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Thinking Through Troubled Times:
Dissenting Notes and Speculations
on the Future of the Intercultural 

Rustom Bharucha

The translation of cultures

The opportunity to present a series of dissenting notes and speculations 

on the future of the intercultural in a Chinese-English bilingual edition is 

most welcome not least because it facilitates the act of translation, which 

lies at the heart of any intercultural exchange. Without translation, there 

can be no intercultural dialogue. In an increasingly contested world of 

sectarian differences and insurrections, our future as theatre makers and 

workers could lie in the activation of new models of translation. I see these 

models working not merely through words but supplemented by gestures, 

movements, expressions, and emotions in the distinctively psychophysical 

language of theatre. Theatre translation is not just an extension or a replica 

of literary translation. Rather, in our active participation as theatre workers 
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in the search for a new alchemy of languages, where there is no distinction 
between ‘source culture’ and ‘target culture’, I do believe that we can learn 
to embody the value of living with differences.  

All too of ten global critical discourses on dif ferent ‘isms’ are 
transmitted and hegemonised in English, thereby losing out on alternative 
interpretations and critical registers in other languages. Interculturalism, as 
a category which emerged in the United States in performance discourse 
in the mid-1970s, is no different. From its earliest articulations in English 
it has enabled Euro-American theorists to speak in the name of the entire 
world, adopting a specious universality to protect its own vested interests, 
camouflaged by the language of liberalism and an understated affiliation 
to the privileges of capitalism, not least the right to travel freely without 
facing severe visa restrictions.1 As a theatre scholar-practitioner, whose 
interventions have been shaped by the postcolonial realities of India, I 
have had to contend with the imperial assumptions of ‘interculturalism’ in 
several of my books, none of which has been translated into Chinese, or, 
for that matter, into other European languages.2 

1　A useful overview of intercultural performance from the 1970s onwards can be read in The 
Intercultural Performance Reader, edited by Patrice Pavis. London and New York: Routledge, 
1996. Some of the key writings by Richard Schechner can be read in ‘Intercultural Performance,’ 
The Drama Review, Vol. 26, No. 2 (T94), 1982; The End of Humanism: Writings on Performance.  
New York: PAJ Publications, 1982; ‘Interculturalism and the Culture of Choice,’ The 
Intercultural Performance Reader, op. cit. Other critical texts include Eugenio Barba’s Beyond 
the Floating Islands. New York: PAJ Publications, 1986. More recent publications continue 
to affirm the intercultural paradigm in a more reflexive register, notably Interculturalism and 
Performance Now: New Directions?, edited by Charlotte McIvor and Jason King. Basingstoke 
and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018.

2　For a detailed background on my critique of interculturalism in the Euro-American theatre 
of the 1970s-1980s, read my books Theatre and the World: Performance and the Politics of 
Culture. London and New York: Routledge, 1993, and the introduction and first chapter of The 
Politics of Cultural Practice: Thinking Through Theatre in an Age of Globalization.  Hanover: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2000.  In addition to interculturalism, I offer other examples 
in this essay of my engagement with ‘intraculturalism’, ‘inter-Asian’ interculturality, and 
‘interweaving performance cultures.’
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In this series of notes, I will not attempt to reiterate my critique of how 

non-Western cultures have been decontextualised, dematerialised, and 

reduced to techniques and scenic elements in Euro-American intercultural 

spectacles specifically designed for audiences in the West. While my 

critique of this phenomenon could be familiar to a large number of English-

speaking theatre scholars, it would be relatively unfamiliar to those 

Chinese theatre practitioners who may not have access to the English 

language. This is what I would describe as a discursive imbalance in the 

translation of cultures. While some texts (and productions) circulate widely 

across languages and cultures, others remain stuck within the linguistic 

strictures of fixed constituencies. This, indeed, has been my predicament 

as an intercultural scholar and practitioner. 

Using the opportunity provided by this publication to reach out to 

Chinese cultural critics, theatre workers and activists, I would like to speak 

plainly about what it means to work across national borders as theatre 

workers at this point in time when the coronavirus has faced no difficulties 

in infiltrating enclosed theatrical spaces, thereby legitimising the unilateral 

shutdown of theatre in almost all parts of the world. In this pandemic, 

which should have brought the citizens of the world together through new 

acts of translating differences based on a basic human concern for the 

other, the savage irony is that the spreading of the virus has not resulted 

in enhanced global solidarity. Instead, it seems to have sparked an 

upsurge of diverse forms of ‘Covid nationalism’ with competing vaccines 

struggling to gain the monopoly of the market in the larger corporatisation 

of the pandemic. In this corporatisation, one can be sure that the poorer 

sections of society across the world, including theatre workers in subaltern 

and non-metropolitan sectors, are the least likely to access the vaccine 

on time. Judith Butler has rightly called attention to this injustice as a 

manifestation of being ‘differentially vulnerable,’ a vindication of the truism 
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that all humans do not have equal value.3

Culture as process 

In this predicament, I would argue, we need to deepen our intercultural 

sensitivities by working across national borders with a renewed struggle 

for equity and exchange of differences. Far from being a lost cause, 

intercultural practices through new modes of dialogue and coexistence 

could be the strongest way of affirming the ethical imperatives of theatre 

practice. And yet, in the academic world, there is a growing sense that 

‘interculturalism’ is something of a dinosaur, playing into homogenised 

notions of ‘culture’, which are in turn inextricably linked to increasingly 

anachronistic notions of the nation-state.  While there is some truth in 

this critique, one would have to acknowledge that the word ‘culture’, as 

Raymond Williams reminded us many years ago, is fraught with all kinds 

of problems.4  However, the reality is that it’s very hard to replace ‘culture’ 

with another word.

  ‘Practice’, for instance, doesn’t quite do the job because culture 

implies more than what is made through particular skills, based on 

inherited modes of training and different forms of institutional support. 

Extending beyond the notion of object or product, ‘culture’ involves notions 

and values relating to community and shared modes of understanding 

and experience, whose effect can be felt at intangible levels. While 

3　Judith Butler, Notes Towards a Performative Theory of Assembly.  Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2015, p. 139.

4　Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society.  New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1976, pp. 76-82.
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it is perfectly possible for ‘culture’ to get distorted through negative 

associations of race, caste, social hierarchy, the othering of minorities, 

and sectarian intolerance, this need not be the case if one is vigilant about 

one’s particular use of ‘culture’, both discursively and in practical terms. 

For this purpose, a reflexive understanding of culture is urgently needed - 

never taking it for granted, but subjecting it to ceaseless questioning.

In this regard, I would like to suggest that the category of ‘culture’ 

is perhaps best viewed within the larger dynamics of process. I have a 

homely example in this regard that I would like to share with you. Keeping 

in mind one of Williams’s constructs that ‘Culture is Ordinary’,5 I am 

reminded of the Indian household practice of making dahi (yogurt), which 

is very common in almost all parts of India. For dahi to be made, it is 

mandatory that a left-over of the previous night’s dahi should be added to 

the boiled milk. It is this left-over which catalyses the curdling of the milk 

into dahi. Significantly, the English word for this left-over is ‘culture.’ I think 

it is a useful metaphor for all theatre practitioners to keep in mind because 

it calls attention to the processual dynamics of theatre making. 

Memories of the body, the forgotten lines, echoes in space, the smell 

of last night’s rehearsal, reflexes of earlier gestures, and the nonverbal 

chemistry between actors within an enclosed space: all these factors 

fuel the creative process. Productions are merely provisional punctuation 

points in the interaction between actors and spectators; it is the process 

that sustains the inner life of the theatre. And yet, one is compelled to 

acknowledge that this process is frustratingly hard to document. Why? 

Because the moment one attempts to document process and put it down 

5　Raymond Williams, ‘Culture is Ordinary’, Resources of Hope: Culture, Democracy, Socialism. 
London and New York: Verso Books, 1989, pp. 3-18.
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in words or on video, it becomes fixed and ceases to be processual.  

Interweaving performance cultures

Among the more thoughtful attempts in recent times to provide an 

alternative way of viewing ‘interculturalism’ in academic discourse is 

the attempt by Erika Fischer-Lichte to formulate a new construct of 

‘interweaving performance cultures’.6 As I have pointed out elsewhere, 

while this construct cannot be said to offer an alternative paradigm to 

‘interculturalism’, it does provide what I would describe as a modulation 

in so far as it attempts to indicate that there are other ways of doing 

intercultural theatre through the practice of ‘interweaving’.7 But what 

is being ‘interwoven’? Performance cultures. Once again, we return to 

the word ‘cultures’, albeit in a plural manifestation, which would seem 

to suggest that the earlier formulations of interculturalism relating to 

‘target’ and ‘source’ cultures,8 can be replaced by a more fluid action of 

interweaving different threads from diverse cultures.  

While this image of interweaving is suggestive, it is also perhaps 

somewhat utopian because it fails to fully confront that the act of weaving 

can also result in tangled knots and occasional breakdowns in the flow of 

6　Erika Fischer-Lichte, ed. et al., The Politics of Interweaving Performance Cultures: Beyond 
Postcolonialism.  London and New York: Routledge, 2014.

7　Rustom Bharucha, ‘Hauntings of the Intercultural: Enigmas and Lessons on the Borders of 
Failure’, The Politics of Interweaving Performance Cultures, op. cit., pp. 179-200.

8　The constructs of ‘source’ and ‘target’ cultures in intercultural theatre practice, along with 
the ‘hourglass’ model of one culture being transmitted into another in a unidirectional way, were 
prioritised by Patrice Pavis in his book Theatre at the Crossroads of Culture.  London and New York: 
Routledge, 1992. 
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warp and weft. In some parts of the world, as in India, entire communities 

of weavers have been compelled to abandon their looms while facing 

poverty and an absence of demand for their handloom cloth in the face 

of new competition - not least, if I may be honest, from the manufactured 

textiles imported from China along with nylon threads which have flooded 

the market. The reason why I am attempting to demystify the metaphor of 

‘interweaving’ through such inscriptions of material reality is directly linked 

to my need to trouble the implicitly apolitical attempt to link ‘interweaving 

performance cultures’ to what Fischer-Lichte envisions as a formative state 

‘beyond postcolonialism.’ I am compelled to question the pertinence of this 

‘beyond’ because the postcolonial as a theoretical and political category 

has been relatively marginalised in European academic and cultural 

circles. How then can one assume to move ‘beyond’ postcolonialism 

when the urgency of its political issues has hardly been addressed? This 

position is not essentially different from the premature attempt made by 

some postmodern scholars to posit ‘postnationalism’ 9 at a time when the 

nation-state has never been more aggressively alive and nationalisms are 

proliferating across the world.

 

National vs. Nationalism

Precisely for this reason, the struggle to reinvent intercultural theatre 

practices, without mimicking its earlier avatars in the European theatre - 

notably luminaries like Peter Brook, Ariane Mnouchkine, Jerzy Grotowski, 

Eugenio Barba, and Tadashi Suzuki - has a lot to do with finding new ways 

9　See, for instance, the strong theoretical pitch for the ‘postnational’ made by Arjun Appadurai in his 
book Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, University of Minnesota Press, 1996.
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of countering nationalism. However, in the process of doing so, we need 

to be mindful that the official protocols and propagandist techniques of 

nationalism need to be differentiated from the ‘national’ as it gets inscribed 

in complex creative registers in individual artworks and cross-cultural 

collaborations. Let me explain this seemingly elusive distinction between 

‘nationalism’ and the ‘national’ by turning to a concrete example from my 

theatre experience.10 As always, I tend to draw my theoretical constructs 

from what actually materialises within the processual interactions of 

diverse actors in a workshop or rehearsal space. In my experience, it is 

practice that invariably engenders theory, not the other way around. 

I am reminded of a three-year process of multicultural collaboration 

across artists from different disciplines, a project called Cluster based 

in Adelaide, Australia, which I was privileged to witness as a dramaturge 

at its final workshop in 2005. I use the word ‘multicultural’ because all 

the participants in this workshop were Australian citizens, most of whose 

families had migrated to Australia at some point in time. Some of these 

artists were second-generation Australians who were born in Australia. 

So, unlike an ‘intercultural’ or ‘transcultural’ project where the participants 

come from different parts of the world without any shared citizenship, 

Cluster was clearly identified as an ‘Australian’ experiment in pushing the 

boundaries of state-determined multiculturalism.11

Almost assertively, despite their common citizenship, the participants 

10　A theoretical reading of the distinction between the ‘national’ and ‘nationalism’ via the positions 
of Frantz Fanon and Stuart Hall can be read in my chapter ‘Interculturalism and its Discriminations: 
Shifting the Agendas of the National, the Multicultural, and the Global’, The Politics of Cultural 
Practice, op. cit., pp. 28-30.

11　The archives of the Cluster project can be consulted at Flinders University, Adelaide, 
Australia, while detailed written reports are held at the Australia Council for the Arts, which 
funded the entire project. 
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coming from disciplines as varied as contemporary dance, theatre design, 

stand-up comedy, acrobatics, circus performance, sculpture, painting, 

and photography, affirmed their hyphenated identities. Inevitably, I was 

compelled to acknowledge that they identified themselves as Chinese-

Australian, Japanese-Australian, Polish-Australian, Iranian-Australian, 

Indian-Australian, Indigenous-Australian, and so on. However, what struck 

me even more powerfully is that not one of these highly sophisticated, 

postmodern artists, wanted to let go of their national identities as 

Australian. On the contrary, each of them was determined to define 

‘Australian’ on their own terms, in highly subjective and occasionally 

subversive and iconoclastic ways. What brought them together through 

their multiple iterations of imagining the national was their unequivocal 

rejection of the official nationalism affirmed by the then Prime Minister 

John Howard, whose racist policies against immigrants, boat people and 

Indigenous communities had been well established by then. 

I bring up this very concrete example to say that while new models 

of intercultural theatre work need to consciously strategise new ways 

of countering and interrogating nationalism, they should not abandon 

the ‘national’ in their own imaginaries. This, indeed, would be the surest 

way of abdicating a crucial space of belongingness, thereby allowing 

the state to determine the national for all its citizens in a monolithic and 

authoritarian way. One reason why liberal constituencies in countries 

like the United States have lost considerable ground to the forces of the 

Right has to do with the fact that artists for the most part have abandoned 

the ‘national’ as an anachronistic remnant of an outmoded politics. In 

the process, they have attempted to define their mutant identities in 

relation to global cosmopolitanism, hybrid subjectivity, and the tantalising 

options of multiple ethnicities, diasporic affiliations, and assertively non-

binary gender constructions. In such a flux of cultural indeterminacies, 
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the reassertion of the ‘national’ risks coming across as regressive; it also 

runs the risk of becoming subsumed within the strictures of nationalism. 

However, this is precisely the tension that one needs to keep alive - let us 

call it ‘national anti-nationalism’, in the absence of a defined category - in 

order to sustain the politics of intercultural theatre practice in the future.

Let me be blunt here and state that, for me, the intercultural has always 

been a political project and the political today cannot be de-linked from 

some kind of wish-fulfilment that the nation-state can be ignored or put to 

sleep. Frankly, the purely formal aspects of intercultural aesthetics are of 

no particular concern to me - for instance, King Lear rendered in Kathakali 

or Hedda Gabler adapted in the idiom of Chinese opera, or a p’ansori 

version of The Trojan Women. I am not attempting to dismiss the intricacies 

and complexities of finding new forms through an interface of these texts 

and artistic disciplines across cultures, but one has to be mindful that 

these experiments do not merely petrify into aesthetically pleasing formal 

inventions. While we urgently need to create new forms of intercultural 

theatre, these cannot be achieved at the expense of engaging closely 

with the volatile differentials of power in the turbulent geopolitics of our 

world, and more critically, in the insurrections exploding within the borders 

of the nation-state. By resolutely avoiding a confrontation of nationalism 

in devising new forms of spectacular intercultural theatre, we are likely 

to succumb to another kind of ‘culinary theatre’, ready to be consumed 

and promptly forgotten in the manufactured amnesia of the global festival 

circuit.

Intercultural/transcultural

I am often asked why I continue to persist in using the word ‘intercultural’ 
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instead of the ‘transcultural’ or the ‘transnational’, which have become 

more popular categories in global cultural discourse. Let me stress here 

that all categories come out of specific needs. If I do not use the words 

‘transcultural’ or ‘transnational’, it is not because I have anything against 

them personally or theoretically, but the point is that they do not register 

for me in my practice with the kind of necessity that I continue to associate 

with the ‘intercultural’. 

If the ‘trans’ connotes a movement across cultures and nations, which 

is more often than not linked through mechanisms of capital, technology, 

and access to multiple centres of production - there is a certain sweep in 

its movement, which tends to elide the dynamics of struggle -  the ‘inter’ 

focuses on the ‘in-between’, the most tense and potentially conflictual 

of spaces, whose disparities and disagreements are hard to ignore at 

interpersonal levels. The more one closes the contours of difference in 

any encounter, the more likely it is to throw up contradictions and ethical 

dilemmas. Far from wanting to avoid such contradictions and dilemmas, 

one should embrace them because they make the creative act more 

intense. Indeed, an avoidance of conflict in the so-called ‘exchange’ of 

cultures, which is inevitably marked by disparities and hierarchies, is the 

surest way of playing into the illusion that working across national borders 

is a kind of game. Intercultural theatre work dispels such illusions through 

the very struggle of arriving at a level playing field, after which it becomes 

possible to ‘play’ but always mindful that the rules of the game can be 

easily flouted by those in power.

Power never disappears. It can only be negotiated and kept under 

control through mutual dialogue and shared responsibilities, which is an 

ongoing process of mutual vigilance for all participants in an intercultural 

project.
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Intracultural

In my theatre experience, the intercultural has almost always been 

counterpointed by the intracultural, which is a category with very few 

takers at a theoretical level. But, in my practice, it is the most complex of 

categories in so far as it involves a negotiation of the most infinitesimal 

differences embedded in what would appear to be the shared cultures 

of specific regions and localities, which assume a relative autonomy that 

exists independently of the nation-state.12 These intracultural differences 

can be so minuscule, if not invisible, that they may almost appear to 

disappear into imagined homogeneities. However, we should never 

underestimate their intransigence or capacities of resistance in being 

taken for granted or minoritised. When these little differences surface, as 

they invariably do in examinations of sensitive issues like caste or refugee 

status or indigenous identity, as in the Indian context, the conflicts arising 

from them can be virulent.  

In my experience, therefore, it is not the conflict between Black and 

White, or between ‘West’ and ‘non-West’, or Global and Local that poses 

the deepest challenges. These differences are fairly clear-cut and evident; 

the more difficult task is to recognise those differences that we tend to 

take entirely for granted, in our own communities and neighbourhoods. It 

is the unrecognised ‘others’ within our own regional, local, and domestic 

spaces who could most deeply challenge our capitulation to state-

12　For detailed expositions of the ‘intracultural’ at theoretical levels and in relation to my actual 
theatre practice, read Theatre and the World, op. cit. and The Politics of Cultural Practice, op. cit.  
Also, the opening section of my essay ‘Dynamics of Conflict in Globalization and Cultural Practice: 
A Critical Perspective’, The Cultures and Globalization Series: Conflicts and Tensions, The Cultures 
and Globalization Series, Vol. 1, ed. Helmut K. Anheier and Yudhisthir Raj Isar. London: Sage 
Publications, 2007, pp. 51-65.
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determined categories, even as we may assume that we are opposing 

these categories on democratic grounds. While I am not in a position 

here to elaborate at length on my intracultural experiments in theatre and 

other forms of cultural practice, I would like to provide an example of how 

the ‘intracultural’ figures in the dynamics of cultural practice involving a 

marginalised community.13

I would call attention to my theatre workshop on ‘Land and Memory’ 

(2000) with the Siddi community from the forest settlement of Manchikeri 

in the southern state of Karnataka in India. The workshop was held at the 

Ninasam Theatre Institute in the village of Heggodu, Karnataka, which 

has been the primary site of my intracultural theatre research since the 

mid-1980s.14 The Siddi are persons of African origin who have migrated 

to India over the centuries as soldiers, sailors, merchants, mercenaries, 

and slaves. Today, they constitute an internal diaspora of barely 40,000 

inhabitants scattered in different parts of India. Stigmatised as ‘blacks’ and 

as ‘tribals’, the Siddi could be among the most marginalised of minorities 

in India today.

13　I first coined the word ‘intracultural’ in the mid-1980s when I returned to India from the 
United States with an intercultural theatre project based around adaptations of Franz Xaver 
Kroetz’s one-woman wordless play Request Concert within the cityscapes of Kolkata, Mumbai, 
Chennai, Jakarta, Seoul and Tokyo. However, while working on the three adaptations in India, I 
realised that what concerned me was not the ‘intercultural’ translation of a ‘German’ text into the 
‘Indian’ context. What became more crucial was the exploration of how the ‘Indian’ context was 
sharply differentiated on the basis of regional cultural contexts. This led to my formulation of the 
‘intracultural’. A detailed analysis of the Request Concert Project can be read in the second part 
of my book Theatre and the World, op. cit., where I offer ‘thick descriptions’ of the productions in 
Kolkata, Mumbai and Chennai. 

14　See section on the Siddi in ‘Dynamics of Conflict in Globalization and Cultural Practice’, op. 
cit., for a brief report on the ‘Land and Memory’ workshop in Heggodu in 2000. In the same essay, I 
also focus on the international conference/workshop on the Siddi organised by TADIA (The African 
Diasporas in Asia), Goa, January 2006.
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In dealing with the themes of memory and land, I wanted to explore 
if the Siddi had any tangible memory of Africa, which, as I discovered, 
was not the case beyond some internalised bio-rhythms in their singing 
and drumming traditions. I also wanted to know how they related to forest 
land where they lived sustaining their own understanding of ecology. 
Inevitably, I was compelled to confront bureaucratic State laws de-
legitimising the Siddi rights to forest land. More acutely, I had to question 
how upper-caste Kannadigas (residents of the state of Karnataka) employ 
Siddi as agricultural workers and patronise their theatre work. Even more 
challenging, as I discovered in doing another workshop organised by 
TADIA (The African Diasporas in Asia) in Goa, January 2006, with Siddis 
from different parts of India, I had to negotiate a spectrum of differences 
- economic, linguistic, religious, social - across Siddi communities from 
other states of India like Andhra Pradesh, Goa, Maharashtra, Gujarat. Far 
from being a homogenised community, I realised that the Siddi speak 
different Indian languages (Gujarati, Konkani, Marathi, Kannada, Telugu); 
they practise different religions (Hinduism, Islam, Christianity); and their 
economies range from abject poverty to aspiring middle class. 

What brought the Siddi together, I realised, was, quite literally, the 
colour of their skin, but underlying this ‘unifying’ marker of discrimination 
and stigmatisation, there were many other differences which tended 
to divide them rather than consolidate their identity. Intracultural 
theatre demands a recognition of these internal differences and not 
an institutionalisation of a ‘common’ identity imposed on marginalised 
communities from above.  

Along with this attention to internal differences, intracultural theatre 
also makes possible the illumination of how the knowledge of subaltern 
communities is shaped through their struggles of everyday life in 
opposition to the State. For instance, at the ‘Land and Memory’ workshop 
in Heggodu, I remember how a Minister of Social Welfare from Karnataka 
visiting the workshop as part of his official duty succeeded in disrupting 
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the creative dynamics of the workshop with his authoritarian presence. 
I was shocked to see how he treated the Siddi as if they were a bunch 
of illiterate, ‘lazy natives.’ After his departure, I could see how the Siddi 
were demoralised and humiliated, even as they deeply resented being 
stereotyped in such an arrogant manner. The following day I resorted 
strategically to a playback session in the workshop, in which I requested 
one of the Siddi actors to play the role of the Minister while the others had 
to ‘talk back’ to him, thereby releasing their silent rage. At one point in this 
explosive improvisation, the ‘Siddi Minister’ hollered at the other Siddi, 
saying, ‘You liars, you say that the land belongs to you. Where are your 
papers?’ Whereupon, one of the Siddi women promptly pointed to some 
imaginary trees and said, ‘Look at those trees. Our ancestors planted 
those trees with their own hands. Those trees are our documents.’  

At such inspired moments within the processual dynamics of 
an improvisation, where there is no written text, one learns how the 
bureaucratic documentation of the State can be challenged by subaltern 
experience and knowledge. Truly, there is much to learn when we turn 
our attention away from mainstream metropolitan narratives, steeped 
in generalisation and stereotypes of the rural poor, to those that remain 
relatively unrecognised within the framework of regions, localities, and 
communities. There are borders to be crossed not just beyond the 
boundaries of the nation-state, but within the regions of the nation-state. 
This crucial factor is often taken for granted. 

Inter-Asian Interculturality 

Against the intimacies of the intracultural I have also had the opportunity 

to work in larger, more cosmopolitan, postmodern, ‘ inter-Asian’ 

workshops, notably the Flying Circus Project directed by Ong Keng Sen in 
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Singapore.15 By the early 1990s, there was a significant shift in the funding 

available for such workshops with new sources of financial support 

available from countries like Japan and Singapore, which made possible 

the creation of workshops and new ensembles of artists and performers 

specifically from diverse parts of Asia. Now it was no longer necessary 

for independent theatre practitioners like myself based in India to ‘turn 

West’ in order to pursue intercultural theatre work. I could now afford to 

‘turn East’ because the intercultural had acquired a new manifestation 

through the category of ‘inter-Asian,’ which offered new possibilities of 

collaboration. 

At first this opportunity to work in Asia struck me as being full of 

promise, in so far as it offered the possibility of not being directly mediated 

by ‘the West’. However, in the sterile and overly efficient mechanisms of 

the workshop in Singapore, I soon realised that ‘Asiacentricity’ could be 

another side of the same coin as ‘Eurocentricity.’ To a large extent this 

was almost inevitable given the fact that ‘Asia’ in the Singapore context is 

not merely an identifier of ‘cultural geography’ (as it is in India); rather, it is 

integrally related to a political discourse which, in the 1990s, was closely 

identified with Lee Kuan Yew’s promotion of ‘Asian values’, Anwar Ibrahim’s 

‘Asian Renaissance’, and the promotion of Singapore as a ‘global city of 

the arts.’ In more cynical interpretations, ‘Asia’ in the Singaporean context 

had also been conceptualised as a ‘brand.’ All of this was very new for 

me coming from India, where ‘Asia’ as such is not an integral part of our 

15　I have briefly addressed the inter-Asian politics of the second edition of the Flying Circus Project 
which I had attended in my essay ‘Foreign Asia/Foreign Shakespeare: Dissenting Notes on New Asian 
Interculturality, Postcoloniality, and Decolonization’, Theatre Journal, Vol. 56, No. 1, March 2004, 
pp. 1-28. An earlier analysis of Ong Keng Sen’s first major inter-Asian production of Lear can be read 
in my monograph Consumed in Singapore: The Intercultural Spectacle of ‘Lear’, Pagesetters Service, 
Singapore, 2000.
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identity-formation, which tends to be dominated by factors relating to 

caste, class, community, region, and religion. Nor is ‘Asia’ part of a larger 

state-determined political discourse. At best ‘Asia’ can be regarded as an 

aspirational point of reference in acquiring new markets and establishing 

lucrative trade deals. It is not uncommon in this regard to hear Indian 

politicians indulging in the rhetoric that Chennai can become another 

Singapore, or that Bangalore can be transformed into another Shanghai.

Against this aspirational logic, what disturbed me most of all about 

the Flying Circus Project was the way in which it upheld an implicit 

hierarchisation between actors from Southeast Asia and East Asia and 

those from South Asia. Once again it seemed to me that ‘we’ from South 

Asia were providing the materials and resources for productions that 

were ultimately framed and conceptualised by our peers from the more 

‘developed’ economies of Asia. What was missing in such an interaction 

was the crucial component of dialogue and the possibility of critique. More 

critically, it became very clear that for all the ‘Asian-ness’ of the Flying 

Circus workshop in terms of its exchange of traditional and contemporary 

Asian techniques and performance traditions that the product emerging 

from the second edition of the Flying Circus workshop - a postmodern 

deconstruction of Shakespeare’s Desdemona - was specifically made 

with the European festival circuit in mind. So, once again, this inter-Asian 

‘process’ was being slotted into European cultural capital, with the brand 

of ‘made in Singapore’ representing ‘Asian’ cultural expertise at large.  

I am well aware that while this was not the most productive of 

experiences, that it nonetheless taught me a great deal about how any 

exchange between actors and theatre people from different cultures 

should be organised. At all costs, one should not assume a common 

ground without actually working hard on the differences that underlie any 

such meeting. More often than not, these differences are never allowed to 
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surface. Instead, they remain buried in protocols of civility with the actors 

invited from ‘other’ cultures playing the role of polite guests, even as they 

may be seething with humiliation and resentment within themselves. My 

own suggestion is that far from beginning with notions of ‘creative unity’ 

or ‘solidarity’ or ‘hospitality’ or ‘universality’ that one should work towards 

these ideals through a sharing and translation of differences. This is where 

the hard work lies - not in accepting one directorial perspective, but in 

allowing diverse voices to collectively arrive at a consensual mode of 

working through an exchange of differences.

Intercultural spectatorship  

As these notes come to a provisional end, I would like to add one 
crucial aspect of intercultural discourse by engaging with intercultural 
spectatorship. In the Indian performance context, and I daresay 
across all Asian theatre cultures, particularly in the early theorisations 
of performance as in ancient texts like the Natyasastra, the role of the 
spectator is given as much importance as the actor. Without the spectator, 
no performance is ever possible or complete, which is one reason why 
I question Augusto Boal’s need to advocate the role of the spect-actor 
built on an inaccurate notion that the act of seeing is essentially passive 
and non-critical.16 On the contrary, when we see any performance, and 
particularly one that challenges our habits of seeing which is the case 
in most intercultural productions, we are duly compelled to activate our 

16　This critique is developed in my essay ‘Problematising Applied Theatre: A Search for Alternative 
Paradigms’, Research in Drama Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance, Vol. 
16, Issue 3, 2011, pp. 365-384. Boal’s denigration of the ‘spectator’ is juxtaposed in this essay vis-à-
vis Jacques Ranciere’s construct of ‘the emancipated spectator.’
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consciousness and arrive at a more reflexive mode of seeing. Far from 
encouraging passivity, intercultural spectatorship has the potential to 
enhance creative agency and the capacity to imagine an altered state of 
being.

There is a larger problem, however, that needs to be acknowledged. 
The reality is that in this global world where one would assume that all 
kinds of theatrical experiences are readily available, the chastening truth 
is that we very rarely get to see performances outside the boundaries of 
our theatre cultures. When I asked the editors of this volume about what 
they had seen of the multiple theatrical traditions in India, encompassing 
traditional sectors of performance, ritual performance, oral narratives, 
epic theatrical traditions, folk theatre, shamanic performances, avant-
garde and activist interventions, they replied that their exposure had been 
minimal. Likewise, my exposure to the multiple traditions of theatre and 
performance in China has been woefully limited. Looking back on this 
exposure I do believe that the only contemporary theatre piece that I’ve 
seen from mainland China on the festival circuit was Mou Sen’s production 
of File Zero at a one-off performance at the University of California at Los 
Angeles in 1997.17 I would like to focus on this production now in the larger 

17　File Zero is representative of avant-garde theatre from Asia, which without attempting to be 
‘intercultural’, was nonetheless slotted in the international festival circuit. Commissioned by the 
leading European intercultural producer Frie Leysen, who, in a sense, ‘discovered’ Mou Sen for 
the European theatre world, File Zero was featured at the prestigious Kunsten Festival des Arts in 
Brussels in May 1994, after which it toured to fifteen cities across Europe and Canada and later to 
the United States. 
     Significantly, File Zero was not staged in China, as pointed out to me by Ophelia Huang, one of 
the editors of this volume. This crucial fact is part of the normal trend in intercultural ‘exchange’ 
where productions staged in Europe based on non-Western material are often not available to be 
seen in non-Western countries - for instance, Peter Brook’s Mahabharata, which originated in Paris 
and was produced across the world, was not staged in India. With File Zero, we encounter a slightly 
different scenario in which a Chinese production was produced and made available for viewing 
exclusively in Europe and Western capitals, while the home country never got to see the production. 
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context of intercultural spectatorship.

File Zero

Based on Yu Jian’s Kafkaesque poem ‘Ling Dang An’ (‘File Zero’) in which 

‘people’s lives are regulated by the classified files that governments 

compile on them secretly,18 this production remains for me a landmark 

in political avant-garde theatre, which spoke to me at an intensely 

visceral and emotional level. In retrospect, I would link the intensity of my 

experience to the fact that I had no access to a literal understanding of 

the very wordy script in the absence of English surtitles. I was compelled 

to respond to what I was seeing at an almost gut level. Perhaps, this may 

not be an entirely inaccurate way of perceiving this electrifying production. 

Significantly, Mou Sen himself rejects any overly ideological interpretation 

of File Zero as, for instance, on the lines of an allegorical interpretation 

of the massacre at Tiananmen Square. Extending his examination of the 

state of oppression at a more elemental level to everyday mechanisms of 

control, he calls attention to how Yu Jian envisions all files locked in some 

kind of bureaucratic archive where they incarnate ‘a form of public writing’, 

defining the existence of people ‘from birth to the grave.’ As the poet puts 

it with formidable clarity, ‘[I]f your file goes astray or is destroyed, to all 

intents and purposes you are dead. Finished.’ 19

As I write this essay at a point in time when the Hindu Right government 

in India is demanding the registration of all citizens with the implicit threat 

18　Denis Salter, Mou Sen and Wu Wenguang, ‘China’s Theatre of Dissent: A Conversation with 
Mou Sen and Wu Wenguang’, Asian Theatre Journal, Vol. 13, No. 2, Autumn 1996, p. 218.

19　Quoted by Mou Sen in ibid., p. 223.
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that citizens without documents are likely to be put in detention camps, 

you can imagine that a script like File Zero has larger political resonances 

beyond the boundaries of China and many years later in 2021. If you asked 

me to recall what I remember of the production, I would fall back on four 

haunting images, which remain indelibly embedded in my spectatorial 

memory to this day - a beautiful white silken cloth floating from one end 

of the stage to another, which ultimately muffles the sounds emanating 

from a spool tape recorder, almost choking the recorded human voice; a 

somewhat primitive cinematic documentation of an open-heart surgery 

operation on a child; apples stuck on a field of menacing iron pincer rods, 

as in a road construction site; followed in turn by the brutal and frenzied 

final scene where two of the actors fling these apples and oranges into the 

rotating blades of a gigantic industrial fan.

  Along with these stunning visuals I remember the relentless monotone 

of long speeches rendered tonelessly, which had the effect of drilling 

into the inner recesses of my mind. At that point in time I had no idea that 

these speeches were autobiographical stories of the actors narrating 

their own stories of personal damage and trauma relating to unrequited 

love and a problematic father-son relationship. All I could respond to was 

the tone of the voice supplemented by the cluster of images, all of which 

culminated for me in the climactic scene that freedom had been crushed. 

Simultaneously, I could also sense a manifestation of rage in the actors’ 

violent gestures as they flung the apples and oranges into the industrial 

fan. They were both victims and assailants at the same time. What I 

offer here is not an analysis of the mise en scene but a living memory 

of its torrential effect. While I am perfectly aware of the limitations of my 

response, I would nonetheless suggest that intercultural spectatorship 

can function at the level of the senses, almost at the level of archetypes, 

thereby going deeper than any explicit interpretation of a political text or 
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allegory based entirely on words and a strict ideology.

Coda

Haunted by the sheer power of File Zero, which disturbed me - and 

continues to do so, such is the endurance of memory - I remember 

meeting Mou Sen the following morning after the performance, outside 

the university guesthouse where we were both staying. We had a very 

brief exchange which I would like to share in the form of an intercultural 

script. Once again, I have been alerted to the possibility that what I have 

to share is far too tangential, if not somewhat too romantic in its evocation 

of a predominantly non-verbal meeting communicated through fragments 

of voice and gesture. But this experience is what I would like to share 

with you as an example of how the intercultural can manifest itself on the 

boundaries of theatre and everyday life. 

Mou Sen enters, a large and shambling figure, who looks jet-lagged and 

exhausted.

I approach him with a namaste and try to express my appreciation of 

his production of File Zero.

We share no language in common. He doesn’t communicate in 

English, I don’t communicate in Chinese.  

Awkward pause. 

I say the first thing that comes to mind to establish some sense of what 

I had felt of the production I had seen last night: 

‘Heiner Mueller.’

Mou Sen responds with some animation and indicates with a thumbs 

up gesture that he likes Mueller’s work.   

I try to get across that File Zero has a quality of Mueller’s dramaturgy. I 
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am thinking of Cement. 

Mou Sen nods.

Now it is his turn to share something with me. With great difficulty, 

during which time he seems to be struggling to express what he wants to 

work on next, he almost chokes on one word, such is the intensity of his 

utterance: 

‘Ganga.’

I am moved by Mou Sen’s attempt to reach out to me through an Indian 

imaginary in his mind. Nothing could be more sacred than the Ganga for 

millions of people in India, even as it is notoriously polluted.

That’s it. We went our separate ways and have never met again.  

In recent years I have learned that Mou Sen has continued to do 

theatre along with more spectacular, media-related, global events in 

museums and other public sites like the 11th Shanghai Biennale (2016) 

curated by the Raqs Media Collective from New Delhi. I am not in a 

position to comment on this aspect of his creative journey not having 

seen any of the work. What remains for me is that visceral memory of File 

Zero and the enigmas of how a production so profoundly grounded in the 

everyday realities of ordinary life in contemporary China, can reverberate 

through associations with Heiner Mueller and the present political situation 

in India. Today, in contemporary India, where the intensified surveillance 

of citizens’ private lives and alleged dissidence is being marked and 

targeted, we are in the process of having our own File Zero recorded in 

some unknown State archive. 

I would like to leave you with this thought that intercultural work can 

resonate across different cultural geographies and political conditions, 

even across times, reminding us that we are not alone but connected 

through our struggles in the theatre to sustain the precarities of creative 

freedom and the life of the mind. 
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Faced with External Gaze, 
the Other Must Become a 
Condemnation of Order...

Zhao Chuan

1.

While participating in the ‘Asia meets Asia’ project, I met Indian theatre 

director Probir Guha in Tokyo. He told me that China was once his dream 

land. In the 1960s, he was a ‘Maoist’ student and devoted himself to the 

radical leftist movement in India. He eventually settled down in a small place 

outside Kolkata and gradually developed his own theatre group. Peter Brook 

heard about their performances while travelling in India and invited them to 

come and perform for him at a major hotel in Kolkata. Yet Guha declined this 

invitation from the renowned director, instead asking him to travel over an 

hour to where they were based to watch this amateur theatre troupe perform 

in a small school. In the following years, Guha also collaborated with famous 

European directors such as Jerzy Grotowski and Eugenio Barba and their 
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theatre companies, which led to him being involved in social movements 

in Poland in the 1980s. Later, he reunited with Peter Brook in Paris, and the 

director asked him to be the assistant director on his Indian version of The 

Mahabharata. Guha is the best People’s Theatre workshop instructor I have 

ever seen. His workshops are full of the charm of that particular generation 

of continental European theatre that specialises in physical performance.  

Out of curiosity about his legendary background, I went over Mr Brook’s 

memoirs and interviews to search for relevant traces of this collaboration. 

But when it comes to the creation and performance experience of such 

‘cross-cultural’ theatre, he is actually more like a conqueror of foreign 

cultures, focusing on expressing his own achievement: how to transfer 

the culture that was originally of the ‘Other’ to enable it to be enjoyed 

by ‘all’ mankind. His theatre work is the magic wand that creates this 

transformation. Meanwhile, the local figures who cooperated on these works 

- and the social reality - are rarely touched on, let alone in any detail.

That generation of American and European theatre directors created a 

lot of colourful cross-cultural theatre works and successfully found an array 

of inspiration from exotic pre-modern performance cultures to enhance 

their own creations. They also formed theories and working methods that 

were highly influential for those who came after them. For them, this was 

an opening-up. Yet looking at it today, that process appears limited by 

various ideological frameworks. Examinations of the cultural attitudes and 

power structures, as well as their own self-consciousness of the influence of 

Western colonial history, appears to be lacking. For example, Eugenia Barba 

claimed to have discovered the fundamental charm at the heart of traditional 

Asian performances. I saw in his workshop that he asked traditional 

performers to remove the costumes that represented the roles’ identities, 

and to give up the lyrics that contained historical and cultural narratives. 

He confidently believed that he had mastered these performances’ core 
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values. In the name of anthropology, he dismembered these performances, 

extracted the skills he thought useful, and threw away the context.  

Around 2011, I started preparing for the play World Factory, and soon 

I had a European partner. When came to Shanghai, she contacted me. At 

first, she was only curious about the work between myself and the Grass 

Stage team I collaborate with. But when I mentioned the plan for World 

Factory during our conversation, she expressed a strong desire to have the 

opportunity to participate. In our subsequent exchanges, we initially seemed 

to be collaborating. I unsuspectingly opened up all my ideas, research and 

information to her and her team. But gradually they excluded me and my 

team from the European creation in various subtle ways. They successively 

applied for many resources in the name of cooperating with us, and a 

few years later they produced a play of the same name to be staged in 

Europe. We became the ‘China Research Partners’, as printed on the play’s 

pamphlet. This made me realise that what had begun as collaboration had 

gradually turned into a kind of plunder. In the midst of this, we had actually 

returned to the logic of the ‘world factory’ dominated by big capital in this 

era - the intellectual property created in difficult circumstances had been 

reduced to cheap raw materials and labour in the production of theatre for 

London's middle classes.

2.

Is the West our ‘Other’? After more than a hundred years of relations where 

China was a counterpoint, the country has been treated with such a gaze to 

the point where it is out of focus, often weakening one’s ability to distinguish 

between the two due to anxiety and fatigue. Within that kind of gaze, there 

is still an ebb and flow. Will one of them be washed out because of this, with 



29

the other becoming more indelible? This applies to the modern Chinese 

spoken drama (huaju) that appeared at the beginning of the last century. It 

arose from collisions and interweaving, and then, because of the process of 

social change in China, it became a prescribed form of mainstream culture. 

But it is primarily the result of exchanges between the people involved. 

In the 19th century, European dramas began to be performed in China 

following the forceful expansion of Western trade. At the beginning of the 

20th century, young Chinese went to the West to learn theatre, and learned 

from the practice of new Japanese theatre (shingeki) that also originated in 

the West. As soon as this kind of theatre was born, it had already escaped 

from one kind of tradition. It was a transnational form of theatre formed 

between different cultures, and it changed the style of theatre in China.

As the westerly wind moved eastward, through its reliance on soft and 

hard power, the West was the unstoppable driver behind globalisation. As 

time passes, the ‘Other’ is no longer the opposing side, no longer occupies 

a position of economic strength, and has increasingly changed its own 

state. And us, can we figure out what we look like at this time?

‘Who calls my wandering place Asia? Asia is too big.

It's so big that I can't know their birthdays and deaths, so big that we 

don't look like a family.

Asia is so big, but how can I no longer be like a frightened bird in the 

midst of your complicated and sophisticated interference, and how can I 

find a place to stand?

...

Even if the lanterns are on, the fighting still doesn't seem to stop. 

Although the tsunami has passed, it is impossible for people to restore 

peace.

Is there only one face in history? But I am just a person, not an 
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emperor, not a great power, not an ethnic group, not a country, and not a 

historical legend.

I don't have your kind of civilisation. My civilisation is still covered in 

dust, broken teeth, tangled hair, thick knuckles, and piercing eyes.

I don't have a suit. I wrap my body in my own way. The tie I picked up is 

tied to my waist. I most likely have a humble but fragrant dough in my arms, 

perhaps a powerful explosive under the dark pressure of anger.

……

Now, on a night when the moon is as cool as water, even a homeless 

man will talk about home. That is where all flesh and imagination begin.

Take a few steps away from home, circle it, we call it home - a safe 

model of proliferation and inheritance. The neighbouring homes form our 

hometown.

With your arrival, the safety mode fails, and bulldozers, checkpoints, 

billboards, dust and gunpowder are seen everywhere.

How many people did not live and work in their hometown? The 

temptation of the future, the current wars, tyranny, barrenness, and disease 

will push, push, and drive the desire to live life in another place.

Shelter from the wind and rain at home will also be stubborn or 

tyrannical, but far away may not always lead to the cliff... Yet migration 

is wandering, adventurous, lacking security, becoming a stranger of your 

own time and subject to inspection.

...

Your hometown, or the foreign land of your ancestors. We, however, 

watched as our hometown was changed to a foreign land.

Originally, originally, Asia was not my name and his name.

After disasters, wanderings, inspections, and developments, we may 

not be used to it, but in the end we have to stir our own tongue and saliva to 

spit out this old newness from our mouths. The territory of the home.
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However, Asia is too big, facing the examiner, I once again have dry 

mouth and choked throat — uh, uh, uh, uh…’ 1

This poem or monologue was written in 2009. The meaning seems to 

be clear, that we are facing ‘you’, but the real struggle is actually about 

the self. I don't know how to get rid of this duality, not only psychologically, 

but in action. The ending of the text, the kind of ‘Uh-’ that came from the 

depths of the throat, was an attempt at a kind of theatre style. 

At that time, I participated in the ‘Asia meets Asia’ regional cooperation 

project led by Japanese director Ohashi Hiroshi, along with participants 

from Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, India, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Japan. We 

usually stayed in a small theatre near Takadanobaba in Tokyo for ten days 

each year, working on collaborative creation, performances and seminars. 

The people who come every year are a little different.

In the 1990s, I spent time in Australia, a country full of identity troubles. 

There were not only questions about me as a new immigrant, but also 

problems that this country has not handled well for a long time, and 

that keep returning to the fore. When I returned to China, my hometown 

became increasingly unfamiliar to me, changing with each passing day. 

At the beginning of the 21st century, one of the most important pieces of 

political vocabulary in Chinese society from top to bottom was ‘integration 

with international standards.’ ‘International’ certainly does not refer to 

the civilisation of the Third World. It wasn't until a few years later that 

the concept of ‘Asia’ was brought into my thinking and artistic practice, 

beginning with exchanges and collaboration with East Asian theatre folk 

1　A section from Zhao Chuan’s ‘The Wanderer’s Monologue’, from the ‘Asia meets Asia’ 
performance of Lost Home (2009). 
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- this turned out to be an even stranger ‘Other’. It brought out the kind 

of unfamiliarity that comes when you look carefully at yourself. When 

we connect with the logic of ‘international’, it allows me to see what the 

twisted part is. In this encounter with the ‘Other’, what is generated is 

not an opposite, but a trance-like realisation. I am curious whether more 

experience can be drawn from this, which can lead to a kind of liberation?

When I formally participated in ‘Asia meets Asia’ in 2009, I also 

helped this project enter a new stage. At the time, I seemed to have 

found a way to integrate myself with international standards. After initially 

communicating in simple and limited English via e-mail, we quickly 

reached an agreement: we would use ‘Lost Home’ as the theme for that 

year's collaborative creation. I was shocked to find that this was a topic 

that people from different places across Asia could relate to immediately. 

This kind of mutual understanding was something that never seemed 

possible when I was in Australia, where the mainstream discourse was 

dominated by talk of multiculturalism. In our simple theatres, in Shanghai, 

Yogyakarta, Tokyo, Taipei, Hong Kong, and Bangalore, the figures, stories 

and singing of people in different places, one after another, presented a 

common fate that was more complex and connected than imagined, along 

with the increasingly landscaped struggle of the concept of ‘suffering’. At 

that time, we also began to develop a type of collective creative process 

and physical theatre performance style that could incorporate different 

expressions.

I continued to participate in this project with limited resources and 

stretched time for five years. In the year following the performance of Lost 

Home, our theme became ‘Return’. It turns out that for the participating 

members of this project, returning home is just as difficult as losing their 

home.

When I made a similar point somewhere in Europe, I was questioned 
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by young artists. I seemed to them to be highlighting or taking advantage 

of the countries and regions where the participants came from; moreover, 

it seemed that those artists represented each country. Was inviting them to 

join the same as presenting the truth about those places? These questions 

made me realise the involvement of the concept of the ‘individual’, and just 

how comfortably it can be used in a Westernised contemporary context. 

People in some parts of the world essentially cannot move freely due to 

political, economic, cultural and other reasons. At the same time, people 

living in developed areas are able to use the media and the standards they 

have established with the media to pry into the truth elsewhere. But when 

we leave this habitual state and come directly face to face with individuals 

from elsewhere, and face the suffering that those individuals talk about, we 

really need to make a judgement: whether in accepting such encounters, 

we are really meeting with that place and a portion of its truth.

I frankly accepted the artists’ doubts about the use of country-specific 

expressions, but also argued that I did it deliberately when I expressed it 

publicly. Simply citing the name of the country is the most convenient way 

for us to signify the region. What I want to emphasise is that to speak those 

names clearly is to stand with people from places full of suffering and 

sometimes even stigma. In this scene that we call the theatre, people meet 

people, which should be the core meaning of any kind of border-crossing 

work. Or rather, to meet is the necessary step for historical change. Only 

when people see each other, can new realities emerge and be witnessed... 

On those occasions I always think that it’s imperative that there are other 

sets of eyes, and we must enter into activities by others of the same kind. 

Only then can our labour and our value be truly established in mutual 

reflection of each other, and through this it can survive.
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3.

During that period, I also went to Central Africa to see performances 

and visit theatres there. At the invitation of an Israeli art institution, I also 

participated in small theatre festivals in Tel Aviv and Haifa. I later invited 

the artist Tamar Raban to come to China several times to introduce her 

theatre and performance works, to lead performance art workshops and 

take part in academic seminars. When Tamar went to Japan to take part 

in a performance art festival, she was listed as a non-Asian artist. I asked 

the members of her performance troupe, ‘is Israel an Asian country?’ 

They were surprised at the question, saying that of course it was, and 

textbooks taught it this way. I realised that for a person familiar with China’s 

geopolitical concepts and living in East Asia, approaching the Asianness 

of Israel’s ‘Other’ and encountering the complex problems in it, will help 

us to get rid of the long-corrupted concept of the central empire and 

understand the real contemporary issues of Asia, and reflexively think 

about its fate.

As part of her performance art workshop, Tamar involved everyone in 

a performance exercise which she had learned from a Palestinian artist: 

using simple, calm and quiet body movements, one would take on the 

perspective of an Arab child, demonstrating their daily activities, food, 

and relationships. The political meaning of this performance is buried in its 

warmth. It is presented in middle-class artistic environments and is not only 

an expression of letting go of complex desires and reconciling with normal 

life, it also modifies the appearance of Israeli and Palestinian people whose 

images have been shaped by the media - the streets are not only filled with 

tanks and cars that have just been blown up. But this does not mean that 

we have to whitewash the peace. In Israel, Ms Reban had no real contact 

with artists who were forcibly isolated on the other side of the divide. They 
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were near each other, but it was as if they were a world away. She only 

became good friends with a Palestinian artist when she was in Paris as an 

artist-in-residence. When this performance about Arab children went full 

circle and came back to the booth of an Arab aunt selling pancakes in the 

Tel Aviv Central Bus Station, performed by us foreigners who were present 

together with a Jewish artist, everyone had become the ‘Other’ at that time, 

and the ‘Other’ disappeared - disappeared in the small collective that was 

temporarily created by dancing together. Perhaps in that moment, we found 

peace and safety together? 

For people in the midst of turbulent history, this is indeed a 

requirement. Tamar told me that in her opinion, most of what is happening 

in Israel and Palestine today - including the occupations and military 

activities - originates from the psychological state of Jewish victims living 

in near-constant anxiety and fear, even though at certain times it’s the 

complete opposite. Her father came to Israel from Poland early on, but 

her grandparents and other family members remained in Europe and were 

killed during World War II. For the longest time, her father never mentioned 

his hometown, and no longer spoke his previously familiar languages of 

Russian and Polish. But before he died, he suddenly spoke a lot of Polish, 

like someone from another world. In fact, he did come from another world. 

Tamar later went to Poland to perform and came across his old home by 

accident. She brought back three old bricks from inside the house and 

put them on her father's grave, as if to give a conceptual work an ending. 

Those bricks came from the soil of another land that had been burnt by fire. 

They came and lay down on the land known as the land of ancestors and 

where others have lived for generations.

In the same year, I also met Dalia Taha, a young Palestinian playwright. 

Her play uses a unique language to reveal the persecution and resistance 

there, and how it is deeply intertwined as part of people’s daily lives there. 
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Brutality has become commonplace and continues. The Grass Stage team 

and I not only translated her very realistic plays, but also staged readings 

in Shanghai; we also invited a Palestinian colleague to give a talk entitled 

‘Building a State on the Stage: Palestine Contemporary Theatre’, taking 

El Hakawati in East Jerusalem and Ashtar theatre group as examples. 

They talked about how these theatre activities continue to be active under 

political oppression.

The logical relationship between unsettled and comfort seems so 

unreasonable, distorted, and broken there. Cross-cultural theatres 

and performances under the wave of globalisation are often highly 

romanticised and spectacle-ised. Have they deliberately ignored that most 

original of difficult relationships between the human body and the way of 

survival - the kind of truth that is almost constantly taken away from the 

disadvantaged?

I was once keen on intra-Asian exchanges and interactions, and on 

curating and organising such activities. In addition to participating in 

‘Asia meets Asia’ and trying to extend it to Shanghai where I live, I also 

participated in a number of intra-Asian theatre and performance networks, 

and then cooperated with the Rockbund Art Museum in Shanghai to 

curate a project called ‘Action Asia’ - a programme of discussions and 

performances on theatre, performance and social movements (2013-

2014). I wrote in the book of the same name that I later compiled:

‘Asia is complex and vast, and its charming or difficult complexity 

has not been or will never be fully revealed. Therefore, it cannot be seen, 

but can only be involved. Asia has therefore become a process of change. 

There is conquest and proliferation, frustration and resistance, and the 

stage is formed of constantly challenging times. The power of art is weak, 

but it must strive to expand its symbolic power in its position. In Asia, 
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involvement in those performances full of meaning can enable us to dig out 

more - a different kind of clue to the possibility of change?’ 2

4.

In 2012, we performed Unsettling Stone at the National School of Drama 

(NSD) in New Delhi. At the curtain call, I was met with the most enthusiastic 

audience of my life, and many of them came to hug us. I wondered, how 

could this kind of almost abstract work be understood in a strange and 

distant place? However, perhaps the basic vocabulary and mechanisms 

for interpretation and understanding have long been present in the small 

theatre spaces that we occupy. These kinds of theatres that we call ‘black 

boxes’ almost all look exactly the same. They are spaces specially created 

for specific performance needs. There is already a common language 

there, from rehearsal to setting up the stage, to finishing the performance. 

Although it was my first time in India, once we entered that ‘black box’ we 

were no longer strangers. In addition to discussing issues in the play, we 

also participated in the exchange and dissemination of this concept of Little 

Theatre. This discovery made me quite confused. That concept of space 

locks us together in a modern narrative context. This makes our tour in India 

seem paradoxical.

A few years later I was invited to Berlin to watch the plays of 

Theatertreffen with a number of people from different places. In a post-

performance discussion with some of the creators, Charlie Haffner from 

Sierra Leone asked questions about the innovative ideas introduced by the 

2　‘Action Asia: An Arts Research Project on Live Actions in Asia’, from Action Asia, edited by 
Zhao Chuan and published by Shanghai Bund Art Museum, 2015, page 8. 
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creative team. Because I was worried that I may have misunderstood at the 

time, I asked him a few questions afterwards. After a while, Charlie used 

three pieces of hotel notepaper to write me his thoughts:

‘I was surprised when I entered the auditorium. At first, I thought the 

play would be performed in a typical European-style theatre with a framed 

stage. But I realised that the stage was arranged in a square and seated 

form. At this time, I thought, “What do European theatres want to do?” Our 

African theatres, long before they came to colonise, were round. They came 

and ‘forced’ us to change to the ‘proscenium type’ they brought. It was 

auditorium-style, the audience faced the actors on the stage in rows, and 

the actors faced the audience. In this arrangement, there is a no man’s land 

between the actors and the audience. There is no communication between 

the audience and the actors. When the performance is over, the actors 

disappear backstage. The next time you see them might be in the theatre 

review section of the newspaper the next morning.

‘However, in Father and Son, the arrangement is close to Africa in 

many ways: there is no special stage structure; dialogue, music, and 

dance are integrated; it’s a more dramatic form; there is no redundant 

stage management team, rather the actors themselves are responsible 

for this; there’s an interactive element to the performance; no backstage; 

and no emphasis on costume... Finally, I asked myself, “what do German 

(European) theatres want? Why did they reject and blame our African 

theatre, and now come back to it? Is the theatre round/square?”’3

This discussion borders on structuralism. Theatre is regarded as 

a framework of understanding and of action strategies, transcending 

3　Taken from the notes sent by Mr Hafner. These were translated by Zhao into Chinese in his Berlin 
diary and re-translated into English for the purposes of this publication.
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performance, and has many subtexts of its own. As a ritualised space, 

the ‘theatre’ also comes with a natural culture of performativity. Even 

performance is a ritual for people to symbolise their behaviour in front of 

others, to express their personal existence. Think about it this way: the 

production of theatre and its periphery activities, don't they all come with 

cultural strategies and performativity?

A few months later, I invited Charlie Hafner to participate in the 2016 

event ‘Staging Alterity 2016: Dialogues on Different Theatres/Different 

Worlds’ that I was curating, because during those few days in Berlin, his 

simple and sharp old-school wit to talk about problems impressed me. 

The existence of ‘Staging Alterity’ was largely due to these interesting 

friends, most of whom are working in their own unique political and cultural 

environments and - through theatre, performance etc. - creating meaningful 

social tension. These friends from different ‘corners’ of the world usually 

only meet in certain places in Europe or North America where most of the 

exchanges simply serve the predetermined agenda there, and then they 

part ways soon after. Most of us are living in an environment where it is not 

easy to get enough resources for us to communicate directly. Therefore, I 

want to build my own circular field, a space where we can directly share, 

show and discuss our work.4

I took this as another starting point and tried to make even more open 

connections. Also in Shanghai, on the fringe of being keen to interact with 

the mainstream Western culture, I wanted to connect the ‘corners’ that 

are not easily connected, to give those who are not paid attention to the 

opportunity to be seen. For the project that year, the art museum gave 

4　‘Staging Alterity’ was initiated by Zhao Chuan and Pro Helvetia and presented in collaboration with 
Minsheng Museum of Modern Art in 2016 and Ming Contemporary Art Museum in 2018. It was also 
supported by the Goethe-Institut and Zurich University of the Arts’ cross-cultural arts programme.
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me a large public activity room and occasional use of the foyer. Without a 

standardised theatre set-up, it was closer to the form we needed.

Before this, I had been in touch with European festival programmers 

Frie Leysen, Anja Dirks, and Sandro Lunin5 among others, and participated 

in the type of international theatre festivals that they curated, as well as 

having talked with them personally. They represent an openness and 

inclusiveness in European theatre festival culture. In their performances, in 

addition to those from the West, people can see artists from Asia, Africa and 

Latin America on stage, as well as the real problems from these ‘corners’ 

of the world. Exoticism may be inevitable, but problem awareness and 

direct interaction are also put into practice. Ms Leyson had a very sincere 

explanation for this. She said that she genuinely had a desire for the works, 

such as those from the Arab world, to be performed in places where they’ve 

never been seen before and then, through the curated activities, to return 

to be performed in front of their own peoples. But she said, in the end she 

had to admit that this is all from the perspective of a white European. ‘I want 

to see the world through the eyes of another person; no, I want to see the 

world through the eyes of thousands of people - only then can I gain a little 

understanding of the world.’ She quoted this to me, but I don’t remember 

who said it. As for Mr Lunin, it was because he was deeply influenced by the 

youth movement that resisted mainstream culture in his early years that he 

maintained his interest in resistance culture on the periphery of the world. In 

my opinion, their continuous programming and incubation work in the field 

of performance for many years has brought about considerable interaction 

among ‘Others’.

5　Frie Leysen was a senior art festival director and curator from Belgium; Anja Dirks is a former 
artistic director for numerous European festivals; Sandro Lunin has served as artistic director for the 
Zurich theatre festival Zürcher Theater Spektakel for many years.
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I don't know to what extent these efforts have challenged inherent 

relationships. At least, they seem to be an effort to counteract the solidifying 

of difference. But whenever there are discussions of other people’s 

problems in theatre, we seem to become the problem itself. More than ten 

years ago, I asked a question at an exchange event between German and 

Chinese theatre makers: Why do we always talk about China’s problems/

difficulties in this type of meeting, but there is no discussion of issues 

affecting German people? Why do Europeans always feel that they should 

help us? Such forthright comments, of course, somewhat dampened their 

kindness. Now, reflecting on the discussion of this type of issue, I feel that 

it should be transformed into a sharing of our experience gained from 

difficulties.

The direct communication between the ‘Others’ that I originally longed 

for was different from the festival production, with favourable conditions 

in Europe. Instead, I wanted to find a different method of circulation for 

the ‘Others’; to learn about the artistic practices and experiences brought 

about by different geopolitics, to publicise diverse creative energies. The 

invitations and gatherings that we put on using limited resources will not be 

an artistic feast, but a mutual blessing.

5.

During the last few years of resistance to globalisation, efforts to identify 

those ‘Others’ who have been deliberately downplayed and erased by the 

forces that promote globalisation have become more and more remarkable. 

From religion and race to ideology, different existences beyond the norm 

have implied a certain danger or potential threat. Although who is the 

‘Other’? To answer pedantically, one or more histories of thought can 
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be drawn on. Those ‘Others’ that are clearly identified are often in more 

marginal, lower-level, oppressed and excluded situations. As mobility 

becomes more convenient, they can migrate, wander, get close to ‘us’, 

and even live next door. The various tensions brought about by this 

closeness have not been easily eliminated through ‘multiculturalism’ or 

‘transculturalism’. Because it involves ‘our’ environment and livelihoods, they 

are constantly being asked to be dealt with caution, intercepted, or even 

expelled.

I used to think that I was anti-globalisation. When many things suddenly 

stopped or changed course due to the pandemic in 2020, I realised 

that I had long been immersed in a lifestyle forged by globalisation. To 

paraphrase Zizek, seemingly no one believes in it, yet it is actually working. 

We have already internalised globalisation in various processes. When 

populism prevails, I realise that I have never really stood on the opposite 

side to globalisation. The so-called confrontation is actually an attempt to 

face up to something - looking for strategies, even rhetoric, and wanting to 

respond to the forced flow under global capital and post-colonial forms in 

my own way. The so-called ‘one’s own way’ is to create one’s own way of 

circulation. It may start by looking at those walking on the edge, obscured, 

neglected methods of being and practicing, distinguishing their appearance 

and voice, searching for the homogenous structure in our conditions, and 

exploring opportunities for re-weaving.

If we want to liberate the ‘Other’, instead of identifying it as a 

psychological activity, we should treat it as something not of our race, 

whimsical, and potentially rebellious. Ueli Hirzel, a senior director who 

worked between France, Switzerland and Chile, studied theatre in his 

early years and was influenced by the radical movement in the 1960s. In 

order to understand the way of the ‘Other’, he gave up his position working 

at a TV station, walked into the circus opposite and learned how to be a 
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clown on a tightrope. It turns out that there has always been an ‘Other’ 

performance world in the exiled society of European circuses, juggling and 

clowns. On the surface, they are docile in appearance, but they parted 

ways with mainstream theatre and performance circles, and they were not 

understood. The performances of those ‘Others’ are against performances 

that have been incorporated by mainstream forces. In those grand theatres, 

the appearance of the ‘Other’ is often despised, and their memory erased 

or misinterpreted, like in the kind of power relations that Michel Foucault is 

accustomed to talking about. 

The ‘Other’ is of course a heterogeneous force. Those forces will 

be highlighted by geopolitics and culture, but they are not necessarily 

geographical or ethnic. The continuous contact with Hirzel and others 

made me realise that we can get out of identity politics, re-enable all kinds 

of ‘Other’, present the performances of ‘Others’, and weave a different kind 

of space in which to gather. These efforts are to respond to the troubles, 

oppression, and dissatisfaction of being in the world, to clarify some things/

truths that are already there, and to try to portray the unformed things, 

especially unformed morals and emotions. This is the desire for another way 

in many relationships that seem to have no choice.

The theatre is a gaze. If the ‘Other’ shows up in this face-to-face 

relationship, at this time, it must become a condemnation of, or even a 

confrontation to, the existing order. In my interpretation, Emmanuel Levinas 

means that the subject of the gaze is born in this process. One is not a 

cognitive subject or a subject of rights in traditional Western philosophy, but 

has become an ethical subject with a sense of responsibility.

In gazing at the ‘Other’, people hope to obtain a kind of energy to liberate 

themselves from oppression and being oppressed.

(Translated by Jake Newby)
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Potentially Being Wild: A Dialogue1 

1　This text is a revision based on the transcript of a conversation between the two authors on 14 
January 2021.

Zhao Chuan and Ophelia Jiadai Huang

Zhao Chuan: The origin of curating ‘Staging Alterity’ was related to 

my interest in certain type of experience. It connects with my working 

environment as an artist and my comprehension of it. Let’s say that some 

artists are struggling in a marginalised status as they focus on radical social 

topics and have very little or no commercial operation, working under very 

limited economic and spatial conditions with members that did not receive 

formal arts training etc. How do we consider and share such experience, 

comprehension and courage? In a Grass Stage post-show talk, I was asked 

why we did not do more popular shows like others, for example happier 

and more encouraging works. I replied that these could be found on TV 
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with other people having more resources to spend on them, so there was 

no need for us to do that. Our value is to provide a different perspective, for 

example a marginalised, or more critical one. Many people live outside the 

centre or mainstream and they have their perspectives and opinions. We are 

not able to reject the centre, but the margins are ubiquitous. To manifest the 

marginal existence, this is the basic attitude.

The first production of Grass Stage was made as a physical theatre 

piece, because it was commissioned in South Korea and we were worried 

about the language barrier when going there. Later we discovered that we 

could express what we could not speak about in our environment without 

language. It is also an expression to connect people with the same feelings 

and opinions. Later, I even found out that communication obstacles may not 

always be related to language. In fact, some people can become strangers 

to their own environment and country because of political opinion or sexual 

orientation. Therefore the ‘Other’ does not have to be in the distance or 

outside of a clearly marked border. They can be right around the corner 

sometimes. Therefore, we need to look for another gathering, or even 

present ourselves on stage. In other words, it is to look for a way to respond 

to the environment from our own position.

Ophelia Jiadai Huang: I can understand being familiar with Grass Stage’s 

valued work. For the marginalisation that you have mentioned, I would prefer 

a close look at its mechanism from an observer’s perspective: what kind of 

marginalised status in which context, and why. Maybe it would be helpful to 

unpack a specific circumstance as the definition of the periphery is relative 

depending on the reference. You mentioned being marginalised because of 

a lack of commercial activities. However I was told instead that that situation 

could be the opposite in some places with good public funding systems for 

the arts, where an artist living on commercial activities instead of funding 
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and art projects is very likely to not be accepted by the art world as a 

serious artist, regardless of whether the art is commercial or not. Therefore it 

requires an analysis on the specific context or example to avoid assumption 

and labelling a certain aesthetic style, identity or way of working. 

I  am aware  tha t  some Ch inese  a r t i s ts  have  encounte red 

misinterpretation due to similar assumptions abroad. They were labelled 

‘radical’ or ‘dissident’ regardless of their intentions, simply because their 

works were not presented in the official theatres and they do not follow the 

mainstream mode of production in China, even though such labels had 

nothing to do with their pieces. There are also young Chinese artists in our 

local scene creating works about urgent social topics, who do not seek 

commercial prospects yet do not identify themselves as marginalised either. 

On the contrary, I find in them to have a positive spirit with sober confidence 

in their chosen paths. Language is suffering from being simplified and 

turned into labels, tags, or tools for promotion under the erosion of power 

and the market, which also contributes to the increasingly deepening 

polarisation. That is why I am cautious with words.

ZC: Sure. The motivation for organising a ‘gathering of the Other’ 

(Staging Alterity’s Chinese name) is to understand or even deconstruct 

certain marginal conditions and to create a response through theatre or 

performance. The motivation of using labels is to capture and publicise 

certain things in a simple way, while the gathering and interaction of 

people may be able to reactivate and reflect on experiences labelised or 

pigeonholed by language.

My judgement on the ‘Other’ mostly comes from my own experiences; 

it is of course a psychological structure in some theories. In the West there 

has been discourse on alterity since ancient Greece, which was known 

by people in other places because of their prosperous culture. I wonder if 
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there is similar discussion in other cultures. I was living in Australia in the 

’90s. As a new immigrant in an immigrant country, I saw multiple layers of 

conflict due to colonial history, first nation rights, race and issues such as 

cultural background, old and new migrants, and class. People cannot stand 

shoulder to shoulder on many occasions because their shoulders cannot 

reach each other. On some other occasions people have no voice at all, 

or their voices are too weak to be heard. The multiculturalism promoted by 

the mainstream in that environment was like food handed out in contempt - 

this was a proposition of sharing from those who are superior in the power 

structure. Meanwhile they also guided us to simplify our demands - there is a 

bit of food for you now, and here are some compliments to the culture of your 

origin, so there should be no more issue. But I think the good will declared 

by others should not be overestimated. We should not only acknowledge 

differences, but also admit that some gaps can be impossible to cross. I told 

my students in the ‘Transcultural Collaboration’ course: you are here to meet 

differences rather than to look for similarities, because you will eventually 

encounter incomprehensible differences. Facing them is the only way to 

reach respect. If you cannot even accept incomprehension, that would truly 

deprive you of the path to truth.

OH: Yes, multiculturalism in Australia was overshadowed by the violent 

histories on that land. It is never easy to truly comprehend the circumstances 

of another person. It requires the will to do so, time, accepting the discomfort 

of being challenged, and perhaps a bit of chance. A swift, simplified 

statement following policy priority or under the banner of identity politics is 

insufficient - it could even diminish the potential for change and the much-

needed opportunity to listen and to have in-depth discussion over complex 

issues. There was a period when I got invited several times to attend 

conferences hosted by governmental institutes in Western Europe. The 
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focus of these cultural meetings varied but I often discovered in the end that 

whatever I presented had no importance, as there was no sincere will or time 

in those occasions to understand the complex reality of where I come from 

(apart from it being about the ‘Chinese market’). Amid a tight schedule, only 

simple, clear conclusions are expected, and I am just another non-white 

face needed in the event report. I decided very quickly not to attend such 

exchange activities anymore.

Difference is not only an intercultural issue. How do we address 

the different situations created by systematic inequality in the same 

environment? I would rather examine it as a spectrum instead of the binary 

split of centre versus periphery, which may no longer be able to reveal the 

complicated structures of our globalised contemporary society. Positions 

in the spectrum are not fixed, and it is possible to challenge the system 

or encourage mobility within the spectrum through action. The increasing 

interaction between public-owned venues and artists from the independent 

scene in China these days, which were once segregated, could be an 

example for this (despite this mobility not yet being enough). I don’t think it 

is a denial of difference to look for a potential point of connection on top of 

acknowledging the difference. 

ZC: Criticism and confrontation were perhaps my thoughts during earlier 

phases of Grass Stage. But soon we realised that the way theatre digests 

life experience is about the future, which means time passed will not come 

back and life must go forward. To go back to theatre experience, I would 

say that theatre is to look back to your own life and to share and discuss the 

existing emotions, and to explore the possibility of a better future. Theatre 

is about connection, historically and practically speaking. The process 

of openly discussing the differences together is important. To challenge 

and overcome difficulties through looking at how those ideas, customs, 
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methods, systems and relations were shaped, this can also become the 

process of forming new connections. This is a cause rather suitable for 

theatre to contribute to. We could also regard the ‘gathering of the Other’ as 

a theatre in a wider sense - an action to face our own position in the world 

and the way of interaction. Every positive confrontation is a chance to refresh 

the relationship.

OH: I have an observation: it is not always a minority who are in difficulty 

or in marginal circumstances, yet it is not easy for people to reach each 

other. As the ‘We are the 99%’ slogan of the Occupy Movement indicates, 

the power, wealth, and I would add means of connection in the world are 

highly concentrated. The world flight routes show that people in many less 

developed parts of the world often have to go via an economically more 

developed hub (often increasing the distance of their journey) when they 

want to visit another less developed place in closer proximity. The capitalist 

system in the mainstream has pushed a majority to the precarious edge of 

life with the illusion of consumerism, inciting them through marketised media 

to fight each other for survival as in social Darwinism instead of questioning 

the system. If we can be aware of this commonly shared human condition, 

it will more likely transform into one or multiple forces of decentralisation. 

More importantly, one does not have to be a marginalised minority or come 

with certain labels to join the action, just as you don’t have to be a woman to 

support gender equality. To resist labeling and self-marginalisation could be 

a potential path to self-emancipation and to connect.

ZC: Yes. I still want to say that as an activity to represent, imagine and 

reconstruct life, theatre has a naturally positive attitude. As you mentioned 

earlier, these discussions can be more vigorous if we go back to specific 

scenarios to deal with the issue.
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Due to the social upheavals and drastic changes into modernity in 

East Asia, many people here have a rather strong socio-historical sense, 

especially the generation of artists and writers that is older than mine. It 

is constantly reflected in their works. People from the same geographical 

region share a similar sense of history, like in East Asia, and it is relatively 

easy for them to connect; whereas entering a more complicated scenario 

of people from other regions or continents, some topics would be harder 

to enter or unpack. People sometimes avoid certain topics and find simple 

ones easier to create empathy instead; yet this can also be the start of new 

exchanges and acquaintance to an unknown environment.

Another experience comes from the Chinese contemporary art scene. 

In the beginning, what our radical art practice wanted to deal with was 

basically the difficulties we faced. The approach in the 1980s was very 

‘borrowism’: information and exchanges with other cultures were limited, so 

we borrowed whatever foreign theories might share a little bit of similarity 

with our own scenario, applying them without questioning the context. 

Chinese artists started to go abroad to attend international exhibitions in 

the ‘90s. They studied so-called contemporary art abroad, from how to 

arrange an exhibition, how to discuss, all the way to how to problematise. 

The ‘problems’ learned from abroad can be communicated with the outside 

world, can get responses, and of course are easily supported by the market. 

On the contrary, our own very specific social problems take a lot of effort to 

explain verbally, yet even then it can still be hard to be understood because 

of the mismatch of knowledge and context. As a result, the problems we 

discuss are gradually internationalised with our art. Nowadays, many young 

Asian artists study art under such a framework. I think their awareness of 

problematisation is highly homogenous - revolving around standardised 

social concerns such as gender or commonality. It seems to be a sign of 

mobility but in fact reinforces the gap between the centre and periphery of 
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discursive production. But of course, there are also counter attacks after 

mutation, such as Korean pop culture.

OH: Each generation experiences its own history. They have or should 

have their own opinion towards society I think, as time offers everyone 

equally. The impact of one’s personal journey and of what older people said 

cannot be the same. I don’t agree with your observation about the shared 

social concerns, e.g. gender. They are solid local issues too, not just some 

imported rhetoric. Millennials and younger generations were born into a 

reality distinct from the Cold War-shadowed past: a seemingly peaceful 

historical period yet with both economic prosperity and social urgency such 

as competitive stress, class solidification and social media violence. I take 

great interest in the works by younger artists, especially those born after the 

‘90s, as they offer fresh perspectives on geographical regions and histories.

While there are more options now for Chinese students in frameworks of 

art education, which you may say has influenced their choice of ‘problems’, 

I think another factor to look at is the homogenous cognition diffused 

massively by media technology. Nowadays, young people in mountain 

villages and metropolises use the same apps and can probably get similar 

media content on their phones. Similarly, news and media material in 

the arts sectors can be equally accessed and followed by artists on two 

different continents without delay. There are various realities in the world, 

yet people perceive reality in increasingly convergent ways because of 

the homogenous information circulated in the media. This may even lead 

to distortion between reality and perception. In addition, some research 

shows that over 60% of internet content is in English, and intercultural 

communication often relies on English as the medium. This can be an 

invisible factor in the selection of topics, framework and vocabulary used, as 

well as the participants in the discussion.



52

ZC: People with better language skills always have an advantage and often 

dominate the discussion. Traditionally, language skill is also a path to power. 

Although gaps in ability can be found everywhere, such an imbalance has 

always affected communication. In exchange across geographical regions, 

cultures or native languages, the gap can be so huge that it sometimes 

becomes a disaster.

English language ability brings privilege in those communications, yet 

it also carries the shadow of the colonial era. In some Asian countries such 

as Singapore and Malaysia, English is used as the main local language. 

Many Asians who are not good at English feel inferior and stressed, while 

English-speaking ones get a sense of superiority. Exchange or collaboration 

among older generations of Asian artists often needs translation assistance. 

When there is no interpreter present, there is a relatively bigger obstacle. 

Communication is not entirely impossible though. We can use very shabby 

English with body language and gestures to reach a certain understanding 

and to produce creative work together. However, as we can only use 

very simple English between us, the details and delicate things are lost. 

Discussions over complicated social or historical issues often have to be 

patched up due to the linguistic limitations.

OH: You mentioned translation. International exchange in performing 

arts, especially in non-English speaking places, often requires a huge 

amount of translation and coordination work, whether it is a festival guest 

programme, seminar, workshop or publication. The expertise in such work 

(often done by females) is easily undervalued, taken as something that 

can be accomplished by ‘finding a friend or student who can speak the 

foreign language to help’. It is perhaps only noticed when there is an issue. 

Behind the glory of artists and curators in the limelight there is always the 

professional labour of support workers who don’t get seen, just as the voices 
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of fishermen, dock workers or truck drivers are rarely heard when sector 

leaders or media elites articulate on globalisation.

ZC: We at Grass Stage took our production World Factory to San Francisco 

to participate in the workers’ festival there organised by an international 

dock worker union. On that occasion of fighting for discourse power, the 

difference between the periphery and the mainstream was never mistaken 

as merely rhetoric. Going back to language - language plays a strange role 

with too much power in communication. Can we find a certain balance or 

equality through exploring alternative ways, such as body movement? I 

tried to look for such balance in the transcultural collaboration course that 

I participated in teaching. We usually use a lot of language to introduce 

and discuss in the first week of the first semester. Many Asian students are 

seriously stressed as they haven’t studied abroad before or were never in an 

environment where discussion was dominantly in English. I would therefore 

try to get some extra space for them, to reduce the linguistic pressure. My 

workshop would invite them to think and respond with imagery or sound, 

to activate the body and senses, and to express themselves in non-verbal 

ways. Basically, it is to get them moving, letting the blood flow from the head 

to the body. 

Once I went to South Korea to conduct a workshop, and I had to work 

via an interpreter. There was one actor who was constantly silent during the 

process. As we each work in very different theatre systems, it was very hard 

to communicate with him. I later invited him to dance in the final performance 

and he did it with touching sorrow. I asked him why his dance was so sad 

but did not get an answer. After the performance, which meant the last night 

of us being together, the group chatted and drank together, finishing all the 

bottles we prepared and went to buy until all the shops on the street were 

closed and we could not find more alcohol. He really wanted to talk to me 
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that day and found someone to translate. It turned out that he was recently 

diagnosed with throat cancer. He needed an operation but had to wait 

in a queue. Meanwhile, he could not work during this period as his voice 

was affected by this health condition. Then I realised that the dance came 

from this very tricky moment in his life. I felt some sense of guilt inside me 

because of my discontent towards his silence. We talked excitedly about 

doing a silent workshop with no verbal language throughout the process.

OH: Silence is fascinating. I feel that many in Asia have a more comfortable 

relationship with silence, as we can hear a variety of messages in silence, 

including resilience and tolerance. Whereas silence seems to have a 

negative association in certain Western contexts. A North American 

colleague tells me that people there are so afraid of silence that they feel 

the urge to break it as soon as it arises in a conversation. What to say is 

even less important than the action of speaking, as anything is better than 

silence. I think there are historical reasons for this. On the other hand, it 

could lead to a loss of human communication if this perception of silence 

is taken as universal without being challenged. Being a natural introvert 

myself, I almost had to develop a talkative persona after working in an 

English-speaking environment for so long. 

Sometimes how to express oneself is also related to the system in which 

one works. If the artist’s survival depends on proposals and applications, 

the required way to organise language will have a huge impact on how 

artists conceive of and describe their work, or even change the work itself. I 

saw how the emphasis on language output is programmed into the creative 

mindset of young artists at the training stage when I studied performing 

arts in Europe. It was both difficult and intriguing for me, as I was used to 

the spontaneous, wild way of working in the Chinese independent scene. If 

you feel like creating something, you would just go ahead and do it, as you 
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wouldn’t be judged by the written words but the work only. As a result, there 

are a variety of approaches to talk about and create a piece of work. 

ZC: This is also what I meant by homogeneity. Here it is about where 

your resources for creating work come from, and how to adapt to that art 

production system. Then, although it makes the question complicated, if you 

think about your reason for making art at this moment, it helps to reveal how 

oneself lives in this era.

OH: When art becomes a profession, a means to provide for oneself and 

even family, it is inevitable that an artist must negotiate with the norm of 

the existing production system at a certain level. The norm will try to lead. 

Several times in Europe, I was asked what the recent artistic trends were 

in China. The question was incomprehensible to me in the beginning until 

I gradually realised that such trends can be obvious where a funding 

system can lead them with a set of priorities. In contrast, adapting to our 

environment, the wild status beyond the official establishment in China 

is a combination of scarce resources and abundant freedom. There is 

no perfect system anyway. In nature, the ecological system shapes the 

status of organisms in it, yet the living organisms can gradually alter the 

environment through interaction with it as well. How open an art ecological 

system could be, and to what extent our action can trigger or accelerate 

the evolution, are questions that I have been thinking about often. The 

alternative funding and production platform ‘SDAC Lab’ which I initialed in 

2020 within the traditional municipal repertory theatre system of Shanghai 

Dramatic Arts Centre is one result of such consideration. 

ZC: As a freelancer working loosely with institutions, I always think that 

I should understand art and work in a way distinct from institutions. Yet 
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paradoxically, what I learned from the Grass Stage experience is that we 

have to institutionalise ourselves. We keep inventing all kinds of projects to 

deal with the highly institutionalised environment. On the other hand, we 

have total freedom to decide when and if to start a new project. ‘Being wild’ 

in our contemporary society means creativity and being free to choose 

whether to tease the rules. The small performance festival you curated 

in ‘1933 Shanghai’ is one type I am interested in. It was very flexible with 

more freedom and possibilities, not confined to conventions or material 

conditions. I found a lively, fresh atmosphere there because it brought in 

creative energy.

OH: It was a collaboration with Forest Fringe in the UK. Forest Fringe is 

an organisation founded collectively by three British artists - Andy Field, 

Deborah Pearson and Ira Brand - mostly famous for their free venue, which 

has lasted for ten years providing space to new and experimental work in 

the harsh commercial environment of the Edinburgh Festival. I co-curated 

the ‘Forest Fringe in China’ touring project together with Andy Field in 2015, 

bringing a mini festival of 2-3 days to Guangzhou, Shanghai and Beijing in 

turn. In Shanghai, I also invited local performance artists to present their 

pieces. None of them required a conventional theatre stage. As an artist-

led initiative, this project also advocated a self-organised way of working, 

that artists help each other and share space to reduce the dependence 

on resources for producing and presenting. This DIY spirit resonates a 

lot with how independent artists work in China, which is very different 

from the conventional international theatre festival model based on highly 

professionalised teams and systematic funding support. ‘Forest Fringe in 

China’ is a gathering of artists bringing along their works, therefore they were 

able to share and inspire each other.

Talking about gathering, I have joined with 13 performing arts 
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colleagues in the Asia-Pacific region in another self-organised initiative 

called ‘Asia Network for Dance’ since 2018. Among the collective steering 

group, some of us are individuals working in institutions and others are 

independent artists or producers. Working on a voluntary basis, we gather 

twice a year in various locations across Asia for knowledge sharing and in-

depth discussion on contemporary dance practice in Asia, which is also an 

investigation of the performing arts ecosystems on the continent. Being a 

concept coined by the West, Asia was born as the Other. We have not done 

enough to understand the complex diversity within the region in opposition 

to the convenient temptation of a unitary ‘we Asia’. There has long been 

arrogant ignorance in the Chinese mainstream of other Asian countries 

beyond East Asia and Sinophone countries. One could say it is a result of 

internalising the Western colonial way of perceiving the Others. 

Practically, it is not easy to sustain a regional network for exchange 

and collaboration in Asia, partly due to the lack of an integrated funding 

framework like that of the European Union. We are still exploring ways 

of working, for example how to develop and deal with institutions and 

their resources. As the lack of regional frameworks also spares us from 

systematic homogeneity, we have already observed how various models 

of working and producing continue to thrive and co-exist in the Asian 

environment. They are abundant and vigorous. 

ZC: But the problem is, have we realised that vigour? Learning is always 

about becoming the same as the advanced places and pursuing the so-

called improvement in the managerial system. The lively diversity is often 

overlooked, while the uncertainty it brings is something to be concerned 

about.

OH: Learning as you mentioned is perhaps looking at the Other as a 
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standard. Comparatively speaking, instead of learning I think it is better to 

observe from an equal position without assumption or practical objective. 

The purpose of observing should not be to compare, but to understand 

oneself better and reflect upon what could be improved.

ZC: I have participated in a few festivals in European cities where I and 

artists from other developing countries were invited to gather and listen 

to professionals from local festivals and institutions introducing their 

experiences. They hoped that it could be helpful and inspiring to us. But the 

fact is, the experience of working in a highly institutionalised system is not 

much help to those of us who are working in a very distinct environment. Our 

systems work differently or there is no system at all. The ways of working in 

various circumstances even among the dozen of us in the group are very 

diverse, interesting and lively. It is because most of us are dealing with our 

local scenario in all kinds of flexible and resilient ways.

Historically, the mechanism of using taxpayers’ money to support 

art was perhaps fulfilled by various social parties, rather than always 

by governments and government-funded arts councils. When I did my 

residency in Europe a few years ago, I gave a talk on how Grass Stage 

sustains and operates entirely by depending on the contribution of the 

participants. It is neither connected to such a support system, nor in the arts 

market. A local artist said after the talk that he suddenly realised one thing: 

many artists who often failed with their funding applications thought their art 

was not successful, but their art works had never existed as they had been 

buried by the system before they even started.

OH: I had similar visiting experiences when I would sometimes ask 

questions which possibly seemed a bit distant to the kind local hosts, 

such as around ownership of the building or evaluation criteria. The ‘macro 
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climate’ I believe is closely connected with the way artists work. There are 

multiple realities distinct to each other in the world of performing arts. Only 

a minority of this world is covered by a solid arts funding system; the rest 

operate in different levels of wilderness. As wild birds can sense the air flow, 

human beings in the wilderness are more sensitive to their surroundings, 

showing more attention or even a natural sense of responsibility to the 

ecosystem they live in. At present, both individuals and systems are facing 

an increasingly uncertain future. To share one’s reality and to reflect on 

how these experiences might inspire each other for the future would be a 

valuable exchange and a good reason to gather. Being wild, we are not 

alone.

(Translated by Ophelia Jiadai Huang)



60



61

On Silence: A Dialogue1

Kai Tuchmann and Boris Nikitin

 

28.08.2020

Dear Kai,

I would like to start our conversation by going back to a sentence you 

uttered in our phone call last week: ‘How can one endure this contradiction 

for 20 years?’ I had told you before about the theatre I had just been working 

at and about the fact that many actors internally criticise the working 

1　Kai Tuchmann and Boris Nikitin met for the first time at the symposium ‘Staging Alterity’ 
in 2016 and since then have had a continuous critical exchange about a ‘theatre of the real’. The 
correspondence printed here was written between August and December 2020 and is dealing with the 
topic of silence. The starting point was a telephone conversation between the two that took place on 
August 18, in which they first exchanged views on conditions in institutional theatres. The exchange 
of letters itself develops into an essay about possibilities of speaking and their absence.
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conditions there - the poor pay, the very hierarchical way the management 

deals with the ensemble, the lack of transparency in communication - but in 

the end don't draw any concrete conclusion from this critique. As a result, 

although they challenge the power structures, they stabilise them. Through 

their passivity they become silent collaborators. 

Regarding this context, I shared with you my opinion that this absence 

of any concrete action - one could also say acting - not only has an impact 

on the sovereignty of the actors as employees of the company, but also on 

their sovereignty as artists on stage. To a certain extent, one could say that 

this theatre system prevents them from developing into good actors - actors 

with self-confidence and maturity. 

Now, it seems that not just actors but many people live with this 

contradiction by acquiring a technique of ‘somehow’: somehow they live in 

these conditions, somehow they manage to cope, somehow time goes by; 

the months become years, they get older, their bodies somehow get used to 

the circumstances, and in the end, what people will have learned in all this 

time is to endure the contradiction. Which means: to remain silent.

One could say: this is how reality is formed. Bodies, pressure and time. 

An almost geology-like process. Perhaps precisely the silent endurance of 

the contradictory is a kind of Darwinian human ability in order to survive. 

In fact, I would even say that the ability to self-contradict is fundamentally 

essential. But there’s more.

As you know, I have been dealing a lot with the concept of coming out, 

that is, with the emancipatory breaking of silence. But what has been driving 

and occupying me more and more lately, and which your exclamation has 

again reminded me of, is the nature of silence itself. It requires a closer, more 

detailed look. What is it exactly? When and why does it take place? How 

does it arise? 
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It seems that silence - and I mean for now the silence that suppresses, 

not sovereign silence - is always connected with violence and shame, 

and that together they represent a very concrete function and condition of 

power. I, for example, remember personal situations in which shame and 

the resulting silence had something to do with the concrete physical and 

mental hesitation power can create. Also I remember the fear of stuttering, 

which can arise when we find ourselves in the suspense between the urge 

of having to speak and the desire to shut up. I think about how I sometimes 

wait for the right moment to raise my voice but then every moment is not 

right enough. Looking into my own biography, I see my silence regarding 

my sexual identity until I was 20 and came out. Or I think of my grandmother 

who took the secret that she comes from a Jewish family into her grave. 

We both work in and with theatre, with an art form that works very much 

with giving a voice to certain materials. What about silence? Suppose we 

want to write a story of silence: where does it begin?

09.09.2020

Dear Boris,

Thank you very much for this start! I'm answering late because I was 

working on a long lecture about the ‘Dramaturgy of Future Informatics’ 

until yesterday. In a completely different way, the invisible machines that 

in the form of computers, platforms and digital networks are protruding 

into our human communication and also contribute to the theme of 

silence that you proposed. For their presence ensures that the meaning 

of communication does not only come from talking, sending and posting 

human beings, but also from registering and calculating machines. Between 

the input and output of any information on a computer lies an electronic 
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and digital processing of the information, which makes it unclear who is 

communicating, who is writing and who is reading. As a society we have not 

yet developed an ear for this. So these invisible machines keep on operating 

in silence. But first of all, enough of this additional dimension of silence. 

Perhaps we will return to it in the course of our conversation.  

You ask: Could one write/show/perform a history of silence? It is certainly 

a worthwhile activity to think about, especially given that the greatest 

bias of theatre might be logos itself. Already Aristotle started from such 

a logocentric approach when he described theatre as the institution that 

puts the argument on show. Yes, where is the place for all the non-verbal 

dimensions of a testimony (including silence) in the theatre? Precisely these 

non-verbal dimensions are often more actual than a textual document: 

because it is the non-verbal that indicates the collapse of language - and 

thus refers to the actual wounds of reality.

Before we embark on this discovery, I want to revisit briefly your 

distinction between a silence that suppresses (the maturity) and a sovereign 

silence. You are describing this suppressing silence as an effect of power 

that causes silence by taking away speech. But nevertheless, I think that a 

certain sovereignty is contained in this form of silence too: namely, exactly 

the speech that one would actually want to express. Somehow, then, this 

speech must have formed itself in the ego in a wonderful way, even before 

or detached from social recognition. Perhaps this also has something to 

do with this tradition of the oppressed of which Benjamin speaks when he 

points to the fact that we were expected on earth and that a weak messianic 

power was given to us, to which the past has a claim.

I refer to this element of sovereignty in this suppressing silence to 

better remember the silence between which I grew up. This silence that 

has surrounded me, I want to give it the name ‘desireless misfortune’, in 

reference to Peter Handke's text ‘Wunschloses Unglück’ about his mother's 
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suicide. I grew up for the first 16 years of my life with my mother, who was 

divorced from my father, in the Ruhr area, at a time when this region was 

undergoing what is technically called ‘structural change’. In other words: 

when mining and heavy industry were on the decline and one colliery after 

the other was closing down. The whole wordlessness of the proletarian 

consumer culture played the walking bass to my growing up. Families broke 

up, binge drinking, violence, etc. etc. One knows this. I still remember the 

strong impression Chekhov's plays made on me when I was at acting school 

in Berlin, just escaping this world by a miracle. Those pauses in The Cherry 

Orchard that Chekhov wrote down! Those countless moments in which the 

conversation simply breaks off, these moments I understood immediately. 

For they, too, are pulsated with desireless misfortune: this deep, deep 

sadness in the face of the now - combined with the sheer inability to direct 

one wish to the next second, the next day, or the person coming to your 

next. There is simply no language, no alphabet from which this wish could 

be iterated. I think this speechlessness is a direct result of the dull consumer 

culture, which identified leisure time as a time totally disconnected from 

public affairs.

In short, in your phenomenology of silence I want to add this desire-and 

world-less silence to the two kinds of silence you mentioned. It is the total 

unsovereign silence. I am almost tempted to say that it is this silence on 

which all articulations of domination, including culture, are based. But such 

a statement might eventually be too simplistic, too vulgar Marxist.

29.09.2020

Dear Kai, 

What you call desire- and world-less silence sounds familiar to me, even 
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if the socio-economic frame of reference was unquestionably different. It 

describes in part a mental and physical state that I think I came close to in 

the years when I hid my being gay to myself and others and thus submitted 

myself to the fiction that I was factually inferior. This fiction was so strong 

that it had the power to drive me into self-denial that came close to self-

extinction. 

Today I think that its origin and effectiveness is to be sought not least 

in the history of legal systems. It causes a subjugation of the body and the 

psyche that not only makes one mute, but at some point begins to gradually 

destroy any desire for reality and life. I have tried to fight against it for a long 

time - actually until today, often with a feeling of futility, however, in recent 

years more and more also with the experience of changeability. 

I’m aware that this potential for changeability contradicts your definition 

of world-less silence, which manifests itself precisely in the fact that it is 

potential-less, meaning ‘without possibility’ as well as ‘powerless’. I think 

it is to a certain degree a question of faith (in my case an atheistic one): 

I personally believe that in no human being the impulse or desire for 

sovereignty can be extinguished to such an extent that a silence becomes 

completely desire- and world-less, even if it may appear so from the outside. 

I think this desire- and world-less silence and the ‘silence that has a certain 

sovereignty within’ can be considered together. The question is how and 

where they interconnect. Where is the moment of transition?  I think it lies 

somewhere in the zone where state/institutional and concrete physical 

violence converge and become a structure.

In that respect I must think of my grandmother’s story. And of her silence. 

She was born into a middle-class Christian family in Czechoslovakia in the 

1920s. Most of her life was undoubtedly marked by the experience of the 

Second World War. Her father was killed in Buchenwald. He was a drugstore 

owner and pharmacist and was sent to the concentration camp ‘because 
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he had helped the partisans’. That’s what my grandmother kept telling me 

when I was a child. After her death in 2009, we found out that her parents 

were Jews who had converted to Christianity. It became clear that her father 

wasn’t killed because of heroic resistance but because he was a Jew. Her 

mother, we found out, was in Auschwitz but survived the extermination 

camp. And my grandmother herself had to hide for months in the barn of a 

farm in Eastern Slovakia. Since her parents, like many Jews in the 10s and 

20s of the 20th century, converted, my grandmother was born and grew up 

as a Christian, but under German racial laws they were all persecuted as 

Jews. 

My grandmother - with whom I had a very close relationship - put all 

this in a little box and hid it deep somewhere in her memory. Not even her 

children knew anything about it. From there, her loneliness was inevitable. 

For a long time I wondered why she could not tell us her story. Certainly 

many factors will have played a role, not least the anti-Semitism that still 

prevailed after the war. Today, I relate her speechlessness to the fact that 

her story, her feelings and her fears were too complicated to tell. There was 

no vocabulary for my grandmother's unclear identity. She was neither a 

Jew nor a Christian and she was both at the same time. How could one tell 

such a story without getting tangled up in long explanations and ending up 

in the physically and psychologically stressful situation of stuttering? And 

how does this fear of a physical collapse of language - the cause of which 

is the experience of tyranny, the absence of any law that would protect you 

- continue as a shameful, suppressing silence that gradually changes into 

a world-less silence, a silence that at some point has long forgotten its own 

origin and is thus able to unfold as an unquestioned condition of life that 

expresses itself in the complete inability to share your personal life with your 

children and grandchildren? 
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I wonder to what extent this world-less silence can be seen as 

transcending class if it's understood as a bodily expression of a history of 

violence, whose machinery and genesis one does not understand, over 

which one seems to have no influence, and the central experience of 

which is that of alienation and effectlessness. As you probably know from 

my work, I believe that the need for effectfulness/potency is an essential 

element of the human. Effectfulness in the sense of influencing reality so 

that it changes, regardless of how small the change may be. It’s the minimal 

formula for power: whoever is able to influence reality has power; whoever is 

not able has no power. 

All this influences our experience of ‘world’. And the desire- and world-

less silence, as I understand it, is a speechlessness connected with a 

crushing inertia of the body that arises when a human has no power/potency 

at all. It is something that creeps into the body and the mind, and is worked 

into it when people feel permanently powerless and become accustomed 

to this state. A silencing on several levels. A form of depression, not as a 

clinical symptom, but as a political one. The lethargy you describe, and 

which I could also observe in my grandmother, is the consequence, or 

simulation, of this permanent powerlessness. It seems to be essentially 

related to fear, shame and potential violence. It is a deeply rooted concrete 

fear of pain, trained over decades, sometimes even centuries, that 

paralyzes people, makes them lethargic and tired, and ultimately makes 

them silent. The result is that the world degenerates. Like a person growing 

up in a dungeon. 

But I believe that even the most politically and economically 

anaesthetised person has some residual contact with the world and can 

sense somewhere that something is going wrong.
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20.10.2020

Dear Boris,

I will briefly insist on a distinction here.

The sovereign silence and the suppressing silence differ from the 

worldless silence by their quite different relation to the concept of action: 

action understood as active, productive life in the medium of the public 

sphere(s). The crux here is for me: that both the silence that is suppressing 

maturity and the sovereign silence know about the dimension of the public 

sphere and do not (yet) want (or are not allowed to want) this dimension. 

And of course, like you, when you describe the story of your grandmother, I 

believe that the suppressing silence can turn into a world-less silence. But I 

also believe, and this would be very important to think about, that sometimes 

world-less silence can be transformed into maturity! 

But with all this differentiation, in the end one always touches on 

problems that are connected to points of view and value judgements: who 

decides what an active life is? Who decides what to count as an articulation? 

And who decides what the public sphere actually is today? And isn't the 

public sphere a Western concept? To what extent is it?

Without question, however, my concept of action has a socio-economic 

dimension, because it requires specific tools in the form of (cultural, social, 

economic) capital in order to be able to subjectify oneself publicly, to allow 

oneself to be recognised by others. 

When you say ‘I personally believe that in no human being can the 

impulse or desire for sovereignty be so extinguished that silence becomes 

completely world- and desire-less’, I would ask what we understand by 

sovereignty and from what normative standpoint we observe it. As should 

be clear from the above, I understand sovereignty as the moment when the 

INDIVIDUAL becomes his/her own government. And that is crucial here: this 



70

is not a metaphor!

So when I talk about the world-less silence, I touch the field of ideology 

and there is something in the ruling ideas (which are the ideas of the rulers) 

that deprives many people of their capacity to act. What acting in public 

space means, I firmly believe, must be experienced by oneself. Only 

through one's own experience of being an actor in the public sphere(s) 

can ideas of self-government emerge. Only through such experience can 

something like the world be desired in the first place. So I would clearly hold 

on to the fact that the correlations of groups of people and these modalities 

of silence is a class question! 

I don't think that the story of silence begins with this, but somehow the 

Chekhov pauses in The Cherry Orchard haunt my mind for an introduction 

to this theme. They are manifest silences that result from a rapid and radical 

change in the social world. Once active actors fall into silence. And those 

who were once silent are awakened to speech...

26.10.2020 

Dear Kai, 

I think I largely agree with you that the relationship to ‘world’ and the 

public sphere should be seen, and perhaps more so articulated, as primarily 

a class issue. It probably has the greatest influence on self-education and 

thus on the knowledge of possibilities and the formation of conceiveabilities. 

Of the systems that produce world impermeability and separation, it 

is probably the most powerful. At the same time, to protect class from 

becoming a singular argument, I think it’s important to include other issues 

that may have structurally similar effects: religion, gender-specific education 

and experience, exposure to propaganda, colour of the skin. Ultimately all 
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issues in which the self-image and the world view associatd with it are more 

or less uninterruptedly violently assigned from outside and in which ‘world’ is 

not something that has a subjective content including political self-efficacy, 

but manifests itself through integration into an externally determined general 

group identity that has not yet a representation of its own. 

I think this is an important mechanism in the social machine: that silence 

is internalised, trained, perpetuated; it does not know about the possible 

expansion of the world and at the same time, it prevents the approach of 

such knowledge. 

A central issue in this context clearly is, as you say, the question of the 

‘public’. What construction are we talking about when we talk about the 

public sphere? 

In our conversation here, the concept of the public that I aim to formulate 

is less one of a macro-perspective: the extended sphere of societal 

discourse, in which norms and hierarchies are negotiated and formed. 

Rather it is a more physical one that I derive from the term ‘coming out’, 

meaning a concrete act of making oneself public in front of others and 

whose addressee does not have to be the extended sphere but can form 

any counterpart to which a person opens up at a certain moment, be it a 

single person or a group of people.

The specific concept of ‘public sphere’ that derives from this could 

be called zone of vulnerability: a zone that people enter when they share 

with other people what they think, feel or have experienced, physically 

exposing themselves to the risk of an incalculable reaction and thus making 

themselves vulnerable. Because it is a zone of potential violence that could 

condemn you, could expel you, physically hurt and even kill you; or that 

could simply make you feel ashamed, inferior; that assigns you to a certain 

identity and gives that identity a value judgement. It is why in many cases 

we do not enter this zone at all, but prefer silence. This potential violence 
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ensures that because you keep your mouth shut, you remain isolated with 

your thoughts and thus invisible to others who may feel or think similarly. 

It prevents people from representing themselves politically to the outside 

world, from experiencing themselves as effective agents, which is why they 

lose ‘world’ or even never learn of ‘world’. 

I’d like to give an example which somehow sums up the interplay of all 

these dynamics. It is a story that I came across a few years ago and which 

has haunted me ever since. It is possible that I already told you about it when 

I visited you in Beijing in 2019. It is about the infamous Gauleiter2 meeting 

in Poznan in 1943, in which Heinrich Himmler, leader of the SS, announces 

the ‘Final Solution’ to the assembled Gauleiter community. What interests me 

about this story is the correlation between individual and systemic silence 

within a system of violence.

The event takes place in a room in the town hall of the German-occupied 

Polish city of Poznan. All Gauleiter of the Reich are gathered to receive 

Himmler's new directives. It is October 1943, Germany has been at war for 

four years, things are not looking good for the Germans, the tide has turned. 

Himmler stands in front of the Gauleiter sitting in the hall and explains the 

command's decision to completely exterminate the Jewish population of 

Europe. However, before he delivers it, Himmler has two phonographs set 

up visibly for everyone to record his speech on two wax disks. So, while all 

the people in the room listen to Himmler's speech, they can see each word 

spoken in this very room being engraved on these rotating wax records. 

It would be logical to assume that Himmler's aim is to record this 

speech as a document of its taking place. But the SS intends to record 

something else, much more important, more decisive. Something that is also 

2　Gauleiter were the district leaders in national-socialist Germany between 1933-1945.
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immortalised on the records, and which is indispensable for the commission 

of the crime. It’s not the words, but the void between them: the silence of the 

audience in the hall.

So much for the story. What has been striking me in this image ever 

since is that the recording machines are not just a metaphor but also 

a generator of a zone of vulnerability: With each rotation it is physically 

palpable that something could be said - with all consequences. With each 

rotation it is clear that reality is being determined. The result: silence. 

The decisive element of a testimony, which is recorded on wax records, 

historically completes the complicity. This silence is not simply a silence, but 

a collective failure of the voice in the face of a seemingly superior opponent. 

It is what confirms and ultimately accounts for its power and its violence.

From there, this failure of the voice transforms into a common habit. It 

becomes a common world, and finally a common world-lessness, because 

the idea of one's own voice and thus an influence on reality gradually 

dies out. The silence becomes the structural, economical, political, social 

condition and with that the basis of its own continuous reproduction and 

cementing of status and hierarchies - with all the well-known consequences 

of social, political and economical inclusion and exclusion.

I would be interested to know how you found your way out of the 

proletarian context you described and into a world outside of it. How did you 

come to know about other possibilities? Why didn't you become a labourer?

30.10.2020

Dear Boris,

I find the idea of a ‘zone of vulnerability’ as a preliminary stage (I don't 

know if this is a good word) of the public sphere very interesting and I am 
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glad that our conversation has produced this idea. Because before we can 

act in public, we need the courage to enter this zone, the courage to tell 

the truth, at any price. I like the old fashioned word ‘courage’ here. It seems 

to me to be extremely important, especially in connection with the often 

forgotten fact that the public sphere is primarily not a place, but consists of 

institutions embodied by people; in other words, in the end, rules of conduct. 

And it is a proverbial risk to enter it. Unfortunately, however, it is an illusion 

that the language game of the public sphere would exist as a completely 

independent and equal practice accessible to all. It is defined by a regime of 

economic and normative rules, which therefore will not welcome everything 

that takes place in the zones of vulnerability. Entering vulnerability is 

therefore not a necessary condition for one's own action (understood as 

what we do in the medium of the public sphere). So here the question arises, 

why do some subjectivations in the zones of vulnerability succeed in making 

the leap into the public and some do not? 

The right-wing feuilletons in recent years have started debates about 

‘political correctness’, ‘cancel culture’, and sometimes - even worse - 

‘censorship’. These terms are usually used when certain emancipatory 

debates should be reframed as a restriction of freedom of art and opinion. 

What fascinates and hurts me about this maneuver is its deep historical 

oblivion. For centuries there has been a system of the public sphere that 

systematically excluded and discriminated against certain ethnic groups 

and sexual orientations. Through so-called social media, for the first time, 

the possibility arises to thematise these exclusions, to hear the voices, the 

bodies of the excluded themselves, or at least to guess them. And thus 

to expand the radius of public debate. But as soon as this visualisation 

happens, right-wing forces of the feuilleton immediately prophesise the end 

of freedom of opinion. And probably many posts in social media are not yet 

fully-fledged moves in the language game of the public sphere(s). But for 
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me they represent something like a zone of vulnerability enabled by social 

platforms. People have moved into this zone by sharing their stories on 

Facebook or Twitter. They are present there. This presence weighs on the 

democratic fabric. On its conscience. And one can either try to eliminate 

it as a disturbance or see it as an opportunity to update our democracies. 

Society needs a new way of reading. A post is definitely not an argument in 

Habermas’ sense. But this is not a defect, but rather its potential. The post 

can be a presence in the zone of vulnerability. And in combination with other 

posts, it can build an area that lies between world-less silence and maturity. 

By treating it like an argument, one prepares its elimination, one defends the 

status quo.

So perhaps the (digital) machines are not an insignificant factor in the 

transformation of silence. Just as they can be an essential element in the 

generation of silence and powerlessness. That is the point of your example 

of the presence of the phonographs during Himmler's speech in Poznan. It is 

exciting how much media theory is interwoven with democracy theory here. 

‘Silence is not simply a silence, but a collective failure of the voice in the 

face of a seemingly superior opponent.’

For the appearance of superiority is deeply connected with the staging 

of the phonograph. And with the certainty that the now recorded word will be 

reproduced and disseminated, that is: will become ‘world’. Long after writing 

had separated presence from inscription, the voice implied a subject that 

was present in the moment and in the flesh. The phonograph challenges this 

assumption. It is an important landmark in the history of disembodiment of 

information. Perhaps this makes the scene even more eerie/intolerable. In 

any case, I am deeply convinced that we have not yet understood how much 

of a media catastrophe the Nazi era was. In other words, a catastrophe 



76

created by the systematic use of media to dehumanize certain groups of 

people and thus finally destroy them. That this has just happened through 

the spreading of silence is very remarkable and Himmler says this in his 

other Posznan speech:

I want to also mention a very difficult subject before you, with complete 

candor. It should be discussed amongst us, yet nevertheless, we will never 

speak about it in public. Just as we did not hesitate on June 30 to carry out 

our duty as ordered, and stand comrades who had failed against the wall 

and shoot them—about which we have never spoken, and never will speak. 

That was, thank God, a kind of tact natural to us...I am talking about the 

‘Jewish evacuation’: the extermination of the Jewish people.

I have to think of Brecht's remark about the conversation about trees, 

that it becomes a crime because it involves too much silence. Brecht had an 

important instinct here when he refers to silence as a constitutive element of 

the Nazis' media violence. The media violence of the Nazis always recorded 

the silence of potentially dissenting voices and thus produced the approval 

for its politics in the meantime. 

I would, by the way, think of the practices of disinformation conducted 

by certain contemporary political leaders as counterparts of this silence 

produced by the Nazis. The permanent display of the obvious wrong 

and absurd is not primarily intended as a political argument in public, but 

primarily as a display of the power of the few who can afford to share every 

position without contradiction, and as a display of the powerlessness of the 

many who cannot afford the same. In this sense disinformation represents 

a production of silence. The effect of such a production is far-reaching: it 

produces political nihilism, which ultimately seeks to undermine and destroy 

the public sphere as such. 
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And so the circle of the desire- and world-less silence is closed. But 

this is not a defect of human beings, but a result of social production, which 

extends the silence towards the existing injustice into the bodies of human 

beings- through recording every second of our lives by millions of machines. 

You ask me how I found my way out of the proletarian context I 

described. I have been thinking about this question for a long time now and 

I remember the image of me hiding from my psychotic mother under our 

marble table during her violent phases. At some point I started to prepare 

for these phases and I placed small books on the little board that for some 

reason was mounted under this table. And in the midst of her violence and 

insanity, I began to read. Reading has thus become for me the virtual, the 

other. Also a home. But then I had great difficulties at school. And I don't 

have a high school diploma either. The merely formulaic learning was too 

far away from what I longed for and what I got to know under this table. So 

at school I played the role of the ‘cool’ student: beating up others, sitting 

drunk in class, drugs, cheeky against teachers etc. In other words, exactly 

the role that many migrant and working-class children play in schools and 

which will lead to their safe elimination from higher education. On the day 

of my 18th birthday I signed myself out of school. The acting school was 

then, after three years of all kinds of bullshit jobs, the only way to come 

closer to this one and only experience of home, that literature has become to 

me. Because you could study directing there without graduating from high 

school if you were ‘exceptionally artistically talented’. 

And it was certainly the encounter with Manfred Karge during my 

aptitude test that made sure I was accepted. I know from my professors that 

they would not have accepted me without Karge's intervention. Karge saw 

something in me - perhaps how much this opportunity meant to me. I would 

not know if I would still be on this earth without his decision.
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16.11.2020

Dear Kai,

It's interesting to read what you write about social media and later about 

your personal background - which moved me a lot. The two are related as 

both refer to an idea of ‘expanding the radius of public debate’. 

I totally agree with you that a post can be a presence in the zone of 

vulnerability. Social media is very much about the idea of ‘sharing’ by giving 

voice and by providing a receiver. Something similar happens when you 

tell your story. And yet I would say that in your text a different relationship 

to silence opens up, another kind of vulnerability that social media in its 

technology and with the corporate interests behind it hardly allows. It has 

something to do with a productive hesitation, with intimacy, with taking and 

giving time, in the end with mortality. This quality has been lost in social 

media due to the increasing competitive pressure. And this has a direct 

consequence on the vulnerability that takes place in it.

I have been claiming since a couple of years ago that to come out is a 

propaganda technique by which marginalised individuals or groups fight 

for their visibility with the aim of normalising their own identity or their own 

being in public discourse. That was my way of appropriating the idea of 

propaganda. In that respect, I have long been fascinated by the internet as 

a medium for coming-outs. Around the beginning of the 2010s, I was very 

interested in how queer, feminist, black, immigrant and other communities 

not belonging to the social majority formed a zone of encounter, opening 

and exchange of vulnerability for people who repeatedly failed in the 

physical world due to traditional patterns of dominance. The internet was 

apparently able to form a utopian zone where the possibility of anonymity 

enabled people to overcome the shame that had previously prevented 

them from making themselves visible. Technology thus enabled them to 
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empower themselves and participate in the power game. The competition 

for power became more diverse (others would say that with this the ‘opinion 

dictatorship of the liberal mainstream’ was born).

Today, I have largely lost confidence in this utopian zone. For utopia 

has, in a sense, turned 180 degrees. Around 2015, with the entry of the ‘alt-

right’ into a broader public, it suddenly became clear that other groups were 

also using this space for themselves in order to exchange their vulnerability. 

It consisted primarily in connecting by expressing their sexism, racism 

and chauvinism. As a result, and not surprisingly, authoritarian groups and 

individuals with means of production, money and power appropriated this 

space to use it for their political purpose, which basically consisted of one 

thing: to extend the zone of shamelessness in order to fabricate attention 

and affects.

That of course creates a dilemma, because it’s what the coming-out is 

fundamentally about: a crossing of a shame line. It’s what the emancipatory 

act consists of: what was suppressed up to that point comes ‘out’. What was 

previously unpronounceable becomes pronounceable. However - and that’s 

the dilemma - this applies to both sides, whatever your political or personal 

agenda may be. 

In this regard the issue with social media and its digital public is now 

that they are virtually shame-transgression machines. The structural affinity 

between the digital public and demagogy allows the latter to exploit the 

digital public as a sphere for its power demonstrations and stagings, and 

equally puts their political opponents under pressure to act and to come out 

(which is why both sides are radicalising each other).

Of course, this political competition has existed for a long time, at least in 

democratic systems. But what has fundamentally changed is the technology 

of competition. It changes - and it’s the reason why I am so sceptical about it 

- as a form of speaking and of vulnerability - our relationship to time, space, 



80

physicality and difference and with that our ability to deal with conflict, and 

then, our relationship with each other. For as today, the competition for the 

authority to interpret (Deutungshoheit) runs 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 

The virtual public sphere of the WWW has become an omnipotence without 

break. The mobile technology - phone, laptop - in turn sews this non-stop-

public sphere to the bodies of people. In this way, the digital virtual space 

negates - one could say more drastically: destroys - the difference of real 

spaces that would be experienced by the body: room, street, office, theatre, 

concert hall, meeting room, parliament, church, kitchen, bar, sofa. No matter 

where a body is located, the digital space remains present and identical. It 

becomes without alternative. 

In this way, the internet becomes spaceless, timeless and consequently 

disembodied. For it is the body with which we experience spatial and 

temporal difference. With which we experience difference at all. It is also the 

body with which we experience the other. Only the physical - which means 

primarily temporal, thus mortal - presence of the other touches us with reality 

and interrupts us in our circle of self-conversation. 

I’d say, the post lacks this physical presence and time of the other. This 

is manifested already in the fact that a post proves to be almost indelible at 

its moment of entry into the digital public sphere, where it becomes a quasi-

frozen document (this is indeed the analogy to Himmler's records). Moreover 

it is manifested in the fact that the technology at its disposal is designed for 

speed and quantity. It's about the quick response. That's why affects play 

such a big role. 

Since we don't have the time and the physical presence (of the other), 

when we enter the digital public we initially communicate with projections of 
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ourselves.3  It is no coincidence that narcissism has become such a topic 

in recent years. As a result a distorted reproduction of reality is emerging. 

The logic of competition is decisive here. Only those who draw attention 

to themselves will be read, seen and heard. This in turn requires rhetorical 

amplifiers: provocation, exaggeration, caricature, irony, shifting the sayable 

etc. (interestingly, all techniques of satire). The communicative problem 

posed by this logic of the competitive game is that it is primarily oriented to 

the binary principle of victory or defeat. This is why politics and the political 

have radicalised, where it is largely negotiated through and in social media.

The problem of social media as a zone of vulnerability is ultimately 

that because of its technology the private does not become something 

political, but merely and profanely public - in order to then be subsequently 

politically and economically instrumentalised, exploited, or - depending on 

the political system - suppressed.

This brings me back to the text you wrote about your childhood and 

youth. As I said, it moved me a lot. I would say this is something very 

different. The vulnerability inscribed in this text is not just based on the fact 

that you are making something private public. It is also based on the time 

you have taken to find a language for it, and on the fact that you are sharing 

this process (and its time) with me as a reader. Very rarely, posts can have 

this quality. Maybe if we would more use the digital public to share this kind 

of time, it could become more a public of the people and not of private 

companies or authoritarian governments. So far, however, the algorithms 

seem to trigger other impulses in us.

3　And again, it is equally clear that for many people this absence of a physical other is a prerequisite 
for being able to give themselves a voice at all. The absence of a physical counterpart is undoubtedly 
sometimes perceived as a relief by many people, especially by those who have had a regular 
experience of oppression or self-suppression.
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You may remember the short text I sent you two years ago when I was 

in Beijing. It’s thoughts that began to form in December 2016, when we first 

met in Shanghai, as an echo of my father's illness and death and the time I 

spent with him. I had to think of it when I read your story.

A central thought in this short text is that time is one or perhaps even 

the central dimension of vulnerability. It is the objective circumstance that is 

inevitably inscribed in our bodies at birth which manifests itself in the ageing 

of our bodies, sicknesses and mortality. It is the frame, a carrier medium, 

hidden behind what we represent to the outside world, behind our image, 

behind our political identities which are attributed to us or which we attribute 

to ourselves. 

I’d say that our bodies are time, are vulnerability. They are the only 

qualities that all people, regardless of their differences, share with each 

other: you didn’t do anything to be born, nor are you responsible for the fact 

that you’re going to die. You are given both without being asked. It makes no 

sense to understand vulnerability as a deficiency, as something we would 

have to hide or conceal from each other. Rather, vulnerability appears as an 

objective characteristic and a property of our bodies. As something that our 

bodies are capable of and that can be showed, exposed, shared.

Hiding vulnerability means hiding what objectively unites people. 

Perhaps that is why many of us have an interest in hiding our vulnerability 

and the vulnerability of others, because it is essential to maintain the illusion 

of legitimate power and privilege, the maintenance of the symbolic order. 

Hiding vulnerability is a function of domination that prevents people from 

solidarity. It makes us afraid of life because we are afraid of dying, and we 

thereby elude others because they appear to us as a threat, as a punishing, 

condemning and fear-inducing powerful entity from which we would have to 

hide.

To interpret vulnerability as a capacity, on the other hand, means to 
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acknowledge one's own vulnerability and mortality and to stop denying it as 

a factual dimension of physical existence. One could also say, in this sense, 

breaking the silence means being vulnerable and making this vulnerability 

shareable as an ability. 

I hope this does not sound too prescriptive, too formulaic; but all this 

resonates with me when I read your text. I think the crucial point here 

is subjectivity, which does not claim to be universal, but is a witness to 

individual experience and history. It does not postulate an abstract ‘we’, but 

creates difference. The coming out, the telling, the publishing is the interface 

to the others. I can perhaps speak ‘for you’, but never for your experience. I 

only ‘learn’ from this experience if you share it with me.

27.11.2020

Dear Boris,

At the beginning of this dialogue, we set out to reflect on how and 

why silence enters our bodies and how it can be interpreted as a social 

phenomenon. Several times at the beginning of our exchange, and now 

again in your last mail, you spoke about shame. That made me look again 

into Agamben's Remnants of Auschwitz. Also because I remember that we 

once talked about it in Basel. I feel that perhaps a preliminary conclusion 

of our conversation can be drawn from this term of shame, since it can 

be something that also connects to your ideas around vulnerability. For 

Agamben, shame is far from being identical with the widespread moralistic 

way the word shame is commonly used: for example, in the sense of an 

awareness of an imperfection or a lack of our being from which we want to 

detach ourselves.

Agamben quotes a story from the memoirs of Robert Antelme: Antelme 
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tells the story of how a young Italian student is chosen completely arbitrarily 

by an SS soldier for execution. When the student realises his fate, his face 

turns red. This scenario is central to Agamben's concept of shame. He 

writes that it is in the logic of Auschwitz that the man who is about to die 

can find no sense of anything but shame in it. In his shame, the student 

witnesses his own demise, experiences how he is lost as a subject. 

Agamben connects his reading of the story of the student with a specific 

theory of language that sees the subjectivity of man in the act of speech 

itself, not (so much) in what is said. According to this reading, shame is an 

act of desubjectification, a loss of one's ability to speech. Shame marks the 

moment where an individual drops out of the language game.

But Antelme’s testimony of the approaching annihilation of this student 

can also be seen with Agamben as proof that man is not completely 

destructible. For being a subject is the same as being a witness. To bear 

witness means to take a stand for someone who has lost his language. 

Antelme’s report is in this reading the remnant of the student. And for 

Agamben there will always be a remnant. 

The triad of death-shame-testimony, with its two opposing poles of death 

and testimony, is for me a way of finding my way back to the beginning of our 

conversation. For the everyday adversary of this triad is probably silence-

shame-vulnerability. Before entering the worldless silence there is an 

experience of shame, an experience of desubjectification, which no (own or 

foreign) act of speech can save for the world. But it is the same experience 

of shame that can also initiate the process of vulnerABILITY understood as 

agency. For it is precisely the desubjectification experienced in the moment 

of shame that vulnerABILITY bears witness to. It thereby transforms brutal 

social pressure into sound, noise, sentences, discourse. 

We have both tried to understand, by discussing examples, why life 

tends either towards silence or towards these zones of vulnerABILITY. I 
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argue, access to and the nature of media decide the outcome of shame: 

on silence or speech. In my personal example it was books. Media induces 

abilities to act and it provides us with imaginations of survival amidst all 

pain. In this context I want to contradict your thesis that the internet, which I 

understand here as an important carrier of such media, is ‘disembodied’. 

On the contrary, I think that the internet, whether we like it or not, has 

become part of our body: it is memory, cultural memory, and in some areas 

(such as pornography) it even interacts with our bodies in ways that cannot 

be coded legally or informatically. This also means that the change brought 

about by the internet goes deeper than can be assessed with positions of 

cultural pessimism or optimism. Because this change is not outside of us. 

It is within us; the internet impacts our ‘being a body’. This problem of the 

internet body, and the question of whether we learn an emancipatory way of 

in-habiting it, will help decide which side of shame we will come out on.
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Coming-Out or: 
Reality is Repetition1

Boris Nikitin

 

You are only half awake, I think. 

Half awake at the most. 

And what you are looking for is a kind of a revival,

an awakening where you see the world with different eyes, with eyes that 

you have never had before. 

An awakening not as a linear process 

but as an invasion. 

You have always been tired. 

1　The text contains reworked fragments of an informal sharing by the artist on December 10, 2016. 
Some texts have been added later. The text can be read as a fake lecture.
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But it’s not this ordinary fatigue,

rather it is the total exhaustion, that overcomes you 

if you aren’t running synchronised with the world somehow. 

If the world the way it presents itself 

and the world the way you experience it 

aren’t synchronised. 

And you are thinking: now I have to throw a stone into 

a window to interrupt this. 

But this is not a window here. 

And this is not the fourth act and it’s not the fifth act 

and it’s not the sixth act and not the seventh act either.

Hamlet, 2016

Fragment One: the construction of the real thing

My name is Boris Nikitin. I come from Basel. It is a small town in Switzerland 

with 200,000 habitants. Here today, I’m representing Switzerland as an 

artist. But at the same time I don’t represent Switzerland. My name indicates 

an Eastern European background: my mother is from Bratislava, Slovakia; 

my father is half-Ukrainian and half-French. I was born as a Christian but my 

family used to be Jewish. In recent years, I have started to realise that this 

immigrant background might be one of the reasons why I’ve never really felt 

‘Swiss’, even though I was born in that country and grew up there. Perhaps 

this is also an essential, but long in the unconscious, background to why I 
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constantly deal with the construction of identity and reality in my work.

I work as a theatre director and writer. As with most artists here, I do 

not direct pre-existing dramas but do my own works. They are based on 

topics I am personally interested in, on ideas that have something to do with 

my life. For these works and projects I develop and write the texts. Partly I 

do this on my own, partly by developing the texts in collaboration with the 

performers I work with. The reason for the latter is that the performer’s civil, 

non-fictional or ‘real’ identity is mostly an essential aspect in those projects. 

The performers do not represent fictional characters but they represent 

themselves, with their civil names, with which they always introduce 

themselves at the beginning of the shows. Their biographies are an 

important material that is incorporated into the text and performance, which 

is the reason why my work is often mistakenly identified as documentary. 

Why mistakenly? Because, in fact, it is never clear if what the performers say 

about themselves is really their biographies. Sometimes it is not even clear 

if the performance they are in is really a performance. 

Anyway, I’ve come to realise that if a performer is uttering his or her 

civil name at the beginning of a performance, the audience tends to 

assume that everything being said is documentary, meaning based on 

facts and representing facts aka reality. That’s why I sometimes claim 

that documentary theatre is the highest form of illusion theatre or that the 

documentary genre is the sister of propaganda.

All my works are about the construction of the non-fictional, of what 

we call reality. They are about the aesthetics of the real and the authentic, 

about reality as a product of an aesthetic process at the end of which we 

find ourselves as believers. William James writes in 1890 in The Principles 

of Psychology: ‘As a rule we believe as much as we can. We would believe 

everything if we only could.’ I’m deeply curious how these mechanisms 

of belief function. What makes us believe in the truth of what we see 
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and experience in our everyday lives? What makes us accept it and put 

ourselves under its rules?

This curiosity is also the reason why the titles of my pieces are for 

example ‘F for fake’, ‘Imitation of Life’, ‘Martin Luther Propagandapiece’, 

‘How to win friends & influence people’, or ‘Hamlet’. With these titles, I 

always like to warn the audience: even if the material presented on stage 

may seem non-fictional, you can’t be sure. Don’t trust me before you have 

made the decision to trust me! That’s the mysterious responsibility that you 

and I have and that no one can take over for us. And, to finish this first part, 

I would say that this connection between belief and responsibility is the 

central challenge that we face as individuals within a collective - be it our 

families, the peer group of our friends, our professional circles, our ‘culture’ 

or the political system we live in. We are responsible for what we believe.

Fragment Two: Hamlet 

My name is Julia*n Meding.

Tonight I am standing here before you on the stage.

It is about bodies. And reality.

About something that’s tipping over.

We are here in the theatre. 

You can see and hear everything that I do.

I make everything that I divulge public to you.

You can appropriate it, you can take it home with you, you can try to 

identify with me and my story. 

And with this body.

Hamlet, 2016
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Although I do not direct existing original plays, sometimes I use them as 

a draft or reference. The title of my last piece, for example, is Hamlet. It 

premiered last September. I was not directing the Shakespeare play but 

wrote a new text, which partly refers to its baroque predecessor. Hamlet is a 

solo piece with one performer and four baroque musicians. The performer 

Julia*n Meding is an electric punk musician identifying himself as non-

binary. However, despite the fact that the main performer and the author/

director are queer and that the piece includes queer perspectives on reality, 

the piece is not about queerness. It is a piece about the topics that the 

Shakespeare play addresses also, and that are commonly identified as 

universal: death, ephemerality, mourning, reality and illusion, the problems 

with transitions of power.2  

The text and the staging of Hamlet are an over-layering and dissolving 

of Julia*n Meding’s biography and the fictional character of Hamlet. Julia*n 

speaks to the audience directly, telling them about his childhood in a small 

town in Germany, about the fact that his father has just died some time ago; 

also he tells about the experience of staying in a mental hospital for several 

weeks. These texts Julia*n is speaking on stage are based on non-fictional, 

biographical material. 

The performance is an over-layering and dissolving of non-fiction and 

fiction, of documentary and illusion. Through that, it transposes one of the 

central questions of the Shakespeare piece - has Hamlet gone insane or is 

he just pretending? - into the dispositive of the performance itself: is this a 

documentary performance or is it illusion theatre only playing with the codes 

and the aesthetic grammar of documentary? Is this Julia*n speaking about 

2　Hamlet premiered in Basel, Switzerland in September 2016. At the time of publication of this 
book, it has toured worldwide with more than 60 shows. The piece is still touring.
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himself within the framework of documentary conventions - speaking from 

your own biography, being a witness - or are these invented stories uttered 

by a performer in order to represent a contemporary Hamlet?

A crucial aspect in this is the performer personality of Julia*n. Julia*n as 

a performer is ambivalent and ambiguous to the highest degree. His acting 

and performance are both extroverted and introverted, at times exhibiting 

an offensive dilettantism and a refusal to do anything ‘correct’ - elements 

that by no doubt have roots in punk culture. Julia*n’s performance attitude 

on stage has something arrogant, sometimes annoying about it, and quite 

a few spectators ask themselves whether that person up there on stage is 

playing at all or is really like that. Why gamble with these boundaries? I was 

interested to create together with Julia*n an ambiguous, utopian character 

that wouldn’t be either fictional or non-fictional but both at the same time. A 

character who is neither Julia*n nor Hamlet, but an overlapping of both at 

the same time. With this, I wanted to rewrite Shakespeare’s phrase of ‘to be 

or not to be’ into: ‘to be and not to be at the same time’ - which for me is the 

basic formula for potentiality. And that’s what Hamlet is fundamentally about: 

a person who is potential, meaning complex, fragile and unpredictable. An 

identity that doesn’t fulfil our expectations or prejudices that we fabricate 

in our minds based on the visible image of this person, but that has the 

potential to surprise - to not be what we think this person is.

The human being is not just an image, but a being that inhabits time and 

is inhabited by time. Hamlet is a piece about time and about relationship. 

Time means relationship. In the beginning of the piece, most spectators 

reject Julia*n/Hamlet: Why is he performing in such an arrogant way? Why 

did I buy a ticket for this? In the first 30 minutes we lose up to 40% of the 

audience. But in the course of the following 60 minutes the rest of the 

audience starts to understand this character on stage more deeply, starts 

to identify with him, and mostly they are surprised by this experience - that 
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they suddenly embrace a personality that they completely disliked only half 

an hour ago.

Again, why play with these ingredients? I think that this experience of 

time and relationship is a deeply political experience. Identity is mostly 

connected with the image of a person. The look of one’s face, the colour 

of the skin, the physical appearance - the whole ‘impression’ that a person 

makes. But as we all know better from our experience, identity is not 

something that is formed in a statical way. It’s a process in time, a matter of 

relationships, a result of ageing, of mortality, of vulnerability. Of spending 

time together, even if we dislike each other. This is what Hamlet is about.

Fragment Three: reality as a product of 

propaganda / coming-out

My thinking about reality and thus also about theatre is to a large extent 

connected to three personal experiences.

I. The first one, as I’ve mentioned before, is my realisation that I am a 

person with an immigrant background. I’ve never felt emotionally attached 

to nor rooted in a specific national context. For a long time I thought that 

this feeling of not-belonging was a profanity everyone shares. I guess that’s 

what people mostly do when they have continuous feelings of strangeness, 

not-understanding, pain or fear: they normalise these feelings thinking that 

it’s a common part of reality. Some years ago, however, I realised that there 

actually is a history of immigration in my family and that the strangeness that 

I’ve felt all my life might indeed be an echo of the cruel European history of 
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the 20th century that has inscribed itself into my family's history.3  

II. The second experience was my coming out as a gay man in my 

early twenties.  With this act I publicly started to question the reality I had 

been living and also believed in up to that point. Until my outing it felt 

like a condemnation to be stuck in a body that desired the same sex - a 

circumstance that I tried to turn around with all the willpower I possessed 

in order to adapt to what I thought reality was. But obviously one can only 

lose such a fight against yourself. After several failed attempts, I managed 

to interrupt this misguided immune system in me and that was an important 

experience facing reality.

III. The third experience was that I had gone through a series of severe 

depressions in my twenties. I would say that it wasn’t a clinical problem but 

a political one, the result of a feeling of powerlessness regarding the socio-

political context I lived in and I was surrounded by. These depressions 

started to slowly fade away when I started to understand the political subtext 

of this emotional state.

The influence of these three experiences might explain - and I 

concede that this is a narrative that I am constructing for myself - why I 

am continuously questioning what people call reality and identity. They 

might also explain why I often consider reality as a potential fake, as a 

propagandistic product. That’s not only an intellectual game for me, but has 

rather become a tool in order to be able to not perceive reality as something 

3　In a broad international context, for example an artist symposium, the distinction between Western 
and Eastern Europe may sound banal. White people are white people, one might think. Depending on 
the point of view this perception may even contain some historical truth. At the same time, it neglects 
the immense differences that come with individual history, biography and time. I concede that at this 
very moment of history this neglect might have a reasonable political motivation in the global post-
colonial struggle for equality, which is with no doubt a struggle for representation. I feel like saying 
‘but’. But there’s no but, at least not at this moment in history and time.
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conclusive or inevitable, but as a possibility; as a construct that also has the 

ability not to be the way it is; as a construct that I can have an impact on by 

appropriating language, by facing the things I don’t understand, by trying 

to find my voice. And I would claim that this attempt to find your voice will 

always at some point need to intersect with a publication of this voice. With 

an act of coming-out.

In the last two years, I have been thinking a lot about the concept of 

coming-out not only connected to my own biography, but much more 

generally as a political act. For me, the act of coming-out is not to be 

reduced to a sexual minority’s emancipatory act of self-publication and 

self-empowerment, rather it defines to a very broad extent the act of 

making something, someone or oneself visible. It’s an act of interrupting an 

internalised reality that has always been seemingly ‘familiar’. 

In the act of coming-out, there is a special boundary between the factual 

and the fictitious: People decide to stop believing in certain ‘laws’, such 

as that some people are inferior or should have fewer rights than others. 

Clearly, these ‘laws’ can be the metaphor for powerful habits. However, let’s 

not forget that they are often in fact prevailing legal systems. Or a memory 

of them that is so powerful that it colonises and conditions one's sense of 

reality and thus the feeling of one's own body. By coming out, it seems, 

these publicising people interrupt this conditioning. They declare it a fiction. 

They break the law in their head (and depending on the system of reality 

they are in, they break the law). However, it seems to be crucial that they 

are expressing this in public, with their bodies, and in front of other people 

who witness this ‘outing’, this ‘publication’. With this, they interrupt their 

reflex - practiced over years or perhaps even decades - to retreat or hide, in 

constant expectation of other people’s possible view.

Above all, however, they interrupt the fear of themselves. It is perhaps 

the most powerful of all fears that can be taught to a person: the fear of 
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yourself. A totalitarian fear that nests in the body and becomes a permanent 

pain that the person no longer perceives because it seems to have always 

been there and has become a ‘normal’ part of who she or he is; and in 

this way they become a collaborator of what oppresses them, believing 

that the best way to confront pain and fear is to shut up. It is a millennia-

old anthropological constant: where people are afraid, the bodies retreat 

and there is silence. With the coming out, we interrupt this logic. And what 

fascinates me about it is: it's an insinuation. It's an almost fatalistic wager of 

trust towards the other people this person opens up to. It is a step into the 

void. Suddenly something becomes possible.

Now, as I’ve suggested before, although the concept of coming-out 

comes from the queer context, it is not reduced to it. It is a concept that can 

be applied to a very broad range of acts of self-publication by which people 

make themselves visible and by that actively vulnerable. I also think that 

making theatre and art also belongs to these acts. We create something, we 

work on it, dedicate ourselves to it, try to give something from ourselves and 

then expose it to the critical eyes of the others - the audience, the public. I 

believe that this quite special circumstance essentially determines our work, 

or to a certain extent is our work.
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Cold War, Women, 
and the Little Theatre Movement: 
An Online Exchange of Letters1

Wang Mo-Lin and Wu Meng

 

Wang Mo-Lin (DAMO)

I first met you in 2005, before you were married, and now your daughter 

is 9 years old. It could be said I’ve seen you grow from a young girl into 

a woman, and I’ve also witnessed your development in the theatre realm 

from an ‘artsy youth’ into an independent performer. Here, ‘woman’ and 

‘independent performer’ are two key terms that are worth us exploring 

through our discussion.

In several regions of Asia, I find that in avant-garde art circles, or in the 

1　This dialogue between Wang Mo-lin and Wu Meng took place from early October until late 
December 2020 on WeChat. The messages have been collated and edited for the purposes of this 
publication.
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small circles of non-mainstream art, the proportion of female participants 

is relatively high. This seems to imply that this cohort of women, in these 

kinds of non-mainstream groups representing a stand outside of the official 

system, can find their common inner language. And that this language 

system is excluded from ‘rational’ society.

You started out by doing visual art, and later became a performer in  the 

theatre. You’ve said before that through performance, you have been able 

to look at  the history of the Cold War with new understanding. I really want 

to know:  First, as a female; second, as a performer outside the system; and  

third, as someone who participated in the Grass Stage play 38th Parallel 

Still Play (2005) as an independent performer — how did you face your  

relationship with the history of the Cold War in Asia? 

I want to start from a Cold War perspective on the female body in 

performance. Because I feel that in a materialist capitalist society, women 

must deal with both feminism and various desires at the same time, which 

are forcing them to produce ever more sexualised postures. For me, it is like 

an inescapable destiny that women cannot get out of the oppressed role in 

a male-led society,. 

If we change track and start from the context of Cold War history, in this 

context talking about the world of modern women, this is the connection 

between women and a certain type of historical concept. I would like to 

know whether this connection allows women to escape their socialised roles 

under the family system? From your experience of working with me, can you 

find a completely different relationship between female body perceptions 

and performance?

Wu Meng

I come from the first batch of ‘only children’ in mainland China. At primary 

school, teachers often mentioned that our new generation of students 
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needed to study hard to realise the ‘four modernisations’ and the prosperity 

of the country, and study hard for a ‘relatively comfortable’ life for our 

families. At that time, it wasn’t particularly clear what the realisation of 

the ‘four modernisations’ really meant, or what it meant to be ‘relatively 

comfortable’. It seemed that having a telephone and a flushing toilet at home 

had a lot to do with being ‘relatively comfortable’.

Compared with my parents' generation, the process of growing up for 

me was also a process of depoliticisation. At that time, the market economy 

took off. If your family was a ten-thousand-yuan household, or if your father 

became self-employed, it was a big deal.

Later, when I went to art school and had the opportunity to join the 

Party, my mother, who was a Party member, talked to me to ask me to think 

clearly about what joining the Party would mean for my future. The concept 

of the future started to churn in my mind. Gradually, whenever I had the 

opportunity to paint freely, I found that I didn't know what to paint. This was 

something that really scared me. During that time, I was very depressed and 

wanted to make art, but I didn't know what path to take.

When I came into contact with theatre, I realised just how lucky I was. 

The society and history I came into contact with were all alive here. Take the 

38th Parallel Still Play which we performed together; the past, present, and 

future people in the play felt so closely connected in my heart. I felt able to 

breathe again. At that time, I thought that men would all charge into battle 

and be the cannon fodder of capitalism; women were still more emotional 

and could listen to their own hearts.

After a period of time working collectively with theatre groups to create, 

especially the early collective creation with Grass Stage, my feeling is that 

our expressions on stage are basically independent of gender. Even if there 

is gender, it is a symbol. This may reflect, intentionally or unintentionally, a 

certain situation of ‘mainland Chinese women’ - just like the Red Detachment 
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of Women dancing ballet in shorts while holding guns on the stage, of 

course you have to first hold the gun correctly, and then jump, and then spin, 

all together — only then can you hold up half the sky just like a man.

About the time I got married, I realised I was surrounded by a lot of 

female friends, many of whom had grown up in the city and had had a sense 

of equality since they were young. They all put a lot of time and effort into 

their lives and their work, but no matter their personality, or whether they 

were beautiful or not, none of them seemed to be particularly happy. I also 

wanted to marry on the one hand, but on the other I was afraid, so I wanted 

to understand the reasons behind this situation for a long time. My works at 

that time were all related to this topic.

Metamorphosis Garden (2013) was my first theatre work as a director. It 

uses a dark fairytale, allowing the audience to see the changes or alienation 

that women have undergone to become women. How do they face their own 

good and evil, their endless dreams and desires?

Talk to Them (2013) is an outdoor street performance work. At the end of 

the performance, I stood on a public platform in a residential alley and read 

the chapters in Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State written by 

Engels in 1884. I tore up a wedding dress made of newspapers and hung 

my exposed body upside down on the clothes rail like a monkey... When the 

play was over it was over, but I am still very grateful that I was able to use 

theatre to explore my life experiences in this way.

In 2012, I joined artists from all over Asia to participate in the ‘Asia 

meets Asia’ theatre performance project in Japan, and you were also there. 

In the workshop that started that September, everyone brought their own 

topics or problems from different regions, rehearsed on the spot, and then 

performed. Whether it’s Lost Home (2009) or Hope (2011), I feel that a man 

stands on the stage as a ‘person’ and can represent all human beings, yet a 

woman is always just a woman, and always in a supporting role.



101

In those long improvisations, when a man hits a woman, the woman 

always lays down next to him and cries bitterly, or attempts to drag him back 

home, or becomes the victim... inside and outside of theatre, the relationship 

between men and women is always the same, in the same order. In this 

kind of male-dominated joint Asian collaborative project, what should the 

role of female participants look like? I once asked this question after a 

performance. This is also a question for myself. Is it because female creators 

themselves are not strong enough? Why should they be strong? Do you 

have to be as powerful as a man? What is special about women? What is the 

power of women?

To be honest, it seems like a very noble thing to listen to your own 

heart, to dig into yourself, to dig out the truth in society, and use theatre 

to sort out these issues. But all these years, I have often felt overwhelmed 

by the news that has emerged from society. For a long time, I felt that 

people were sinking. And I found that the girls around me who were doing 

sociological research and who really cared about society, had a similar kind 

of feeling. We gave this phenomenon a name: political depression. So in the 

performances that began in 2014 and 2015, my request to myself was not to 

use bitterness in the performance. I thought: I have used it to express pain 

so many times, can I use a poetic language to express this instead?

I did not directly answer your question about the Cold War, I don't know 

what to say. But you can probably also see that our generation may not be 

in that question, yet what we are is certainly in the shadow of that question.

DAMO

You have already answered the key question, which is about the relationship 

between the personal history of women and their works in a certain historical 

political context. The experiences you described reminds me that there is a 

big difference between the so-called view of official history and the reflexive 
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view of our own personal history that we feel in reality. For example: Our 

‘Republic’ in Taiwan is constructed out of another set of historical contexts, 

from the margins of the ‘celestial court’ and Japanese colonisation, to the 

Cold War and martial law; however, when you come to Taiwan what you 

see is the atmosphere of freedom and openness permeating society - you 

don’t see the constraints of history that we’ve been through reflected in our 

cultural complexity.

Therefore, I want to know whether history and the body are inextricably 

entwined with each other?

This is also as you described it. From an external political environment, you 

see that although you are in it, in your heart it hasn’t affected the pursuit of finding 

yourself, including your expectations for marriage and the fear of being hurt.

The dependence of life on its nurturing environment prevents us 

from being able to separate ourselves from politics, which leads to the 

development of repression within the entanglement of our personal history 

and politics. Just like if you strip away the historical context and look at 

Taiwanese people from outside, you can’t see that the island of Taiwan is 

always in a state of anxiety in the Pacific Ocean and under the geopolitics of 

Northeast Asia.

You said that in ‘Asia meets Asia’, you feel the physical power of Asian 

men. As a woman, this power is projected into yourself, but you feel a 

deep sense of oppression in it. The body is not only in a turbulent state 

between life and politics, but also different genders, strong and weak can 

create barriers between bodies. Therefore, returning to the individual as the 

smallest unit is also the most difficult issue on the path to emancipation.

We enter the theatre from real society bringing our own problems 

with us. When we leave the theatre and go back to real society, our own 

problems are still problems and the answers can ultimately only be found in 

real life. So the pain you endure during the performance is only to find the 
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problem; to discover real salvation you still have to look for it in reality.

However, as you said, returning to the real society means more political 

depression. I feel that the contradiction between the fictional and the real that 

exists between theatre and society is precisely the gap we want to discover 

and can penetrate. The gaps found in this contradiction may be called ‘non-

mainstream’ or ‘outside the system’... but they are all your kinetic energy, 

otherwise why would you be willing to keep thinking about the next work?

Wu Meng

A few days ago, I downloaded some stills of your work taken previously by 

Mr Xu Bin. I looked at these photos on the computer, and I’ve never actually 

seen most of these performances, but the energy from these photos still 

made me cry. I'm the sort of person who doesn't cry when watching a play, 

but looking at these photos I couldn’t control myself. On the stage, the 

actors’ feeling of being alive is so powerful. Not only that but, when I cry, I am 

crying for myself - I can never stand on such a stage again. I thought I could 

find a new way to leapfrog ahead, but it was so difficult. I haven’t been able 

to see the performance of your new work Prince Hamlet (2020). It is difficult 

to understand the profound meaning of a work from just a few words, but 

looking at the promotional text for it, I feel that you are hitting the mark with 

every piece and I can feel the beauty of being able to work like this, even 

through my screen.

Yes, you said, ‘Why are you willing to keep thinking about the next work?’ 

That problem awareness or the desire to express inner grievances always 

push us to create the next work.

The theatre is a poetic bubble. It seems you are able to do all the things 

that you cannot do in the real world. Sometimes the theatre is also a refuge. 

When the lights are up, the sights and even social conflicts in front of you 

can become other people’s stories. I have repeatedly reminded myself 
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that I need to be vigilant about how to be truly powerful and communicate 

something between the stage lights going up and going dark, and not just 

be a lubricant. So there are many times when I want to walk away from 

theatre. Of course, on the mainland it is not easy to bring performances into 

real spaces, especially for the ‘little theatre’ type of performance outside 

of the system like ours. It is necessary to constantly push the boundary 

between theatre and the real world. When the lights dim in the theatre, the 

audience's senses are focused on the stage, but the real world is different. 

I’ve realised that actually we have to compete for the audience’s attention 

with the chaotic environment outside.

You ask about the relationship between the body and history. I think 

that although it is not so easy to find, the process of constantly searching 

for it is intoxicating. I am not only looking for a sense of the body as a 

performer, but also how the audience can participate. I participated in the 

‘Everyone’s East Lake’ art project in 2010, which was actually a battle to 

defend the East Lake2 , a desperate struggle against large capital. During 

the live performance, I asked the audience about the relationship between 

the locals and the East Lake. Someone walked straight up to the water-top 

platform and responded with a ‘splash’ by leaping into the water.

In 2015, I created a work based around ‘Third-tier Construction’ in 

Deyang, Sichuan. At the end of the performance, part of the audience 

were blindfolded and joined hands to climb what was the tallest building in 

Deyang at that time. This activity was like how many people were secretly 

relocated to work in Deyang in the 1960s. It was only when they had walked 

a long way and climbed up to the terrace on the 9th floor, that they knew 

where they were and what was waiting for them... When the audience took 

2　East Lake is a lake in the centre of Wuhan. 
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off their blindfolds, they could see from the dilapidated terrace a city half 

of which was taken up by giant factories, factories that have affected the 

lives of most people in this city. They came to Deyang from all over to work 

in military-related industries. Now, many of their children and grandchildren 

are still working in these restructured factories.

In 2016, after you watched my performance at ‘Staging Alterity’, you told 

me it was interesting how one work can contain so many different elements, 

yet isn’t obtrusive. I think that this kind of aesthetic comes from many years 

of experience with street performances, and even the sense of danger in 

the performance comes from that as well. Because on the street, the most 

interesting thing is that you have to deal with accidents that can happen 

at any time. These accidents might enrich your work, but they may also 

frustrate you.

I feel that the street works I made, I don't even know if they really count 

as ‘Little Theatre’ pieces. They are often somewhere between an activity 

and a performance, and may be even more uncultivated. This idea may be 

because the term ‘Little Theatre’ is too lofty in my heart, or it may be related 

to my lack of professional theatre training, but I don't really care about 

such titles. My creative approach is very free, focusing on communication, 

including dramatic tension.

Looking at some of your works from recent years, can you tell me about 

the original idea of North Korean Defectors (2017)? Including the question 

you mentioned: history and the body, how do you extract and refine them in 

the theatre?

DAMO

The more you trace your memory, the more you grasp your own existence. 

Yes, how can we escape from the omnipresent political atmosphere in 

our reality? When I talked to you face-to-face, I couldn't get away from the 
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different ways of thinking brought about by the political repression behind 

our respective life histories.

So I hate people from different cultural contexts telling me the ‘truth’ of 

universal values, or people from the same cultural context telling me the 

‘principle’ of conduct.

When you ask me to follow your ‘truth’ or ‘principle’ and listen to you, 

ha, we are all enveloped in a political atmosphere, and the relationship will 

become relative. One must obey the other to make mutual relations work like 

a lubricant.

Is this what you meant when you said about wanting to communicate? Or 

should people learn the ways of the world to make words sound nicer and 

easier to digest? Isn’t the theatre like this? Not only is your relationship with 

the audience on stage like this, but isn’t the relationship between actor and 

director also like this?

Therefore, Little Theatre works don’t necessarily have to use the same 

forms of expression as those in large theatres. As you said in the creation 

of ‘Everyone’s East Lake’ or ‘Third-tier Construction’, the dramatic power 

of seeing reality represented in theatre together with the participants is 

essentially my motivation for continuing to work in theatre.

I believe that the representation of the real world in the theatre can 

produce a dramatic force. You talked about the live improvisations that 

made you feel a trembling sense of richness - I think because both of our 

personal histories are full of danger and anxiety from one stage to another, 

yet we grew up from the midst of it all. Replace with this concept the ability to 

extend the action arising from the blankness of the moment so as not to fall 

into a state of stillness/death. This is the kinetic energy that means the body 

continues to exist. Then we also shape our own body image from the action.

When you asked about my piece North Korean Defectors, in fact you can 

also use the relationship between the body and history to answer. Basically, 
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what I want to talk about is a dead historical memory forever living on the 

scars of an unstitched body. That is the most painful history of the Cold War 

in modern Asia. This historical memory is deeply imprinted on the flesh of 

the people, and it has become a wound that is still aching to this day.

Wu Meng

I'm thinking, perhaps we can return to an Asian perspective for the end 

of our dialogue, and only you can speak clearly about such questions. 

When you say: ‘A dead historical memory forever living on the scars of an 

unstitched body’, images of many people appear in my head, including 

actors on your stage, workers from the mainland, tireless white-collar 

workers, and friends around me, including oneself. It's just that everyone is 

in a different historical context, and the historical effects after the ‘Cold War’ 

seem to be presented in different ways.

Recently, on mainland TV there’s been a sea change and the anti-

Japanese-fascist films that the common people happily consumed have 

been replaced by anti-American-imperialist TV dramas or documentaries. 

Are we aware of our wounds? Or should we happily toast a safe future with 

mulled wine on Christmas Eve? Faced with such people, do you want to 

wake them up? How do you wake them up? Or before that, perhaps we must 

wake ourselves up?

Later, because of the Grass Stage project World Factory (2014), I spent 

many years going to the south to meet with workers and worker groups, 

assisting them in setting up their own drama club and finding methods and 

the freedom to express themselves like me. But in this process, I have also 

been looking for a way to get along with them. How can I, someone carrying 

the labels ‘urban’, ‘married’, ‘mother’, ‘artist’ or ‘theatre’, become ‘us’ with 

them? This is not one puzzle, but like a series of small fences, everywhere.

Difference is inevitable, while to be the same or insist on smoothing out 
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that class difference is hypocritical, isn't it? But why is my inner desire for this 

so strong? Gradually, because of changes in social conditions, it became 

difficult to continue working in the south, so I slowly turned my attention to 

the white-collar workers in the city. Can they understand the situation they 

are in, and can they be awakened like those workers? Or do people have to 

fall to the bottom to truly understand the traumatic pain?

When I performed on the street, I discovered later that I actually 

cared more about the locals who accidentally passed by. They may be 

walking, they may not have cared about theatre their entire lives, but they 

see a person doing some strange things on the street and so they stop, 

or they may follow for a while to see what is happening. There is a kind 

of randomness here, that you suddenly became embedded in their lives 

and interrupted them. If, in their hearts, they would ask a few ‘whys’ at this 

time, I might already be very content. But when I say this, it seems very 

contradictory. If this is the case, what is the use of dramatic tension?

DAMO

The popular culture of individualism under neoliberalism has indeed 

changed the aesthetic experience of theatre. The so-called dramatic 

tension seems to be transformed into buffooneries or gags. The important 

element of tragedy in theatre has been reduced to terrible crimes. Some 

people define such a flimsy culture as a retrogressive culture, which also 

gives populism an opportunity to rise. All this is thanks to the Cold War, 

which brought the development of American-style capitalism to Asia and 

ensured its stability in the Third World. This kind of retrogressive culture is 

eventually inevitable. The Cold War brought stability to one side, while on the 

other, Asian countries had to pay a price different from that of the civil war.

The history you talked about overlaps with your life history and has a 

certain impact on your growth as a woman, whether it is within the spiritual 
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realm or the physical consciousness. As you mentioned before: What does 

joining the Party mean to your future? The concept of the future actually 

starts to ferment in your mind, until one day you can draw a picture freely, 

but you don't know what to paint; you want to make art, but you don't know 

the way out. So ultimately you stepped into Little Theatre outside the system 

- if I may make a joke here - and instead found your way out. After all, on this 

path, you are full of life energy, allowing you to display the instinct of artistic 

creation; and you continue to think about the spiritual world of women, and 

reflect on the relationship between theatre and the real world. I think if you 

made a different choice back then, the feelings I mentioned above after 

talking to you might not exist, right?

I have been asking you questions about the Cold War, but in fact these 

are also issues that I must face. When the Cold War reached Taiwan, it 

became martial law. We had the longest history of martial law in the world, 

40 years. You have chosen another path of free thinking outside the system, 

and I have to put myself within the Party's ideology to see the political 

depression suppressed by those 40 years of history. The series of plays that 

I have been doing about the history of the Cold War over the years is to resist 

this political depression!

(Translated by Jake Newby)
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Unmapping Eurasia1

You Mi

 

I would like to propose an exercise. Try to imagine the scenario that you 

are in the Arabic Peninsula as a Bedouin, a desert nomad raising camels. 

One day, an old man is about to die. He summons his three sons and says 

to them: ‘I have 11 camels; the first son gets one-half, the second son 

gets one-fourth, and the third son gets one-sixth of my belongings. Those 

were his last words. Now the question is, how do the three sons divide the 

camels? The story goes, the sons go to a wise man who says, ‘I cannot do 

anything for you, but I could lend you one of my camels. Then you get 11 

plus one, which is divisible by six and four and two.’ After that he takes away 

1　This is a reworked text based on the talk given by the author at Staging Alterity in 2018.
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his own camel. In the end, nothing has changed but the problem is solved. 

What I am interested in in this story is not so much a thought experiment, but 

the addition of something that then changes the condition of the question. 

And this is the way of thinking that I would like to propose, namely how can 

we always change the condition of our own thinking, and how can we always 

re-appropriate the process of thinking by adding something different? 

This points to a kind of nomadic form of thinking in my own research in 

many different ways. One crucial difference between the nomadic order 

and the agrarian order, borrowing from Deleuze and Guattari and also 

other archaeological and anthropological readings, is that in the agrarian 

order, space is distributed by men. In the first instance, one divides the 

land to nurture agriculture and tries to manage the land between different 

communities. This gives rise to the idea of ownership which is based on 

individuals, later comes rule of law and the formation of states. The whole 

social order as we know it is predicated on this. The nomadic order has a 

different starting point, where men do not distribute space but are rather 

distributed by space. The way to conceptualise this is to think in terms of 

how the historical nomads lived according to a whole ecosystem of seasonal 

changes, and how they were guided by the wind and stars as they moved. 

They conceived themselves as a medium between heaven and earth, 

manifested in the many forms of Shamanism. A representation of such a 

belief is in deer stones and petroglyphs all over Central Asia. Many of them 

depict deers which were also held as a medium between heaven and earth 

given the shape of their antlers. A recent archaeological research project 

in the Arabic Peninsula on a series of petroglyphs spread across space, 

shows that what were thought to be records of history turned out to be a 

decentralised star atlas. The nomads moved in space, while recording the 

movements of stars also in space.

These kinds of ancient maps feed into a long term research and curation 
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project I’m running called Unmapping Eurasia, which I will come back to. To 

give an example of the nomadic form of thinking I alluded to, I invited artist 

Lawrence Abu Hamdan to a festival at the Asia Culture Center in Gwangju 

two years ago, whose performance Contra Diction: Speech Against Itself 

draws on taqiyyah, an old esoteric Shi’a Islamic jurisprudence practiced by 

the Druze Islamic minority, whereby ‘a believing individual can deny his faith 

or commit otherwise illegal acts while they are at risk of persecution or in a 

condition of statelessness’. The artist analyses instances involving language 

and speech acts in the Druze community, such as in the alleged mass 

conversion of a community through performing the orthodox way of praying, 

which the artist interprets as an act of taqiyyah. 

This nomadic identity is especially pertinent given the dominant 

discourses today being based disproportionally on identities, to the point 

where it’s very difficult to create any sense of solidarity. Not to flat pack 

cultural differences, but we could work toward a complexity and nomadicity 

of identities, which may temporarily favour communal, regional, national, 

cultural, religious, gender, or political belongings. In other words, identity 

as a situational and non-essential category. In Lawrence’s work, we see 

how taqiyya is practiced among the Druze community, so that they can live 

peacefully with any other Muslim community without asserting a national 

identity. 

I’d like to introduce a speculative tangent of Unmapping Eurasia. Here 

we take cues from two anarchist geographers. At the height of scientific 

explorations of Central Asia during the second half of the nineteenth century, 

when cartography serviced the military and the designs of roads and 

railways met the interest of capitalists, French anarchist geographer Élisée 

Reclus saw geology and geography being mined for geopolitical leverage. 

He attempted to write the story of the earth and of humanity as one, or as he 

terms it, the story of ‘nature becoming self-conscious’. Integral to this history 
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is an account of the forces of domination that emerge in human history, only 

to restrict the future self-realisation of both humanity and nature.2  Reclus 

proposed a ‘slower Silk Road’, ‘a geohistorical marker not of maximised 

commodity flow but of humanity’s collective self-awareness of ‘forming 

one body with the planet itself.’3 The Silk Road, with its various routes 

connecting nodal towns and cities, for most of the time in recorded history 

could be said to form a greater distributed network fuelled by interactions of 

people and knowledge along with transactions of goods. Incidentally Peter 

Kropotkin, the Russian founder of anarcho-communism who befriended 

and was influenced by Reclus, was also a geographer before he became 

a social activist. Kropotkin’s greatest contribution to geography was 

working out the main structural lines going through Central and Northern 

Asia. He also contributed to the study of biology by proposing the idea of 

‘mutual aid’ instead of the Darwinian ‘survival of the fittest’ as the principle 

underlying evolution. Both anarchists explored the parallel territories of 

geographical movements and social movements and attempted to debase 

social domination by creating self-organised bodies of communities. Reclus 

and Kropotkin’s thinking may help us in mapping - and at the same time, 

unmapping - the various discourses and projects in the name of Eurasia or 

Silk Road. The Silk Road is discussed here not just as the matrix of study, but 

also as the very ethics of studying it. 

How do we, as curators, educators and creative producers, not just 

address or represent this decentralisation, such as through artworks, but 

apply it in our very practices, if not life practices. The long-term art and 

2　Andy Clark. ‘Whatever next? Predictive brains, situated agents, and the future of cognitive 
science’, Behavioral and Brain Sciences , Volume 36, Issue 3, June 2013, pp.181 - 204

3　Tamara Chin, The Invention of the Silk Road, 1877, The University of Chicago Press, Vol. 40, No. 
1 (Autumn 2013), pp.218 
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transcultural study and project Unmapping Eurasia is initiated by Binna 

Choi, director of Casco Art Institute: Working for the Commons, and myself. 

It proposes to unlearn what has obstructed Eurasian visions and practices, 

from the coloniality at play on both sides of the colonialist spectrum, to the 

Cold War’s constructed opposition between communism and capitalism, 

and the various claims on Eurasia mentioned above. The project evolves 

as different geographies are interwoven together through various modes 

of ‘movement’, including long-term research and study programmes, 

performative symposiums, artistic commissions and exhibitions, and 

infrastructural research with other socio-political agents - all while being 

open to emerging practices, sensitivities, and ecologies. On the modus 

operandi, how to practice commons instead of constantly extracting new 

research following an over-productionist and displayist logic of the art 

world? We commit ourselves to long-term timelines such as one-year 

education programmes, and also try to channel resources to sustain the 

communities and practices in need, for example, a local network of artists, 

publishers and children’s theatre makers, in relatively remote places like 

Novosibirsk. 

To conclude, inspired by the nomads, decentralised Silk Road 

networks and Eurasia, I try to enact old and new polycentric movements for 

commoning and ways of thinking and living.
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Artistic and Performance ‘Practice’: 
From Socialism 
to Neoliberalism and Beyond

Ana Vujanović

 

In the society that is called global and the time that is so-called post-

historical, I would like to examine the significance of the (local) context, of 

that interweaving of people, texts, objects, friendships, alliances, enemies, 

histories… which form the social, political and cultural surroundings in 

whose midst our actions and deeds take place. Following that concern, in 

this article I will contextually approach the phenomenon of artistic and, more 

specifically, performance ‘practice’, which has been growing prominent 

in the ‘contemporary international performance scene’. While walking 

through times and spaces in which artistic practice has appeared I will 

probe the versatility and homogeneity of that phenomenon. My working 

hypothesis is that in all these different contexts, there are links between 

alienation and creativity. Among others, it is recognised by the artists, 
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who turn to the ‘practice’ as a reaction to the alienation of their creativity 

in artistic production. However, how that reaction is oriented in political, 

ideological and poietical terms largely depends on the local conditions 

and their histories. Very often, when speaking about artistic practice at the 

contemporary (Western-) European scene, we speak about a turn towards 

a personal and private domain, whereby artists actualise creativity in their 

self-realisation (as forms of self-creativity, autopoiesis). But that is not the 

only way, and thus I will also visit Yugoslavia’s socialist context of the 1970s, 

where the notion of practice was a key to understand then contemporary art 

as a form of social engagement. At the end, I will also look at the context of 

small, self-organised artistic initiatives that are currently emerging all over 

Europe and where practice is predicated on sharing and commonality. 

Alienation of artistic production and the ‘practice turn’

My preliminary thesis is that the current ‘practice turn’ in the art sphere is 

motivated by discontent with the commodification and alienation of artistic 

production, in a society predicated on individualism, liberalism, and private 

property. The fact that commodification is ongoing in art is so evident that 

today even to call an artwork or a performance a ‘product’ has immediate 

negative connotations: complicity with the capitalist system of production, 

loss of control over the results of one’s artistic work, or betrayal of real 

artistic intentions. In neoliberal capitalism it is gaining momentum alongside 

the advancing flexibility and absorbability of that system. As a system 

in which post-industrial production and immaterial labour are dominant, 

neoliberalism has a capacity to pervade different kinds of human activity 

- from the economy via culture to everyday life - by transforming them into 

commodities, as Paolo Virno suggested in his A Grammar of the Multitude. 
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Since commodification leads to a loss of control over one’s artistic work and 

diversion of artistic intentions for the purpose of private capital, alienation 

of artistic production appears as a logical next step. Alienation is especially 

important here for artists since - precisely because of love, passion, pleasure, 

and social ideals, often present in artistic work - it encompasses the whole 

poiesis, from artworks to artistic production to the artist’s creativity and 

subjectivity. Already in Marx’s Manuscripts of 1844, alienation comprises 

both the relation of the worker to the product of labour as an alien object 

and the relation to the act of production, where there is self-estrangement. 

While Marx keeps it on the level of the alienation of the human being from 

their species, Yugoslav philosopher Gajo Petrović from the Praxis group 

furthers the thesis and says that it is not about a substantialised human nature; 

it is rather about ‘alienation from historically created human possibilities, 

especially from the human capacity for freedom and creativity’. 1

Deprived of the power over these possibilities, artists are left to observe 

how the market produces a commodity out of artworks, which are thus cut 

off from the public and common, and moved to the private domain and 

property. In these circumstances, even a very critical or artivist performance 

can contribute to the gentrification of worker or immigrant urban areas, 

can be curated, or can be evaluated by the number of tickets sold. This 

situation - in which artists are alien to the process in which their skills, 

creativity, labour, and products operate socially - can only produce anxiety. 

Anxiety arises when artists find themselves passive in respect of their own 

(productive) activity and at the same time take active part in that process 

of alienation with whatever they create. I see artistic and performance 

1　Gajo Petrović, ‘Alienation’ (2001), in A Dictionary of Marxist Thought, ed. Tom Bottomore 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 11-16,’,  p. 14.
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practices - as when artists step out from the capitalist machinery and take 

back their creativity - being part of that wider process. 

Personal performance practice - in neoliberal capitalist Europe

When speaking about performance practice at contemporary European 

dance and performance scenes, I find it appropriate to borrow the phrase 

‘personal performance practice’ from dancer and performer Chrysa 

Parkinson, who works in the United States and Northern Europe. She uses 

it to describe a variety of daily practices of performance artists, which 

cannot be reduced to one paradigm of practice of this time.2  In order to 

conceptualise that variety, I will firstly single out three main types of activities 

that are called ‘practice’ in this context. 

(1) One of the types refers to the activities of embodying, incorporating, 

sometimes perfecting a certain style, technique, or set of abstract 

postulates. Parkinson refers to that practice as ‘active thought’. Calling an 

activity practice here to an extent echoes Aristotle’s still widely present 

differentiation between human activities into theoretical, productive and 

practical, from which follows that knowledge belongs in the domain of 

theory, while doing is the domain of practice, so practice is what can 

activate a thought. In a similar vocabulary, the program notes of the ‘Practice 

Symposium’ (2012) organised by Stina Nyberg, Zoë Poluch, Petra Sabisch, 

and Uri Turkenich in Stockholm, reads:

Emerging from specific defining parameters, sometimes in view of 

method, practices produce a know-how that cannot be separated from the 

2　Chrysa Parkinson, ‘On Practice - A self-interview’, in 6 Months 1 Location, ed. Mette Ingvartsen 
(n.p.: everybodys publications, 2011), pp. 24-34.
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particularity of the practice. This particularity arises from its being implicated 

into a specific materiality: there is no idea without a material expression, as 

much as there is no knowledge unless it is practiced.3

(2) The other type of activities called ‘practice’ encompass artistic 

experimentation, research, and improvisation. These do not necessarily 

lead to performance or any other tangible product. This type relates to 

Parkinson’s regular activity and repeated attempts at doing something. The 

practice my body engages in work by American choreographer Deborah 

Hay is one example of that.4  It consists of a set of instructions for students’ 

physical exercise, from which they can learn through doing about body 

movement in the group, but no performance will result from that exercise. 

Another example to be mentioned here is the work of the informal collective 

of European choreographers Everybodys, which gathered in the mid 2000s 

with an aim to examine open source principles in the field of dance and 

performance. Their methodological games and scores can be used as tools 

for practice, or writing or examining the very scores for some authors is their 

performance practice. Similar examples can be found in the collections 

of scores Do It! curated by Hans Ulrich Obrist, Everybodys Toolbox, and 

Choreografischer Baukasten (Choreographic Kit) edited by Gabriele Klein, 

which have been used in workshops, laboratories, study programs, and 

experimental artistic processes. 

(3) The third type of activities that is frequently conceived as practice 

refers to developing and maintaining one’s artistic skills. This type can 

3　See Stina Nyberg, Zoë Poluch, Petra Sabisch, and Uri Turkenich, ‘Practice Symposium (program 
of the symposium),’ Stockholm, 2012, accessed November 6, 2020,  http://www.konstnarsnamnden.
se/Sve/PDFer/PRACTICES%20(2).pdf

4　Deborah Hay, ‘My Body Engages in Work,’ in Hay, My Body, the Buddhist (Middleton, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2000), pp. 17-18.
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also relate to what Parkinson recognises as regular activity. In this sense, 

personal performance practice comprises the activities such as keeping 

the body in shape and improving physical performances, singing lessons, 

reading literature, writing or drawing notes, ideas, images that are all 

a knowledge production but do not need to have a utilitarian function. 

However, as such it has recently become a significant segment of dance 

and performance education at several prominent European schools. I can 

mention here practices in dance education such as movement research, 

bodywork, somatic practices like Body mind centering and various 

individual and personal performance practices at the School for new dance 

development - SNDO in Amsterdam, the MA Performance Practice (directed 

by Chrysa Parkinson) at DOCH in Stockholm, and the Inter-University Center 

for Dance - HZT in Berlin. Although they are practices of different kinds, 

they all belong to the same type of activities devoted to artistic individual 

self-improvement through regular activity, without necessarily producing 

artworks. 

The systematisation of these three types of activities implies that one 

can never be sure what the artist practicing is doing behind closed doors: 

dancing, warming up their voice, jumping rope, singing, drawing, reading, 

day-dreaming, doing yoga, listening to music, experimenting with BMC, 

googling, skyping… Still, what she is very probably not doing is this: 

rehearsing for a new piece. If we take this as a point of departure, we can 

identify some points of intersection between many of those activities. These 

are: activities that are positioned between training and production, which do 

not necessarily and directly result in a product, and which most often are not 

publicly shown to the audience.

To understand the structural position of these activities, we need 

to situate practice among other segments of the artistic engagement. 

According to Parkinson, personal performance practice is neither training 
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nor process of producing performance, but the continuous in-between 

activity that is done on a regular basis. What appears as characteristic for 

practice here is a certain self-fulfillment or not having a goal other than itself. 

From that follows that apart from not resulting in performance or having 

no specific goal whatsoever, performance practice is an artistic activity 

that escapes today’s omnipresent temporality of ‘art project’ or, moreover, 

resists it. While resisting the principle of project, practice brings a sense of 

continuity to one’s artistic opus and life, otherwise compartmentalised, and 

provides a framework excepted from the requirements of the audience and 

market. In such an atmosphere, practice could be understood as a break, 

a rupture in the production process, wherein things could be reflected and 

examined, usually far from the eyes of the public. 

Artistic practice as social engagement 

- a view from socialist Yugoslavia

The meaning of practice in art which is unfolded above is far from universal; 

in fact, it is deeply contextually determined and characteristic of today’s 
neoliberal capitalist Europe. In other contexts, ‘the practice’ has other, 
sometimes divergent meanings. One such context is the artistic scenes 
of former Yugoslavia, where the notion of practice designates artists’ 
public activities, what they do as artists besides making art in the narrow 
sense. In Serbo-Croat and related languages, the expression ‘artistic 
practice’ (umetnička praksa), in difference to ‘artistic creation’ (umetničko 
stvaralaštvo), spreads across often-solitary art-making, including all the 
artist’s other engagements in the art scene and in public, for instance 
collaborations in groups and collectives, networking, institutional critique, 
engagement in artistic associations and unions, taking part in the public 
sphere as public intellectuals, etc. In that sense, the activities called 
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‘practice’ bring artists as ‘makers’ closer to the concept of ‘artist-citizen.’ 
Apart from this common meaning of practice in that context, in the 
intellectual milieu of socialist Yugoslavia, that notion gained in prominence 
in the 1960s and 1970s with the philosophical Marxist group Praxis and 
their eponymous journal. What is characteristic for the praxis philosophy 
is that it was socially and anthropologically oriented. For that philosophy, 
the practice was the crucial concept, as something that brings philosophy, 
science, art and social activism together.5 

Although praxis philosophy didn’t directly influence art, the notion of 
practice with a similar meaning became important in the artistic context 
of Yugoslavia in the 1970s, when the vivid and heterogeneous post-1968 
art scenes and movements were named New Art Practice. It comprised 
conceptual art, performance art, and body art, as well as conferences, 
debates, written statements and texts, exhibitions, and social activism, 
whose protagonists were artists, curators, art historians, and intellectuals 
such as group OHO, Raša Todosijević, Marina Abramović, Slobodan 
Milivojević-Era, Zoran Popović, group Bosch+Bosch, the Zagreb-based 
group of the six, Biljana Tomić, Ješa Denegri, Dunja Blažević, and many 
others. The term ‘New Art Practice’ itself was introduced by art historian 
Ješa Denegri, who proposed it as the title of the exhibition ‘New Art Practice 
1966-1978’ (Zagreb, 1978), which presented art scenes of the 1970s in 
Ljubljana, Zagreb, Novi Sad, Subotica, and Belgrade.6 As he explained later, 
he opted for that term since: 

5　Gajo Petrović, ‘Čemu Praxis?,’ in: Gajo Petrović, Čemu Praxis; Praxis, pocket edition, no. 10-11 
(Zagreb: Hrvatsko filozofsko društvo, II & III quarter 1971), pp. 11-17.

6　Denegri borrowed the term from a text on conceptual art by Catherine Millet and used it, 
reinterpreted, for the first time in Ješa Denegri, ‘The Problems of Artistic Practice in the Past Decade’, 
in New Art Practice 1966-1978 - exhibition catalogue (Zagreb: Galerija suvremene umjetnosti, 1978), 
22-23.
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the term practice boldly underlines that it is about processes, operations, 

doings, performances, examinations of artistic activities and behaviors, and 

not about final and finished aesthetic objects (paintings, sculptures) [...] In 

the local context the term practice reminds of the philosophical notion of 

praxis, which could refer to the meanings of activism, effectiveness, social 

criticism and political engagement in accordance with the radicalism and 

militancy of artistic phenomena addressed by this term. 7

As art historian and curator Jelena Vesić explained, that whole art 

scene cannot be understood without understanding its ties to sociopolitical 

engagement:

New Art Practices offered two fundamental contributions, which are 

still in the focus of attention when it comes to global research on the 

history of Conceptual art and its contemporary manifestations: one is 

the demystification of the process of artistic production, whereby a work 

is understood as a process or an open experiment, but not necessarily a 

product; the other refers to the issue of democratizing artistic practices, 

based on the gesture of ‘opening the code’ of artistic production and 

presenting the actual artistic act as possible and accessible to all, rather 

than something that remains within a firmly defined artwork as an 

exclusive material object. 8 

This brief recollection of the Yugoslav socialist art scene brings us to 

the insight that practice as an artistic activity has the potential to operate 

7　Ješa Denegri, Serbian Art 1950-2000: The Seventies (Belgrade: Orion Art, 2013), p. 29.

8　Jelena Vesić, ‘The Student Cultural Centre (SKC) as the Art Scene,’ in Parallel Chronologies 
(An Archive of East European Exhibitions) (Budapest: transit.hu, 2012), accessed November 6, 2020, 
http://tranzit.org/exhibitionarchive/essays/jelena-vesic/. 
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on at least two disparate registers: the register that traverses individuals in 

creating new, transformative and collective subjectivities, and the register of 

individual autopoiesis. 

Performance practice - a self-organised sharing

Although the recognition of exploitation and the resisting gesture 

are important in reclaiming our creativity, the power of self-oriented 

performance practice to transform the conditions of production and go 

beyond a personal survival strategy is dubious. A problem is that personal 

performance practices that at the contemporary European scene mostly 

encompass the activities that push artists away from the public toward 

themselves, toward the inner self of the artist, where the practice contributes 

to artistic self-realisation, self-affirmation, and personal growth liberated 

from the requests of the art system, audience, and market, which goes 

without questioning individualism as the main premise of subjectivity. Failing 

to critically analyse that premise, practicing artists introduce new space for 

creativity, but unfortunately only to bring it back to production - as a specific 

type of poiesis, which I call autopoiesis. This makes the following paradox: 

practice as a resistance to the alienation of production (of artifacts) returns to 

the realm of production in the form of autopoiesis, which equips artists with 

even more creativity to be used in production, which is today predominantly 

immaterial and cognitive. Being entrapped in those interstices, artists in fact 

do not de-alienate themselves. Maybe they are looking for creativity in the 

wrong place: in themselves.

In accordance with the above theses, one of the main limits of 

performance practice as autopoietic activity is that it is not (much) less 

alienated than regular production, as it is constantly exposed to the danger 
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of being absorbed by the market and made into one more commodity. 

As an attempt to make performance practice less private and individual 

and yet not commodified, I would like to introduce the recent trend of the 

organised sharing of practices, which comes from small-scale and self-

organised initiatives around Europe. One of the pioneering activities are 

those of choreographers and dancers around Everybodys, engaged in 

publishing a series of scores, self-interviews, and collective interviews of 

European performance makers and doers, as well as an online toolbox 

for sharing methods and knowledge that operate in contemporary dance 

and choreography. Their way of avoiding commodification was to keep the 

framework of a small-scale, self-organised, non-budget, and open-source 

initiative, which materially relies mostly on the private redistribution of artists’ 

incomes and maintains a loose relationship with institutions and funding 

bodies. In the case of Everybodys, two tactics protected their practice 

from the market: public character and cooperation. I find them especially 

powerful when joined since their liaison brings the public good close to the 

common good, which involves collective management and thereby can 

avoid distance and estrangement. Otherwise, as autopoiesis, performance 

practice becomes the precondition of production in neoliberal capitalism, 

which is, as I said, based on instrumentalising creativity for the sake of 

private capital. And it is not only about activities with an obvious potential 

to be utilitarian, such as singing and reading theory; even the humorous, 

cynical, and joyful practices are knowledge production and know-how 

in post-Fordist production, as long as they stay disconnected from the 

collective and from the public beyond the specialist circles of artists and 

cultural workers. 

In the context of sharing practice, I will also mention here a newer and 

still working European initiative ‘Nobody’s Business’, whose co-initiators are 

choreographers Eleanor Bauer, Ellen Söderhult, and Alice Chauchat, and 
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who organised programmes of sharing practices in several European cities. 

Their ‘Mission Statement’ is politically straightforward and reads:

Nobody’s Business is an open-source platform for the sharing of artistic 

practices in the Performing Arts. Nobody’s Business exists to create 

space for lateral exchange, outside of the economies of workshops 

(wherein the information is generally unidirectional) and creations (which 

are usually supported via single authors and pieces). […] Nobody’s 

Business is ‘Nobody’s,’ as a deliberate negation of the individualism that 

contemporary neoliberal and hyper-capitalist economic realities impose 

upon our lives. We want to affirm that the performing arts, movement, 

speech, dance, action, are all things that belong to Nobody, but rather are 

activated by and pass through each of us.9 

With such a programme orientation, its collective self-organisation, 

and again a loose relation to host institutions, Nobody’s Business reorients 

performance practices from autopoiesis - still present in many individual 

propositions - to a potentially new collectivity emerging from the gatherings, 

learning about others’ practices and methods, and group self-realisation.

     

Creativity among people

I would conclude this article with the example of Nobody’s Business, 
inferring that practices that cannot easily become the precondition of 
production should receive more attention from contemporary artists who 
attempt de-alienation by reclaiming creativity. The potentiality of these 

9　‘Nobody’s Business,’ https://nobodysbusiness.wordpress.com



128

practices is the fact that they reorient the artists from self-creation to 
common creativity, owned by nobody and all. Activities like Everybody’s 
publications and Nobody’s gatherings go beyond the artist’s psychological 
realm - the feeling of being politically incapable, resentment at unfair social 
treatment, etc. - to which we should add the next important step: taking 
place among people, in public, in the media, on the street, at cultural events, 
at protests, on blogs and platforms, as actions, interventions, initiatives or 
simply doings as artist-citizens. Less than to autopoiesis, these practices 
attend to creating different publics and counterpublics in which the self 
transcends its individualistic premise of creativity. There are numerous 
small, provisional, and self-organised initiatives around Europe, which are 
dedicated to performance practice, which tend to go beyond the (semi-)
private space of artists and sometimes fellow specialists. The list includes 
but doesn’t exhaust itself by 3AM events, We Live Here gatherings, PAF 
(Performing Arts Forum), Critical Practice (Made in Yugoslavia), International 
Notice, ID_Frankfurt initiative, Komuna Warszawa, Eks scena, Kulturnjaci, 
etc.10 These attempts are not always structured, and they can well be ad 
hoc assemblies at street protests, a working group during occupation of 
a university, or a simple blog that discursively elaborates performances at 
the local scene. I insist on their public and common orientation, because 
I accept that alienation is not a personal and individual matter, ‘a loss of 
what is most unique and personal, but a loss of connection to what is most 
generic and shared.’11 Therefore, that externalization, that going out - instead 
of autopoietical going back to oneself - appears as the only environment 

10　On these initiatives, see: http://flutgraben.org/organizers/3am/, http://www.we-live-here.com/, 
http://www.pa-f.net/, http://criticalpractice-madeinyu.info/, http://internationalnotice.org/info, http://
www.frankdances.org/idfrankfurt/, http://komuna.warszawa.pl/en/, http://hciti.hr/ples/pdf/Projects_
Eks-Scena_page46-50.pdf.

11　Jason Read, ‘The Production of Subjectivity: From Transindividuality to the Commons,’ New 
Formations, no. 70 (2011), p. 124.
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in which new subjects could emerge that traverse the individualistically 
conceived self, which has always been an easy target of exploitation.
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Do We Still Need 
Resistance Theatre Today?  1

Wang Mo-Lin

 

The 1980s was an important historical moment in the modern history of 

Taiwan. The external environment in the 1980s, from the fall of the Berlin Wall 

to the end of the Cold War, and even the martial law on the island caused by 

the Cold War, came to an end. People like me were the first generation born 

on the island after the Second World War. After our martial law generation, 

there was a new post-martial law generation. These two culturally different 

generations gradually converged in the 1980s to form an important force 

in the new era, the important characteristics of which were reflected on the 

cultural level. The ‘Little Theatre Movement’ that emerged in the mid-1980s 

1　Editor’s Note: The text is a revision of the transcript of the author’s presentation in ‘Staging 
Alterity’, 2016, with new content added by the author. 
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was an aesthetic experimentation movement that faced different political 

circumstances and cultures before and after the lifting of martial law. I call 

it a ‘movement’ because of its ‘resistance’. It can be said that the ‘Little 

Theatre Movement’ was a resistance movement against the system, under 

the influence of new cultural trends.

During the Japanese colonial rule of Taiwan, which is what we call 

the period of Japanese occupation, the Taiwanese formed a New Drama 

Movement using theatre to fight against imperialism, colonialism and 

capitalism. However, the development of this type of left-wing resistance 

theatre was brought to an end after the Kuomintang regime came to Taiwan 

and the White Terror was set off against the backdrop of the Cold War 

and martial law. What emerged instead was a theatre representing the so-

called will of the state. It was not until the end of the Cold War in the 1980s, 

that the island also entered an era of liberation from the so-called state's 

suppression of ideology, and the ‘Little Theatre Movement’ was gradually 

nurtured in this context.

In the ’80s, in the theatre and performance field, we often saw physical 

training workshops. These physical training workshops came to occupy a 

very important position in the Little Theatre Movement, as they helped spur 

enlightenment around understanding of the body. Before this, we felt that 

our body belonged to the state, to the nation, or to our family. The so-called 

physical enlightenment began from the process of finding a self-identity. 

Looking back now, the methods of physical enlightenment at the time were 

mostly based on the translation of foreign theories, and then matching 

knowledge of one’s body based on the Western methods, such as those by 
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the likes of Jerzy Grotowski.2 

Another well-used tool when it came to the Little Theatre Movement 

was that of ‘Living Newspaper’, essentially the theatricalisation of reportage 

literature and photography. With the support of Mr. Chen Ying-Zhen 

(the founder of Ren Jian magazine) and with my promotion, in 1986, we 

cooperated with the Japanese theatre troupe Phoenix (不死鳥), to produce 

the reportage drama Roar! Granite. After that, ‘reportage theatre’ was used 

to tackle numerous social issues and it became a political phenomenon 

within the Little Theatre Movement of the 1980s.

In early 1988, the aboriginal Dawu tribe lived on Lanyu Island (a small 

island in eastern Taiwan, also known as Orchid Island). There, we gave the 

first demonstration of ‘activist theatre’. We conversed with the indigenous 

Dawu people of Lanyu, and stood together to resist the government's 

burying of nuclear waste on their island, which was causing them great 

anxiety. Activist theatre means using theatrical forms in social activism.

The Dawu people believe that the outside air is full of all sorts of evil 

spirits, so before entering the home they will pat themselves down to clean 

themselves. We made large-scale puppets as a metaphor while elderly 

aboriginal people wore traditional costumes and danced to ward off the 

evil spirits - in this case, the nuclear waste - as part of our activist theatre 

piece entitled Expulsion of the Evil Spirits of Lanyu. This was the first time we 

combined such a social movement with folk culture and presented it in the 

form of theatre.

After martial law was lifted in 1987, many opposition movements 

appeared throughout society, most of which were simple demonstrations. 

2　In the 1980s, Taiwanese theatre students went directly to the West to study under the influential 
Polish theatre director, theorist and performance instructor Jerzy Grotowski.
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When the Han people on the island stood with the aboriginal people on 

Lanyu and launched the first anti-nuclear movement, it affected the Little 

Theatre Movement in Taiwan and spurred those involved to participate in 

social movements. These included performing ‘activist theatre’ to protect 

forests, because at that time, the Taiwanese and the Japanese were 

cooperating in logging a large number of forests. There was also an ‘activist 

theatre’ performance at the entrance of the National Taiwan University, 

which the students put on to oppose a number of campus policies.

Performance art emerged on the island in the ’80s, but it had not yet 

become universally accepted. In 1986, the artist Chen Chieh-Jen and 

others created a performance art work on the beach entitled Trying to 

Explode the Uterus. During the period of martial law, it was forbidden to 

loiter at the seaside and the entire coast was controlled. Their performance 

on the beaches broke this control.

Another phenomenon of the Little Theatre Movement related to politics 

was that in 1989, a company called U-Theatre adapted a script by Wang 

Keping, a member of the Chinese mainland avant-garde collective Stars Art 

Group, creating a drama with strong political significance. It also called for 

the release of a political prisoner held by the Kuomintang, which caused a 

wave of discussion after the performance, with both positive and negative 

reactions.

In 1992, I established the Body Phase Studio. During its early days, 

I didn’t know that some of the performances we put on were called 

‘performance art’. They were only performed as activist theatre, but 

imperceptibly led to the trend of performance art in the Little Theatre 

Movement. This took a different route from the performance art of the fine 

arts world; we were more inclined to focus on the meaning of physical 

action.

In 2009, the aboriginal performance artist Watan Wuma performed in 
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front of the bronze statue of Jeon Tae-il, a worker from Seoul, South Korea. 

In 1970, Jeon Tae-il protested poor working conditions and the Labor 

Standards Law by self-immolating. He argued that the authorities had given 

up the legal protection of workers' rights in favour of allowing capitalists to 

oppress the workers. Watan placed flags of a number of parties from Taiwan 

on the ground, indicating that the connection between indigenous people 

and the modern nation state had been severed. 

What I want to introduce below is that after the baptism of the ’80s, my 

creative process when it came to theatre was basically a rethinking of my 

development during the Cold War and martial law periods: between a so-

called nation and myself, what kind of an existence is there for the world?  

In 1987, in a large abandoned shipyard on the northern coast, I planned 

and produced a joint Little Theatre performance called Pick Up the Moon/

October. ‘October’ relates to the importance of the month surrounding 

‘National Day’ in recent Chinese history3, and it is also a time when we face 

a disconnected country in the theatre.

In 2004, I did a play called Murder in the Military History Museum. This 

is based on a real news story, where soldiers raped and killed a female high 

school student who came to visit the Military History Museum. What I wanted 

to show in this play is that under the violent history of that regime, from the 

various wars to 40 years of martial law, the people’s body and soul had been 

oppressed. I wanted to show the so-called ‘national memory’ that people 

have suffered through by having such a violent history.

In 2010, I created a play called The Waste Land. I used the long poem 

‘The Waste Land’ by T.S. Eliot to provide the atmosphere for the story, in 

3　The People’s Republic of China’s National Day is October 1; Taiwan celebrates the National Day 
of the Republic of China on October 10.
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which two left-wing men on the island have participated in a Marxist reading 

club since college, and later pursue different political ideas. After the lifting 

of martial law, we all pursued utopia, but this turned into a controversy over 

unification and independence, and the original belief in utopia has slowly 

ebbed away.

In 2011, I made Black Hole 3 as part of the ‘Black Hole New Production 

Plan’, which looked at living under the world’s longest period of martial law 

- 40 years of it - with each of us made to become soldiers and many young 

lives lost in the name of war. This work is a form of mourning for these young 

lives.

Next, in 2013, was Antigone adapted from the Greek tragedy and co-

starring actors from Busan, Taipei and Beijing. In the performance, they 

speak their own languages, and the play explores the spiritual world of these 

people from three different places that have been damaged by martial law 

issued by the highest institutions.

Hamlet Machine Hermeneutics premiered in Shanghai in 2015 and is 

about a utopia turned upside down and into absurdity, and how the body is 

constantly morphing between becoming a ghost or becoming an adult.

From the outlining of my personal works above, you can see how 

Taiwan’s Little Theatre Movement became a mode of political expression. 

Of course, today's little theatres have become very commercialised. 

Looking back at the 1980s, the Little Theatre Movement has also become 

history now. Therefore, our insistence on still doing anti-mainstream, anti-

commercial theatre is so that we can continue to ask questions in the theatre 

without predetermining the answer, because the answer is either in the 

hands of power or capitalists.

When we only ask questions and do not predetermine answers in the 

theatre, our bodies show kinetic energy; only by persisting in resisting, can 

our performances be truly powerful. But as far as life is concerned, it’s not 
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enough to simply ask questions, you must also be able to find answers for 

yourself.

Author's note, 2020

My Cold War series continued until 2017, when I worked with a local 

theatre company in Busan, South Korea, to produce the play North Korean 

Defectors. The actors participating were Korean-speaking South Korean, 

Cantonese-speaking Chinese Malaysians, and Hokkien-speaking Taiwanese. 

As Asians, they used their native languages to present on stage the history 

of White Terror that took place in their hometowns during the Cold War in the 

1950s. This play was also invited to be performed in Seoul in 2018.

In 2019, I went on to make a new version of The Manjusaka's Hour. I 

took the background story of the central two female characters and set it 

between Taiwan’s retrocession in 1945 and the eve of ‘February 28 Incident’ 

in 1947 4, which also precipitated the White Terror that Taiwan’s left-wing 

movement was soon to face following the outbreak of the Korean War in 

1950. This bloody history is like a cursed prophecy, and there is an epic 

sense of tragedy.

The aforementioned two post-2016 plays are added here mainly to 

provide context for the Cold War series that I continued to pursue. This is 

also evidence that the Little Theatre Movement founded in the 1980s has not 

been entirely shut down.

(Translated by Jake Newby)

4　Editor’s note: The ‘February 28 Incident’ refers to the brutal suppression of a pro-democracy 
resistance movement against the KMT in Taiwan in 1947.
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Invisible Net of 
Society in Performance 1

Kyung-Sung Lee 

 

In the early 1920s under Japanese colonisation, Korea had a provisional 

government building in Shanghai. I was always very curious to visit, so I 

planned in advance to visit it this time. But when I arrived in Shanghai two 

days ago and went there, I was quite disappointed. It’s still a very meaningful 

place for us, but the way they re-enacted the historical events and organised 

the space was quite boring. It’s become a very touristic place. What I mean 

by boring is that it does not provide a dialogue with the present and the 

reality now. It is just staging the past like an ancient relic in history. And I 

thought it was very similar to the status of theatre nowadays. It is not able 

1　The text is revised by the author based on his presentation in ‘Staging Alterity’ 2016.
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to capture reality, or to crash it, or to create actual dialogue with reality. 

This relates to my question, maybe not only mine but also a question for a 

lot of theatre practitioners, which is how to create an actual or a substantial 

dialogue with the reality we are living in, and for where I am from. 

I am from South Korea and my theatre piece refers to the recent social 

protest context. South Korea’s 20th century history is quite dramatic: we 

experienced colonisation, and civil war for three years, then dictatorship, 

and also drastic economical development. Such big changes left cracks 

among people and in society. Now Korean society is very polarised in terms 

of politics and economics. For me, what is important is how I can create 

a space for such a polarised society to have an actual dialogue. In our 

society we kind of judge each other quickly with very limited, monochroic 

information. So I always try to think how I can delay us judging each other 

through the means of theatre. 

Now I am going to introduce you to two of my works. The first one is 

called Let Us Move Your Sofa. It was performed in 2010 in a Square called 

‘Gwanghwamun’. It is a very emblematic square in Seoul. Whenever there is 

a political demonstration it always happens in this square. When this square 

was designed and built in 2009, there was a lot of controversy around how 

we design or structure the square. Because actually the Mayor of Seoul 

at that time tried to create the square in the middle of the road. But when 

you build a square or public space in the middle of a road it becomes very 

difficult for people to get there. So lots of activists and architects insisted 

that the square should be connected to a pedestrianised street, but instead 

it was built in this kind of island way. 

Although it looks like a very nice, very well-established public space, 

I feel very uncomfortable when I am walking there or staying nearby. It is 

very clean and neat, but it feels like you should walk away and you cannot 

really remain there. So I started a research project and invited many 
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different artists to join. We chose from many different places in this area, and 

developed a spontaneous performance so that when you stay in that area 

as a citizen, you feel fine. But whenever you try to get into public spaces like 

this and do something odd, the authorities come. While we were planning 

activities in that public space, we revealed a number of restrictions and 

surveillance operations in that public space. And we were all playing with 

this layer of becoming violators of the law and staying as a citizen, as a final 

form of our performance. 

We created a map, a new interpretation of these public spaces. And 

we put some signs on each venue where the performances are happening 

spontaneously. We asked audiences to come into the square at 6 o’clock at 

night and gave this map to the audience. For one hour, the audience could 

walk around, see things they wanted to see and visit wherever they wanted 

to. The structure was very open, and these ‘experiencers’, as I called them, 

created their own journey, their own experience in this public space. The 

spots included for example bus stations, or luxury hotel rooms, or just in 

front of big company buildings, or just on the street. 

Something about this piece is that I had to move flats at that time, and 

I called up a big truck to move my stuff. But there was one sofa left behind 

because the truck was too full. I could not call on another truck, just because 

of one sofa. So my flatmate and I carried this couch through the city. At the 

crossroads when there was a red light we put it down, we sat on the couch 

and had a rest. And it was a very special moment for us to sit on a very 

private object and to watch the public scenery. It was a very intense moment 

for us. So in the performance there is a woman who was constantly carrying 

the sofa and asking citizens ‘would you carry this sofa with me?’ And she 

kind of connected each spot during the performance. 

There was an interesting point in terms of the audience. There 

were always two kinds of audience: the audience who came to see our 
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performance, and the audience who were just passing through. So the 

audience became the audience of the audience. At the beginning the 

audience could not tell if they were seeing an actor or a real homeless 

person, until in front of the big insurance company, that homeless person 

transformed into a businessman. But we could not cross the line in front of 

the guard of the insurance building. There are other buildings I involved in 

the performance such as the US embassy building there. I tried to capture 

these problematic images in the square through positioning the sofa. 

Another place was in the bus station. We could see layers of the streets: 

one boy who was doing graffiti on the bus station, and a couple who were 

fighting, and a man who was thinking of committing suicide. And these 

three layers could never interact actually, just like our life in the city. We 

also booked one hotel room, one of the most expensive hotel rooms in that 

square and exhibited our process and approach to this square to question 

where we can find a place to really rest, to stay comfortably in the city. After 

one hour, at 7 o’clock, all the performers gathered in the main spot with one 

pillow. This is the moment when lots of people working in the companies 

go back home after work. We had occupied the square for a while. And the 

audience were watching from the opposite side. 

My intention was to create all these individual experiences in this very 

powerful public space. But actually in terms of structure I kind of failed 

because sometimes when the audiences arrived at the performance area, 

everything had already finished. Many audiences were not able to watch 

even one piece of performance, so actually it became more like a walk. 

In terms of aesthetic strategy however, I realised that we need to blur the 

boundary between what is real and what is not real, the boundary between 

reality and fiction when we do performance in the public space. We need 

this blur, we need to create confusion - then we start to see something, start 

to notice something.  
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The second performance I would like to introduce is called The 

Conversation. Because, as I have mentioned, Korea is very polarised 

society, we also have deep generational conflict. Older generations have 

experienced the war, dictatorship, and the drastic economic change. 

They have a totally different way of seeing society compared to the young 

generation who were born in the economic development era. Also politically, 

most of the older generations really admired the dictator in 1970s who is the 

father of the current president of South Korea2. They really believed that this 

dictator made all the development possible although what he actually did 

was oppress human rights. So as a result of these kinds of political issues, 

people hate each other beyond their own generation, and people do not 

respect each other in a way. I sometimes feel very sad when we judge a 

person only by the point of political correctness. So I wanted to meet an old 

woman who was born in 1930 or 1940 in South Korea, because women from 

that era experienced all these events. I especially wanted to meet a woman, 

because I wanted to see how the public history influences one’s private 

realm of life, and usually men who were born in that era give very simple or 

boring answers and reactions to it. What I mean by boring is that these men 

would always say, ‘yeah, I was very strong and brave, I really got through all 

this time.’ It’s like they all want to portray themselves as heroes. But it was 

very difficult to find a woman who was born in that era, that could be on 

stage with actors, and with me.

This is my personal story, because my parents had been working since 

I was a child I always had a babysitter. She had been helping us for fifteen 

years, so she watched me grow up. So one day I was having a late lunch 

with her and it suddenly came to my mind as I realised that she was born in 

2　The President of South Korea was Park Geun-hye when Lee gave this lecture.
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1941. I asked her if she could be with me on the stage. She just said, ‘yes if 

it helps you! I have never been in the theatre but if it helps then I will do it.’So 

we started the workshop together with our actors, and we interviewed her, 

gathering many stories from her personal life and her political views. She 

had a very conservative political view but at that time we realised that she 

had no alternative way to get a more balanced view. She spent her entire life 

raising her family, because her husband was not working. We did not judge 

her and tried to understand her life from a different perspective. 

Our performance consisted of two parts. In the first part, the actors 

were on stage and they used the words from the interview, but they did 

not just speak out whole words like a robot, they put their own questions 

and interpretations and their perspectives on what she told us. And in the 

second part she came on stage and presented herself. All the stuff on 

stage came from her house. She talked about her jobs, what kind of work 

she had been doing in her life. She was making juice. She talked about her 

morning exercise, how she’s always been healthy. Then she talked about the 

wound in her mouth, because she experienced a bomb explosion during 

the Korean War that left a scar. It was not only a physical scar, but also a 

wound for her mentally and emotionally. Then she was cleaning the whole 

stage for 20 minutes during the performance, while we presented the photo 

images of her life. When we did the rehearsal workshop, we asked her what 

she usually does during the daytime, and she said she enjoys cleaning her 

house, then she just started cleaning. You know when we act in theatre, the 

actors usually just pretend they are cleaning. But when I asked her to do 

the cleaning, she was really cleaning the rehearsal spaces, even the tiniest 

corners, and I simply could not stop her. So when we planned to do this on 

stage she wanted to go cleaning everything on stage. 

For the audience, it was a challenging time and some audience 

members felt uncomfortable, I mean some of the audience just wanted to go 
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on to the stage and help her, and some just left the theatre during this time. 

But it was very important for us to endure this boring moment. Because in 

a way in our position we were not really able to imagine how tough or how 

interesting her life was. 

I have been trying to reveal the invisible net of society through 

performance, and what I mean by revealing the invisible net is not revealing 

the net that pre-exists, but more like disturbing and re-composing the 

network of sensibility or the net of restrictions. We can then have another 

possibility to judge or to sense things happening in our society. For me it is 

important to think about what theatre can do and what theatre cannot do in 

our society. I think it is very important to think of this limitation.
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Community-Based Approach to 
Theatre by the Freetong Players 
Theatre Group of Sierra Leone1

Charlie Haffner

 

‘Imagine you were one of those villagers, a mere villager, born and bred, 

who had never owned an electric lamp, watching yourself on a video 

electronic screen, telling your own stories, observing your cultural beliefs 

and traditional practices in your own traditional language, music, dance and 

other forms of communication, wearing traditional village costumes eating 

and drinking village food and beverages as stage properties. How would 

you have felt? How about the hundreds of villagers who witnessed? Imagine 

participating in discussions and interactions of your own community issues 

of concern, for the benefit of your community and with your participation 

1　The text is revised based on the author’s talk in ‘Staging Alterity’ 2016.
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deep into the evening...’  

It took us two days to travel from Freetown via London to be here. Yet 

we are happy to be visiting China for the first time. Sierra Leone has had a 

long and strong tie with China since the 1960s. Many major infrastructures 

around were, and are still being constructed through Chinese partnerships, 

technical expertise and financial aid. These include the largest and best-

known government office complex called ‘Youyi’ building (understanding 

‘Youyi’ to mean ‘friendship’ in Chinese). Others are the country’s national 

stadium, numerous first-class roads, bridges and residences. There are 

many Chinese residents in Sierra Leone, engaging in different occupations 

- engineering, agriculture, health, education, tourism, commerce, mining, 

manufacturing and diplomacy. 

I want to introduce to you the group I founded, have lived and worked 

with for over thirty years. It is the Freetong Players Theatre Group, commonly 

called ‘Freetong Players’, founded in 1985, by my late wife Fatima Haffner, 

an actress, choreographer and manager, and myself, Charlie Haffner, 

predominantly a playwright, actor, songwriter, tutor, heritage educator and 

oral historian. This presentation highlights the methods I use to take theatre 

to the people and to help them to tell their own stories, participate, interact, 

embrace and own issues of national concern.

The Freetong Players emerged at a time when:

- over 99 percent of the country's drama groups got shut out by a 

government ban on theatre performances at the only available City Council-

owned venue - Freetown City Hall. 

- 75 percent of this country’s children died of various diseases within 

one year of birth and messages on sexual transmitted diseases, teenage 

pregnancy, family planning, HIV/AIDS, etc. needed to be conveyed 

nationwide. 

- the national radio and TV were not functioning, and newspapers only 
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reached 15 percent of the country’s readers.

The founding aim was to revolutionise Sierra Leonean theatre by raising 

its standard from amateurism to professionalism, bringing the ‘trade’ to 

the forefront of national endeavours and expanding its traditional function 

of mainly comedy, entertainment and rituals to become an effective tool 

to inform, communicate, educate, mobilise, raise awareness, create jobs, 

generate income and contribute to national development. Specialised in ‘a 

cappella’ music, our repertoire is still firmly rooted in the African traditional 

style using music, dance, drama, storytelling and other artistic forms of 

expression to convey traditional Sierra Leonean cultural values and making 

use of folk song and theatre in developing motivation, perseverance, 

character and patriotism in Sierra Leone. 

Having been made aware of the concept of theatre for development 

by the institute of adult education, University of Sierra Leone, moved by 

the a cappella singing voices of South West Africa Peoples’ Organization 

school children living in Sierra Leone as refugees in the 1980s, touched by 

the operations of the travelling theatres of Nigeria and Zambia, inspired by 

Agusto Baol’s concept of Theatre of the Oppressed, out of a long career of 

interaction with expert practitioners in the field, and many long, daring, risky 

experimental ventures, I came up with an approach that I have dubbed as 

the ‘Freetong Players Method’.

Previous efforts to communicate development messages in Sierra Leone 

usually did not achieve the desired results because communicators did not 

give adequate consideration to the cultural beliefs, traditional practices and 

social factors that determine Sierra Leonean attitudinal behaviour. No doubt, 

drama, dance, storytelling, town crying, fables, traditional games and music 

are all firmly rooted in the cultural expressions of all communities in Sierra 

Leone as in other parts of Africa. It is difficult to imagine a community that 



167

has completely forgotten all of these forms of collective participation and 

entertainment. 

My approach therefore combines traditional and modern participatory 

arts - music, theatre, storytelling etc, in disseminating messages and 

mobilising communities, to make informed decisions and take positive 

actions. Like ‘troubadours’, the Freetong Players have traversed the entire 

country - village to village, town to town, marketplaces, schools, churches 

and mosques. From shanty communities to presidential lodges, street 

corners and homes of ordinary people and whenever national issues were 

at stake.

The Freetong Players’ approach follows distinctive steps from start to 

finish, from conception to actualisation and evaluation: 

1. Previsit: we visit the community leaders in advance to share our idea 

and gain their support.

2. Information Gathering: we do surveys and collect needed information 

from communities and stakeholders. 

3. Material Production & Training Workshop: where the training 

team goes to stay in the community and hold workshops that teach the 

participants everything through instructions, lectures and presentations on 

all they need to know about the issues at stake. Messages are developed 

from instructional lessons and standardised accordingly. Participants are 

then taught to create songs, musical dramas, folk stories etc, carrying the 

messages previously developed. Then training and rehearsal.  

4. Community Performances: At the end of 3 to 5 days of workshops, 

performances are staged in the presence of community members, leaders 

and stakeholders.

5. Post-performance Interaction: it is very vital to round up the process, 

without which the FPI approach is incomplete. This stage helps to assess 

whether the audience within six to twelve months raised issues, made 
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informed decisions and took positive actions. Participants would then return 

to their respective communities to make use of the education and skills 

gained 

6. Evaluation: an evaluation team will always return to the community 

within six months to one year to assess the impact and outcome of the 

project. 

This approach is vital because people are more likely to trust information 

and act on it if they hear it repeatedly from many different sources; if it 

is communicated in familiar language; If the person delivering it is well 

known and trusted; if they are encouraged to ask questions to clarify their 

understanding of what needs to be done, when and why; if they understand 

how it helps them and their families. 

Here is a typical sample of combining community and modern methods: 

In 1987, the government of Sierra Leone and UNICEF were faced with the 

task of immunising 75 percent of children in the country aged five years and 

under, against six deadly yet preventable diseases - tetanus, tuberculosis, 

poilo, whooping cough and measles. Pregnant women, lactating mothers 

and women in child-bearing age were also included. To achieve this, the 

government and UNICEF launched a massive mobilisation campaign 

involving parliamentarians, ministers, expert professionals, civil society, 

women and youth leaders in the entire country. Yet in June 1989, only 

47% of the immunisation target was achieved. That was when UNICEF 

commissioned Freetong Players to join in the campaign.  

Freetong Players mobilised 100 villages across the country, grouped 

by location. As the director, I put together a crew team of 2 trainers, 1 video 

cameraperson, 1 editor and the driver for the truck provided by UNICEF 

for the purpose. The vehicle served as transport for crew and carrier and 

storage for the equipment and logistics - camera and accessories, tripods, 
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laptop computers for storage and editing, printer, standby generator, fuel 

and per-diem for the crew. 

An advanced team had previously paid a pre-visit to prepare the 

communities selected for the exercises. The crew team resided and worked 

with them for ten days. In the daytime we accompanied the villagers and 

sometimes participated in their various occupational activities - farming, 

fishing, hunting, palm wine tapping, wood cutting, fruit gathering, charcoal 

burning as the case may be. We attended funerals, weddings, child naming, 

and other traditional ceremonies with them and observed their traditional 

ways. At night, villagers gathered around a burning fire, for example, 

under the large cotton tree in front of the village courthouse, where we told 

folk stories, sang traditional songs and played traditional games with the 

children. 

Together with the community we then created improvised dramas, 

composed songs, developed traditional games carrying apt messages on 

immunisation and child survival. Drama was cast with villagers as actors. If 

for instance, a teacher is needed in the drama, a village teacher takes that 

role, the village police, traditional healer, palm wine tapper, chiefs, elders, 

nurses, housewives, mothers and maids, all assumed their characters in 

the dramas. Villagers formed singing choruses and children developed 

message carrying games. The activities were rehearsed usually at night 

around the fire. Costumes and props and accommodation were provided 

by the villagers, the chief and elders provided food items, the women 

cooked them, youths and children helped prepare venues, built sets and ran 

errands. 

Since it was a video project meant to be shown to participating villages 

on large screens, and broadcast on national television, we filmed all 

the dramas on location and edited them all. On our tenth night the films 

were shown not only to the host villagers but to others from surrounding 
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settlements who heard the news and came to witness. Many items were to 

be presented - songs, music, dance, dramas, poetry etc., so a programme 

was designed. It took the form of a concert with an MC, guest speakers, 

community leaders and stakeholders in attendance. 

Within two years, we produced 55 videos in a series called ‘You En You 

Pikin’ (‘You And Your Child’) that were broadcast by the national broadcaster 

- Sierra Leone Broadcasting Service (SLBS)- for a good number of months 

that followed. In December 1991, the government of Sierra Leone and 

UNICEF achieved 85 percent of Universal Child Immunisation, exceeding 

the target of 75 percent. Hundreds of teachers, adult educators, health 

workers, traditional entertainers, and community administrators have 

benefited from the vast artistic knowledge, skills and training programs of 

the Freetong Players.

The Freetong players remains the only Sierra Leonean group that has 

taken its creative rhythms and artistic expertise to other communities in 

Africa including Ghana, Liberia, Guinea, The Gambia, Senegal and Zambia, 

as well as other countries such as USA, Denmark, UK, Canada, and Poland.
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BodyPolitical1

Sankar Venkateswaran

 

In this predicament, I am sharing some of my thoughts on the idea of 

‘BodyPolitical’. The Body, as a physical entity, has an undeniable role in 

contemporary theatre, dance and performance art. Years and years of 

performance, practice, research and exploration on the human body’s 

social, aesthetic, expressive and transformative potentials have led to various 

aesthetic shifts in the field of performing arts, in terms of form as well as 

intention. In the various modes of expression in performance, whether in 

movement or stillness, in speech or silence, the Body is the most perceivable 

and tangible medium that one can associate with on the alterity stage.

1　The text is revised based on the author’s talk in ‘Staging Alterity’ 2016.
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Bodies are controlled by various powers that constantly regulate, 

oppress, and restrict the possibilities of how bodies can exist and inhabit a 

space. Institutional powers, governments, disciplinary codes, law and order 

institutions, economic production and consumption, religious strictures, 

moral and social traditions, all intricately and thoroughly inscribe, categorise 

and mark bodies into hierarchies and systems. Individuals are denied the 

right to control their own bodies and in turn, bodies resist and protest against 

these methods of oppression and control. And it is when bodies oppose 

each other, that they get further segregated, sometimes overpowered, 

destroyed or transformed. Thus, political life ‘performs’ itself through bodies. 

The Body is often used as a metaphor to describe functions of a state, 

an organisation, or a group of people working together. Words and terms 

such as ‘head of state’, ‘headmaster’, ‘general body meeting’ or ‘a body 

of people’, are all structures where the optimum performance of an entity 

is reliant on the head and its inter-dependent coordination with the rest of 

the Body. One extremity of the body is the head, which can’t move or do 

anything by itself, but can generate the intention and will to act; the other 

extremity is the feet that work to execute the head’s intentions, but don’t 

have any agency in making decisions. Every Body has a left and also a 

right. Every Body has a trunk and it has its margins as well. Every Body has 

memories and emotions, and it is a treasure trove of capabilities. Each organ 

plays a vital role in maintaining the overall health of the Body. The Body as a 

metaphor is particularly useful when assessing the ‘health’ and ‘fitness’ of a 

society or a nation-state, and it may now be time to check the nourishment 

of the long-neglected bodies that exist in the peripheries of societies.    

The society of my country is deeply divided along the lines of caste. 

There are a large number of communities that still remain excluded from 

the processes of development and modernisation. Take for instance, the 

case of the people who are today known as the ‘de-notified’ tribes of India. 
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The ‘de-notified’ tribes are people who were listed originally in the Criminal 

Tribes Act of 1871, a piece of legislation from the British colonial era, as 

‘Criminal Tribes’ and ‘addicted to the systematic commission of non-bailable 

offences’. Once a ‘tribe’ was ‘notified’ as criminal, all members of that 

community were required to register with the local magistrate; those failing 

to do so would be charged with a ‘crime’ under the Indian Penal Code. A 

child born to this community was a ‘born criminal’ in the eyes of law and 

order and the wider society. The Act was repealed in 1949, and thus ‘de-

notified’ these communities. However, the Act was replaced by a series of 

Habitual Offenders Acts, which were similar in spirit to their predecessor 

and led to the reclassification of the ‘de-notified’ communities as ‘habitual 

offenders’. The Habitual Offenders Act allowed the authorities to investigate 

the ‘criminal tendencies’ of ‘suspected communities’ and whether their 

occupations were ‘conducive to a settled way of life’. In 1871, during the first 

census, there was no consensus nor any definitions as to what constituted 

a ‘tribe’, the words ‘caste’ and ‘tribe’ were used interchangeably to denote 

these communities. The word ‘tribe’ carried connotations such as ‘primitive’, 

‘backward’, and existing on the ‘lower rungs’ of society. These authoritarian 

interventions resulted in a human condition of social exclusion, nomadic 

lifestyle, alienation and disenfranchisement. 

I come from Kerala, which is a province in the southwest of India. 

Kerala is known for its democratically elected communist government. The 

Communist Party of India won the Kerala Legislative Assembly Elections of 

1957, the first assembly election in the Indian state of Kerala and this led 

to formation of the first democratically elected communist government in 

India and second in the world after San Marino. Theatre played a vital role in 

the formation of this government. The Kerala People’s Arts Club performed 

Thoppil Bhasi’s Malayalam play Ningalenne Comminstakki (You Made Me 

A Communist) in 1952, in every village in Kerala and brought a proletarian 
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awareness and presented the picture of a class struggle in Kerala. This 

drama played a historical role in popularising the communist movement in 

Kerala during the 1950s. India has a federal system of governance with one 

central government and many state governments. As of today, Kerala is the 

only state to have a communist government, while the central government 

and several other state governments are leaning towards right to extreme 

right-wing politics.

This is the context, background and the social foundation of my work. 

From 2007 to 2010, I had been making works in India in urban to semi-urban 

contexts, and travelling and showing in big cities such as Mumbai and Delhi. 

Since then, I started to ask myself questions in relation to the meaning and 

purpose of my work in theatre. This questioning led me to shift my focus and 

work to face more relevant themes and rural places to tackle. Subsequently, 

Attappady, a region in Kerala, became my domain of work. The place 

is remote in the mountains, and not well-connected. It is adjacent to the 

Silent Valley National Park and a place of indigenous culture. Attappady 

remains one of the most ‘backward’ and largest tribal blocks in Kerala. 

The region is plagued by a very high infant mortality rate, poor health care, 

and alcoholism among many other problems. Since 2010, I have lived and 

worked from Attappady. Here, I have built a theatre space with the active 

participation and involvement of the people of the community. I also create 

performances with and for the people here, along with my other directorial 

works in other areas. 

The name of the theatre is Sahyande Theatre, which means ‘Theatre 

of Western Ghats’ in Malayalam. It took about two and a half years to find 

the resources and people to help me with the actual work. The theatre 

space is designed by Kavita Srinivasan, an architect and actor who is also 

a collaborator in many of my theatre works. The building is a quarter of 

a round, a fan-shaped theatre, located at a dead-end in the middle of a 
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rainforest. The theatre space is open to nature. I lived in a treehouse during 

the early days before and during the construction. I also work with people 

from other regions across the country and abroad. What I constantly try to 

do is to create a dialogue between people from this region and artists from 

outside.

For example we created a performance with the people in Thadikkundu 

village. This village does not have access to electricity or running water. 

They had a long-lost memory of one of their traditional performances called 

Madurai Veeran Koothu. Together we worked to recollect and recreate 

fragments of this piece. We also travelled to Mumbai with this piece. This 

was the first time that the people of Thadikkundu village travelled outside of 

Attappady. I have created performance groups for the elder persons, and 

also for the youth.

So to come back to the beginning of my talk, about the ‘BodyPolitical’, 

what seems important to my theatre is to try and tell stories of bodies as a 

space of resistance and hope.
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Looking for a Perspective 
from Grass Stage 1

Zhao Chuan

 

I started theatre group Grass Stage with friends in 2005. Ever since, we 

have been exploring methods and aesthetics that connect art with society. 

Through our own mode of existence, we try to look for the social and 

historical understanding that is different from - and more penetrating than 

- those top-down, capital-driven perspectives, as well as a performance 

knowledge based on such understanding. We have created an alternative 

stage experience and a social space in recent years. Through this process, 

we have gradually forged a different international perspective and built 

networks, which are presented in the international art projects I have curated 

1　This article is rewritten based on a talk at ‘Staging Alterity’ in 2018.
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during the last few years. Maybe a reflection of this journey can help to 

reveal the original drive behind these works and the genesis.

38th Parallel Still Play (2005), the first production by Grass Stage, was 

created in Shanghai through a workshop and premiered in Gwangju, 

South Korea. It uses physical movements as metaphorical satire or direct 

accusation against the political rupture suffered by the people. There, we 

invited two local Korean actors to join us. Wang Mo-Lin, who is part of the 

respected Little Theatre Movement generation, also joined from Taipei. He 

had been with us in Shanghai for the last stage of creation and rehearsal. 

With his presence, we were able to connect the forced split between 

mainland China and the island of Taiwan with the Cold War situation splitting 

Korea. He enabled Grass Stage to use theatre as a field to explore our own 

history and reality from the beginning.

We were asked by the host to read some historical documents about the 

Gwangju Uprising before we went there. The mass protest against the South 

Korean military government that happened there in 1980 was repressed 

by the armed forces. South Korea started democratisation in 1987 and 

Gwangju later became a stage for commemorating the Korean democratic 

movement. All theatre companies going to the festival in Gwangju were 

requested to familiarise themselves with this part of history and to provide 

their thoughts on it. We only found out upon arrival that the performances 

were to be presented in an open air space called ‘518 Freedom Park’. We 

were not to go to a theatre building, but a big tent built by Japanese Tent 

Theatre director Sakurai Daizo for the purpose. This is also how I first met Mr 

Sakurai.

Apart from getting familiar with the history of the region, each visiting 

company was asked to stay for two nights in the prison where the protesters 

were kept. The direct connection between theatre and the historical site left 

a strong impression on our travelling group from Shanghai, especially the 
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young ones in their twenties among us. Historical narrative of the oppressed 

is embodied in the actual space, which brought a different texture and 

meaning to the performance, the opposite of shows in those big bourgeois 

theatres. It replaced our stereotyped concept of theatre and art production 

with a different social awareness which refreshed our knowledge of 

performance and art. Body was given weight from history on such a stage, 

gradually waking to the tension needed to go further.

Visiting this People’s Theatre Festival in Gwangju had connected 

me further with the left-wing culture and People’s Theatre community 

in East Asia. Beyond friends from Taipei Assignment Theatre, we got to 

know companies and friends in South Korea, Hong Kong and Japan, 

which opened a new horizon. Two years after Gwangju, friends in East 

Asia discussed and formed a loose ‘East Asia People’s Theatre Network 

(EAPTN)’ in the sitting room of my Shanghai apartment, which included Soik 

Chang from Seoul, Mok Chiu-yu from Hong Kong and Tao Qingmei from 

Beijing. Particularly with support from South Korea, in the following three 

or four years EAPTN organised a month-long People’s Theatre camp each 

year to train theatre practitioners interested in social practice. Members of 

Grass Stage such as Wu Meng, Hou Qinghui and Maya Yu had all received 

this training; so had many in the now influential New Workers Art Troupe 

from Pi Village in Beijing and some friends working in community theatre in 

Guangzhou.

Social awareness in art was highly instrumentalised in mainland China 

in the ’70s under the policy of everything ‘led by politics’; it was then 

‘mainstreamised’ by the state after the Economic Reform period and arrival 

of the market economy. The top-down design, with its regulations or quid 

pro quo, undermined the real connection between the individual and society 

with its history. The very trendy social-intervention art or art-intervention in 

the highly commercialised sector of contemporary art in recent decades has 
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mostly been based in a cultural production framework focusing on individual 

expression and the concept of the creative industry. But East Asia, including 

China, has had a different, profound history of practice seeking connection 

between art and society in the long process of modernisation and 

revolutionary mobilisation. I find its deep traces among the artists, theatre 

practitioners and advocates of the old generation. It is built foremost on the 

depth of understanding the historical environment. The society it connects 

is not of the ‘Other’ but of our own destiny, in the same way as Grass Stage 

members in 38th Parallel Still Play experience history in their own existence 

through creating theatre and performance. It is a solid, substantial process.

Grass Stage activities and my own practice in that period had led to the 

series of events ‘Under the Banner of Lu Xun’ I curated in 2008. Through 

exchanging with my East Asian friends I see the long shadow of Lu Xun’s 

literature and thoughts lingering in the cultural and intellectual circuit of this 

region. It seems to be a long-existing shared resource among us. Lu Xun is 

an important point of departure for our thoughts.

During those four or five days, we organised activities at a construction 

site on West Huaihai Road. The coarse, dusty and half-finished building 

became a metaphor for reality. Besides Grass Stage, there was the 

performance of Lu Xun 2008 (2008), a collaboration of theatre artists in 

Shanghai, Taipei, Hong Kong and Tokyo, exploring the confrontation of 

human spirit with the darkness of history and society. There were also eight 

artists from different cities who threw themselves into that space, flesh vs 

skeleton made of steel and cement, without any technological mediation. 

Some friends from academia who are interested in Inter-Asian Studies 

joined as well.

Meanwhile, Lu Xun 2008 connected us with the ‘Asia meets Asia’ 

programme based mainly in Tokyo, and we started a collaboration which 

lasted for years. It is a path different from that of People’s Theatre. In 
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Japan, a place vigorously baptised by modernity, we started encounters 

with more complicated geographical regions and cultural traditions, 

different aesthetics and methods. We developed comprehension on 

body, performance, theatre and approaches to social agenda through 

working together. For several years, we gathered together to work in Tokyo 

every year and enhanced cross-border collaboration through continuous 

engagement. It also opened a window for other members of Grass 

Stage to get in touch with different cultures and aesthetics outside of the 

mainstream framework of international cultural exchange led by the market 

or states. Participants of this programme came from not only the four places 

mentioned above, but also from other countries such as Afghanistan, Iran, 

Thailand and India. Apart from looking for shared themes among ourselves, 

such as ‘Lost Home’ or ‘Going Home’, we also explored ways of allowing 

‘bodies’ of different quality to co-exist and to address each other in theatre.

The experience I gained from ‘Asia meets Asia’ was also reflected 

in Unsettling Stones  (2012), my piece from that period. On top of 

performances in Shanghai, Nanjing, Mumbai and New Delhi, I developed 

the piece into a workshop working with participants from Rome, Singapore 

and Berlin together with members of Grass Stage, to share experiences 

from different regions through a wider sense of theatre. It is a show about 

little pebbles refusing to be stepped on and trying to find their way out. We 

discussed the concept with people from all paths of life in different places, 

weaving their realities and experiences into it. Each workshop formed a 

new departure. To me, it is through such work that theatre and performance 

space are opened. These people who don’t seem to own any resource of 

space, material or talent can still gather through theatre and performance. 

Theatre has become the catalyst to interrogate life.

The accumulation of creative experience and travel led to ‘Action Asia’, 

a series of public events I curated for Shanghai’s Rockbund Art Museum 
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between 2013 and 2014. It includes talks, discussions, screenings, 

workshops with invited international guests as well as performances, 

presenting the intertexture on the edge of performance art, social movement 

and theatre in Asia. Among the guests was artist and curator Seiji Shimoda, 

a big driving force behind the shaping of performance art in Asia since the 

mid-’90s. He talked about how the independent model of the International 

Performance Art Festival had created an extensive scene in South East 

Asia, permeating and continuing in many places. There was an introduction 

of contemporary Palestinian theatre and a reading of plays by young 

playwright Dalia Taha from Ramallah, translated by Grass Stage. I also 

invited Sakurai Daizo to talk about the connection between his tent theatre 

and the Japanese social movements in the 1970s and ’80s. The artists from 

New Workers Troupe in Pi Village of Beijing, who once transformed the tent 

theatre left by Sakurai into a theatre for New Workers, were also invited to 

talk about their search for a new subjectivity through art, in response to the 

issues that the working class are facing at the bottom of Chinese society. 

Theatre director Probir Guha from West Bengal, India, whose earlier years 

were spent in the Maoist movement there, talked about his long journey 

in People’s Theatre seeking artistic possibility and a local aesthetic of 

grassroots movement. Grass Stage also performed World Factory (2014), 

a new performance devised through discussion, research, documentation 

and workshop. It explores the temporal, spacial and political aspects of 

global manufacture from the history of the Industrial Revolution to the site of 

‘the world’s factory’ in China, especially the difficult position of workers.

Besides the influences I have mentioned above, I decided to explore 

European documentary theatre during the period of creating World Factory, 

prompted by an article titled ‘A Search for New Realities: Documentary 
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Theatre in Germany’ by Thomas Irmer2 . I was invited to join the curatorial 

work for a forum on documentary theatre in China and Germany, where 

I started long-term contact with young theatre maker Kai Tuchmann who 

was one of the guests. I should mention that I was obviously fascinated by 

his previous experience of participating in theatre-making in Iraq, Sudan, 

Palestine, Kenya and India beyond being a ‘documentary theatre’ director. 

Later he held a workshop for Grass Stage where he told us about the impact 

German history had had on him. The heavy story of media once highly 

manipulated by power had taught him discretion over quoting from media 

sources. We had divergence in opinion over using materials from different 

sources during the workshop, due to different social environments and 

experiences. Nonetheless we both understand that documentary theatre 

is a process looking for truth against the complicity between media and 

power, a practice of alternative historiography. We continue to develop our 

practice and understanding over theatre-making and documentary theatre 

through collaboration, such as inviting each other to hold workshops and 

participating in discussions, productions and performances. After four years 

of research visits, reading and preparation, Grass Stage colleagues and I 

created World Factory collectively in the spring of 2014, a performance with 

a distinct documentary theatre style. We continue to develop and promote 

this way of theatre-making to this day.

(Translated by Ophelia Jiadai Huang)

2　This article was published in The Drama Review, Performance Studies: Parallel Development, 
edited by Sun Huizhu, published by Cultural and Art Publishing House in 2007. It is an anthology of 
Chinese translation of selected articles from American journal The Drama Review (TDR).
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Between Languages

Ophelia Jiadai Huang

 

‘I am always awake. So I am/always lingering between two languages. Being 

an outsider/So I have to keep translating, translating /raindrop to snowflake, 

or vice versa. This is/the way I live. Not knowing if on earth/ I am the dancing 

snow, or the falling rain.’ Written by Chinese poet and translator Li Li who 

lives in Sweden, this little poem titled ‘Between Rain and Snow’ depicts a 

condition I have long experienced.

My life seems to be always intertwined with language. My first degree 

in Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language trained me to observe from 

a perspective of the Other, a non-native speaker. Such detachment and 

constant switching between two languages had occupied me before I 

started working in the arts, and even more after. Between 2003 and 2006 

I was working for Artist Links, an artistic exchange programme between 



185

China and the UK pioneered by Arts Council England. That was a particular 

period: contemporary Chinese art had only come to the attention of the 

Western market a few years prior; a small number of local private arts 

organisations had started to explore an alternative model beyond the 

market-driven vanity fair under the ambiguous banner of ‘international 

exchange’; and the traditionally institutionalised performing arts scene was 

more barren, with only state-owned, fully-subsidised troupes and a small 

community of underground artists, isolated from each other. 

During those years, I worked in a foreign language on my native 

land. From a flower market in Guangdong to the construction site of 

Three Gorges Dam, I assisted visiting artists with their project research 

and observed my ‘local’ through their eyes. Each language is a unique 

framework to understand the world, a way of thinking which has the power 

to shape the existence of things. Due to the lack of shared history and 

proximity, Mandarin Chinese and English - the world’s two most spoken 

languages - could not be more different from each other. Therefore, what I 

have to consider are not just words and information, but also context and 

emotion. I remember the challenge to create a Chinese word for residency, 

as the practice didn’t exist in the Chinese scene yet. Together with the 

residency artists, I also experienced the shock, excitement, loneliness and 

confusion of visiting a faraway culture completely foreign to them. After 

the residency programme I continued to work across borders, organising 

arts projects and events where I often also acted as MC and interpreter, as 

fewer Chinese spoke English at that time. The good work of an interpreter 

somehow resembles a performance: on the one hand you must let go of 

the self, becoming instead a vessel for tangible words and the intangible 

atmosphere of the moment; on the other hand, you are acutely aware of your 

own presence from a third-person perspective and of the ones in front of 

you, making prompt connections. This ‘anātman’ or ‘non-self’ concentration 
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brings me enormous freedom to observe and to reflect.

My earlier performance experience was also related to translation. Artist 

Links invited Curious, a performance duo from the UK, to do a residency in 

China in 2004. As part of the Shanghai stay, they presented a dozen shows 

of their performance On the Scent together with Lois Weaver in a private 

apartment, with a maximum of only six audience members each time. It was 

the first international production of such a format that Chinese audiences 

had encountered. On the Scent is densely texted, therefore as the producer 

and translator I suggested an experimental way of live interpretation. During 

those intimate monologues, I and two other local performers stood behind 

the audience whispering the words in Chinese spontaneously into their 

ears. Such ‘translative performance’ could be found in my other pieces of 

that period and brought me to stages including DaDao Live Art Festival. 

Meanwhile, in 2005, Live Art Development Agency presented ‘China Live’, 

a major UK tour of contemporary Chinese performance art, which is one 

of the earliest in-depth encounters of performance art between Chinese 

and European scenes. We supported the ‘China Live’ bilingual publication 

in the UK and subsequently organised a series of China visits by British 

performance artists. Together with my colleagues, I worked hard trying to 

build a bridge with words between the concept of Live Art and the practice 

in China. As a trained translator, I find resonance with Walter Benjamin 

who in his famous essay ‘The Translator’s Task’ talked about the innermost 

relationship of languages to one another in relation to ‘the pure language’. 

According to him, the purpose of translation is ultimately an expression 

of this relationship between languages, which can naturally never be 

experienced in a single one. It is through many such translative endeavours 

that the Chinese scene converges progressively into a bigger discourse. My 

artistic practice also roots in this in-betweenness.
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Similar to me, many Chinese artists and professionals of my generation 

encountered these ‘international’ moments in their formative years. Except 

for a few grass roots exchanges within the close proximity of East Asia, due 

to travel restrictions such as visa and financial conditions foreign cultural 

agencies played an instrumental role at the beginning of the millennium in 

connecting the Chinese practitioners further, especially with Europe and 

North America. Unintentionally, I became a witness of this very process by 

participation. In the convergence into the international community, active 

or passive, there were inevitably misreadings, asymmetry of information, 

and disorientation due to an idealised imaginatined version of the Other. 

What are the drivers behind these tours, visits and collaborations that seem 

to be increasingly convenient? What do we bring to each other through 

these exchanges? And how can the connections with different realities be 

transformed into a strength to walk further? This makes me wonder as an 

art worker if the sometimes-idealised imagination of the ‘Other’ could turn 

into a self-imposed limitation. How can we build something constructive 

out of these encounters? With these inquiries I develop my observation and 

practice.

Beyond languages, I must constantly switch among different realities 

because I am an artist as well as a curator/team leader working in an 

institutional context. These different roles nurture each other and are all 

organic constituent parts of my practice, a continuous investigation from the 

perspective of in-between, of a connector. If I am a bridge when I translate 

and curate - building paths to enable audience, artists and art works to 

meet - my research and artistic practice is to problematise, to observe the 

landscapes from different shores, to ask where the river comes from and 

where it goes, and to introspect as a bridge.

I spent most of the year of 2014 living in Belgrade. By then it was a place 

almost beyond public reach as one could hardly get a visa to visit Serbia 
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in China. I witnessed the familiar complexity of Europe at its periphery 

and the absurdity of East-West dualism. Yugoslavia has a special place 

in the memory of several Chinese generations. This encounter with post-

Yugoslav realities prompted me to start research on histories and social 

changes since the break-up, which surprisingly even includes a myth about 

the Chinese community in Belgrade. The compelling need to share my 

research and stories ended up manifesting itself as a solo piece, Belong, 

mixed with first person perspective and simple daily objects. Written 

in English and performed by myself first in Belgrade, this performance 

reveals the reconstruction of memory in historical narratives interlocked 

with geopolitics. It is also an involuntary introspection of the effect in one’s 

connection with a place. ‘Let’s exchange. Exchange your story with my 

photo. Your voice with my song. Your scar with my wound… Let’s exchange. 

Exchange our luggage. Exchange our tickets. The place we want to be.’ 1 

The performer and the local become mirrors in the performance, seeing 

oneself in the other.

MOTHERLAND, which I created in 2016 in Shanghai as an echo to 

Belong, is a reflection on the historical subject from the opposite shore. 

What does it mean to talk about Yugoslavia, a faraway reality, in front of an 

audience who hasn’t been in its labyrinth of memory? The performance 

borrows the format of a bilingual lecture to start with, introducing the 

complex, violent history and leading toward the death of a country that 

no longer exists. However, in the consecutive live interpretation between 

Chinese and English, both languages start to stray from the track until each 

becomes a distinct story. Each story is true in its own constructed universe 

while the audience, if they understand both languages, will witness the 

1　Text excerpts from Belong (2014)
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collapse of both universes together with the fall of Babel.

I search for and experiment on various forms of language in theatre 

and performance, which naturally includes also the long shadow cast by 

those silent or untranslatable paroles. When the diplomatic battle of the 

tongue got fierce between China and the US in 2018, a sense of anxiety and 

futility started to permeate. The game of speech and media overflow from 

both sides was completely disconnected from real life experience, yet the 

results have a solid impact on people’s lives and even the world at large. 

The absurdity pushed me away from verbal language to focus instead on 

physical ones such as class-break setting-up exercises and ping-pong in 

my work GAME#1 (2018). The former is a school routine that anyone who 

grows up in China is familiar with, while the latter is hailed as the national ball 

game in China with all the possible athletic legends and symbolic meanings 

one can imagine. I blended the two to create a physical language which 

is mechanical and antagonistic, resonating with disillusion and systematic 

failure in parallel with the historical archive of ‘Ping-pong Diplomacy’ 

between China and the US in the ’70s — an ingenious performance of 

politics and sports on its own. Nowadays our minds live in a society in which 

speeches are circulated in ways that envelope and interrupt, entertain and 

offend, enlighten and obscure. Consumerism, the attention economy and 

algorithms can easily analyse, modify and fabricate the words people use 

and read. In this context, I started a new theatre project Galaxy Talk from 

2020, which puts the performativity of speech under the spotlight through 

appropriating the popular format of live talk conferences such as TED. The 

elusive language weaves intricate knots between people and between 

people and the world. This continues to fascinate me. 

Dense international air traffic before the pandemic, globalised trade 

and economy, one or another European language that many can or 

have to speak, internet and social media, neural machine translation… 
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Nowadays we are losing the memories of wearily crossing a remote border, 

the disorientation of arriving somewhere with no familiar lettering, the 

curiosity and scrupulousness of first encounters. We are getting used to the 

convenience in life powered by enormous resource consumption elsewhere, 

taking for granted that the same values should be respected by all. As a 

result, we are getting more frightened by the unknown and by differences. 

I am lucky to live still with the primitive sense of distance, thanks to those 

long hours of problem-solving and of deliberation over translation like a 

craftsman. I want to capture the subtle, soft and fluid experience shapeless 

like water, the silent utterance and slow time from different realities refusing 

to be easily explained. They are calling me, waiting to be transformed into 

another voice with or without sound, to be read and shared. And I believe 

they deserve it. It is about uncertainty, about no right or wrong, about 

modesty and constant learning. It is to cross a rapid river back-and-forth: 

the only thing one knows is the unknown. When I write down these words, 

inevitably they remind me of what I think transcultural practice, and art-

making in a certain way, is about. A wanderer between languages and 

realities is always awake.
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Time for Reflections: A Dialogue1

Eisa Jocson and Ophelia Jiadai Huang

 

Ophelia Jiadai Huang (OH): Before the pandemic we met each other on 

different occasions every year since 2016. It is nice to be able to catch up 

now, even online. Where are you now and what are you working on recently?

Eisa Jocson (EJ): I am relatively okay and staying in our ancestral house 

in Manila. It is an important time to be with my family. I’ve been here since 

March 2020, the start of the ongoing lockdown. I definitely sense that 

things are transforming: habits, spatial-temporal-social dynamics, my 

artistic practice and reflections on our way of life. It has been a time of 

1　This text is based on the transcript of an online call between Eisa Jocson and Ophelia Jiadai 
Huang on 26 Oct 2020.
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introspection; what is necessary to continue? What can continue? For those 

who are privileged, work has migrated and continues online as part of 

the new normal. We are now subjects of the internet and its constant data 

production-consumption, the new frontier of power. 

I’m currently working on Manila Zoo, which we have adapted to online 

pandemic conditions. The core of Manila Zoo dives into systems of control 

as the pandemic has brought us further into new and extreme spaces of 

isolation and control. Also I appreciate this time of stillness, to be able to 

reflect and envision a long-term project I have always wanted to do which is 

to have a small food forest sanctuary. 

OH: We will talk about Manila Zoo, but I would love to hear more about your 

food sanctuary project as well. There are also many changes in the local 

arts ecology here in China. For example, there were many international 

productions touring to China all year round before the pandemic. Now with 

life back to normal in the country since the summer but with the border 

remaining closed, many venues and festivals have to focus on the local 

scene. There is suddenly more openness in the scene, and more risk-taking 

collaborations which could not find a place in the past. I also observe that 

an increasing number of Chinese artists and platforms are actively exploring 

provincial cities and rural areas, looking for a closer connection to the land 

and local communities. 

EJ: The pandemic makes people present to what is essential. For example, 

in our national food system, lawmakers in the Philippines passed the rice 

tariff law that removed government limits on rice importation, which has 

forced local rice prices down, sending rice farmers to deeper levels of 

debt and poverty. The green revolution has made farmers dependent on 

big seed and fertilizer corporations invalidating and eradicating organic 
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indigenous knowledge of caring for and cultivating the land. Pre-pandemic, 

the predominant food culture was that of excessive extraction and over 

consumption. Fast food culture caters to our rat race society. We have 

forgotten our sacred connection with our food. Covid-grounded we have 

to stop and reflect and assess our relation to food and create new systems 

of food relations. Urban gardening became a huge phenomenon as a 

response to the pandemic conditions. There is so much violence to the land, 

farmers, and inevitably to us who consume the food without awareness 

of the systemic injustices that are needed to produce it. Much needs to 

be done on the government, community, and individual level to care. To 

cultivate land is to participate in the hard work of circular nourishment and 

ultimately connects to the sacred. 

OH: True. The mass production and global trade of food as commodity is 

also shocking if one looks into that. It is a time to examine what we produce 

and how it is circulated: food, art, and more. There have been discussions 

about air travel within the performing arts sector in Europe, yet there is much 

more to be considered beyond a single region in relation to topics such as 

environment and mobility. As an artist based in Manila whose works have 

been presented in many different places, how is the situation for you right 

now?

EJ: At the moment we are on a strict lockdown; travel in and out of the 

country is limited to emergencies and employment. All overseas Filipino 

workers have to go through POEA (Philippine Overseas Employment 

Agency). It was built supposedly to protect them from exploitation, but the 

agency corrupted from within ends up as the one that exploits and burdens 

Filipino workers, siphoning their money and time before allowing them to 

work abroad. 
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It was the first time that my team and I had to go through POEA in order 

to get a work visa that would allow us to travel out of Manila for a durational 

research-performance of Zoo at Tai Kwun Contemporary in Hong Kong. The 

process was expensive, disorganised and extremely bureaucratic. In the 

middle of the work visa application, we decided not to push through due to 

stress of the process as well as Covid safety. Our government is a human 

export agency. It thrives on the poor conditions of the nation that drives its 

citizens to look for work outside, exploiting the cheap affective labour of its 

citizens in exchange for remittances that keeps the economy afloat. 

OH: I can relate to this frustration of visa application as a Chinese passport 

holder - the tedious scrutiny comes from both within and outside the country. 

Authorities around the world work hand in hand to manipulate and profit from 

the way people move and meet. The anthology we are working on is also an 

attempt to experiment with an alternative form of gathering when the external 

conditions prevent us from connecting with each other. This old-fashioned 

way - creating a publication together - may allow a slower exchange beyond 

digital showcases, broadcasts and online conferences, a conversation that 

lasts longer and without producing pressure.

EJ: There is no need to be in a constant state of creative production. It’s 

time to stop for deep introspection. How does our pre-pandemic artistic 

practice contribute to the ecological crisis? The fast life of overproduction 

and over consumption has depleted our exhausted nature. The imbalance 

has brought us to our current situation. Everyone has to find creative means 

to survive in this pandemic. My current project Manila Zoo, the third part 

of my ‘Happyland’ trilogy, was supposed to be a live stage performance. 

Adapting it to the new enclosures of the Zoom frame addresses our 

current predicament. It deals with systems of confinements that man has 
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built for himself and the world around him. Manila Zoo is being staged 

and developed within this new frontier of virtual data. The work is partially 

online and in the physical space of the theatre/museum. The performers in 

Manila and the video tech team in Singapore work together in real time to 

perform and channel the work into a physical theatre location. I believe in the 

collective power of spectatorship within these institutions. These are spaces 

cultivated for focused reception while our computer desktop is made for 

multiple functions, especially in these times when work and everything else 

all happen online. 

OH: The inequality of global development has had an impact on who has 

mobility and how the connections are built. Do you think the potential of 

technology would enable us to link with each other in a different, hopefully 

more extensive way beyond the physical border of space, especially as we 

get more used to the digital presence now with the pandemic, willingly or 

not?

EJ: It is necessary that this shift happens. It would not be possible within 

the current system that controls the distribution of resources, a continuing 

legacy of imperialism and capitalism. The technology we use today that 

enables our virtual dialogue gives us a sense of connection but ultimately 

drains us. If we really want to address inequality then we must question 

what ‘progress’/’development’ means, who defines and values it, and who 

benefits and suffers from it. We must unpack constructed belief systems 

that we are programmed in. Technology is just a tool. It will reproduce our 

ignorance and destruction if we continue on this path.

OH: In many places including China, for a long time a milestone of artist’s 

development was to be the recognised outside of the home country, 
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especially in ‘the West’. Or it is to say that one is hailed at home after being 

accepted outside. This is not only just in performing arts - I can think of a 

whole generation of Chinese film directors or those British bands going to 

the United States once upon a time. To me it is about the market, which also 

reveals its instrumental role in the power structure within the art sector. Being 

perhaps the most internationally active artist from the Philippines in the 

contemporary scene recently, has it changed over the years how the local 

scene receives your works? 

EJ: Though my background is in the visual arts and dance, my artistic 

practice doesn’t follow conventions within these communities in Manila. 

I am concerned with challenging conventions of perception and ways of 

being. When I was starting out it became clear to me that I had to look for 

both artistic and financial support outside. And when I started to earn from 

international touring of my work, I would use the earnings to produce my 

works back in Manila. I have been thriving without gallery representation 

but winning the Hugo Boss Emerging Asia Art Award in 2019 suddenly 

made me attractive to local galleries in Manila. I still don’t have gallery 

representation.

OH: Do you produce different sets of work in visual arts?

EJ: It’s developed differently. For example Macho Dancer is focused on 

the experience between performer and spectator within the time-space 

parameters of the theatre, while Philippine Macho Academy is made for 

the exhibition space and the educational institution of the University. It 

elaborates and reconstructs a fictive institution of machismo based on my 

macho dance research, training and practice in Manila. A similar approach 

is used with the theatre work Princess and exhibition work Becoming White. 
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In the former, two Filipinos become and perform Snow White, interacting 

with theatre audiences at some point. The latter is an exhibition that hijacks 

the material manifestation in mainstream popular culture of Snow White: 

colouring books, dolls and parades. 

OH: I’m curious about your working process. Your projects have a 

consistent conceptual focus but the format is constantly evolving even 

within the same series, which is impressive. Do you always plan for different 

phrases in order to develop a new project?

 

EJ: Taking Manila Zoo as an example, it was clear that if I insisted on pre-

pandemic working conditions, the work would not be made. We developed 

it according to how conditions unfolded, creating with what is possible and 

letting that dictate the content and the final form of the work. Listening and 

sensing to the conditions and what is arising is important in my practice. 

Periods of creation are interspersed with periods of incubation, so that the 

understanding of the work matures over time. 

OH: A performance could continue to evolve, nourished by periods of 

creation and presentations in various (cultural) contexts. Meanwhile a 

production often needs to be fixed or has ‘finished’ evolving in order to tour. 

Is this a dilemma for you?

EJ: When a work has a long touring life, one accumulates different 

experiences and thus a deeper insight and understanding to the work and 

its audiences. That’s the magic of live performance. It's a choreographed 

meeting of different elements in the present moment. A balance between a 

fixed score and spontaneity inside the score. 
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Then there are so many factors in watching. How the work is received is 

different according to the context and to who is watching. With Macho 

Dancer, the reception is personal and polarised between individuals, but 

with Princess it seems to me that audiences in specific contexts respond 

differently based on the colonial history of their country. In Singapore where 

Filipino domestic helpers are employed in huge numbers, the work has an 

immediate reference to their daily experiences. In Vienna, Princess strongly 

confronts imperialist legacy. While in Helsinki, the audience received it with 

an outward expression of empathy. We get surprised and learn a lot with 

how our audience responds to our work.  

OH: What about in the Philippines?

EJ: I haven’t shown Princess as a finished piece but I have performed 

versions of Corponomy in different places in the Philippines. You saw a 

rough version of this in Shanghai in 2016 where it was first conceived. The 

format of performance lecture helped unpack the complex layers of each 

work and the conditions that they are all rooted in. My works are situated 

in the body, mobile and bounded by the Philippine context. There is much 

work to be done in the de-colonial process in arts and in a wider social 

context, as the former is situated and informed by the latter, while my art 

education is also anchored in the Western educational system. 

OH: When you say Western educational system, is it the format and path 

which ultimately leads to study in the West as an objective, or is it the 

content, i.e. subjects and concepts?

EJ: Both. The Philippines was under Spanish colonial rule from 1521-

1898 and then American occupation until 1946, so we have digested the 
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coloniser cultures as part of our own. We are situated in a global market 

capitalist logic that follows the imperial project. We enslave others and 

ourselves as we copy and reproduce systems of control and exploitation. To 

change this, we must become aware of the programming, stop and listen to 

indigenous wisdom, that transforms our way of dreaming and subsequently 

our way of living in this world. 

In the Philippines we look outward to the West for validation. ‘World-

class’ is a term often used to describe something/someone that is 

recognised by north-Western powers. A good example is the national award 

given to me for getting the Hugo Boss Emerging Artist Award 2019, because 

of me bringing ‘pride’ to my country by getting it. They don’t even know what 

I do, nor have they given any kind of support. 

OH: As one of the issues closely related to decolonisation, Eurocentrism is 

still ubiquitous - especially in education and knowledge production system. 

A Dutch artist I met once talked about her difficult school years after moving 

to Europe as a young adult. She was belittled for not being familiar with the 

Western canons, while no one in the art school knew or cared to explore the 

equally rich knowledge she had learned previously from Asia. Indigenous 

knowledges, worldviews and ways of being are so underrepresented, 

including in the performing arts. Decolonisation is a process for everyone, 

not just for the once-colonised parts of the world. 

EJ: And it could be violent if it is forced. It takes time. You have to consider 

that every person has different experiences and context. Decolonisation will 

happen in each one’s own time. It can’t be imposed, otherwise you repeat 

the violence of imposition. 

OH: Perhaps we could also expand the vocabulary or look for one’s own set 
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of vocabularies for this process, rather than applying concepts borrowed 

from another language to local contexts.

EJ: There is an illusion of security in the known. With the unknown there is 

mutual sensing and fluid relations. It’s a constant process of learning and 

unlearning. The danger is to create new dogmas of decolonisation. I find 

it difficult to discuss and even violent to have to articulate a clear position 

within this topic. Not everything can be manifested in verbal language. 

And whose language do we need to think and speak from? There are other 

avenues for clarity to come about, through silence, space, mutual care…

OH: I fully agree. Also when too much emphasis is put on manifesting a 

statement in an equal conversation, it may erode the space for listening 

actively. The purpose of a conversation is to see through the eyes of the 

others and to reflect, not to convince at first place after all. A full cup cannot 

be filled with more water. 

EJ: It’s also something I find problematic in a talk or conference. They 

expect you to represent a fixed position or they formulate their own singular 

perception of what you and your work is about and insist on arguing from 

that point of view. Some people just want to neatly put you in a box and 

expound their expertise about this box. 

Or if you allow for openness and don’t give a clear, concrete position, 

this vagueness can be interpreted as a sign of weakness. This is a 

stereotype ascribed to Asian women in the heteronormative thinking. Not 

to voice out your immediate opinion becomes a sign of non-capacity to 

engage. This is an unjust, misinformed conclusion. There are varying 

cultural conditions and value systems that inform our way of being. In Asia 

the collective is important, space for sensing and listening is valued. To find 
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a balance between collective and individual reflection is necessary. 

OH: In anthropology, there is this spectrum of cultures from high-context to 

low-context. Almost all cultures in Asia are examples of high-context, often 

collectivist, relational and contextual in communication. On the contrary, 

in typical low-context cultures such as the non-native North America and 

Germany people refer less to shared context in a dialogue and use a 

confrontational and explicit verbal communication. This framework can refer 

to languages or communities instead of nationalities. Although it may not 

always be accurate, it is a good reminder to acknowledge the differences 

without judging, to reflect on the individualism deeply embedded in the 

‘global north’ mindset. Performing arts is almost always a teamwork. As a 

sector there is a lot it can and should do to contribute to the equality and 

diversity in the arts (and in the world).

EJ: It’s always interesting to sense this in the room or in a collaborative 

process when there is a meeting of different cultures. In my performance 

work, I collaborate with an international artistic team. During the process 

of creation the work gets molded and refined with friction from questions, 

negotiations, and different perspectives from my team. It is an important 

part of my work, to hold space for varying perceptions and reflections in 

order to sense and articulate better how the work unravels and manifests 

itself.
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Acts of Transmission: A Dialogue1  

Hannah Pfurtscheller and Zhao Chuan

 

(1)

04.09.20

Zhao Chuan (ZC): I’d like to share a bit of my own experience as a start, 

since my theatre career is rather particular. I was originally trained as a 

visual artist, then engaged in literature with writing novels, then screenplays 

and art criticism for quite some years. My theatre practice developed in 

an East Asian network from the beginning. In 2011 and 2013, I went to 

1　The dialogue was conducted in email in two parts, before and after ‘Partout’, a performance art 
platform held in Lausanne and Basel October 2-11, 2020.
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Kinshasa and got to know a bit about African contemporary theatre and 

performance. I also visited European festivals like Theater der Welt, Festival 

Theaterformen and Zürich Theater Spektakel, etc. in that period. These 

experiences for me are very much in line with my imagination of what culture 

and art can bring to the world, and what the world can bring to us. It reminds 

me of a Chinese saying popular in the 1970s: ‘In one place but with the 

whole world in mind.’ It seems ridiculous today as it was based on a political 

vision completely different from the capitalist globalisation today.

In the past two decades, to re-examine this globalisation, new anarchy 

movements have been raging in many places; and right-wing political 

figures and parties have also become the most active force. The driving 

forces of globalisation, from trade to culture and the political manoeuvring 

for it, has brought back a different ideological counter force and conflict 

today - Cold War haze reappears and the wall-building movements start 

again. In the past, we intended to respond with making our own connections 

to resist the market-driven ones. But this all suddenly stagnated at the 

beginning of 2020. We fell out of our usual way of living and faced isolation 

or geli because of the pandemic. Geli (隔离 ) is a Chinese word. Ge means 

keeping people or things from coming together. Li is to let something 

separate. Geli may be translated as keeping apart, separated from, 

isolate, quarantine, segregation, etc. So, is the geli which globalisation 

encounters today temporary? Or does it mean that our work in theatre or in 

programming has to undergo a fundamental change?

We met in Johannesburg in 2019, when I went to participate in a live 

art event. In that place with its notorious history of segregation, it was 

impossible to predict the geli everywhere now. That interdisciplinary and 

transnational live art platform started in Cape Town, in collaboration with 

artists and curators from Egypt, India, China, Brazil, Chile and Switzerland, 

and was planned to be held again in New Delhi in Spring 2020 but was 
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cancelled due to the pandemic. But events in Lausanne and Basel, 

Switzerland will be continued. As you are one of the curators and producers 

for these events in October, can you tell a participating artist like me, under 

the circumstance that participants outside Europe cannot be present, if our 

endeavour has any significance for the future? Or am I just over anxious 

about our current condition?

09.09.20

Hannah Pfurtscheller (HP): If the pandemic had not happened, we would 

see each other by the end of this week in Lausanne. But let me go back a bit 

in time, to start this conversation. As a teenager I believed that theatre and 

performance are the most social art form due to their physical co-presence 

of artists and audience. I thought, and still think, that this is the space where 

we can create and find inspiration, where we grow as individuals and as 

societies. When I started to study, I was convinced that for the purpose of 

experiencing or bringing awareness and change to our worlds, reflecting 

and engaging in human relationships as well as our relationship to the 

world, theatre would be the space that I want to get involved with. I studied 

‘cultural studies and aesthetical practice’ in Hildesheim, a small city in 

Germany, where artistic practices were studied in relation to research and 

theory in the arts, to cultural studies, arts management, cultural politics 

and arts mediation. I quickly stepped into organising a festival that had 

been initiated in the early 1990s, not long after the Berlin Wall had fallen, 

in order to bring into exchange young Western and Eastern European 

theatre and performance practitioners. The edition of the festival that I was 

responsible for, took place in 2012: transeuropa2012. By then, it felt like the 

‘festivalisation’ of the international theatre and dance scene had reached its 

peak. But also, the festivals I knew that looked outside of Europe were rare. It 
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was a privilege, to organise a festival within the context of our studies, which 

meant that we could be working at the same time in an already professional 

space but taking time to try things, do research, reflect etc. It was then when 

I started to create my network, and visit festivals and theatre spaces within 

places that were reachable to a student and within Europe. It was the time 

when Anja Dirks worked at Theaterformen Hannover, Matthias Lilienthal at 

HAU Berlin. I decided to study one semester in Zurich, where on one of the 

very first days of my stay, I found myself in the middle of the Zurich Theater 

Spektakel, led by Sandro Lunin.  

23.09.20

HP: I remember very well visiting Frie Leysen’s edition of Theater der Welt 

in 2010 and how that experience changed my perception of an international 

festival. Her understanding of working with artists in a long-term relationship 

as well as taking risks and introducing artists from outside of European or 

so-called Western contexts remained with me. I became highly interested 

in questioning a dominating Eurocentric perspective before starting to work 

at Zurich Theater Spektakel as part of the programming team. After leaving 

University in 2013, postcolonial theories had become a trend within the 

European international scene. Building relationships with cultural organisers 

and artists outside of Europe was very fascinating for me; and actually 

travelling, moving my body to other places to get an understanding of 

different cultural contexts was a huge and relevant shift in my work as well 

as for me personally. 

We met at the Live Arts Workshop (LAW), a project initiated by 

South African curator Jay Pather in collaboration with Pro Helvetia 

Johannesburg. Supported by the network of the Pro Helvetia Liaison Offices 

in Johannesburg, New Delhi, Sao Paulo, Cairo and Shanghai as well as 
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Pro Helvetia’s South American program COINCIDENCIA, LAW brings 

together programmers and artists in the field of Live Art, to exchange and 

grow professionally. LAW has a strong wish to acknowledge the different 

cultural contexts of the involved partners, hosts and artists. It is of significant 

meaning, that it takes turns in taking place in the different partner regions, 

where it is each time docked onto an existing structure. 

In Switzerland, the project is linked to the international performance art 

platform Partout. In early conversation with Jay Pather, Joseph Gaylard and 

Rucera Seethal (who was then still working at Pro Helvetia Johannesburg), 

we were trying to find out what meaning Switzerland could have as a context 

for this project, which artistically had started off so strongly as a linking 

project between artists and cultural organisers of the so-called ‘global 

South’. If LAW was a decolonial project developing a process of decolonial 

aesthetics, which role would any involvement of Swiss partners, organisers 

and artists play? If at all, how would we build the link to Switzerland?

Kaserne Basel, the place where I work, is a cultural centre for 

contemporary performing arts and music, running its programme in 

seasons from September until July. It is our mission to support the regional, 

national, international and intercontinental scene and to bring into fruitful 

and critical exchange ‘local’ with ‘global’ contexts. Especially the local 

‘Swiss link to LAW was what I was looking for, when luckily the Swiss 

Performance Art Network (PANCH) asked us to host their international 

performance art platform. It took a further step when we had to face the 

challenge caused by the Covid-19 virus. To keep the connection and claim 

for a physical presence of bodies, we developed the idea of a format that we 

called ‘Acts of Transmission’: we asked you and the other participants if you 

would agree collaborating with an artist who could physically take part in the 

platform in Switzerland and who you would enter a deeper virtual / digital / 

online exchange with to be present together. 
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If the future is about human connection between different contexts or 

about creating international spaces outside of national borders, I would like 

to answer your question and to believe: yes, what we are doing is of great 

significance for the future!

28.09.20

ZC: It is interesting to realise that you, a Central European currently living 

in Basel, and I, an East Asian living in Shanghai, were both in the Theater 

der Welt in 2010, even though we had not met then. I was there working 

on a project with a group of young artists from Kinshasa. I also visited the 

university in Hildesheim in Spring 2013. An undergraduate student spoke 

highly of Transeuropa as a great student-led international theatre festival.

People’s moving trajectories seem to be connected in a magical way. 

The kind of festival that we expect and join to create perhaps will enrich 

the connections as well as make it challenging. But is it a kind of spectacle 

created by the performing arts market putting new wine into old bottles, or 

by a desire for spectacle; or, is there another layer of meaning behind such 

gatherings?

I remember having a long chat with Sandro Lunin in his office in the 

autumn of 2017, after he finished his decade-long tenure as artistic director 

of Zurich Theater Spektakel. Talking about his motivation behind such 

a festival idea, he told me that he was deeply influenced by the social 

movement on the streets of Zurich in the 1980s. He still sees his work as 

a continuation of the beliefs he had since youth. That movement, even 

once it became violent and brutal, contributed to the more egalitarian and 

pluralistic culture policy of the city in the following era, making it possible 

for artistic and political spaces such as Rote Fabrik to exist. That generation 

of radical youth, although influenced by the social movements of the ’60s 
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and ’70s, felt like a new generation with its own creativity. You have been 

working with Sandro for years, so maybe you are more familiar with those 

things than I am. What I really want to say is that it is a vision of equality and 

liberation behind the idea of bringing in different social, political and cultural 

perspectives, of actively building long-term relationships with artists outside 

of Europe, especially those from the Third World. Emancipation is first and 

foremost not against others, but against oneself. It is about questioning 

Eurocentrism, as you mentioned earlier.

Those wonderful evenings at the theatre engaged me with distant 

places that I haven’t visited, to appreciate the disturbances that people 

encounter there, their reflection, resistance and emotions; maybe the 

incomprehensible disturbances become my loss and struggle. In those 

scenes of passionate performance, people seemed to be together, 

sharing something together, gaining some kind of territorial and historical 

transcendence, even if it was only for a very short moment.

But do things only exist in such a beautiful way? Global South or 

postcolonial theory tells us to respond to other realities rooted in history - 

the historical fact of European colonialism, and its consequences. We read 

them in academic papers because they are more entangled with our reality. 

While those visionary European curators from the previous generation 

pioneered more open and inclusive ways of producing, collaborating, and 

presenting, it is still the European economic and cultural advantage that 

underpins their aftermath. In this context, how to examine Eurocentrism and 

the shadow of seeing and being seen left by the colonial past? Is this often 

a rather practical question that cannot be answered in a nutshell?
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(2)

24.11.20

HP: These times have been asking for a lot of unusual flexibility in our daily 

programme at Kaserne Basel. Just last Friday, the cantonal government 

announced a reduction of the audience limit from 50 to 15 for all public 

events, from today until December 13th. We were lucky that Partout 

happened during a time in the pandemic at a place where it was allowed 

to host people in the audience. At the same time, it was clear that a very 

relevant collection of partners and artists were not able to be in the festival. 

A specific ‘Act of Transmission’ was created within a closed Telegram 

group chat by Indranjan Banerjee connected online from New-Delhi 

and Ralph Tharayil who was physically present in Lausanne and Basel. 

From a distance, anyone who was able to access Telegram could follow 

their exchange about Partout in a way that was very intimate and highly 

interesting in terms of their reflections on the process. Unfortunately, you 

were not able to access the Telegram App from China. This is why I’m 

attaching the e-publication of this Writing-In-Transmission project here. I 

hope you can open it and access the links, and I’m curious to know what 

your reaction is to this! And of course I want to know: How did it work for you 

to be part of Partout from Wuhan?

06.12.20

ZC: Thank you for sending me that text. It took me a few days to read their 

entire conversation. It is rich and delicate, like a saturated sponge made 

of language. The text gets its own form of performance from Telegram and 

finds its own body from de-physicalisation at the same time. However, as 

they mentioned several times in the dialogues, events and feelings get 



210

transmitted, but the absence of the body in the scene comes up eventually 

which is a shame.

We have appropriated other forms such as text, short videos and sound 

files transmitted via the internet to fill in the gaps, and even to create new 

experiences. Indranjan Banerjee says ‘The digital audience is like a glass 

room full of mirrors, making image within an image, and more! [...] Only 

that the digital interface reflects only partially, energies get dispersed like 

they do in Chinese whispers.’ His description is beautiful. In such a room of 

mirror, the viewer has no way to avoid becoming part of the transmission. 

An individual confronts an uncertain, inaccessible world - on the one hand 

there seems to be more freedom and whimsy, on the other it could be panic 

and fear. Particularly in the mirror room of online activity, one no longer 

creates a collective experience of being together in it. My last book was 

called Not Giving Up on Theatre (不弃剧场). I am fascinated by face-to-face 

encounters of people in theatre and the sense of community that comes 

from being together.

I could not go to Switzerland during Partout because of the pandemic. 

So I decided to go to Wuhan, where the epidemic first raged and mobility 

first got suspended. We talked about hardship at the worst of times there, 

reclaiming objects that people spent time with in that period and sharing 

everyday life after recovery. I filmed myself walking on the streets of Wuhan 

with objects in hand. This documentation was then passed to you as a 

central element of my workshop. I hope that the participants in my workshop 

will be able to address the fundamental question: why make performance 

art? Before making a protest performance in front of District Court, Taipei, 

artist Wang Mo-Lin once asked whether, in this age of emptiness, the 

discussion of performance art is just the accumulation of metaphysical 

discourse about the body. I could feel a certain mutual understanding with 

other participants at the online exchange at the end of workshop, in the 
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intertwining of these two parallel cities of Basel and Wuhan.

As one of the curators, could you tell me more about the original idea of  

‘Acts of Transmission’? Did you get the result and feedback as expected? 

The future of this pandemic is still unclear. Yet is there anything already clear 

to you in your curatorial practice across cultures and geographies? 

09.12.20

HP: ‘Acts of Transmission’ as a concept rose from the understanding of 

performance art being a live art, where physical bodies meet in a shared 

presence, a shared space. We knew at a certain point that it would not be 

possible to travel. We didn’t feel inspired to create virtual or digital forms 

for this specific project and wanted to see how a physical presence could 

be made possible instead. It became interesting to explore questions of 

global connections and artistic collaboration through different cultural, 

geographical and geopolitical contexts in a set-up that asked both parties to 

stay in their contexts physically but travel even more in their minds. 

It seemed like a new perspective for intercontinental collaborations 

and their processes: What connections evolve in a distance, between 

continents? What forms of alliance could be built? What would it mean 

to perform as an agent or a transmitter for another artist? Who would 

you choose to work with, to represent yourself? What would happen to 

authorship? Would there be a handover from one to the other, or would an 

artist direct from a distance? Which forms of communication do we find 

in artistic exchange? What is a shared artistic language? How does the 

artistic practice change, when there is transmission? What happens to the 

spectator? The way this concept was being used by the artists varied a lot, 

in relation to the questions asked above. 

The only digital project we did was ‘Writing-In-Transmission’ by 
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Indranjan and Ralph, that you refer to in your last response to me. Thank 

you for your elaborate thoughts on it. Indeed, it’s an interesting format which 

could be further explored… 

The other day, I came across Priya Parker and her book The Art of 

Gathering - How We Meet And Why It Matters, which I’m very intrigued 

by. Parker says, we need a conscious intention for gatherings to become 

meaningful. In the aftermath of this process of Partout, I think our very 

conscious intention was to hold the connections to the different partner 

regions of the Live Art Workshop network, especially in the year of the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Through these artistic collaborations as so-called 

‘Acts of Transmission’, we wanted to manifest the connections between the 

different contexts. We wanted to be present with two bodies connected 

at a time in two different spaces and make these visible within the public 

gathering of Partout. It was in that sense especially beautiful that you took 

the chance to organise your own residency in Wuhan where you worked for 

the week of Partout, where you created a community, performed in public 

space and connected with us through Nathalie Stirnimann and Stefan 

Stojanovic in the workshop. The discussion that we shared in the workshop 

was very touching, it created a common space between Wuhan and Basel 

for a short time.

11.12.20

ZC: In order to better connect with Basel, which I could not reach, I tried to 

strengthen the intention of gathering by traveling to another place. As you 

said, since it is live art, we still look for acts and transmissions from one to the 

other - how people struggle to be present in a sudden cut-off - or, maybe it 

also becomes a performance. That was the starting point, but unexpectedly, 

we also created another site of live activities in Wuhan. It became another 
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gathering in itself. This inspired me to recall the process of creating those 

transcultural and cross-regional gatherings. It seems that it’s never about 

consuming that moment, but about an expectation that the gathering energy 

would be a geminal power which may lead to more diverse connections and 

valuable thoughts.

I found out by accident yesterday that Ms Frie Leysen had passed 

away in September this year. This made me sad. We met a few years ago 

in Shanghai and sat together in the cafe near my house - I want to say 

transcultural collaboration is the foremost human contact. We mentioned 

her at the beginning of this dialogue, which could also be considered an 

extension of her wish. But we are also on our way to explore further on 

transcultural curating. I am curious what you think about the development in 

transcultural curating over the years, or in which direction we are going?

Today in Shanghai, the winter is warm and soft. The globalised epidemic 

shows no sign of abating. But I still believe that people have to meet and I 

expect we will meet again soon in the near future.

11.01.21

HP: The development of transcultural curating from my perspective has 

gone into a very interesting direction within the last few years: I see co-

directing teams, diverse teams in artistic directions, who create new 

collective and plural visions for international festivals. The awareness for 

a more decentralised perspective, context-specific works and ecological 

consciousness has grown. It makes sense, even more now where we will 

travel less, to work in a team of curators who live in different places in the world 

and to work meaningfully for and in the different contexts we work with.

I hope this works for you as an answer for now, and I hope that we 

continue anyways… 
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CONTRIBUTORS

Rustom Bharucha recently retired as Professor of Theatre and 

Performance Studies at Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. He has 

authored several books including Theatre and the World, The Politics of 

Cultural Practice, Rajasthan: An Oral History, Another Asia: Rabindranath 

Tagore and Okakura Tenshin and Terror and Performance. He was the 

Project Director of Arna Jharna: The Desert Museum of Rajasthan and 

the Festival Director of the Inter-Asian Ramayana Festival at the Adishakti 

Laboratory for Theatre Research in Pondicherry. 

Charlie Haffner is Sierra Leone’s theatre artist. Forty years of theatre 

activism worldwide as playwright, song writer, oral historian, tutor, actor, 

composer, publisher, proprietor and director general of an extensively 

travelled and award-winning performance troupe the Freetown Players 

which he founded in 1985. He uses theater as a tool for education and 

development and to advance Sierra Leone’s post-war reconciliation. He 

is a winner of several national and international life achievements awards 

including Sierra Leone Presidential Gold Arward. Haffner currently chairs 

the Sierra Leone National Monuments and Relics Commission.

Ophelia Jiadai Huang is an artist, dramaturg and researcher from 

Shanghai. She takes artistic practice as a way to investigate, with some 

of her recent pieces such as Motherland (2016) and Galaxy Talk (2020) 
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reflecting on different forms of language and the in-between. She also writes 

for stage and film. Ophelia currently works in Shanghai Dramatic Arts Centre 

leading its international projects and SDAC Lab, and as Programme Director 

for ACT Shanghai International Theatre Festival. She also plays an active 

role in regional and local networks in performing arts such as Asia Network 

for Dance and iPANDA. She received MAs from University of Warwick and 

University of Arts in Belgrade.

Eisa Jocson is a contemporary choreographer and dancer from the 

Philippines, trained as a visual artist, with a background in ballet. She has 

been commissioned by and toured extensively in major contemporary 

festival with her solo triptych: Death of the Pole Dancer (2011), Macho 

Dancer (2013) and Host (2015). Macho Dancer won the prestigious Zurcher 

Kantonalbank Acknowledgement Prize at the Zurich Theater Spektakel 

in 2013. Her new series, HAPPYLAND (2017), continuous to investigate 

Filipino labour, performance of happiness and production of fantasy within 

the happiness empire. She recently premiered a new work commissioned 

by Sharjah Biennale 2019 titled: The Filipino Superwoman Band. A recipient 

of the 2018 Cultural Centre of the Philippines 13 Artists Award, she won the 

Hugo Boss Asia Art Award 2019.

Kyung-Sung Lee is a Korean theatre director based in Seoul. He 

founded Creative VaQi in 2007 and works as the artistic director. He won an 

award of the Chuncheon International Mime Festival in 2009 and became 

the youngest winner of the prestigious East Asia New Conception Theatre 

Award for Let Us Move Your Sofa(2010) and Doosan YonKang Artist Award 

for Namsan Documenta(2014). His works engage in genre-deconstructing, 

multimedia experiments and reducing our dependence on text, maximizing 
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the possibilities of the message's multisensory transmissibility with an 

exacting and critical mindset while actively utilising media, installation, and 

performance on the contrary. Kyung-Sung Lee is now artistic director of 

Seoul Marginal Theatre Festival and professor at department of Theatre 

Directing at Sungkyunkwan University, Seoul.

Boris Nikitin, born in Basel and the son of Ukrainian-Slovakian-French-

Jewish immigrants, directs in the international independent scene and at 

German-language municipal theatres. As an author, director and essayist, 

Nikitin has been exploring the representation and production of identity and 

reality since 2007. His plays, texts and festivals play with the boundaries 

between illusion theatre and performance, between documentary, 

propaganda and fake. In 2017, Nikitin was awarded the J.M.R. Lenz - 

Dramatist Prize of the City of Jena for his complete works. In 2020, he 

received the Swiss Theatre Prize. He is the artistic director of the biennial 

Basel Festival for Documentary and Propagandistic Arts 'It's The Real 

Thing’.

Hannah Pfurtscheller was born in Germany. She studied Cultural 

Studies and Aesthetical Practice at the University of Hildesheim, Germany 

and Dramaturgy at the University of the Arts in Zurich, Switzerland. She 

works at Kaserne Basel, Switzerland, where she is responsible for theatre, 

dance and performance. She worked as a dramaturg and curator at 

Theaterfestival Basel (2020), wildwuchs festival Basel (2014-2017), Zürcher 

Theater Spektakel (2014-2017), Gessnerallee Zurich (2013-2014) and 

as artistic director at Transeuropa2012, a young European theatre and 

performance festival in Hildesheim, Germany. 
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Kai Tuchmann is a director and dramaturge whose theatre works 

circle around the very specific relationship that theatre claims with events 

in the real world. His works engage in particular with the question of how 

technologies of theatre, ranging from acting techniques to the utilization 

of new media in performance, contribute to the production of truth 

claims and reality effects. Kai is developing this approach of theatre in 

close collaboration with artists from China and India. His stagings and 

dramaturgies were invited, among others, to I Dance Hong Kong, Seoul 

Marginal Theatre Festival, Zürcher Theaterspektakel, Festival d’Automne à 

Paris, Wuzhen Theatre Festival, and Asia Society New York.

Wang Mo-Lin was born in 1949 in Tainan, Taiwan. In the 1990s, as 

the pioneer of Taiwanese Little Theatre Movement, Wang created theatre 

pieces based on reportage materials and produced Taiwan’s first socially-

engaging ‘action theatre’. In 1991, Wang founded Body Phase Studio which 

was the only interdisciplinary alternative art group in Taiwan at that time. His 

works in the recent decades are mostly related to the history of Cold War 

in East Asia. His publications include Post-Shōwa Japan, Urban Body and 

Theatre, Essays On Body among others. He received the National Award for 

Arts in 2019 for his lifetime contribution in theatre.

Sankar Venkateswaran, born in Calicut, Kerala in 1979, is an Indian 

based theatre director, studied directing in India and Singapore. In 2007, he 

founded Theatre Roots & Wings. In 2013 he received the Ibsen Scholarship 

from Teater Ibsen, Norway, for ‘Tribal Ibsen Project’ which furthered his 

work with the indigenous people in Attappadi, Kerala. He built a theatre 

in the region, named Sahyande Theatre, and lives and works among the 

communities. Venkateswaran also works actively for the European theaters. 
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His works have been shown at various venues and festivals at Zurich, 

Munich, Kyoto, Beirut, and Tokyo etc. During his term as the artistic director, 

the programme of International Theatre Festival of Kerala (2015, 2016) 

emphasized exchanges within the Global South to resist the Eurocentric 

agendas of cultural practice. 

Ana Vujanović (Berlin/Belgrade) is a cultural worker in the fields 

of contemporary performing arts and culture: researcher, dramaturge, 

writer, lecturer. She holds Ph.D. in Humanities (Theatre Studies). She was 

a member of TkH [Walking Theory], a Belgrade-based collective, and 

editor-in-chief of the TkH Journal for Performing Arts Theory, 2000-17. For 

several years a particular commitment of hers was to empower independent 

scenes in Belgrade and former Yugoslavia. She has lectured at various 

universities and educational programs throughout Europe and participates 

in art projects in the fields of performance, theatre, dance, and video/film, 

as a dramaturge and co-author. She has published a number of articles and 

authored and edited several books. 

 

Wu Meng is an artist based in Shanghai working in theatre, performance 

art and documentary film etc. Her theatre works include: Metamorphosis 

Garden (2013), I am Being Chased by Life (2015, 2016), The World is Rolling 

in My Life (2016), The Fairy Tale of Corporate Slave (2019) among others. Her 

works focus on the connections and possible dialogue between history and 

individual life. She also presents solo performance pieces in many exhibitions 

and festivals. She is a founding member of theatre collective Grass Stage, 

and was involved in supporting the theatre practice of industrial workers in 

southern China for several years. Wu Meng is the co-director of prize-winning 

(CIFF 2014) documentary film Shanghai Youth. 
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Xu Bin was born in countryside of Tainan in 1954. Documentary 

photographer. His work is oriented on subjective thinking and objective 

documentation. 

You Mi is a curator and interim professor for art and economies at the 

University of Kassel / Documenta Institute. Her long-term research and 

curatorial projects spin between the two extremes of the ancient and 

futuristic. She works with the Silk Road as a figuration for deep-time, deep-

space nomadic imageries and old and new networks/technologies. Under 

this rubric, she has curated programs at Ulaanbaatar International Media 

Art Festival, Mongolia (2016), and with Binna Choi, she is co-steering a 

research/curatorial project ‘Unmapping Eurasia’ (2018-2021). Her interests 

in politics around technology and futures led her to function as chair of 

committee on Media Arts and Technology for the transnational political NGO 

Common Action Forum. She is one of the curators of the 13th Shanghai 

Biennale (2020-2021).

Zhao Chuan was born in the 1960s and works across theatre, 

literature, film, art criticism and curating. He is a founding member of 

Shanghai-based theatre collective Grass Stage. Emphasising on the 

connection between art and society, he encourages ordinary people 

to participate in theatre and performance. Zhao and Grass Stage are 

dedicated to the creation of non-profit public space for discussion and 

poetic imagination through their live activities. The theatre works he has 

participated and directed include Social Theatre Trilogy (2006-2017): 

World Factory, Madmen's Stories and The Little Society. He has published 

over a dozen of different books of fiction, essay and art criticism etc. 

including On Radical Art (2015) and Bu Qi Jv Chang (2021).  



220

AFTERWORD

Initiated by curator Zhao Chuan and Swiss Arts Council Pro Helvetia 
Shanghai, ‘Staging Alterity’ - a project of performances and discussions 
- was held at Shanghai Minsheng Art Museum in December 2016 and at 
Shanghai Ming Contemporary Art Museum in September 2018. It invited 
artists and researchers from different continents to share their practice and 
exchange experiences from various histories and geographical locations 
together with Chinese colleagues over the course of four days. Co-curated 
by Zhao Chuan and Ophelia Jiadai Huang, the third edition of ‘Staging 
Alterity’ was due to be held in Shanghai in September 2020. However, the 
original plan could not proceed due to the global pandemic.

Instead, time and text kindly allow us to gather in another way to continue 
our dialogues, and to reflect on the meaning of such gatherings in multiple 
histories and realities at this moment of suspended or reduced global 
mobility. We are grateful for the participation of all artists and contributors. 
Some of them met during ‘Staging Alterity’ and have already developed 
further interaction since; some are new guests to this special gathering 
including several practitioners and scholars active in research and curatorial 
fields. We have also included edits of several previous talks. 

We want to thank the generous support of Pro Helvetia Shanghai, Swiss 
Arts Council, and to thank Jake Newby, Jin Yifei, Yingjun Wei, Wang Yun, 
Lin Tian and Zhang Ruoshui for their meticulous work in enabling these 
texts and dialogues to exist in Chinese and English. We are also grateful to 
Materialise in Switzerland and for the design and production by Xu Jie and 
his team, which enables this book to be shared with audiences far and wide.

Ophelia Jiadai Huang and Zhao Chuan
5 July 2021
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