could not attend, such clues are essential to understand the impact
of the performance on lay audience members who did not publish their interpretations.
Notes
1. Ilyssa Kosova’s work on this project was funded through an Illinois Wesleyan University Artistic and
Scholarly Development grant.
2. This film, produced by Amazon Studios in 2018 and distributed through Amazon’s streaming platform,
prominently represents the act of bussing black audience members from the South Side of Chicago to the
performance, highlighting that the audience for the filmed performance event is not a typical LORT theatre
audience.
3. Transcribed by the author from Spike Lee’s filmed adaptation of the Steppenwolf production of Pass Over,
Amazon Studios, 2018.
4. All quotes from Ilyssa Kosova are drawn from entries in her unpublished field log, emailed to the author
July 25, 2017.
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Research for Impact: Audience, Method, and Dissemination
Matt Omasta
To discern “what areas of spectatorship most pressingly need to be studied in our contemporary
context,” we must first consider our broader goals and purposes as scholars interested in audience
studies. Prior to determining what topics we study, we must consider why and relatedly how we study
them. Herein, I discuss my considerations of the how, why, and what of spectator research. I write
from my position as a scholar primarily interested in Theatre for Young Audiences (TYA) and
educational theatre, though others in theatre and performance studies generally may find these
thoughts relevant.
My primary motive for undertaking research is my desire to impact my field tangibly—to contribute
to change—to make a difference. Specifically, I conduct studies with the potential to (1) affect praxis
in TYA and educational drama, (2), increase young people’s access to theatre and drama experiences,
and/or (3) influence public perceptions of the value of TYA and educational drama for young
people. As a pragmatist, I “value what works in the context of a particular research question” (Leavy
2017, 13–14). Increasingly, “what works” for my studies are valid and reliable mixed methods
approaches drawing on empirical data from the quantitative and qualitative traditions. These
methods enable rigorous exploration of research questions concerning the value of TYA and
educational drama, including how theatre and drama may (or may not) positively affect
spectators/participants.1
My goal, even in this short piece, is to affect research praxis by arguing that in many contexts,
scholars may benefit from considerations of whether dominant research practices in theatre and
performance studies are best suited to help us achieve our goals (such as the three I detail above).
Specifically, I hope to persuade readers who share my interest in impactful research that we should
develop fluency in multimodal approaches to research (including mixed methods), and that we
ought to share our work in ways both accessible to and appropriate for the specific audiences we
hope to influence. This includes employing research methods our audiences are comfortable with, as
well as writing and speaking in vernacular they understand. I also advocate that scholars concerned
with impact consider the most effective ways to disseminate our findings (which may not always be
in traditional peer-reviewed academic journals) to increase the likelihood that our intended audiences
will actually read (or otherwise experience) our outputs.
The Limitations of Theory and Academic Publishing
Given my goals of impacting praxis, increasing access, and influencing public opinion, it would be
ineffective for me to publish my work solely in scholarly articles replete with academic jargon
accessible almost exclusively to other scholars. Even in the “publish or perish” context of
contemporary academia, we must question whether choosing to publish exclusively in traditional
venues is worthwhile if doing so fails to help us achieve goals including impact, access, and
influence.
______________________________________________________________________________
Matt Omasta is an associate professor, associate department head, and Director of Theatre Education and
Applied Theatre at Utah State University.
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Many journals in our field seek submissions firmly grounded in critical theory. Jeanne Klein (2016)
makes the case that such work is prone to flaws if “scholars conceptualize critical theories as
methodologies” (117, emphasis in original). She notes that the empirical research process begins
with “a literature review constructed and cited from the existing evidence of past studies” (117, emphasis
in original). She continues, “This crucial step of a literature review of past evidence is what I find
missing from all too many past and present drama/theatre studies” (117). Klein notes that
significant problems arise when scholars treat critical theories as methodologies, “thereby engaging
in circular reasoning from within pre-selected cultural ideologies” (117). Non-evidence-based
circular reasoning is unlikely to result in impact.
To be clear, critical theory plays important roles in scholarship. Theorists employ critical
perspectives to (among other things) reveal, challenge, and strive to rectify inequitable power
structures. That said, it might be more appropriate to conceptualize critical theories as lenses or
modes of analysis than methods or methodologies. David Krasner and David Z. Saltz note, “Many
theorists who have addressed the phenomenon of theater and performance have applied theories
developed by other disciplines, for example literary theory and cultural studies” (2006, 7). They note
the “insightful and valuable contributions” of feminist, sociological, and poststructuralist theories,
but raise an important concern:
The validity of performance theories ultimately rises or falls on arguments proffered
by the theorists upon which the theory draws, rather than on the theorist’s own
argument. The shape of this type of argument is conditional, if we accept the
arguments of Butler, Irigaray, Baudrillard or Bourdieu, then certain ideas about
theater or performance follow accordingly. (Krasner and Saltz 2006, 8, emphasis in
original)
Klein, responding to the above, asserts, “this conflation of theory and method results in a body of
research that compares its self-interpreted evidence against its own theoretical frameworks, rather
than against the past foundational evidence of former researchers’ works. This circular process of a
priori reasoning . . . inhibits future-oriented advancements in our disciplinary knowledge” (2016,
117). Again, this approach does not seem promising for scholars interested in tangible impacts.2
Furthermore, the paywalls many publishers establish limit the potential readership of their journals’
scholarship primarily to those with access to academic libraries.3 The discipline-specific parlance
scholars employ (which efficiently communicates complex ideas to similarly trained scholars) can
seem inaccessible and opaque to those outside the field. In fact, such language may signify to
practitioners or those outside the field that “this article is not for you.” This implication is directly
contrary to my goal to impact the field beyond the realm of academia. In sum, many peer-reviewed
academic publications have relatively little potential to affect praxis, access, or public opinion.
The Potential of Mixed Methods Research
Mixed Methods and Funding
Many research grant programs, such as the Research: Art Works program funded by the National
Endowment for the Arts (NEA) in the United States, explicitly call for empirical evidence. The
NEA gives “priority” to proposals “that present theory-driven and evidence-based research
questions and methodologies” (2019, para. 2). Grants greater than USD 30,000 exclusively fund
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quantitative studies employing experimental or quasi-experimental designs (para. 4). Private
foundations sometimes fund efforts to increase young people’s access to the arts; these foundations
may have little interest in proposals comprising jargonistic theorizing, and may rather seek empirical
evidence of impact.
For example, my university produces TYA productions biennially. To ensure young people from
underfunded and arts-poor schools in our region are able to attend what may be their only
opportunity to experience live theatre, I seek funding to cover the costs of transportation from
students’ schools to our theatre, and of educational materials such as teacher resource guides. The
funding proposals I write to support these efforts offer simple but clear examples of how scholars
can pair specific research methods with accessible language to create impact.
When writing proposals to foundations likely to fund arts experiences for children, I do not employ
terms from critical theory. I do not discuss how performances might help children question
problematic dominant metanarratives. Instead, I present empirical data from surveys educators
completed after attending previous TYA productions. These brief surveys—mixed methods data
collection instruments—provide compelling evidence for proposals. Given the brevity many funders
request, I tend to emphasize quantitative data (e.g., “100% of the educators who attended our last
TYA production agreed that the performance was a worthwhile experience for their students”). I
include brief excerpts of qualitative data that harmonize with the quantitative findings (e.g., “One
teacher wrote: ‘This was one of, if not the, best play I have attended. All my students were highly
engaged and talked about it for days afterwards.”).
I write such proposals in clear, concise prose that presents evidence succinctly and directly requests
funding to continue providing young people access to live productions. To date, I have received the
full amount requested for each production. This suggests that the methods selected (mixed methods
with a quantitative emphasis) and the language employed (clear, jargon-free prose) are effective
choices when writing for this audience.
While some might argue brief post-show educator surveys do not constitute “research,” I argue not
only that they do, but also that they can be far more impactful than some published, peer-reviewed
studies. The educator response research I cite in funding applications has enabled thousands of
children to attend live theatre. Comparatively, I published a peer-reviewed article (2009) theorizing
that a social contractarian perspective illuminates relationships between TYA companies and their
constituents. This work, unquestionably “research,” has been cited only ten times over the last
decade. I suspect that the impact of the post-show educator survey research (which I will never
publish) is exponentially greater than that of my peer-reviewed article, though it is likely my
university considers the latter a greater accomplishment than the former. I do not believe that
impact-driven scholars should cease publishing peer-reviewed scholarship; rather, we should actively
engage in multiple modes of inquiry.
As scholars have argued for decades (see Davis 1961 and Saldaña 1988), researchers should develop
proficiency with multiple methodologies, especially methodologies with which our graduate training
did not thoroughly familiarize us. Just as all theatre and performance scholars should be able to
discuss how performances can challenge (or reify) hegemonic discourse, we should also understand
what a p value is, why researchers typically consider p values < .05 “significant,” and that while
designating .05 as a critical p value is a time-honoured practice, it is also a relatively arbitrary act. We
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should be able to articulate how and why (in real-world contexts) “statistically significant” results can
be trivial while “statistically insignificant” results can have profoundly consequential implications.
Mixed Methods and Education
My position as a TYA scholar inextricably links my work to education (see Bedard 2003 and Omasta
2009). Children rarely exercise agency over the theatrical productions they attend; rather,
“gatekeepers” (including teachers, administrators, and parents/guardians) usually decide what theatre
(if any) children will experience. Empirical data that clearly demonstrates the value of TYA, such as
evidence indicating that students who attend live theatrical events exhibit greater tolerance and skill
in reading others’ emotions (see, for example, Greene et al. 2015), is more likely to influence these
gatekeepers than scholarship stemming from the critical paradigm (see Leavy 2017, 13).
Discussing school leaders, Richard Courtney posits, “mechanically minded administrators assume
that only quantitative methods provide ‘truth’” (as cited in Klein 2016, 115). While school leaders’
reliance on quantitative data exclusively is problematic, we are unlikely to influence such
administrators by publishing in academic journals they will probably never read. Rather, as a
pragmatist, I believe I am most likely to tangibly impact students’ access to theatre programming by
communicating with administrators using the “language of power” (in this case, quantitative
research).4 This should not diminish scholars’ broader efforts to radically reform, democratize, and
promote equity in public education. It does imply that we should pursue short-term impacts
(immediate access to theatre for young people) and long-term efforts (substantive educational
reform) using different methods, simultaneously.
Dissemination Matters
While scholars hoping to impact praxis, increase access, and influence public opinion must employ
research methods that our audiences consider valid, we must also ensure that those audiences can
actually access our work. As discussed earlier, it is unlikely that most individuals outside the academy
will ever read what we publish in academic journals; as such, we must turn to other venues. The
options are countless, from traditional venues such as newspapers and magazines (print and digital)
to podcasts and blogs. Social media offers effective tools; we can share links on Facebook to studies
elsewhere online, or even purchase advertisements specifically targeted to appear to the audiences
we want to see our research. The idea that theatre scholars can share their work in the popular press
is not chimeric; indeed, some scholars are particularly adept at maintaining such a presence.5
I share here two examples of studies that employed alternative (and high impact) dissemination
methods. The first case is my (2012) study that surveyed high school theatre teachers and
administrators about myriad issues related to theatre education. I published the results of the study
in the non-peer-reviewed trade journal Teaching Theatre, distributed to thousands of theatre teachers.
Scholars, practitioners, and the media have cited this article greater than triple the number of times
they have cited my single-authored, peer-review articles in academic journals (on average). Citations
appear in scholarly journals and books, theses and dissertations from around the world, government
reports, blogs, and the popular press.
Additionally, the Playbill for over a dozen Broadway productions printed data from my study
highlighting the value of theatre education. I cannot precisely measure this study’s impact. It seems
likely, however, that the article I wrote for theatre teachers (in a trade journal dedicated to theatre
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teaching), combined with the brief facts about theatre education distributed to innumerable
Broadway theatre-goers in Playbill influenced public opinion regarding TYA and educational drama
to a greater degree than any other study I have completed (peer-reviewed or otherwise).
The second example draws on the research of Brian Kisida, Jay Greene, and Daniel Bowen, who
measure the impact of arts experiences on young people through large-scale randomized
experiments. For one particular study, they measured the impact of field trips to art museums on
high school students. In addition to publishing a peer-reviewed article about the work (Greene,
Kisida, and Bowen 2014), they also shared their work in a New York Times op-ed with the attentiongrabbing title: “Art Makes You Smart” (Kisida, Greene, and Bowen 2013). In the year the op-ed was
published, some 1,856,318 individuals and organizations subscribed to the Times (Haughney 2013,
para. 4); even if only 10 percent of subscribers read the op-ed, 185,632 members of the public may
have been influenced by the data it shared about the efficacy of the arts.
Moving Forward
In sum, no matter our topic—theatre spectatorship, arts education, or critical interrogation of the
performative aspects of whiffle ball—we must make our scholarship accessible and understandable
to the general population.6 We should expand our repertoires of research methods, collaborate with
scholars in other disciplines who are familiar with methodological tools we are not, and conduct
replication and follow-up studies,7 as scholars in other disciplines have already begun in earnest.
There is a pressing need to study many areas of spectatorship. As we initiate projects to explore
them, we should take care to deliberately select the most appropriate method(s) for our questions
and our intended audience(s). We should also ensure those audiences will be able to access our work
both physically (we must share our work where our audiences can actually access it) and
linguistically, using terminology likely to engage and inform our audiences.
Notes
1. I firmly believe that arts advocates should draw upon sound research. We must distinguish, however,
between research and advocacy. It is unethical (and ultimately unhelpful) to begin a study with predetermined
positive outcomes. As Madeleine L’Engle (1984) observed, “We find what we are looking for,” so it is
essential that when we conduct studies, we are open to all possible results, and that we commit to sharing
what we find, whether we like it or not.
2. This does not mean that those of us interested in affecting praxis, increasing access, and influencing public
opinion should entirely disregard academic publishing in general or critical theorizing specifically. Academic
publishing has much to offer: the peer-review and editorial processes can offer valuable feedback and
insights, our field needs venues in which to debate complex ideas, and those interested in impact likely
include other scholars among the audiences they hope to influence. In addition, frankly, such writing is
requisite for many university-based scholars.
3. Scholarly books may be no more accessible. The average retail price on amazon.com for the five bestselling books in the category Performing Arts: Theatre: History and Criticism was, as of this writing,
$76.81(US).
4. For example, a principal unfamiliar with theatre who must, due to budget cuts, eliminate some school
programming may be less likely to eliminate theatre if she learns that 99% of her colleagues throughout the
US believe theatre plays a somewhat or very important role in strengthening students’ collaboration skills.
That 98% believe theatre plays a somewhat or very important role in strengthening students’ self-confidence,
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self-discipline, and creativity, and that 87% believe theatre strengthens less obvious qualities such as students’
management and administrative skills (Omasta 2012, 15) may further inform her choice.
5. For example, Harvey Young, a theatre and performance scholar and Dean of the College of Fine Arts at
Boston University has published (or been interviewed/covered) in the New York Times, People, the Washington
Post, the Boston Globe, US News & World Report, Backstage, the Chicago Tribune, CNN, 20/20, Good Morning
America, and the Chicago Sun-Times, among others, in the past two years alone.
6. We must bear in mind that as of 2017 only 33.4% of Americans held bachelor’s degrees (Wilson 2017,
para. 2), suggesting the majority of the population would find the dense writing of many critical theorists
impenetrable.
7. Replication studies attempt to recreate the conditions of previous research to help confirm or disconfirm
findings (see Yong 2012). Qualitative follow-up studies use inductive approaches to “explore the sources of
[results from previous studies] and generate hypotheses that go beyond what you measured in the original
study [and can] examine aspects of the participants’ subjective interpretations” (Morgan 204, 154, emphasis in
original).
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Assembling the Audience-Citizen (Or, Should Each Person Be
Responsible for Their Own Paté?)
Jenn Stephenson
One way to think about audience participation is as an economic exchange. Audiences give
something, usually money, to get something, a ticket, which they use to access an experience of
some kind. In theatre in the age of the social turn, audiences give more than just money. In
immersive environments, audiences give their bodies. We contribute labour as we explore the world
of the performance. In groups, we act as scenography or as “supernumeraries” for other immersed
audiences. Audiences become collaborative and are recast as co-contributors to the performance.
Through our actions, we become actors. Audiences place lemons in an alleyway (B Side), write
spontaneous poetry (Off Limit Zone), set up chairs and tables for a party (It Comes in Waves), or
alternatively use those tables and chairs as a barricade for an insurgent demonstration (Counting
Sheep). Audiences also give ourselves in intangible ways, by revealing personal stories (Lost Together),
sharing memories (Landline), or declaring ideological positions (Foreign Radical). Contributing labour,
be it physical, emotional, or intellectual, in exchange for the pleasures of a boutique, customized,
intimate and affective experience, for better or worse, enmeshes audiences in a seductive neoliberal
framework where the work of artistic creation is being downloaded while at the same time providing
that Do-It-Yourself authenticity that we desire. Audiences are caught in a zeitgeist of compelled
narcissistic entrepreneurship (Harvie 2013; Zaiontz 2014; Alston 2013; Schweitzer 2017; Ridout
2006). The audience is an agent.
Another way to think about participation is to think about obligations and rights. This is still a
variation on give-and-get, but with a bit of a twist. Under Rousseau’s social contract, the exchange is
indirect. I give some of my freedoms, more or less voluntarily yielding the autonomy of being in a
state of nature, so I can get the benefits of co-existing with others. This polity is shaped by
relationality, driven by a shared collective goal for creating the best possible world for as many
people as possible. In a chapter in The Politics of Decentralisation (1994) called “Citizen Participation:
Theory and Practice,” the authors make the point that local authorities should not only be
concerned with improving the quality of public services but also the quality of government (Burns,
Hambleton, and Hoggett, 153). This meta-argument is very engaging. Not only should civic
structures strive to make a better world, but along the way, there should be better ways of making a
better world. Citizen participation is often cited as a central technique for improving governmental
decision-making processes. Participation is good for the polis. When more people are involved in
making decisions that affect their community, better decisions will be made. If the collective
gathering of an interactive theatre event mirrors a society in miniature, the audience are citizens.
In her book (with the best title ever) Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship,
Claire Bishop (2012) takes up this question of how participatory audiences are (or are not) citizens.
She writes, “It is tempting to make an equation between the value of a work of art and the degree of
participation it involves turning the ladder into a gauge for measuring the efficacy of artistic
practice” (279). The ladder that Bishop refers to is Sherry R. Arnstein’s ladder of citizen
______________________________________________________________________________
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participation, conceived in 1969. This model, which describes eight levels of civic participation from
non-participation (rungs 1 and 2: “Manipulation” and “Therapy”), to degrees of tokenism (rungs 3
through 5: “Informing,” “Consultation,” “Placation”), to degrees of citizen power (rungs 6 through
8: “Partnership,” “Delegated Power,” “Citizen Control”), has been very influential in the intervening
decades on theories of governance and planning. In what is a core argument through her writing,
Bishop actively resists the valuation that a work of art is de facto better because it involves more
participation. A work of art is not a democracy, and so more and higher levels of participation are
not essentially good. Dismissing the application of a direct analogy, Bishop gestures toward an
alternative. She describes participatory performance as “a continual play of mutual tension,
recognition, and dependency—more akin to the BDSM model mentioned in Chapter 8 [of Artificial
Hells] or even the collectively negotiated dynamic of stand-up comedy—rather than a ladder of
progressively more virtuous forms” (279). I agree that the parallel construction of participatory
performance with democratic society does not quite map, and yet I am struck by her key
characteristics of participatory theatre experience: mutual tension, recognition, dependency,
relationships that are collectively negotiated. This is what human societies are too. Engaged
citizenship of a democracy is also defined by mutual tension, recognition, dependency, and collective
negotiation of how we are together. The outcomes of participation—theatrical or political— need
not be always happy or ameliorative. We can have dissensus, but the drive toward a better way of
being together persists, in my opinion. There is no return to nature, and we are stuck with each
other.
Before considering a case study that illustrates a potential audience-citizen that resists Bishop’s
denigration of this impossible combination, I want to loop back to unpack how a participatory work
of art is or is not an egalitarian society founded on rights and obligations. The central point of
attraction that pulls audience participation into correspondence with democratic citizenship is that
word “participation.” Political participation, manifested primarily as engagement with the electoral
system, either through voting or by standing for election as a representative (and by myriad ways of
supporting these two functions), is the lifeblood of democratic society. Participatory audiences are
voters, insofar as we make choices about where to stand and what to look at. But this role is almost
entirely reactive. The basic role dynamics between elected government officials and citizens AND
artists and audiences, although superficially similar, are fundamentally different. Power is held by
politicians and by artists; they are makers and givers—they are the initiators of policies and ideas that
shape experience, whereas citizens and audiences are receivers. Where audiences diverge from
democratic citizens is in the transferability of that power. Audiences do not stand as representatives.
There is no mechanism for audiences to assume the mantle of power. In this respect, politicians are
in a fundamental way interchangeable with citizens. A foundational principle of democracy is that
anyone can become a representative of the people. (Obviously, there are persistent systemic barriers
to this being true in practice, but the principle holds.) An elected representative is just that, a
representative—a placeholder for the community at large, selected through the direct exercise of
political franchise. Setting aside the fact that artists are not elected, the important part is that they are
not representatives. They are not just like us. The power of the elected leader is contingent, held in
trust, whereas the “power” of the artist is innate to being an artist and is not transferable in the same
way. Artists, arguably, have special skills in creating and communicating messages and experiences.
Or at least, skill aside, the responsibility for the vision behind that creation is what makes an artist an
artist. The work of the artist is given to the audience, not done on their behalf. The distinction is
central. It is this condition that perhaps places a definitive limit on audience power/control at the
top rungs of Arnstein’s ladder. If the work of the artist is entirely displaced by the work of the
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audience, is it still a work of art? Arguably there is an upper limit where theatre ceases to be theatre.
Everyone can be a representative. Can everyone be an artist?
With this question in mind, I want to turn to a production where participation by audience-citizens
in the making of art-society is not the end, nor even the process; turning the play into a self-reflexive
pretzel, it is the theme. The Assembly asks how we navigate what we give and what we get when it
comes to making space or limiting space for free speech. This is the policy question of what is good
for Canadian society at large. But the play also asks what is good for theatre, examining its own
processes in how the verbatim makers make space or limit space for the curated speech they have
previously collected and for spontaneous “raw” audience speech. In this way, our experience of
form aligns with content. A critique levelled by Bishop against participatory art is that it is apolitical
(apart from what she describes as a “loosely defined anti-capitalism”). The Assembly does have a
political project—being better participators; that is, better audiences and better citizens. Its political
project is politics itself. Its theatrical project is theatre itself. Returning to Bishop’s criteria, how do
we exist in tension, recognition, and mutual dependency, marked by collective negotiation in the
polis and in the theatre?
The Assembly: Episode 1 is the creation of Porte Parole and playwrights Annabel Soutar, Alex
Ivanovici, and Brett Watson. Building on the company’s past practice in verbatim performance, The
Assembly brought together four Canadians from diverse ideological perspectives for a conversation.
That conversation was then curated, recorded, and edited for re-performance by four actors.
Intentionally seeded with strong personalities with diametrically opposed points of view, the ensuing
conversation was heated and hostile, both originally and in its verbatim replication. But this is not
the part that I am going to address here. About three-quarters of the way through the performance,
this verbatim restating of the debate is interrupted. The actors step out of their roles and cede the
table to the audience. They exit and the house lights come up. For the next twenty minutes, selfselected members of the audience approach the table, sit, and speak. Inspired by Lois Weaver’s Long
Table practice, everyone is welcome, and one chair must remain empty so that anyone can join at
any time. In my discussion here, I want to pay homage to the ephemerality and nightly uniqueness of
this scene, so I will only address the events of the performance documented in the one archival
version that I have. I offer four key moments.
1. “So I thought / Each person should be responsible for their own paté.”
A flip bit of banter between Alex and Brett in character as themselves as the Porte Parole
moderators about how hors d’oeuvres ought to be prepared for the original four subjects in The
Assembly becomes a bit of pointed theorizing about how artists hold power and how they might cede
that power to audiences. I want to read the above quote as a comment on the debate about whether
those in the assembly have full control over their own representation or even if they are to be
represented at all. This plays out in The Assembly principally through the ethos of verbatim editing.
Early in the interview transcript, Alex and Brett ask the four how they would like to be represented.
If they were to be portrayed by someone famous, who would it be? But also, they are asked if they
would prefer to be anonymous or given a pseudonym. In these questions, however, we also become
aware of the negative space, of how the four have relinquished control over their words and their
images. Being ventriloquized and embodied by four actors, in the donation of verbatim, they both
lose and gain audibility and visibility. They are represented theatrically but not as citizens. By
contrast, audience members who come to the table represent themselves in direct democracy. They
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are not subject to the control of verbatim editing. Their words are raw. Their scene comes closest to
the pure democracy of anarchy that Shane (one of the original four subjects) advocates. And yet,
there are so few of them. The time the audience members have been granted and the limited spaces
at the table are still under the constricted control of the play and its makers.
2. The Coup de Théâtre of Shane
From the perspective of this iteration of The Assembly, the play is not about free speech and how we
speak, but actually about how we listen. During the Long Table section, there is an electric moment
during the performance I am discussing here when the “real” Shane (a self-identified queer, Jewish
anarchist) steps out of the audience and joins the table. He is soon joined by the actress Tanja Jacobs
(as herself, although inevitably ghosted as her verbatim character Valerie, an outspoken right-wing
nativist). The audience laughs (nervously?), perhaps half expecting a flaming “rematch” between
Jacobs-as-Valerie and Shane, since that is what we have been watching up to this point. Jacobs is
clearly irritated with Shane, but when she chastises him, it is not about content, but about form—
not for his views, but his continued dominance of the conversation. She informs the audience that
this the second night that he has come to the table “and began his remarks with the identical
language” [part 2 14:08] (self-replicating verbatim?). She berates him: “You’re not really here to
listen to anyone else’s view. And I feel betrayed by that. . . . I’m disappointed that you are sitting
here and saying the same thing again. . . . Would you like to respond to that?” He replies, “Would
you prefer I listen?” “I would prefer you listen to other people. Maybe make a space for other
people to sit here” [part 2 14:20]. She schools him in how to be a better citizen, a better audience.
He returns to his seat in the house. The majority of the citizens in this miniature society of the
theatre are listeners, not speakers. “Audience” means listeners, from the Latin audire. In this general
state, audiences and citizens are similar. In the specific scene of the Long Table, however, audiences
of The Assembly manifest citizenship in another way as they are potential speakers and that potential
is important as it connects to the principle of interchangeable representation.
Remarkably, when these audience-citizens self-select and come to speak as representatives, they talk
about how to listen.
3. “Listen to the people that are angry but also listen to us speaking calmly. ‘Cause
it takes a lot of energy to speak calmly even though I’m furious. And I have a lot of
things to be furious about. But I’m not taking up too much space. And I don’t want
to.”
The second last audience-citizen representative of the Long Table is a self-identified Indigenous
man. He places a firm and repeated emphasis on the value of distinguishing the emotion of the
content (anger) and the emotion of the style of speech (calm). Connecting to Bishop’s criteria, he
first exhorts us to listen as an act of recognition, to recognize the speaker—“the people who are
angry”—and also to recognize how they are speaking—“listen to us speaking calmly.” Listening, the
way he frames it, is founded on recognition, literally re-cognition, knowing again and with intention
in that act. It seems deceptively passive but is not. He identifies a productive tension between
calmness and anger, between the rightful source of anger and the respect to be given to the control
of calmness. Also, he marks the tension between talking, taking up space, and listening, ceding space
to others. He points to the essential need for that balance in tension. Recognition and tension are
Bishop’s first two characteristics of participation that I am linking to audience-citizenship.

166

Performance Matters 5.2 (2019): 163–168 • Assembling the Audience-Citizen

Stephenson

4. “Our problem really is can we listen to each other . . . even if they are really
angry and it’s not the right way to project how we are feeling I think we should still
listen to them, understand what they are saying. . . . Try to adapt our words to
other people’s ears.”
The final speaker begins by introducing herself: “My name is Alicia. And I’m thirteen.” Alicia speaks
to Bishop’s second two characteristics—dependency and negotiation. She picks up the previous
thread about listening and acknowledges the essential relationality of listening. She notes that a
person becomes angry because people aren’t listening to them, and in our anger, we don’t listen to
others. She recognizes this conflict and calls it a “contradiction.” Contradiction is a perfectly apt
word choice being from its roots—“against” plus “speaking.” Alicia’s contribution articulates
precisely the participatory exchange model of citizenship; we give so we can get. We adapt our ears
to other people’s words, so even if what they are saying is hard to hear, we need to try to listen. The
move to listening shifts the focus away from a conflictual mode of trying to change people’s minds
and instead turns to the connective tissue of co-existence, acknowledging our mutual dependency in
the theatre and in the polis. This again points to the meta-objective of participation, improving the
methods by which we go about improving the world.
Considering The Assembly as a meditation on how to be a better audience-citizen, and focusing on
shared interactive characteristics of audience participation and civic participation, it is evident that
there is fertile ground here for developing a theory of participatory performance that acknowledges
both its political potential and its aesthetic qualities as art. Addressing Bishop’s concern, it is possible
to move beyond a directly linear quantitative valuation of participation as good simply because there
is some, to a critical analysis of citizenship as a theme of participatory performance work, revealed in
the relations between form and content.
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Uncharted Territories in “Empirical” Audience Research
Kirsty Sedgman
When I was invited by the editors to contribute to this special issue, I was asked to address a key
question. Which areas of spectatorship most pressingly need to be studied in our contemporary
context? As an empirical audience researcher it would be extremely off-brand of me to give any
other answer than empirical audience research. But using this term alone is to open up a can of
worms—so before I go any further, I should probably explain what “empirical audience
research” actually means.
Associated with scientific modes of study, the word “empirical”—at least when attached to
“audiences”—does not necessarily promise adherence to any of the principles we often assume.
I explain this in much more detail in my article “On Rigour in Theatre Audience Research”
(Sedgman, forthcoming), but in short: empirical audience research does not (always) claim to
produce objective, testable, or methodologically verifiable data about “actual” spectatorial
response. Of course, sometimes it does claim to do these things—particularly in the fields of
cognitive science and neuroaesthetics, which study what audiences’ brains and bodies are doing
while they are in the middle of watching a performance. So too may a researcher conducting bigdata surveys legitimately be able to claim objective knowledge—about the quantifiable stuff, at
least: how many, where, who, when. But when it comes to the why? When it comes to
understanding how audiences themselves understand their own expectations and experiences?
To finding out more about how different people turn sensations into sense—to capturing, via
discourse, something of that sense-making process, as individuals work to find and articulate
meaning in their reactions to live performance? Well, then, the idea that it might be possible to
produce scientifically verifiable data about “the audience experience” seems rather more
ridiculous.
Here we are talking about the difference between reception effects—basically, what happens to
people during an event—and “reception result” studies, which investigate what audiences do with
their responses after an event has taken place (Schoenmaker, cited in Ginters 2010, 9). In
reception result research, the word “empirical” is used under its original definition: to refer to
claims based on observation and experience, rather than inferred by theory or logic alone. Thus,
attaching the word “empirical” to “audiences” was designed to separate the academic discipline
of “audience studies”—a distinct field of study, which has been part of the media and mass
communications field since the 1930s—from “critical” spectatorship research (Ang 2006, 31).
Whereas the latter has tended to speculate about spectatorship, producing overarching theories
about how “the audience” as a whole respond to particular media texts, audience studies has
instead been concerned with the ways spectators themselves negotiate their viewing practices in
situated ways.
Here I want to stop again and say something very clearly. There is nothing wrong with critical
spectatorship research. On the contrary: spectatorship scholarship should be valued for the careful,
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critical, self-reflexive insights it offers into the performance invitation. This work is unparalleled
in its ability to help us think through the productive potentials and sociopolitical undertones of
theatre. It helps us to understand the aesthetics and ethics of the audience invitation (White
2013); how the spectator is being positioned during a particular event, say; how they are being
moved upon or manipulated; how the phenomenological encounter leaves traces on the scholar’s
own body and mind. The problem comes when these critical reflections are then extrapolated
outwards to “the audience” as a whole. Spectatorship theories are useful in terms of the broader
frameworks they provide, helping us to conceptualize the performance invitation in more
nuanced ways, but they must never be conflated with the complexities of situated audience
response. The invitation is not always equal to the reception. Your response is not necessarily
everybody else’s.
The audience studies field as pioneered by Ien Ang, Janice Radway, David Morley, Martin
Barker, Sonia Livingstone, and many other prominent media scholars has long been interested in
capturing the messy, situated reality of diverse spectatorial engagement (Sedgman, forthcoming).
How do different people, coming at an event from different subject positions, take away from
that event such different kinds of experience? What leads one person to feel they “got” a
performance while others felt shut out? And how do audience members work through their
memories and feelings about that encounter—via questionnaires, in interviews, through focus
groups—within the social encounter of your particular research process? This is what I want to
see more of. More research that seeks to understand experience “empirically”: by observing
spectators’ behaviour, measuring their psychophysical reactions, analyzing data on attendance
and ticket sales, and all those other brilliant things—but also, crucially, by listening to audiences
themselves. For me, this has always meant paying close attention to the discursive and extradiscursive manoeuvres that audiences go through in order to explain their response to somebody
else, and then analyzing this information in context:
This is the epistemological heart of the [empirical audience research] approach,
and means asking very specific kinds of questions. For example, what might it
mean to spontaneously leave a public comment on an online video of a once-live
performance? During a one-on-one interview, how does an audience member
navigate their reactions against the perceived status of the researcher? How do
focus group participants use rhetorical manoeuvres to reach shared
understandings (or emphatic dissent), and what hierarchical negotiations does
this joint activity involve? Instead of claiming to be “representative” of the
audience “as a whole,” or elevating non-expert judgements over critically
informed models, this approach reframes audience expertise as a sense-making
process rather than a definitive valuation: as an emotive, cognitive, kinaesthetic
act of negotiation that takes place in the time and space of a particular postperformance reflection. (Sedgman 2017, 314–15)
In my first book, Locating the Audience, I addressed at length all the reasons why “listening to
audiences” might actually be a bad thing for a theatre scholar to do—ethically, aesthetically,
methodologically, epistemologically—and so I am not going to retrace old ground here
(Sedgman 2016, 24–26). What I will do, however, is to explain why I get excited about audience
research. I love listening to people “reach for ways to describe experiences that so often are
considered indescribable.” I find pleasure in witnessing those moments where language reaches
its limits: watching someone “shrug, or smile, or narrow their eyes, in order to better express a
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response for which they could not find the words.” I am perennially fascinated by both the
“words people choose” and “how and how easily they come to these words” (Sedgman 2016: 11). I
believe that this mode of attention offers a route into understanding more about the arts
experience itself—specifically, how it is experienced by different people in different ways—but
also, crucially, how processes of valuation, judgment, and meaning-making are negotiated more
broadly, within varying social contexts.
So: more empirical audience research, please. More research into a wider range of plays; more
research into different productions of the same play; more research that explores audiences’
reactions to the same production of a play performed across different contexts; more research
into audiences’ longitudinal relationships with a performance event, a theatre company, a theatre
building; more research into performance forms that are not white-centric and/or “highbrow,”
preferably performed by scholars who are themselves from communities whom the theatre
industry has historically marginalized; more studies that combine methods and bring together
researchers working in varying fields. It is my secret hope (now not so secret) that one day soon
we’ll gather the resources to bring together theatre audience researchers working internationally
in different disciplines, and enable each to apply their own methods to the study of a single
theatrical phenomenon: combining box-office data analysis, quali-quant questionnaires, creative
participatory workshops, impact metrics, interviews, cognitive science, and so on—then
patterning findings, and reflecting on how the varying approaches used have drawn out
specific—and dissimilar—kinds of information. Like a form of prismatic refraction: each
method bringing into view a particular strand of knowledge.
So not just “more” audience research, then—it also needs to be good audience research
(Sedgman, forthcoming). No matter which approach is taken, it seems clear that “good”
audience research, broadly speaking, takes a critical perspective on the strengths and limitations
of its methodology. It is therefore my hope that we will be ever more able to engage in the crossdisciplinary conversations necessary to learn from each other, building up a shared
understanding of research rigour together, rather than hierarchizing approaches and reinventing
the methodological wheel anew. It is here I feel particularly optimistic: because as my recent
article surveying the field for Theatre Research International demonstrated (Sedgman 2017), theatre
audience research has reached a turning point. The very fact that the Centre for Spectatorship
and Audience Research (CSAR) and the international Network for Audience Research in the
Performing Arts (iNARPA) sprang into being at about the same time attests to our field’s
growing willingness to talk around and between our disciplinary silos. This is a hopeful time for
theatre audience research.
I began my PhD in 2009 studying audiences’ engagements with the then brand new National
Theatre Wales—the very same year that Helen Freshwater’s Theatre & Audience was published. A
decade later, I’m finding I’m no longer the odd one out at conferences; no longer the only one
taking an empirical approach to spectatorship. And yet despite the recent upsurge of interest, it
seems clear that in many ways we are still just getting started. We may have been going since at
least the 1980s (see Sedgman 2017 for examples of foundational work), and yet there’s still so
much ground left to cover! Dozens of Ntozake Shange productions and thousands of
Shakespeare; national spectaculars and intimate experiences; classic musicals and new writing;
live art and live-streaming; promenade and the proscenium arch; Forced Entertainment and
Frozen and Faustus and Fame. So much uncharted territory! Let’s map it together.
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