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Abstract

This thesis argues that contemporary English theatre since the millennium is marked by a
distinctive engagement between the real and precarity. Throughout 2000 — 2018, theatre of
the real has proliferated and diversified in form. I show that this has also been defined by a
dramaturgical shift in practitioner intent: in theatre, it is now no longer what the real is that
matters, but sow it functions. I focus on the theatre practitioners Alecky Blythe, Tim Crouch,
and Kim Noble and use a mixture of performance and textual analysis, to investigate how the
real functions in contemporary theatre. The analysis explains the reasons for the burgeoning
interest in this genre, and the shift in ideological focus.

Following accounts that argue the post-millennial period is a new ‘age of anxiety’, I
evaluate the precarity that has characterised 2000 — 2018. This precarity destabilises the idea
of secure realities and identities, and this instability is reflected in theatrical content and
forms. In order to respond to this precarity, practitioners use the three key indexical traces of
the real in performance — the archive, presence and technology — which work together as a
‘reality braid’ that substitute placeholders for reality into the unstable gaps created by
precarity. I reveal that indexical traces of the real in contemporary English theatre play an

important role in staging an affective response to this precarity.



INTRODUCTION

I think we have a thirst for reality.

— Peter Brooks (1)

The turn to real: theorising 2000 - 2018

Many thinkers, critics and artists agree there has been a recent ‘turn’ to the real in a range of
cultural forms, taking place at the end of the twentieth century, and moving into the twenty-
first. Slavoj Zizek claims the “ultimate and defining moment of the twentieth century was the
direct experience of the Real”, revealed by events such as 9/11 (Welcome... 5-6). Alain
Badiou attests that the twentieth century has been “aroused by a passion for the real” and with
the advent of the twenty-first century, this “passion” appears to have intensified in character
and interest (52). In 2010, David Shields succinctly expressed the burgeoning fascination with
the real in art as the eponymous “reality hunger”. In Reality Hunger: A Manifesto, he claims
an “artistic movement, albeit an organic and as-yet-unstated one, is forming” that is focused
on the real (5). Hal Foster’s Bad New Days: Art, Criticism, Emergency (2015) argues that art
is moving away “from its privileging of the imagistic and the textual and toward a probing of
the real and the historical” (1). Some scholars use other terms to describe this phenomenon:
for instance, Daniel Schulze claims “[w]e are living in a culture which seeks authenticity”
(251).

This thesis investigates the significance of this turn to the real for theatre, in which the
real has always occupied a central and contentious place - a “vexed” relationship, according
to Liz Tomlin (Acts and Apparitions 7). 1 contend that the undercurrent of a majority of the
theatrical work produced since the millennium has been characterised by an increased need to
access and understand the real. This view is not shared by all: some scholars argue that there
has not been a particular theatrical movement breaking ground in the way the ‘angry young
men’ of the 1950s — 60s, and the ‘in-yer-face’ playwrights of the 1990s did.' The scholar

Graham Saunders argues that, following the 1990s, “we can’t think in terms of ‘wave theory’

' For more on the ‘angry young men’ and their influence see The Angry Years: The Rise and Fall of the Angry
Young Men by Colin Wilson (2007), Anger and After: Guide to the New British Drama by John Russell Taylor
(1977), Modern British Playwriting: The 1950s by David Pattie (2012), and Dan Rebellato’s important /956 And
All That: The Making of Modern British Drama (1999). For literature pertaining to the ‘in-yer-face’ generation
see In-Yer-Face Theatre: British Drama Today (2001) and Modern British Playwriting: The 1990s by Aleks
Sierz (2012).



anymore” (in Aragay, Klein et al. 174) and suggests that when “attempting to assess a decade
in British culture or politics, critics often grasp towards a received or truncated view” (in
D’Monté and Saunders 1). Similarly, the critic Andrew Haydon characterises the first decade
of the new millennium as one in which “it could be claimed [...] there had not been any
single revolutionary moment” (40).

In contrast to Saunders and Haydon, I contend that there has been a dominant
theatrical wave — the wave of the real — and that this has been well documented. Indeed,
Carol Martin coined the umbrella phrase “theatre of the real”, bringing together common
terms including ‘theatre of actuality’, ‘reality theatre’ and ‘documentary theatre’ used to
describe “theatre’s participation in today’s addiction to and questioning of the real”

(Theatre of the Real 5). Martin argues that the first two decades of the twenty-first century
have been dominated by theatre of the real productions, alongside wider cultural anxiety

5, ¢

about ‘reality’: “[c]ontemporary theatre of the real has proliferated at the same time that,

299

for better or worse, there is a great expansion of ideas about ‘reality’” (Dramaturgy of the
Real on the World Stage 2). Looking at the output of the theatre intended to reflect and
characterise the entire nation — the National Theatre of Great Britain (NT) — is a key
marker of theatre of the real’s domination. In 2014, in an unprecedented move, the NT had
three theatre of the real plays running simultaneously, a first in the history of the building:
DVS8’s JOHN, David Hare’s Behind the Beautiful Forevers, and Fatboy Slim and David
Byrne’s Here Lies Love.” Not only did these plays use real stories, but the forms adopted to
tell these stories were unusual: Behind the Beautiful Forevers was an adaptation of
Katherine Boo’s prize-winning non-fiction book of the same title; JOHN told the story of a
man through the dance and physical theatre typical of DV8’s practice; and Here Lies Love
explored the tale of the life of Imelda Marcos, through the medium of a rock musical. The
commitment of the National Theatre to staging different forms of documentary theatre

indicates that by 2014 theatre of the real was not only a popular Fringe curiosity in

England, but also a major national trend.” Other scholars have noted theatre of the real’s

* This observation was made by Chris Megson during his talk at the National Theatre’s public study event ‘In
Context: Documentary and Verbatim Theatre’, 25 November 2014.

? Indicative of theatre of the real’s acceptance amongst the mainstream is also the increase in academic study of
the subject. Forsyth and Megson note in their introduction to Get Real that their book was a necessary
intervention partly because “documentary theatre projects have become a staple feature of drama school and
university curricula” (1). Modules created in this decade include “Documentary Theatre” at the University of
Aberystwyth; “Theatre of Memory and Autobiography” at the University of Exeter; “Performing Lives: Theory
and Practice of Autobiographical Theatre” at the University of Kent; “Theatre Works: Writing, Memory,
Labour” at Kings College London and “Staging The Real” at Royal Holloway, University of London. Specialist
centres were founded to collaboratively respond to this contemporary moment: King’s College London’s Centre
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move to the mainstream: Cyrielle Garson’s PhD thesis states that verbatim theatre has
expanded “the British mainstream theatre vocabulary” (26) and Middeke, Schnierer and
Sierz describe how “[in] the aftermath of 9/11, it was hard to avoid politics, and the
fashion for verbatim theatre influenced even fictional stories” (xiv).

Verbatim drama — a strand of documentary theatre — has been the most prevalent form
of theatre of the real throughout this period. Sidn Adiseshiah and Louise LePage’s significant
theatrical study of the start of this century recognises that “if there is a truncated view to be
offered of the new millennium’s drama to date — in the UK, at any rate — perhaps it is here,
with the story of verbatim drama” (3). Other critics and scholars also note its contemporary
importance. For example, Andrew Haydon suggests verbatim theatre is: a “good way to
understand how theatre developed in the 2000s” (‘Theatre in the 2000s’ 41) and in 2012, the
Guardian’s theatre critic Michael Billington remarked, “[w]hat is astonishing is how
ubiquitous it has become”. In 2014, Billington reaffirmed his position stating verbatim theatre
“is now accepted as a valid theatrical form [...] it is far too deeply rooted to disappear”.
Tomlin supports the observation that the documentary form was in the ascendant at the start
of the twenty-first century: “[e]Jmerging out of the prevailing climate of scepticism in the final
decade of the twentieth century was the revitalisation of documentary forms of theatre in the
first decade of the twenty-first” (Acts and Apparitions 114).

Although I begin my study in 2000, this is not to claim that theatre had no prior
interest in the real. In fact, far the opposite, as Mary Luckhurst observes: “[f]or the last two
decades theatre, film and television have reflected a growing obsession with the real
throughout the world” (Playing For Real 1). In theatre, this “obsession” has been especially
noticeable due to the wide variety of proliferations in theatrical form, as Chris Megson and
Alison Forsyth note: “this eclecticism shows little sign of abating as forms of fact-based
theatre continue to diversify and capture the public imagination” (Get Real ix). The past two
decades have produced: verbatim musicals, such as Alecky Blythe and Adam Cork’s London
Road (2011), and Hadley Fraser and Josie Rourke’s Committee... (A New Musical) (2017);
theatrical ‘hoaxes’ such as Stewart Laing and Pamela Carter’s Paul Bright’s Confessions of a
Justified Sinner (2013), Tim Crouch’s Adler and Gibb (2014) and Dennis Kelly’s fake
verbatim play Taking Care of Baby (2007); autobiographical solo performances including Nic
Green’s Fatherland (2013), Kim Noble’s You re Not Alone (2014), and Jenna Watt’s Faslane

for Life-Writing Research established in 2007, and the University of Nottingham’s Mixed Reality Laboratory
founded in 1999.
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(2016), as well as numerous other theatrical games, innovations and stories that all pull their
threads from real-life stories, voices and events.

Why has the cultural landscape of 2000 — 2018 been dominated by art connected to
the real? How have theatremakers used the real in their work, and what is their reason for
doing so? This next section discusses 2000 — 2018, and argues that it is a significant period to
commit substantial research to, because of the dominant affect of the precarity that has

characterised Western life since the millennium.

Contextualising 2000 - 2018

Although we are yet to finish the second decade of this century, I contend that this work is
necessary to undertake at this point. Indeed, I am not the only scholar to address such recent

theatrical history, as Vicky Angelaki describes:

Under normal circumstances, it might have been premature to write a book on social
and political theatre in twenty-first-century Britain as we are only now transitioning to
the second half of the new century’s second decade. But defining normal has become
more of a challenge... (Social and Political Theatre in 21"'-Century Britain: Staging
Crisis 1)

Angelaki calls for a “conversation that problematizes some of the primary preoccupations for
British society as captured in its theatre of the 2000s and 2010s” and this thesis continues that
conversation, contending that the real is an important part of that discussion (1). Angelaki
also provides a useful description of global life throughout this period naming a wide range of
events that she claims have contributed to a general feeling of “crisis” (Social and Political
Theatre in 21°'-Century Britain: Staging Crisis 1). I contend that two important ‘crisis’ events
of this period are the 9/11 terror attacks in 2001, which — crudely — can be said to have shaped
the first decade of this millennium, and the 2007 — 8 financial crisis, which — again, crudely —
can be said to have shaped the second.

The past two decades in England have been characterised as a period of privatization
and deregulation, described as economic liberalism, or as late capitalism, or neoliberalism. I
have chosen to use the term neoliberalism, as it is most commonly used to express the
practices that claim to offer the individual ‘freedom’, “strong private property rights, free
markets, and free trade” with minimal state intervention (Harvey 2). David Graeber describes

neoliberalism as “the new dispensation” and claims that it has become “the organizing

principle of almost everything” (377). Chapter Two of this thesis outlines how the hegemony
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of neoliberalism has produced widespread precarity and I will particularly turn to the later
work of Judith Butler, and Lauren Berlant’s theory of ‘cruel optimism’ to explore this. Butler
argues 9/11 expanded feelings of precarity through intensifying personal feelings of
vulnerability to the Other, and Berlant’s theory addresses the ongoing precarity of the present
moment. This chapter will also suggest the financial crash destabilised accepted narratives of
stability, leading to increased precarity.

It is important to note, and this will be threaded throughout this thesis, that 2000 —
2018 should not be taken as limiting cut off points for discussion. Whilst I am primarily
interested in the post-9/11 and post-recession theatrical response, the year 2000 is not where
the concerns of the practitioners under study began. The following chapters highlight
theatrical and artistic developments before this time that are relevant to their practice. Further,
the practitioners are still producing work so this thesis is not an exhaustive study of this

developing area, and my conclusion will look ahead to the future implications of my research.

Theatre of the real: a shift in focus

My aim in this thesis is to contribute towards thought and research that concerns the real in
contemporary theatre. More specifically, I am interested in how what comes to be seen as the
‘real’ is dramatically produced. How do theatremakers throughout 2000 — 2018 dramatically
produce what is understood as the real on stage, and what is the reason for its wide
proliferation in contemporary work?*

My initial interest in theatre of the real was piqued by the pervasiveness of the term in
relation to theatre, and the popularity of performances that present and explore reality, which
has been well documented and is outlined throughout this thesis.” I intend to address a gap
that exists in theatre scholarship by analysing the relationship between theatre of the real and

precarity, and its impact on the dramaturgical practices, content and structure of theatre of the

4 These questions were clarified by reading Una Chaudhuri’s The Stage Lives of Animals: Zooésis and
Performance (2017). Chaudhuri explains she coined the neologism ‘zooésis’: “[z]ooésis (from the Greek zoion =
animal) to refer to the ways the animal is put into discourse: constructed, represented, understood and
misunderstood” (5). Chaudhuri argues it is our own self-constructed relationship we have created to animals
which is problematic (e.g. bestowing arbitrary symbolism on them). Chaudhuri’s concept appeals to my research
questions because I am less concerned with what the ‘real’ is, and more interested in understanding how the
‘real’ is used ideologically in theatre. The ubiquity of the ‘real’ in theatrical discourse is a marker that this
requires further probing.

> For further evidence of the rise in theatre of the real and its popularity see: Forsyth and Megson, Get Real:
Documentary Theatre Past and Present (1), Carol Martin, Theatre of the Real (5), David Lane, Contemporary
British Drama (59), Tom Cantrell, Acting in Documentary Theatre (1), Sidan Adiseshiah and Louise LePage
Twenty-First Century Drama: What Happens Now (3), and Ursula Canton’s Biographical Theatre (1).
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real work made during this time. What is the connection between theatre of the real and
precarity? I will show that precarity underpins contemporary theatre of the real productions in
both content and form. In considering the reason for the proliferation of theatre of the real, I
contend that, as the affect of precarity has been felt more acutely, practitioners have turned
more and more to theatre of the real as a way to attempt to analyse and explain the societal
shifts. As Martin writes, contemporary “documentary theatre represents a struggle to shape
and remember the most transitory history — the complex ways in which men and women think
about the events that shape the landscapes of their lives” (Dramaturgy... 17). In times of
increased fear and precarity, there is a desire to explain and rationalise what is happening, and
theatre is one artistic vessel for these questions. This thesis will demonstrate that the
practitioners I study respond to contemporary precarity through creating plays and
performance that highlight the instability of reality.

Earlier examples of theatre of the real sought to provide as accurate a replication of
real life and pre-recorded interviews as possible, in order to adequately capture the
seriousness of what these plays often detailed. Their aim was, as Carol Martin suggests, “to
‘get real’, to access ‘the real thing’” (Theatre of the Real 4). For example, the director Nicolas
Kent argues the “strength of verbatim is that it’s absolutely truthful, it’s exactly what
someone said [...] my attempt, in using verbatim, is always to get as near to the truth as you
can” (Kent in Hammond and Steward 152). For practitioners such as Kent, the focus is clear:
to obtain the ‘real’, to provide “truth” for an audience. It was considered that audiences
specifically sought out theatre as a place to become educated about important topics, often
because of distrust in journalism. Michael Billington cites verbatim theatre as a “reaction
against the loaded nature of public debate in Britain today” which is “undermined by
proprietorial bias” in newspapers (The Tricycle Collected Tribunal Plays 2) and Mary
Luckhurst claims that the rise in verbatim theatre productions “seem to be bound up with
widespread suspicion of governments and their ‘spin’ merchants, a distrust of the media and a
desire to uncover stories which may be being suppressed” (in Holdsworth and Luckhurst
200). These plays often tackled serious topics, usually in the wake of a traumatic incident, or
as a response to societal frustration with how the government, police and media were
responding to situations. For example, David Lane suggests that the “failures of the media to
faithfully report events without manipulating evidence, and the repeated failures of hallowed
institutions — the police, the army and the government — to conduct themselves with integrity

were a significant contributing factor” to the rise of verbatim theatre (61).
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I argue that since 2000, there has been a gradual shift in how theatre of the real
operates. The central dramaturgical desire is no longer for legitimacy and to ‘get real’, but to
highlight and explore the impossibility and ambiguity of “the real thing”. It is not what the
real is that matters so much to practitioners, but zow it functions within theatre. The existence
of this shift has been articulated by Ulrike Garde and Meg Mumford as “Reality Theatre
productions that can be termed postdramatic”. They suggest these types of theatre “create
porous and ambivalent worlds where real-life people, stories and places invade and are
invaded by the frame of the stage”, analysing examples which encourage “destabilisation of a
sense of authentic and graspable subjects, texts and communicative situations” (in Carroll et
al. 148).

I argue this shift in theatre of the real is discernible through my observation that plays
that explore or stage the real operate in two distinct ways: the ‘intradiegetic real’ and the
‘extradiegetic real’, which I extrapolate in Chapter One. In Chapter One I also introduce some
of the innovative ways in which contemporary theatre deploys the real, through three
indexical traces of the real in performance. These three traces are the archive, presence, and
technology. I show how all these traces work dramaturgically together, forming a ‘reality
braid’ that constructs the real on stage. This ‘reality braid’ is like a Borromean knot, Jacques
Lacan’s frequently used metaphor of three interlinked circles which are connected together: if
one of the links is removed, then the knot becomes disconnected.

How do practitioners use the indexical traces in order to create the affect of the real for
audience members? I contend that this is achieved in performance through acts of
substitution, the act of replacing one idea, object, or person, with another idea, object or
person. The act of substitution reveals the instability of reality because, as an action,
substitution points towards precarity: the precarious identity of one thing is replaced by
another. These substitutions therefore instantiate the shift that theatre of the real has made
from one that is ontologically secure in its presentation of the real, to one that performs the
precarity of reality that is affectively felt in society. This shift can be witnessed in a span of
exciting recent contemporary theatre work that is best evidenced and explored by analysing

three contrasting case studies: Tim Crouch, Alecky Blythe, and Kim Noble.

The case studies

I offer here a brief introduction to the three practitioners studied —Tim Crouch, Alecky

Blythe, and Kim Noble — in order to lay the foundations for the later chapters. My focus is on



15

productions of Crouch’s An Oak Tree (National Theatre, 2015), Blythe’s Little Revolution
(Almeida Theatre, 2014), and Kim Noble’s You 're Not Alone (Soho Theatre and touring,
2015-16). These three artists may appear an unusual combination: Crouch is one of England’s
leading experimental playwrights, Blythe writes realist verbatim drama, and Noble creates
autobiographical comedic performance pieces. Yet, I contend that placing these diverse artists
alongside each other allows for a tracing of patterns between markedly different theatrical
genres and highlights the range of performance work that is currently concerned with the real
because each use the dramaturgical ‘reality braid’ of archive, presence and technology. This
thesis demonstrates that, as a response to precarity, each evidence the shift in focus from a
desire to ‘get real’, to instead exploring the impossibility and ambiguity of ‘the real thing’,
through the dramaturgically instantiated logic of substitution.

It is important to note that the productions I analyse took place between 2014 — 2016,
the years following the 2007 — 8 financial crash in which the effects of the ‘age of austerity’
were becoming apparent. However, Crouch’s An Oak Tree was created in the first decade of
the twenty-first century. It premiered at the Traverse Theatre at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival
in 2005 and then ran in New York City in 2006 — 2007, before opening at the Soho Theatre in
London in early 2007. Therefore, it is an outlier from Blythe and Noble’s work as it was made
in the period prior to the 2007 — 8 financial crash. However, the piece anticipates the full
effects of this period, which are investigated in Little Revolution and You re Not Alone.

As I evince, An Oak Tree is concerned with exploring existential precarity, which is
reflective of the insecurity of the period following 9/11 when the play was written, as I
discuss in Chapter Two. Blythe and Noble’s work not only exemplifies existential precarity,
but also societal precarity, which is reflective of the period of the age of austerity, as Chapter
Two also explores. For this reason, I look at the case studies in chronological order in order to
reflect the move from theatre that explores existential precarity, to theatre that explores both
existential and societal precarity. I take Crouch’s An Oak Tree as my first case study,
followed by Blythe’s Little Revolution, and finally Noble’s You 're Not Alone. As 1 will
demonstrate, Crouch’s play shares the dramaturgical strategies of the subsequent work
produced by Blythe and Noble, which I identify as the archive, presence and technology.
Although Crouch’s work is not taken directly from documentary or verbatim sources, |
contend that his work is connected to a wider cultural anxiety about the real, which the
proliferation of documentary plays also demonstrates. It is pertinent to note that the revival of
An Oak Tree occurred in 2015 at the NT, the year after the theatre had produced three theatre

of the real plays running simultaneously, as I previously indicated.
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Tim Crouch is an award-winning Brighton-based theatremaker who performs, directs
and writes plays for adults and children. Inspired by conceptual art practices, Crouch is
known for his formal experimentation and interest in the metaphorical abstract: Caridad Svich
describes him as “one of the most exciting experimental theatre-makers working in the
English-language” (205) and Dan Rebellato comments “Crouch is acclaimed for his avant-
garde experimentations” (Coup de Thédtre 91). Crouch began his career in the 1980s as an
actor, and became a writer after his first play — a solo piece titled My Arm (2003) — achieved
critical success (Rebellato ‘Tim Crouch’ 126). Crouch’s plays are often seen as experimental,
particularly because of their formal innovations: for example, in My Arm “he asks the
audience to provide his props” and uses these objects “to illustrate the story and stand in for
other characters and objects from the story” (Rebellato ‘Tim Crouch’ 129). As Crouch’s work
is fictional and not based on real life, or testimony, his work may seem an outlier against
Blythe and Noble. However, I demonstrate that he not only shares dramaturgical indexical
traces of the real with the other case studies, but is also fascinated with exploring and
refiguring the real in content and form and, as such, his work should be included within the
theatre of the real categorisation. An Oak Tree (2005) was inspired by the visual artist
Michael Craig Martin’s 1973 artwork ‘An Oak Tree’. It uses a unique framing device to
unfold its narrative concerns — every night the second member of the cast (alongside Crouch)
is a different actor who has never read the script before.

There is a wide range of scholarship that deals with Crouch’s plays. In Modern British
Playwriting 2000 — 2009: Voices, Documents, New Interpretations, Rebellato analyses My
Arm, An Oak Tree and The Author and whilst his comprehensive study is extremely useful —
particularly on the plays in performance and the affect they have on their audience — the
analysis is a little truncated for the general reader of this text. Helen Freshwater explains the
way that Crouch’s plays engage audiences and cites The Author as one that “shows its
audiences that not all experiences of participation are positive” (409), and across the
following chapters I consider the politics of participation. Seda Ilter, Cristina Delgado-Garcia
and Catherine Love have all responded to Crouch’s work, particularly in terms of his
association with visual art, and the politics of his plays. However, and surprisingly, despite
drawing comparisons between Crouch’s work and conceptual art movements, none of these
scholars consider the work of Michael Craig-Martin in detail. Whilst Craig-Martin’s ‘An Oak
Tree’ is often visually described by scholars, there is a lack of rigorous insight into the
philosophy and techniques of Craig-Martin’s practice, and I have sought to redress this

omission.
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Alecky Blythe is a London-based verbatim playwright who founded the Recorded
Delivery company in 2003. Blythe named the company after the particular verbatim technique
that she employs in her work: real-life recorded interviews are edited and fed to actors via
earphones during rehearsals and performance, with the intention that actors then perfectly
mimic what they hear. Blythe is a useful case study for this thesis because — as previously
mentioned — verbatim theatre is one of the most popular forms of theatre of the real in
England.® Little Revolution (2014), the key production of Blythe’s I will analyse, is
emblematic of her recorded delivery technique. A central feature of the original 2014
production at the Almeida Theatre is that Blythe features in the cast, playing herself. Indeed, a
shared strategy of each practitioner is that they perform in each of my case study productions,
and this shall be analysed at greater length in each chapter.

As the recorded delivery technique is an unusual performance experience for actors to
undertake, there is considerable scholarship on this aspect of Blythe’s practice. Tom
Cantrell’s Acting in Documentary Theatre and Lib Taylor’s article ‘Voice, Body and the
Transmission of the Real in Documentary Theatre’ (2013), and an interview she conducted
with Blythe in 2011, assess the role of the actor. Such work introduces questions of voice and
the real, but its focus on the actor leaves slightly less room to discuss the affect generated by
her work for an audience, which is where my thesis steps in. Little Revolution has attracted
considerable critical attention, possibly because its focus is on the 2011 riots, which opens up
considerations of politics and race. Cyrielle Garson has written about this production and of
particular note is her eloquent observation that Little Revolution “is as interested in
dramatising the constructed nature of the piece itself” (‘Does Verbatim theatre...” 215).
Whilst I acknowledge this useful reading, my thesis focuses on the affect of the play as an
example of, what I term, ‘post-traumatic kitsch theatre’.

My third case study is the performance and video artist Kim Noble, who is based in
South East London. Of the three practitioners, Noble is the least renowned and his oeuvre is
significantly smaller than that of Blythe or Crouch. However, in the years he has been
producing work, Noble has established himself as one of the most exciting and controversial
multi-disciplinary performance artists working in the UK, reflected in accolades received for
his work. The case study for this thesis is You 're Not Alone (first performed 2014), a solo

autobiographical performance piece that fuses video footage, sound recordings, direct

% For example: David Lane describes the “rapid growth of verbatim” (59), Hammond and Steward claim
verbatim theatre “is thriving” (11) and Michael Billington describes the “huge public appetite for what we now
call Verbatim Theatre” (The Tricycle Collected Tribunal Plays 1).
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address, comedy, and audience participation. Noble performs the piece himself and the show
explores his attempt to find meaning and connection with strangers he meets. As an
autobiographical piece, Noble’s work falls within Martin’s theatre of the real category, and
his work shares the same indexical traces of the real as Blythe and Crouch’s.

Noble’s production output is likely to grow in future years, yet there is little
scholarship that investigates his work. The main research on Noble draws attention to the
theme of mental health, a strong focus of his performances, as Chapter Five will evince.
However, this thesis is concerned with his instantiation of the real and the affective structure
of his work for an audience. In Chapter Five I address the slim scholarship that exists on
Noble, and part of the work of this thesis is to remedy this dearth of material. In Chapter Five
I also look at scholarship that relates to autobiographical performance, drawing on the

research Deirdre Heddon has undertaken in this area.

Methodology

I use two principal research methods in my analysis of the three case study practitioners.
Firstly, the research takes a text-based approach and uses close textual analysis to uncover
textual meaning and shared dramaturgical strategies. Secondly, the research takes a
performance-based approach and draws from my personal experience as an audience member
during these productions. I therefore take texts into consideration, but contend they cannot be
evaluated without also considering the performative, as the two combined and compared offer
the most complete and complex impression of the theatrical event. To complement and add to
these two predominant strategies of research I also engage in other methodological
approaches. In my work on Tim Crouch I have adopted an ethnographical approach and
observed rehearsals. In my work on Alecky Blythe, I have consulted archives and made use of
archival recordings and archival documentation from the National Theatre Archives, and the
Almeida Theatre.

Close text analysis of the plays is central to my research because published play texts
are what remains and can be analysed once a live performance is over. The published plays of
Tim Crouch and Alecky Blythe enable me to address my research questions, not only through
providing a document of the original performance, but also through indicating how
practitioners frame and market the future life of their work following an initial production
run. The method of close text analysis is useful in allowing analysis of the minutiae of scripts

that will not be apparent through just watching a play — for example, noticing the particular
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choice of word, or punctuation in certain parts of the text. The difficulty of analysing these
texts is that there is always a gap between the text on the page and how it originally appeared
in the live performance. Peggy Phelan suggests that text and performance are two entirely
separate entities: “[p]erformance’s only life is in the present. Performance cannot be saved,
recorded, [or] documented” (146). There is developing research about the complex nature of
performance and the theatre text, but it is generally considered that the text can be used as a
record of the original performance. The text is the central document that remains from the
liminal experience of theatre — a ‘trace’ of the original live performance.

The other key methodological approach is performance-based: I have seen each of the
productions in performance, sometimes several times and some productions I saw at different
venues across the UK. The importance this thesis gives to analysis of live production is in part
a response to Phelan’s anxiety about the impermanence of performance. As Philip Auslander
states, “the common assumption is that the live event is “real” and that mediatized events are
secondary and somehow artificial reproductions of the real” (3). Through performance
analysis, [ am able to draw on my role as an audience member to analyse the live event and
describe the inconsistencies and irregularities of performance that may not be explicit in the
published text of a production. This is crucial as sometimes the printed version differs from
the live performance and often its final incarnation does not include pre-show or post-show
action that can be an important aspect of the audience’s experience. Due to last minute
changes in rehearsal or during the production run, the text does not always accurately describe
the physical action, stage design or proxemics of the production as accurately as when the text
becomes performance. Further, because I watched each of these productions, I am able to
draw on my own personal affective response, yet my experience should not be taken as
representative for all audience members. A performance-centred approach ensures that I take
note of miniscule changes in performance on different nights of the run, the audience
reception, and how productions alter according to varying venue requirements. My
observations of audience response are incorporated into my analysis, as a key attribute of
some theatre of the real is the tendency for productions to require their audience to be slightly
more engaged, even a co-creator of the work. Attending the productions ensured I received an
embodied experience of the different performative demands that each of the case studies
employs. To complement this, I also make use of reviews and blogposts about the productions
to offer a clear understanding of the reception of these pieces of work. This performance-

centred method enables me to meet the aims of the thesis by offering an invaluable insight
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into the central visual and aesthetic manifestations of the instances of theatre practice
discussed.

Another methodological approach important to this research project is the use of
archival documentation, which allows me to extend the scope of my research to other types of
text integral to the case studies. The Almeida Theatre’s archive has provided me the
opportunity to look at the prompt copy, rehearsal notes, production photographs, and other
documentation pertaining to Little Revolution. These stage management texts and visual texts
usefully offer distinct versions of the live performance that can be revisited. The archive for
Little Revolution has proved particularly illuminating in enabling me to meet the aims of this
research project because it offers a clear understanding of the uniqueness of rehearsal and
research particular to producing a recorded delivery verbatim play. Although the material in
this archive is in the public domain, it is unpublished and provides a useful understanding of
how the creative team rehearsed this particular play. Secondly, another central part of the
analysis is the complementary texts that surround the performances, including programmes,
reviews, trailers, interviews with the practitioners and other archival documentation such as
rehearsal reports. These peripheral texts surrounding the case studies give some indication of
the initial critical and audience reception of the productions, whilst also suggesting how the
productions were originally marketed and framed by the producing theatres. In the National
Theatre’s archive, there is a taped version of a performance of Crouch’s An Oak Tree and
Blythe’s London Road, along with rehearsal documentation and production photographs.
Further texts that form part of my research are the existing scholarly material on each of these
practitioners and this existing material is analysed in their corresponding chapters.

Of particular use are different editions of texts, such as the 2015 revised and updated
edition of An Oak Tree, published by Oberon Books. The updates in the latest edition allow
me to assess small but significant changes in Crouch’s approach to the play. Although, in
terms of researching Noble, a central difficulty is that no text is published of his performances
and my research therefore relies on notes taken during performances. The implications of this
methodological issue relate back to Peggy Phelan’s insistence that performance “cannot be
saved”, and that to “to attempt to write about the undocumentable event of performance is to
invoke the rules of the written document and thereby alter the event itself” (146, 148). The
impermanence of performance is why it is important for me to draw on several different
methodological approaches, in order to not favour performance over text, or vice-versa, but
rather to adopt a broad appreciation of the many ways that performance is received, coded and

understood.
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My documentation of time spent as an observer in the rehearsal room with Tim
Crouch offers an ethnographic approach to the research. My analysis will include a few
observations made during the time I spent in rehearsals for the updated production of Adler
and Gibb between 7 — 22 July 2016. Other work on Crouch has tended to focus on production
and textual analysis, rather than rehearsal processes.” However, my key case study is
Crouch’s An Oak Tree and as 1 did not spend time in Blythe or Noble’s rehearsal room the
findings from this time do not serve to act as a comparative study of rehearsal processes, but

they do deepen understanding of Crouch’s ‘dematerialised theatre’ practice.

Postmodernism and Postdramatic Theatre

Hans-Thies Lehmann’s groundbreaking Postdramatic Theatre was published in 1999
(English edition 2006). He describes a “new theatre”: ‘postdramatic theatre’ “is to a large
extent a ‘no longer dramatic’ theatre” (17) because dramatic theatre “is subordinated to the
primacy of the text” (21). Lehmann argues that “[i]n different ways, this core category of
drama is pushed back in postdramatic theatre — in degrees ranging from an ‘almost still
dramatic’ theatre to a form where not even the rudiments of fictive processes can be found
any more” (69) and that postdramatic theatre is no longer concerned with constructing “a
fictive cosmos” — a total illusory world on stage (22). He names Robert Wilson, Jan Fabre,
Heiner Goebbels, Pina Bausch, Bobby Baker and DV8 Physical Theatre as examples of
postdramatic practitioners (23 — 34).

Lehmann’s work is significant for discussions of contemporary theatre, particularly
those concerning presence (he writes “[p]osdramatic theatre is a theatre of the present”
(143)), the real, and technology, key concerns of this thesis. Indeed, Lehmann pays particular
attention to an analysis of theatre and the real, writing that “postdramatic theatre means:
theatre of the real” because it is concerned with “permanently switching, not between form
and content, but between ‘real’ contiguity (connection with reality) and ‘staged’ construct”
(103). My case studies (especially Noble) explore the real in this way, but in this thesis, rather
than ‘postdramatic’, I prefer to use the framing terms of ‘intradiegetic real’ and ‘extradiegetic

real’, as Chapter One details. Further, as opposed to a rejection and refusal of the dramatic,

7 See the collection of essays and interviews that respond to Crouch’s work in Contemporary Theatre Review,
24.1 (2011); see also Stephen Bottoms, “Authorizing the Audience: The Conceptual Drama of Tim Crouch”,
Performance Research, 14.1 (2009), pp. 65-76; Emilie Morin, “‘Look Again’: Indeterminacy and Contemporary
British Drama”, New Theatre Quarterly, 27.1 (2011), pp. 71-85; Helen Freshwater, “Children and the Limits of
Representation in the Work of Crouch”, in Vicky Angelaki (ed.), Contemporary British Theatre: Breaking New
Ground (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), pp. 167-188; Dan Rebellato, “Tim Crouch”, in Dan Rebellato
(ed.), Modern British Playwriting 2000 — 2009 (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), pp. 125-144.
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each of my case study practitioners are interested in story and narrative. It therefore feels a
disservice to analyse their work through the postdramatic.

Despite Lehmann’s interest in these matters, this thesis does not use postmodernism or
postdramatic theatre as a springboard. This is also because Lehmann’s concern is for “roughly
the 1970s to the 1990s” when “the term postmodern theatre [became] established”, whilst my
case studies start from the year 2005 (25). I would contend that whilst they certainly all owe
an aesthetic debt to the shift towards postdramatic theatre, by the twenty-first century,
Lehmann’s arguments do not apply in quite the same way because the experience of
capitalism (on which ideas about postmodernism are founded) is so different in the period that
I am looking at — one beyond postmodernism and the postdramatic. As Jeffrey T. Nealon
argues in Post-Postmodernism, “capitalism itself is the thing that’s intensified most radically
since Jameson began doing his work on postmodernism” (x) and “[o]n an affective level of
everyday life in the US, it’s pretty clear that whatever happened culturally and economically
in the 1980s and *90s, we’re living in a different period” (11). This different period requires a
different theoretical approach to Lehmann’s, and I am more interested in using contemporary
philosophers and theorists who are interested in precarity, neoliberalism and austerity which
has been the dominant experience of the twenty-first century, rather than using Lehmann as a
lens through which to analyse my case studies.

My position is partly because I share Elinor Fuchs’ dissatisfaction with Lehmann’s
text for concentrating on aesthetic developments, as opposed to politics. Brandon Woolf
argues that “Lehmann’s volume is an ambitious attempt to come to terms with the aesthetic
developments in American an European theatre” (32) and describes Fuchs’ complaint in her
review of his book that he engages with aesthetics rather than social and political theory (32).
Indeed, the most useful work regarding postdramatic theatre that has been undertaken in
relation to my thesis has been by Ulrike Garde and Meg Mumford who examine the politics
of some examples of reality theatre which they designate as postdramatic “because they create
the porous and ambivalent worlds where real-life people and places invade and are invaded by
the frame of the stage” (148). In their argument they delineate how a “destabilisation of a
sense of authentic and graspable subjects, texts and communicative situations” can result in a
“productive insecurity” which “can be used to unfix stable and possibly oppressive
perceptions of the stable and the unfamiliar” (148). Whilst Garde and Mumford’s position
shares much similarity with the ideas I develop in this thesis, I still would not label my case

studies as postdramatic.
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Terminology: the real — a term that is “inadequate yet necessary”

In this thesis, I develop specific terminology, which requires explanation. This is not intended
to establish a prescriptive definition of concepts, but to offer guidelines to my own use of
them.

Throughout this thesis I do not place ‘real’, ‘the real’, ‘reality’ or ‘theatre of the real’

in quotation marks. This follows the lead of Carol Martin, who argues that,

‘Real’ in quotation marks insinuates that the real is not real. Real (without quotation
marks) insinuates that the real is real. Since much of my discussion is about the real’s
ambiguity, I have elected not to use quotation marks. (178)

Martin’s deduction, she explains, stems from Janelle Reinelt’s citing of Stella Bruzzi when
discussing “the awareness of spectators about the status of reality” (9). Reinelt cites Bruzzi’s
statement that “[t]he Spectator is not in need of signposts and inverted commas to understand
that a documentary is a negotiation between reality on the one hand and image, interpretation
and bias on the other” which Martin takes to be implicitly implying that quotation marks need
not accompany the word ‘real” (Bruzzi in Martin 9). | am not suggesting that the real is self-
explanatory, rather that my case studies each point towards the real through their different
dramaturgies of process. To use quotation marks when referring to ‘the real” would, I argue,
suggest a concern with researching the ambiguous nature of the real. This is not my concern —
in this thesis I take the ambiguous nature of the real as a given, not something requiring
investigation. To not use quotation marks when referring to the real elides this lengthy debate
and works from the presumption that the analysis at hand is one step advanced from any
ontological concerns. Whilst not using quotation marks when referring to the real could be
seen as an oppressive gesture that marks the real as defined rather than allowing for its
multivalent properties, I would rather ease clarity and flow. Further, I stress that my thesis is
not concerned with what the real is (ontologically), but rather how the real has been ingrained
in discourse and used in distinctive dramaturgical ways.

Many theorists have already placed a question mark over the real. Shields comments
that “/r/eality, as Nabakov never got tired of reminding us, is the one word that is
meaningless without quotation marks” (3-4). What Shields playfully suggests is that quotation
marks highlight the many different conceptions of reality and its unending philosophical
discourse. It is its imperceptibility that gives it meaning. Indeed, following Derrida, it is

tempting to place ‘the real’ “sous rature” (under erasure) (Derrida in Spivak xiv). Derrida’s
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use of “sous rature” stems from Martin Heidegger’s crossing out of the word “Being” in The
Question of Being: ““[a] thoughtful glance ahead into this realm of ‘Being’ can only write it as
Being” (Heidegger in Spivak xv). The crossing out liberates the term and allows it to both
‘be’ and ‘not be’ simultaneously: the word is both “inadequate yet necessary” (Sarup 33). It
seems to me that there is no need for citation marks, or to cross out the real — this should be
implicit. Overuse of citation marks, or a line through the word ‘real’ every time it is
mentioned would stilt the reader’s flow. Further, they would distract from the core focus of
this thesis, which is not a debate as to whether or not the real exists. The slipperiness of the
concept is inherent in it its term and any finalised meaning is always deferred. Instead of
opening up questions of ontology through use of citation marks, I focus on how what has
come to be understood as the real functions in theatre and explore how dramaturgical
processes construct the real in performance.

A key descriptive term in relation to the real that I use in this thesis is ‘theatre of the
real’, following Carol Martin. Chapter One explains Martin’s development of the term, and its
usage, as well as my own argument that the term is now rather restrictive. In this way, part of
the work of this thesis is to “‘make precarious’ the term ‘theatre of the real” and call for a
widening of the term to include fictional plays such Tim Crouch’s An Oak Tree which,
although it does not draw directly from real life, is primarily concerned with exploring the
idea of the real. Considering this, it may be more fitting to use the term ‘theatre about the
real’, rather than ‘theatre of the real’, thus avoiding the assumption that all the plays in this
category are created ‘out of” real events. However, whilst not eschewing its problematics, |
use the term ‘theatre of a real’ throughout this thesis because it is the most readily available
and recognisable term used by scholars to ‘frame’ analysis in this broad field. Martin argues
that the phrase ‘documentary theatre’ “fails us. It is inadequate. Yet at present it is the best
phrase available” (‘Bodies of Evidence’ 13)”: this can be applied to my use of the term

‘theatre of the real’ - it is both problematic and useful.

Affect

Affect is referred to throughout this thesis, and so I introduce it here. Affect theory is a
growing field in the Social Sciences and Humanities that focuses on nonlinguistic drives.
Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth indicate that “interest and intrigue regarding affect
and theories of affect came in 1995 with the publication of essays by Eve Sedgwick and

Adam Frank, and Brian Massumi (5). However, a precise definition of affect is hard to
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achieve. Gregg and Seigworth write that there “is no single, generalizable theory of affect: not
yet, and (thankfully) there never will be” (3), Sara Ahmed writes that “I do not assume there
is something called affect that stands apart or has autonomy, as if it corresponds to an object
in the world, or even that there is something called affect that can be shared as an object of
study” (30), and Marissia Fragkou explains that “the term ‘affect’ is notoriously slippery and
is often used interchangeably with emotion and feeling” (9). Keeping in mind the
‘slipperiness’ of affect, I consider here the definitions that align most with my understanding
of it.

Erin Hurley’s work on theatre and feeling draws attention to affect’s connection to the
body, stating that it “means ‘feeling associated with action’. Our blood rushes faster, our
mirror neurons spike new synaptic activity throughout our bodies, adrenalin courses
throughout the system” (xii). This describes affect in terms of a visceral feeling, which Hurley
suggests are “autonomic reactions, such as sexual arousal or sweating; thus, affects are sets of
muscular or glandular responses [...] responses we cannot consciously control” (13). Hurley
indicates that emotion is different to affect because it is a process that “names our sensate,
bodily experience in a way that organises it and makes it legible to ourselves” (23), as
opposed to being an unconscious response.

Other scholars concur with Hurley that affect is related to bodily forces. Seigworth
and Gregg explain it as “visceral forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than conscious
knowing, vital forces insisting beyond emotion” (1); Anna Gibbs claims it is “intricately
involved in the human autonomic system and engaging an energetic dimension that impels or
inhibits the body’s capacity for action” (188), and Ben Highmore distinguishes it as “on the
borders of the material and immaterial, the physical and metaphysical” (120). Gabriel Winant
usefully indicates affect’s potential for the political, when he describes it as “a more
generalized way of talking about the connection between feelings and power” (112). Winant
states that affect relates to “a particular emotion regarding a particular object”, and is
concerned with what objects do: “[a]ffects reverse the subject-object relationship of emotions:
we are their objects, rather than their origins” (Winant 112). By this, Winant means that affect
relates to a lack of emotional control in response to something: something is done fo us, not
the other way around.

Several scholars highlight how affect is a concept that is predicated on relationality.
Fragkou asserts that “affect specifically refers to the intersections of the physiological,
psychological and material experiences of relationality” (9); Seigworth and Gregg state that

affect “is an impingement or extrusion of a momentary or sometimes more sustained state of
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relation” (1), and Megan Watkins describes it as “importantly a relational phenomenon”
(270). Theatre is intimately connected to affect because it is a space of proximity and
relationality — both physically, and emotionally. Ahmed argues that when thinking about
affect it is useful to “begin with the messiness of the experiential, the unfolding of bodies into
worlds, and the drama of contingency, how we are touched by what we are near” (30). A
theatre audience experiences a ‘nearness’ to the stage and performers — they sit, or stand in
close spatial proximity to them. However, they also are proximate to the stories and emotions
that are portrayed and lived out on stage. As Hurley indicates, “theatre is an imitation that
uses the materials of the life-world to create its symbolic world” (33).

The concept of affect is therefore useful to me in this thesis because I am concerned
with the relation between the theatre of the real and precarity, and the ways this is
experienced by audiences who sit in relation to the stage both physically and emotionally. I
am interested in how theatre stages the affective symptoms of precarity and the real — how
precarity and the real impact upon an audience in a physiological and emotional way. In order
to analyse this I draw on being an audience member at each of the productions (and indeed, a
participant in You re Not Alone); 1 draw on reviews and blogs that document audience
response, and I pay attention to particular performative acts that produce affective responses
such as the use of nudity, and material objects. In order to trace affect in performances I have
been witness to I use these methods to explain how theatre stages the affective symptoms of
precarity, and my case study chapters explore this in detail. In the following chapters I focus
on the archive, presence and technology which are affect-producing dramaturgical processes.
I reveal how these processes play a role in staging affective responses to precarity and I
contend that practitioners explore relational affect through acts of substitution which reveal
the instability of reality through replacing the precarious identity of one thing with another. In
this way, theatre affectively produces for an audience the precarity of reality experienced in

society.

‘English’ theatre, not ‘British’ theatre

Although this thesis references a wide range of contemporary British and international
theatre, its three case studies are English theatre practitioners and it is important to make the
distinction that I am writing about ‘English’ theatre, as opposed to ‘British’ theatre. This
observation is important for two reasons. Firstly, there is an unhelpful and inattentive trend in

contemporary theatre scholarship to conflate ‘English’ and ‘British’, rather than
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acknowledging the subtle differences between the two. For instance, in academic publishing it
is relatively common to find books labelled as examining ‘British’ theatre when they actually
only touch upon theatre made in England by English practitioners. Examples include Vicky
Angelaki’s recent Social and Political Theatre in 21°'-Century Britain (2017), Robert Gordon,
Olaf Jubin and Millie Taylor’s British Musical Theatre Since 1950 (2016) and Mary
Luckhurst and Jane Moody’s Theatre and Celebrity in Britain (2006). This omission and
these examples were highlighted to me by Trish Reid, who comments that “Scottish people
(and I assume Welsh and Northern Irish people) get irritated when the term British is used to
describe things that are really just English” (email correspondence). The problematic nature
of labeling theatre either as ‘British’ or as ‘English’ is noted by others. Luckhurst clearly
describes the trouble with this in her introduction to A Companion to Modern British and
Irish Drama 1880-2005. She states that “[t]he idea that certain playwrights and certain plays
might be representative of various cultures and various communities is troubling”, and notes
that “[a] major difficulty for the idea of English drama is that it has been consumed by the
notion of British drama, just as ‘England’ has been consumed by the idea of ‘Britain’”
(Luckhurst 1). Similarly, Sierz reflects on the concept of “British theatre” and suggests it is
“problematic”. He claims that this is “not least because most playwrights are influenced by
ideas and events from all over the world”. For Sierz, this growing globalised world means that
“the idea of Britishness is constantly being questioned, contested and qualified, whether
implicitly or explicitly, by work from abroad” (Rewriting 4).

In recognising that the distinction between English and British drama is problematic,
and the possibility for the two to become blurred, I am not demanding that crude categories be
drawn which separates English theatre, from Welsh, Scottish, or Northern Irish theatre.
Theatre made in one place will likely share commonality with theatre made in another place
and there will be multiple dualities at play in both ‘types’ — it would be impossible, and even
grotesquely tokenistic, to rigidly categorise theatre in this way. As a national and cultural
identity is something hybrid that is continually in flux, an in depth explanation of the
sociological theories that distinguish between British and English identity is beyond the remit
of this thesis. However, broadly, the English identity that I highlight across some of the work
includes (but is not limited to): ‘stiff upper lip’ in the face of tragedy, nostalgic desire for
community, a fondness for kitsch, suspicion of the Other, and the flippant juxtaposition of the
banal and the extreme. Again, this is not to say that the Northern Irish, Welsh and Scottish do
not possess these characteristics, but I discuss these in terms of their English cultural

significance.
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Thesis Structure

This thesis contains five chapters which outline how contemporary English theatre uses the
archive, presence, and technology as three indexical traces of the real in performance, in order
to respond to contemporary precarity. The first chapter introduces the theoretical foundations
of this research and analyses contemporary theatre’s turn towards theatre of the real. I propose
a renegotiation of Carol Martin’s definition of “theatre of the real” because of my observation
that plays that explore or stage the ‘real” operate in two distinct ways: I term these two
distinct roles: the ‘intradiegetic real’ and the ‘extradiegetic real’. Further, I offer an
exploration of the historical and philosophical definitions of the terms ‘archive’, ‘presence’
and ‘technology’.

Chapter Two examines the political and economic context of the period 2000 — 2018
in order to explain how and why contemporary British theatre in the twenty-first century has
engaged with precarity. I cite 9/11 and the War on Terror, and the 2007 — 8 financial crash
and politics of austerity as examples, and explore various types of precarity: personal,
societal, and economic. I compare the different versions of precarity theorised by Judith
Butler and Lauren Berlant and frame the debate to follow by addressing the interconnected
areas of neoliberalism, cruel optimism, utopia, and nostalgia.

In Chapters Three, Four and Five, I analyse each case study in turn, outlining the
indexical traces of the real for each and how these function within the productions under
review.

In Chapter Three, I analyse the conceptual theatre of the practitioner Tim Crouch and
his collaborators, taking the National Theatre production of An Oak Tree (2015) as my central
focus. By demonstrating that Crouch’s work is fundamentally concerned with exploring and
re-conceptualising reality, this chapter makes the case for his plays to be considered as an
example of theatre of the real. I argue that ‘presence’ is important for Crouch, and show how
it is supported by the interconnected traces of archive and technology. Through analysing the
indexical traces of the real in Crouch’s work, I demonstrate that his work is primarily
concerned with staging the experience of precarity, both in content and form. In this instance,
I understand precarity as defined by Judith Butler: precarity in the face of the Other, injury
and death.

Chapter Four critically reflects on the impact and aesthetics of the verbatim theatre

work of Alecky Blythe, looking at her play Little Revolution (2014). I introduce the
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importance of voice to Blythe and explain how, for her, it appears voice is the route to the
real. The chapter considers the political and aesthetic importance of vocal delivery in the
discourse of documentary theatre. This chapter demonstrates that Blythe’s work — and,
verbatim theatre more broadly — is an example of cruel optimism, the type of precarity
theorised by Lauren Berlant. By analysing Blythe’s work through this lens, I argue that
Blythe’s plays highlight what I term ‘post-traumatic kitsch syndrome’: the English desire to
revert to nostalgia and engage in kitsch activities during times of precarity.

In Chapter Five I analyse the autobiographical theatre of the performance artist Kim
Noble, directing my focus on his 2015 show You re Not Alone, at the Soho Theatre. Through
observing the way in which the archive, presence and technology operate in Noble’s
performance, I show how You re Not Alone centres on precarity, as understood by both Judith
Butler and Lauren Berlant. This chapter demonstrates how, for Noble, technology is the key
route to the real. I suggest that, in performance, Noble abjects himself and plays with
proximity in order to highlight the contested space of neoliberal proximity in the urban
environment and the fantasy of the community dream.

The conclusion considers the implications of this research into theatre of the real and
its indexical traces, in relation to precarity. I use this final moment to consider what the legacy
of the work under consideration may be for future research in this area, and the cultural

landscape of the following decades.
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CHAPTER ONE

THEATRE OF THE REAL AND ITS INDEXICAL TRACES

The pursuit of an ever-elusive “real” leads to new objects of knowledge and new
interpretations that reorganize reality.

— Joan W. Scott (87)

The index asserts nothing; it only says ‘There!’ It takes hold of our eyes, as it were, and
forcibly directs them to a particular object, and there it stops.

— Charles Sanders Peirce (The Essential Peirce 226)

1.1 Introduction: from what to how

In 2006 the theatre scholar Carol Martin wrote “[n]o doubt the phrase ‘documentary theatre’
fails us. It is inadequate. Yet at present it is the best phrase available” (‘Bodies of Evidence’
13). In 2010 she coined the most recent term used to describe this theatrical movement,
“theatre of the real” (Dramaturgy 1). Martin explains theatre of the real is “also known as
documentary theatre as well as docudrama, verbatim theatre, reality-based theatre, theatre of
witness, tribunal theatre, nonfiction theatre, and theatre of fact” (1). She subsumes the well-
known genre of “documentary theatre” within the all-encompassing “theatre of the real”.
Indeed, Martin offers eight alternative names for “theatre of the real” which suggests either
that “theatre of the real” is simply a portmanteau term which covers a wide collection of
diverse work, or that it is a term so broad as to be unhelpful, or even meaningless. In this
chapter, I introduce and critique Carol Martin’s influential work on “theatre of the real”
(Dramaturgy... 1). The work of this thesis is not simply — as Martin does — to replace one
unsatisfactory term with another. Rather, it is to challenge the concepts that appear to underlie
this term widely adopted by practitioners, reviewers and scholars.

It is my contention that the term ‘theatre of the real’ lacks necessary nuance. (Perhaps
this is hardly surprising since, from the beginning of philosophy in the West, there has been
no philosophical or theoretical agreement on the nature of the real.) Therefore, the real has

been absorbed into theatrical discourse and used, repeated and codified as if the meaning was
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understood. My thesis aims to investigate how what comes to be understood as the real is
dramatically produced. It is important to undertake this work for two reasons. First, theatre of
the real has been popular throughout the first two decades of the twenty-first century, and the
reasons for its popularity call for further analysis. Second, the form has become increasingly
hybrid (for example, merging verbatim text with invented text as seen in Tanika Gupta’s
Gladiator Games (2005), or setting verbatim material to music, as popularised by Alecky
Blythe and Adam Cork’s London Road (2011)). As a result, one overarching categorical term
is no longer sufficient to describe the proliferation and extensive formal developments in
these works.

It is also my contention that the prevalence of formal experimentation in theatre of the
real productions indicates that the central dramaturgical desire of practitioners working in
these areas has altered. A key focus of theatre of the real is no longer a concern “to ‘get real’,
to access ‘the real thing’”, as Martin suggests (7Theatre of the Real 4). Rather, the work that I
analyse is interested in deconstructing precisely this. My thesis approaches this shift in focus:
it is not a question of content, nor of art somehow ‘getting closer’ to a ‘reality’ by crossing an
ontological gap. Instead, I argue that there are distinctive ways of indexing and pointing to the
real in contemporary theatre (new ‘reality effects’, after Roland Barthes). It is now no longer
what the real is that matters, but sow it functions — the innovative ways in which
contemporary theatre ‘deploys’ certain dramaturgical processes which come to be understood
as the real.

For purposes of analysis, I suggest this deployment is shown through considering
three indexical traces of the real in performance: the archive, technology and presence. This
chapter introduces these notions and the discussion is deepened and applied in chapters
relating to each case study. Analysis of these indexical traces and the ways in which they are
instantiated in performance provides an understanding of what the wider relevance of this
dramaturgical shift indicates. How might we account for these contemporaneous theatrical
developments?

To unravel the way that the real is discursively mobilised, this chapter suggests that
within contemporary theatre, the real operates in two distinct ways: there exists an
‘intradiegetic real” which presents the real on stage, and an ‘extradiegetic real’ which
performs the real. Each of these ways that the real operates offers a distinct aesthetic
framework and performs different ideologies, as I will explain. To begin, it is necessary to

further investigate the work of Martin and her clarification of ‘theatre of the real’.
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1.2 Carol Martin’s “theatre of the real”

Carol Martin coined the term “theatre of the real” in Dramaturgy of the Real on the World
Stage, published in 2010 (1). This edited collection contains a diverse range of global theatre
texts that exemplify “theatre of the real” alongside accompanying theoretical essays. Her
introductory remarks recognise the field is rapidly expanding beyond “conservative
documentary theatre” (1). She notes the existence of “an emerging theatre of the real that
directly addresses the global condition of troubled epistemologies about truth, authenticity
and reality” (1). Martin’s Theatre of the Real (2013) develops foundations laid in
Dramaturgy ... and explores the “overlap and interplay between ‘theatre’ and ‘reality,’ the
blurred boundary between the stage and the ‘real’ world”. This monograph aims to research

the

problems and possibilities of the ways theatre of the real seeks to ‘get real,” to access
‘the real thing,’ to represent reality, and to be part of the circulation of ideas about our
personal, social and political lives. (4)
In Theatre of the Real Martin offers performance analyses, weaving personal experiences
alongside discussion of specific work from a wide variety of contexts. One of the aims of
Martin’s scholarship is to adjust the focus towards “one that includes a variety of forms and
methods [...] and the development of different methodologies™ (4). As noted, in
Dramaturgy ... Martin recognises the “emerging” new practices beginning to crystallise. In

Theatre of the Real, Martin develops this claim and outlines that

While there may be no universal agreement on individual terms, there is an emerging
consensus that theatre of the real includes documentary theatre, verbatim theatre,
reality-based theatre, theatre-of-fact, theatre of witness, tribunal theatre, nonfiction
theatre, restored village performances, war and battle reenactments, and
autobiographical theatre. (5)

Here, Martin suggests ten theatrical modes that can be characterised as theatre of the real. She
argues that all “of these types of theatre claim a relationship to reality” and that the “phrase
‘theatre of the real” identifies a wide range of theatre practices and styles that recycle reality”
(5, my emphasis). The “wide range” of existing theatrical practice illustrates the impossibility
of a singular definition of theatre of the real. However, her use of the term is clearly restricted
to productions which foreground the understanding of the real in relation to material, factual

and historical evidence, whether that is through staging previously spoken words, using
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documentary transcripts, recreating historical and personal events, or using other similar
methodologies that foreground the real in relation to everyday existence, rather than creating
an imagined story. For Martin, it is the ‘recycling’ of reality which identifies work that can be
considered theatre of the real and this includes practices such as documentary theatre, or
autobiographical theatre: stories that re-stage the words and actions of real people.

Martin’s term has taken purchase and is now a recognised phrase in scholarly
discourse; her work is critically celebrated, and its influence noted by many. Liz Tomlin
recognises that Martin’s Theatre of the Real “broadens what we might understand as theatre

of the real” (280-281) and considers it an important contribution to scholarship:

The importance of this study lies in its broadening of our conception of a theatre of the

real, its capacity to reach beyond an analysis of such theatre practice on its own terms to

ask critical and topical questions concerning the nature of the real itself, and its

disclosing of how diverse structures of performance and narrative enable us to read,

conceptualize, and invoke reality in different ways. (“Theatre of the Real by Carol

Martin (review).” 282)
It is not only reviews of Martin’s work, such as Tomlin’s, that stress its influential nature, but
also reviews of work in a similar field. Ali-Reza Mirsajadi’s review of Theatre of Real
People: Diverse Encounters at Berlin’s Hebbel am Ufer and Beyond (2016) highlights
Martin’s influence: “[f]ollowing the lead of Carol Martin’s Theatre of the Real (2012), Ulrike
Garde and Meg Mumford’s new book aims to change the conversation” (259). In her review
of both Get Real: Documentary Theatre Past and Present (2009) and Dramaturgy of the Real
on the World Stage (2010), Caroline Wake notes Martin’s foundational work on the discourse

of theatre and reality:

The figure of Martin looms large [...] not only because she is an author in the former

and the editor of the latter, but also because her edited issue of TDR (2006) is the

foundation upon which both books are built. (1)
Indeed, in the preface to the paperback edition of Get Real: Documentary Theatre Past and
Present (2009), Alison Forsyth and Chris Megson note the importance of Martin’s guest
edition on documentary theatre in 7he Drama Review and the subsequent publication of
Dramaturgy of the Real on the World Stage (2010) which they describe as “an important
volume that gathers together articles, commentaries from practitioners and performance texts
from around the world” (xiv). Martin’s work in this area has been so influential that it is

conspicuous in its absence. For example, in his review of Marvin Carlson’s Shattering
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Hamlet’s Mirror: Theatre and Reality (2016), Ryan Claycomb expresses dismay that “Carol
Martin’s work in Theatre of the Real is not mentioned at all” (282).

The influence of Martin’s ‘theatre of the real’ and conversations generated
surrounding this field of work is clear; however, as with all terms that attempt to categorise
the amorphous — something always “emerging” (Dramaturgy, 1) — the term itself (alongside

the related terms of ‘documentary theatre’ and ‘verbatim theatre’) has become restrictive.

1.3 Literature survey: theatre of the real

I have summarised the major ideas of Martin’s work on theatre of the real and noted her
influence in the field. This section formulates the problem that I have noticed with the term
‘theatre of the real’, and also focuses on the contribution of other scholars to this area of
study.

As noted, in her review of Theatre of the Real, Tomlin suggests the relevance of
Martin’s scholarship on theatre of the real can be attributed to its “broadening of our
conception of a theatre of the real” (‘Review’ 282). That an understanding of theatre of the
real can be broadened indicates that ‘theatre of the real’ is a definition that can be expanded
and contracted to include work not instantly recognisable as belonging to this category. To
explore this and evaluate Martin’s research further, I want to focus on Martin’s use of the
word ‘recycle’: “‘theatre of the real’ identifies a wide range of theatre practices and styles that
recycle reality” (Theatre of the Real, 5, my emphasis). To recycle something is not just to use
or see the same thing over again, just as it was. The process of recycling gives something a
new meaning: it changes its form for a different use; in short — it transforms the original
object. As Susan Sontag affirms with regards to photography, “[p]hotography does not simply
reproduce the real, it recycles it — a key procedure of modern society [...] things and events
are put to new uses, assigned new meanings” (On Photography 174). The acknowledgement
of this new transformation is missing from the discussion.

Although Martin notes that more performances now acknowledge “the complexity of
the performance’s reality” (Theatre of the Real 9), and her aim in Theatre of the Real is to
recognise “a shift in understanding [...] to one that includes a variety of forms and methods
[...] a paradigm, a perspective, a subject, and the development of different methodologies”
(4), the phrase “theatre of the real” tends not to encapsulate such seismic shifts. “Of the”
suggests a close relationship, a symbiosis, a belonging: ‘the arm of the chair’ suggests the

relationship between the arm and the whole chair, but also that they are irreversibly
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conjoined: the arm belongs to the chair and cannot be easily severed from it. In such a way,
theatre of the real suggests that the ‘theatre’ has come from the ‘real’ and that they are not
easily separable. Other places where Martin discusses the term also point to a conjoining of
‘theatre’ and ‘real’, rather than a separation. As discussed, in Dramaturgy... Martin suggests
that ‘theatre of the real’ is “also known as” a wide variety of other terms (1). In Theatre of the
Real, Martin describes ‘theatre of the real’ as something that “includes” other things (4).

Definitions which consider the theatrical event as the product of the real are not useful
to my investigation which centres upon sow the real is used in discourse and its effects. An
understanding that relies on theatre as a product of the real assumes power lies with an elusive
and literalised real as a driving creative force of the theatrical event. Rather, I wish to explore
the reverse of this dynamic: there is no elusive ‘real’ from which theatre is made — any
suggestion of a real comes from theatrical effects and processes, and it is these processes
which this theatre investigates. In this way, my interest is not what the real does to humans in
theatre (where the human is passive), but what humans do with the real (where the human is
active): from what, to how.

Martin uses the term ‘theatre of the real’” whilst at the same time identifying the shifts
towards “ambiguity and multiple viewpoints” (Theatre of the Real 9): the term does not
correlate effectively with her developed understanding of these theatrical shifts. I understand
that portmanteau terms are helpful points from which to embark into discussion, but the
usefulness of this term should be further destabilised. The necessity to re-evaluate Martin’s
definition of ‘theatre of the real’ has been examined by other scholars. For example, the
scholar and performer Liam Jarvis takes issue with Martin’s claim that “theatre of the real in
all its forms participates in how we come to know, understand and analyse things” (Martin in
Jarvis ‘Time-Sculptures...’ 30). Jarvis argues that “this presumes that we can come to know
and understand” (my emphasis) and that his autobiographical work Living Film Set “might be
better understood as an ambiguity machine that stages the inability to repossess that which
cannot be retrieved” because “of far greater importance in this work is the way in which
fiction and artifice might compensate for the absence of knowing” (30-31). Despite his
autobiographical work falling within the remit of Martin’s far-reaching ‘theatre of the real’
definition, Jarvis suggests it “poses distinct challenges to the notion of a ‘theatre of the real’”
(29) and, as such, it particularly problematises “a desire that is associated with what Carol
Martin has identified as ‘theatre of the real’, namely, to access ‘the real thing’” (23). It is
precisely this problematising that my thesis is engaged with. As stated in my introduction, I

argue that theatre of the real has shifted focus: the central dramaturgical aim is no longer for
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legitimacy, but instead to highlight and explore the impossibility and ambiguity of what
Martin terms “the real thing” (Theatre of the Real 4).* Chapters Three, Four, and Five will
consider this in relation to Crouch, Blythe, and Noble.

Other scholars have begun to establish that theatre of the real is moving away from
overt realist and political aspirations. This is often discussed in terms of the burgeoning
experimental techniques employed by practitioners. In her 2016 PhD thesis, Cyrielle Garson
uses the phrase “post-realism” to describe “a move away from documentary realism” towards
a form that breaches the confines of what might traditionally be understood as verbatim
theatre (32). Alison Forsyth and Chris Megson also highlight the experimental techniques that
documentary practitioners now turn to in order to complicate the ‘real’: “eclecticism shows no
sign of abating as forms of fact-based theatre continue to diversify” (Get Real ix).” Whilst
these works show strength in highlighting and analysing the scope of new forms of theatre of
the real, there is further insight to be gained as to why such shifts have occurred, which is the
gap this thesis addresses.

The instability of the term ‘theatre of the real’ not only relates to ontology but also
highlights that Martin’s own expansion of the ‘theatre of the real” category points towards a
dissatisfaction with the concepts of ‘documentary theatre’ and ‘verbatim theatre’. It is
pertinent here to offer an explanation of the understanding of these terms, and evaluate some
criticism in this field. ‘Documentary theatre’ has a long history and is connected to other
historical theatrical forms (including ‘Reality Theatre’ and ‘Theatre of Fact’). The defining
feature of documentary theatre is that it uses documentary material to create a play script, as
Martin describes: “it is useful to understand it as created from a specific body of archived
material: interviews, documents, hearings, records, video, film, photographs, etc” (‘Bodies of
Evidence’ 5).

In 2011, Derek Paget, an eminent researcher in this area, indicated that “the latest
British manifestation of documentary theatre” is ‘verbatim’ and ‘tribunal’ plays (‘Broken
Tradition’ 227). The distinction between verbatim theatre and documentary theatre is that
verbatim theatre is characterised by using the precise verbatim speech of original contributors.

Mary Luckhurst recognises that the term is “specific to the UK” (200) and cites Paget as its

¥ Importantly, Martin’s recognition that theatre of the real “includes a variety of forms and methods [...] and the
development of different methodologies™ (4) is not the same as my recognition of a shift in the underlying
dramaturgical aims of these methods. The proliferation of form has been noted by many, but I am noticing what
appears to be more of an ideological shift.

? Some of the theatre that Forsyth and Megson promote under this category includes work by Look Left Look
Right Theatre Company, Gregory Burke’s Black Watch (2006), and DV8’s To Be Straight With You (2007) (x-
xi).
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originator — the term “originated in England and was first coined in an article [for New
Theatre Quarterly] by Derek Paget in 1987 (201). Amanda Stuart-Fisher explains that,
“[u]nlike documentary theatre then, verbatim tends to acquire its authority more from its use
of word-for-word accounts than its use of concrete, retrieved and verifiable ‘evidence’” (196).
Chris Megson offers a clear definition of tribunal plays, a strand of documentary theatre:
“[t]ribunal theatre consists of the meticulous re-enactment of edited transcripts of state-
sanctioned inquiries that address perceived miscarriages of justice and flaws in the operations
and accountability of public institutions” (‘Half The Picture’ 195). Each of these distinct
terms that fall under the umbrella of ‘documentary theatre’ are important because they
differentiate practices and point towards changes in histories of practice. However, it is worth
considering whether the terms are still useful to describe theatre that is more hybrid in form,
or whether in these instances they can be misleading.

Despite the growth of new and more divergent forms of theatre of the real, some
scholars note that there has been surprisingly little research that examines the capacity of
documentary and verbatim theatre to accurately portray and recreate the historical events they
seek to depict. For example, Sam Haddow’s 2013 PhD thesis demonstrates “the ways in
which a lack of attention to theatre-as-historiography has allowed some uninformed and
unstable historical methodologies to proliferate in theatrical discourses” (2). Haddow’s thesis
“introduces the issue of theatre’s historiographic capacities, and by practical demonstration
indicates the dangers of allowing these capacities to remain unaddressed” (11). In a follow-up
article, he addresses these concerns in relation to the verbatim play The Riots (2011). Haddow
comments that “this piece directly intervened in the present moment and sought, through a
process of documentation, to function as a piece of historiography” (4). Haddow’s criticism of
Gillian Slovo (playwright) and Nicolas Kent (director of the play and then Artistic Director of
the Tricycle Theatre) is that, in their desire to produce a play free from representative
trappings which reaches the ‘truth’, Kent and Slovo perpetuated what they intended to

critique:

The irony here is that, in their attempts to ‘uncover’ the truth behind the riots and
escape the manipulations of ‘spin’, Slovo and Kent have employed strategies that
obscure their conceptions of ‘truth’ behind notions of transparency that are always
irretrievably ‘manipulated’. (8)

Haddow here concludes his analysis that “Slovo’s adherence to narrative structures militates

299

against her supposed fidelity to ‘documentary fact’” (7). These problematic discourses

surrounding verbatim and tribunal drama — often elided by the playwrights and producing



38

theatres themselves — have led to what Haddow terms “an omission [...] both in the practice
and theory of verbatim theatre” (30). Whilst I am unconvinced that there has been a stark
omission in the theory of verbatim theatre, I share Haddow’s concern that, within the practice,
production and study of verbatim theatre, insufficient attention is paid to addressing
complicated questions surrounding theatre’s capacity to present actuality.

There are, in fact, several scholarly examples of critical and theoretical questioning of
verbatim theatre — quite a few published in 2013 (the date of Haddow’s thesis completion)
and earlier. Mary Luckhurst suggests the “underlying conviction expressed by [...]
practitioners that verbatim theatre can lay claim to a greater historical veracity” is “troubling”
(‘Verbatim Theatre...” 203). In 2006, Stephen Bottoms noted that “such plays can too easily
become disingenuous exercises in the presentation of ‘truth,’ failing (or refusing?) to
acknowledge their own highly selective manipulation of opinion and rhetoric” (57-58).
Mateusz Borowski and Malgorzata Sugiera’s edited collection Fictional realities / Real
fictions: Contemporary Theatre in Search of a New Mimetic Paradigm (2007) explores the
tension between reality and fiction in contemporary theatre, with their own joint contribution
dismantling authenticity in British verbatim theatre (189-198).

I want to extend Martin’s definition of theatre of the real to include theatre that not
only “recycle[s]” reality, but that also claims “a relationship to reality” in less straightforward
ways (Theatre of the Real 5). 1 propose that this theatre of the real includes theatre that uses
fictional narratives (as opposed to real ones), but its form, content and dramaturgical devices
still strongly claim “a relationship to reality” through a foregrounded attempt to interrogate,
highlight and explore the concept of the real more rigorously than a ‘well-made’ fictional
play. The reason for this is that the real inheres less in the content or in the origins of a play’s
development than in the ways in which the play’s ‘reality’ is constituted through, as I shall
demonstrate, three main forms of ‘indexical trace’.

Extending Martin’s definition to include productions that are not perhaps instantly
recognisable as theatre of the real and are one-step removed from a direct “relationship to
reality” could be deemed problematic: surely every play and performance could then be
termed theatre of the real, engaging in some way with questions and observations of real life
outside the theatre, performed by real people? Indeed, theatre’s close alliance with the real is
not a sudden, new or unexamined concept. However, my extension of Martin’s definition
draws critical attention to the increase in plays whose primary focus is to explore the

problematic positioning of the real in theatre, despite not relying on the ‘recycling’ techniques



39

that fall within Martin’s theatre of the real remit.'” These plays destabilise and interrogate the
authority of the real. In widening the definition, my thesis examines the implications of
Martin’s pertinent observation that there is “an emerging theatre of the real” distinct from its
traditional characteristics (Dramaturgy 1). The widening I call for is specifically intended to
include plays that use fictional and imagined narratives and characters to interrogate, address
and construct the real, rather than relying on recognisable dramaturgical practices belonging
to theatre of the real. I argue that, although these plays may not be instantly recognisable as
theatre of the real, they should be embraced under this definition because they place the
instability of the real at the forefront of their work.

The appetite and necessity for future work in this field is clear from the publication of
a range of recent exciting monographs that analyse theatre of the real. Jess McCormack’s
Choreography and Verbatim Theatre (2018) is a welcome addition to scholarship that focuses
on the area of verbatim dance-theatre. There has been little writing that focuses on this field
so McCormack’s intervention is an encouraging sign of growth in the field. Other recent
publications also focus on diverse theatre of the real practices: for example, Rivka Syd
Eisner’s Performing Remembering: Women'’s Memories of War in Vietnam (2018) explores
performances by female war veterans in Ho Chi Minh City. What I think is most telling is that
there have been two recent publications which offer readers an insight into #ow to make
verbatim theatre: Alana Valentine’s Bowerbird: The Art of Making Theatre drawn From Life
(2018) explores the process behind the making of her plays and Robin Belfield’s Telling the
Truth: How to Make Verbatim Theatre (2018) offers a breakdown of the process of creating a
verbatim play. Further, the theatremaker and scholar Clare Summerskill has a forthcoming
book with Routledge currently titled Creating Verbatim Theatre from Oral Histories, which
will also focus on the practicalities of making verbatim work. The publication of these books
suggests that practitioners are now more open about discussing the constructed nature of
theatre of the real texts. However, the continuing tension between theatre of the real’s
connection to the real and poststructuralist ideas that dismantle that reality call for further

interrogation, research and reconceptualising, which this thesis aims to address.

1.4 The ‘intradiegetic real’ and ‘extradiegetic real’

21 analyse these thoughts in relation to my case studies, but Dennis Kelly’s Taking Care of Baby (2007), and
Tim Crouch’s Adler and Gibb (2014) are also clear examples of such plays, as noted in my introduction.
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In analysing how the real functions in theatre, I have identified two forms of reality theatre: 1)
theatre that unreflectively claims to present the real and 2) theatre that interrogates its own
construction of the real. This division might be construed as theatre that inhabits two distinct
roles: theatre that presents the ‘intradiegetic real’ and theatre that performs the ‘extradiegetic
real’. My use of these terms in relation to the ‘reality effects’ of theatre is inspired by Liam
Jarvis, who argues that darkness has different functions on the contemporary stage. He states,
“that darkness performs” (‘Creating in the Dark’ 89) and claims that within theatre there is
“diegetic darkness” and “non-diegetic or extradiegetic darkness” (91). “Diegetic darkness” is

darkness that is used to represent “other darknesses”, within the fiction of the play:

what I term as diegetic darkness acts as an indexical sign to a referent within the fictive
cosmos of drama (i.e. darkness that ‘performs’ in the narrative world as other
darknesses). (91)

Jarvis states that “non-diegetic darkness” on the stage is darkness that is separate from the

meaning and narrative of the play, such as the use of blackout to signal the end of a scene:

non-diegetic or extradiegetic darkness operates in a cause-and-effect relationship
outside of the ‘world of the play’ in the theatrical circumstance. Perhaps the most
common example is the use of blackouts to cue the audience for the commencement or
ending of a performance (i.e. darkness that is not experienced by characters in a
narrative world). (91)

However, Jarvis also recognises darkness operating on a more metaphorical example and
considers examples in which “darkness performs as a metaphor” (108). This distinction is
useful: although there may be a collective accepted understanding of what ‘darkness’
constitutes, its aesthetic and metaphorical meaning can vary dependent on its functionality in
theatre. Jarvis’ suggestion that “darkness should be understood as relational and pluralistic
insofar as it performs different roles in different contexts” (89-90) and that, because of these
roles, “engineered darkness might be thought to be its own kind of performer” (107) can be
applied to the conceptual debates surrounding theatre of the real. I take my cue not only from
Jarvis, but also narrative theory, which has identified ‘intradiegetic’ and ‘extradiegetic’
narrators of stories: the former who are embedded in the narrative described to the reader, the
latter existing outside the described events. In adopting this distinction for the theatre, I
contend that in plays in which the real is intradiegetic, there is a tendency towards inscribing
the real as an unexamined foundation of the play — the play represents a recognisable world,
the action is a direct dramatic imitation of real life and the characters partake in the singular

world of the story. What is ‘real’ is internal to the narrative of the play and, therefore,



41

implicit. Documentary, verbatim and autobiographical plays clearly mainly operate within
this framework because what is ‘real’ about them is implied in the form of the play, the
framing devices within which the play sits. An audience will likely be aware they are
watching a reconstruction of historical events: what is ‘real’ about the play does not have to
be overtly stated because it is usually taken as a given foundation of the work. I argue that in
plays in which the real is extradiegetic, however, construction of the real is foregrounded and
discursively excavated as a central part of the performance — the performance is characterised
through external reflection or embodied interrogation of the real, in addition to the main story.
I suggest that, in a theatrical space, the ‘intradiegetic real’ presents the real and the
‘extradiegetic real’ performs the real.

In suggesting these two dramaturgical modes of the real in theatre, I am not attempting
to create a false binary between two types of theatre. It will become evident from the
following case studies that, whilst there may be a tendency towards a manifestation of the real
that is internal or external to the narrative, often plays and performances use both. Rather, I
use these terms to clarify the uses of the real in theatre — at times, functional; at times,
conceptual; and, at times, an amalgamation of the two. The terms shed light on the theatrical
real as something that has different performative, dramaturgical and political objectives,
rather than something externally abstract that practitioners attempt to illuminate. Analysing
the inclination towards use of the real as intra- or extra- diegetic to a performance clarifies
how the real functions in the intended effect of these works. Despite these two modes
appearing to be radically different in aesthetic form and ideological function, they use several
shared dramaturgical processes, through which they illuminate their varying interpretations of

the real on stage.

1.5 Indexical traces of the real in performance

By using the performative conduits of the archive, presence, and technology, my three case
study practitioners draw attention to the real in their plays. I term these dramaturgical
processes ‘indexical traces of the real’. Due to its prominence in my argument, it is necessary
to define what is meant by the term ‘indexical trace’.

The concept of the ‘index’ is most readily attributed to the work of Charles Sanders
Peirce (1839 — 1914) whose semiotic work on signs offers a description of three different
kinds of signs: the ‘symbol’, the ‘icon’ and the ‘index’. Of these three semiotic concepts, the

‘index’ is the least understood but Peirce gives a clear description:
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Indices may be distinguished from other signs, or representations, by three

characteristic marks: first, that they have no significant resemblance to their objects;

second, that they refer to individuals, single units, single collections of units, or single

continua; third, that they direct the attention to their objects by blind compulsion. But it

would be difficult if not impossible, to instance an absolutely pure index, or to find any

sign absolutely devoid of the indexical quality. Psychologically, the action of indices

depends upon association by contiguity, and not upon association by resemblance or

upon intellectual operations. (Philosophical Writings 108)
Whilst indicating that the indexical is characteristic of most signs, Peirce asserts that the index
is primarily distinct from the symbol (which is arbitrary in relation to that which it points to)
and the icon (which shares a resemblance to that which it points to). The index, on the other
hand, is something which is inferred and which does not bear a mimetic resemblance to that
which it points. For example, “a sundial or clock indicates the time of day” (Philosophical
Writings 108). In semiotic terms, an indexical sign is a physical sign that is not visually
similar or does not resemble the object that is signified but that has a sensory, even physical,
feature that points towards the signified and connects the two. For example, the smell of pine
needles may signify the Christmas season. The pine needles do not physically or ontologically
resemble Christmas — itself an abstract concept — but the sensation produced from the smell
may ‘point’ towards Christmas for people who celebrate the holiday. The index that can be
found at the back of a book is a tool that is used to ‘point’ towards the position of items, but it
does not describe those items, like a dictionary definition would. As Peirce writes, the index
“forces the attention to the particular object intended without describing it” (Peirce on Signs
181). Key to the index is the lack of distinct description: “[t]he index asserts nothing; it only
says ‘There!’ It takes hold of our eyes, as it were, and forcibly directs them to a particular
object, and there it stops” (The Essential Peirce 226). In other words, the index functions as a
refocusing of attention — a semiotic highlighter.

In 2007, an edition of the Differences journal was dedicated to the study of

indexicality and, in its introduction, Mary Ann Doane remarks upon the unique diversity of

indexical signs:

As photographic trace or impression, the index seems to harbor a fullness, an excessive-
ness of detail that is always supplemental to meaning or intention. Yet, the index as
deixis implies an emptiness, a hollowness that can only be filled in specific, contingent,
always mutating situations. It is this dialectic of the empty and the full that lends the
index an eeriness and uncanniness not associated with the realms of the icon or symbol.

)
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The sufficiency and insufficiency of the analogy between the ‘indexical trace’ and its referent
recognises the unique versatility in the relationship between the two and also the importance
of the personal sensory connection made by whoever is making the association.

Janelle Reinelt cites Philip Rosen’s genealogy of the document and documentary and

specifically quotes his use of the concept of the indexical trace:

By the eighteenth century, the document is not only manuscripts or deeds, but also
tombstones, coins, and other legal or commercial artefacts; in the nineteenth century,
the adjective ‘documentary’ enters the language and according to Rosen involves
historiography because the OED speaks of documentary authority. As the ability to
authenticate and interpret documents comes to the fore, so too does the historian. Power
lies in control of the documents, “the indexical traces of the presence of a real past. [...]
The control of pastness in the register of meaning achieves its most culturally
prestigious, disciplined versions in the practice of historiography” (1993, p. 65).
(Reinelt in Forsyth and Megson 7)

Reinelt also quotes Rosen’s use of the term in her essay included in Martin’s Dramaturgy of

the Real on the World Stage (2012):

In his contribution to a useful book, Theorizing Documentary, Rosen is at pains to show
the connection between issues of documentary representation and historiography that
lies in “the indexical traces of the presence of a real past” in documentary, in news
reporting, and in historiography (ibid.:64-5). (40)

A third use of Rosen’s work that mentions the indexical trace can be found in Reinelt’s co-

written article with Elaine Aston on Andrea Dunbar’s The Arbor:

Philip Rosen, writing in Theorizing Documentary, connects documentary representation
with historiography through “the indexical traces of the presence of a real past” in both
documentaries and in historiography. The verbatim words of the interviewees form the
trace of the past, the index, through the actors’ bodies and words, of the presence of the
trace of the reality for which they stand. This is a pretty strong truth claim in a
postmodern age. (290)
Reinelt’s use of Rosen’s phrase across three separate pieces of scholarship suggests that
indexical traces are significant to theatre of the real, and they merit closer attention. Further,
the relationship between the real and its trace has been noted by others. For example, Sontag
highlights that photographic images are “an interpretation of the real; [...] also a trace,
something directly stenciled /sic/ off the real, like a footprint or a death mask” (On
Photography 154). Sontag’s consideration of photographs as a “trace” that comes “off the

real” indicates that discourses surrounding the real recognise the importance of the “trace” as
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a way to calibrate and codify the real. This next section examines the traces of the real that I

identify as prevalent in contemporary performance.

1.6 Indexical traces of the real in performance: the archive, presence, technology

This thesis argues that the ‘archive’, ‘presence’, and ‘technology’ all function as indexical
traces of the real in the case studies: they are the indicators that suggest how the real is
constructed and functions. These three combine to form a ‘reality braid’: the interlacing of
these different performance processes work together to foreground the motif of the real.

In order to clarify notions of what can be understood by the terms ‘archive’,
‘presence’ and ‘technology’ in relation to this project, I will now offer an analysis of each as
they are the discursive apparatus that I use to discuss the indexical trace of the real in
performance. Each term already carries with it a weight of preconceived meanings and I
intend to outline some of those here. This next section also highlights some of the key
scholarly and philosophical debates in these areas, and begins to interrogate the relationship
of these concepts to their use in theatre. In the chapters relating to my case studies, I intend to

further situate my particular use of these concepts in relation to specific examples of practice.

1.7 Archive

And: the archive is also a place of dreams.

— Carolyn Steedman (69)

An archive is a historical record of something, or a physical building in which documents and
objects are kept. In this section I will unravel a few key ideas about archives that will be
mobilised in the following chapters: key definitions of the archive; an analysis of the
relationship between theatre and the archive; an exploration of how the archive relates to
theories of time (past, present and future); theories which explore the power of the archive to
shape events; emotions attached to the archive, including desire; and, the archive’s
relationship to theories of presence and absence.

There are several questions worth asking about the relationship between archives and

the theatre. Firstly, and in relation to ‘theatre of the real’, it is worth asking whether the past
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can be an archivable event through performance, or not? To what extent is a verbatim play
contributing to the creation of an archive of a specific event? Secondly, it is important to
consider the discourse surrounding performance that argues that performance itself is a unique
event — indeed, an unarchivable event because of its dependence on ‘liveness’. Finally, how
might archival remains function in theatre as indexical traces of the real in performance? For
example, if an object is brought on stage and is said to have belonged to a once-living person,
to what extent can this object be considered a piece of archival evidence that irrupts the
fictionality of the stage? This may extend to other archival objects used in a piece of theatre
such as documentary footage and sound recordings which suggest that they have been
transposed from an external archive source. Such objects appear not to have been created
specially for the performance, but transplanted there, and therefore their use in performance

requires attention. I will now investigate the archive in further detail.

1.7.1 What is an archive?

Archiving is a process through which information (both material and immaterial) is stored
and categorised. In this way, the archive is also a type of index — a guide to itemised
objects, an indicator of how matter is categorised. More importantly, archiving is a practice
of selection, of reduction, of choosing one thing and bestowing on it an importance not
given to another thing. Where an archive exists, why it exists and who curated the archive
are all important questions to consider because an archive is related to power: someone has
decided what it is important to preserve and retain, in favour of things which are forgotten
and discarded, (though, often, an archive itself may remain forgotten and untouched for
many years). Carolyn Steedman offers a useful definition of what the commonplace

understanding of an archive may be:

[T]he many places in which the past (which does not now exist, but which once did
actually happen; which cannot be retrieved, but which may be represented) has
deposited some traces and fragments, usually in written form. In these archives
someone (usually from about 1870 onwards, across the Western world) has catalogued
and indexed these traces. (69)

This is a generalised view of the archive in the West: somewhere one can find out about
the past through deposited items. Steedman notes that the archive is a place where traces
are indexed. Charles Merewether similarly notes that the archive is the basis for historical

writing: “the archive, as distinct from a collection or library, constitutes a repository or
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from which history is written” (10). Paul Ricoeur highlights an archive’s multi-faceted
relationship with institutions, both shaping and shaped by them: “[a]rchives are said, in the
one case, to result from institutional activity; in the other, they are said to be produced by
or received by the entity for which the documents in question are the archives” (Ricoeur in
Merewether 66).

Julian Thomas’ work on phenomenological archaeology is useful in highlighting a
distinction between two differing understandings of the archive (or ‘archaeological record’,
as it is understood in the discipline of archaeology). Drawing on the scholar Linda Patrik,
Thomas notes that “while many archaeologists may use the term ‘the archaeological
record’ as a shorthand for the range of materials, deposits and other information”, Patrik
“draws a distinction between two understandings of the notion of a record: a fossil and a
textual record” (55-56). In this context, the fossil record is the remains of material — not
textual — culture, which is a model for archaeology in which past human behaviour can be
determined by physical outcomes, found in the record — it is a scientific method of
archaeology (56). By comparison, the textual record relies on the understanding that
archival evidence is “less an imprint of past actions than something which has been
encoded” (69). This method suggests that context is important in relation to material
evidence and “[w]e do not simply read an unambiguous message out of the record, we read
an interpretation into it” (59). Thomas’ description of these two understandings of the
record suggests that, in the fossil record, the archive comes out into the world of the
archivist, whilst in the textual record the archivist goes into the world of the archive. Or, in
relation to my creation of the intradiegetic and extradiegetic real, the fossil record
materially presents the past to the archaeologist, whilst in the textual record the
archaeologist performatively interprets the past. These distinctions describe different ways
of reading and responding to an archival record and I will now dig a little deeper into some

of the ways an archive can be read.

1.7.2 An archive is past, present and future

As traditionally understood, an archive relates to the past, as Steedman identifies:

The Archive is made from selected and consciously chosen documentation from the
past and also from the mad fragmentations that no one intended to preserve and that just
ended up there. (68)

46
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As Steedman highlights, some things arrive at an archive through chance, not intention.
Discovering objects from the past in the archive holds a certain allure, as Susan Sontag

explains with reference to old photographs:

Photographs are, of course, artifacts. But their appeal is that they also seem, in a world
littered with photographic relics, to have the status of found objects — unpremeditated
slices of the world. Thus, they trade simultaneously on the prestige of art and the magic
of the real. (On Photography 69)

Interestingly, as Sontag articulates, the appeal of objects from the past is that their presence
seems unplanned — they appear plucked from history, and this ‘accidental’ nature bestows on
them the “magic of the real” (ibid). The ‘magic’ of the archive is that it is a trace of previous
events and people from a time before, that feels lost: “things can serve as witnesses to a
human past, evidence which substantiates particular narratives” (Thomas 81). The past is
generally considered the temporal realm of the archive. However, what if the archive was not
concerned about the past, but about the present? A common idiom is that commentators
should ‘look to the past to understand the present’, and indeed this is one way historians use
historical records. As David Harlan considers, a “sense of the past is a way of being in the
present. At its best it is a way of arguing with ourselves, a means of rethinking who we might
become by rethinking who we once were” (209). Moreover, whoever uses the archive is not
using it in the past (for that is the past), but in the present moment, for present means. Thomas

suggests that this gap between the past and present is key to the notion of recording:

The very notion of a ‘record’ implies a separation between an absent past and the here-

and-now present. The past is something which has stopped, is ended, and its

boundedness from the present seems to guarantee its integrity as a sutured entity. (56)
Further, he argues that, notwithstanding the past, it is “the presentness of things” which is
important: “the presentness of things is as significant as their evocation of a past” (81). Other
scholars have attended to the notion of the past existing through the present. The historian
Geoffrey Elton considers “[t]he past is over and done with: it cannot be relived. It can be
reconstructed — seen and understood again — only if it has left present matter behind” (21).

Further, Elton suggests that only traces existing in the present can be considered the past:

Historical study is not the study of the past but the study of present traces of the past; if
men have said, thought, done or suffered anything of which nothing any longer exists,
those things are as though they had never been. (20)
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Elton makes the point that only what is materially tangible in the present can be studied, and
this is different from an external ‘past’ one may try to grasp. Indeed, an archive can only be
useful in the present — as Thomas notes, “[a]rchaeology is a textual practice, which is
performed in the present upon materials which speak to us of the past. What we produce is an
interpretation, which is not of the past, but which stands for the past” (64). If we can only
produce an interpretation from an archive, what if the archive was not even concerned about
the present, but about the future? Perhaps an archive is not a place where things come to rest,
where things end but, as Jacques Derrida considers, they are a place of arkhé — “there where
things commence” — a place where things begin (Archive Fever 1). Derrida suggests that the
“archive has always been a pledge, and like every pledge [gage], a token of the future”
(Archive Fever 18). Other scholars also speculate that the archive is a futuristic site. Keith

Jenkins argues that it is the job of the person engaged with archival work to create the future:

The sifting out of what is historically significant depends on us, so that what ‘the past’
means to us is always our task to ‘figure out’; what we want our inheritance/history ‘to
be’ is always waiting to be ‘read’ and written in the future like any text: the past as
history lies before us, not behind us. (Refiguring 30).
Thomas also highlights that our engagement with things is fundamentally forward-thinking:
“[o]bjects are also projected forward, in that they are engaged with our projects. [...] The
creation of material things presumes future contexts of interaction, so that things are futural”
(81). Following this reading, an archive lies in wait, expectant of its future use. Merewether
further details how archival documents can be cross-temporal: “[t]he temporality of the
document appears to carry some residue of the past into the future: a passageway across time
and space” (129). He describes the “sense of a deferred temporality” and “a strange
suspension of time” a document produces (129). The idea of the archive being bound up
between times, possibly in the creation of something new, in the future, leads to my next

consideration — how the archive creates the event.

1.7.3 An archive creates the event

In Archive Fever, one of the most influential theoretical works about the nature of the archive,
Derrida argues that the way in which past events are archived directly impacts upon the
content of the events: in short, the archive creates the event. Derrida asks us to imagine the

impact that technology would have had on the work of Freud and his contemporaries and
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suggests that, if the history of psychoanalysis had been conserved differently, the history itself

would have been altered:

It would have transformed this history from top to bottom and in the most initial inside
of its production, its very events. [...] the technical structure of the archiving archive
also determines the structure of the archiveable content even in its very coming into
existence and in its relationship to the future. The archivization process produces as
much as it records the event. (16-17)

Similarly, Foucault argues that the archive is not a static institution or dusty book, it is the

space in which meaning is produced:

we have in the density of discursive practices, systems that establish statements as
events (with their own conditions and domain of appearance) and things (with their own
possibility and field of use). They are all these systems of statements (whether events or
things) that I propose to call archive. (The Archaeology of Knowledge 128)

Here, Foucault suggests the archive is that which plays a role in the construction of meaning,

and the control of discourse. This point of view is detected in other scholars: Sontag suggests,
in relation to photography, that “[i]n America, the photographer is not simply the person who
records the past but the one who invents it” (On Photography 67). Scott argues that:

History is in the paradoxical position of creating the objects it claims only to discover.
By creating, I do not mean making things up, but rather constructing them as legitimate
and coherent objects of knowledge. (85)

This construction occurs because archives and history are concerned with choice. The person
at work in the archive chooses what to focus on and establishes the direction of research as
Keith Jenkins notes: “the past cannot tell historians which aspects of it ‘it” wants them to
study” (Refiguring 29). Jenkins draws attention to the active participation of the person

engaged with the archive/history in its creation, arguing that we should reject the idea

that the traces from ‘the before now’ which historians work on contain in themselves a
specifically historical kind of information and that the ‘knowledge’ based upon it is a
specifically historical kind of knowledge. Rather it is application of the historian’s
particular discursive practices [...] that turns such traces of ‘the before now’ into
something historical; nothing is ever intrinsically historical — least of all ‘the before
now’. Thus it might be better to call such traces archival inasmuch as they can become
the objects of enquiry of any number of discourses without belonging to any of them,;
historians have no exclusive rights to the archive, ‘the past’ does not in any way have
the property of history in it. (Refiguring 38-39)
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Here, Jenkins argues that the traces from the past (archival traces) do not contain anything
special in themselves — it is the use of them by the historian that turns these archival traces
into something invested with the properties of the ‘historical’. As the artists Célin Dan and
Josif Kiraly note, “people make sense of archives, not the other way around” (Dan and Kiraly
in Merewether 113). The performance scholar Diana Taylor’s The Archive and the Repertoire
(2003) also highlights the archivist’s interpretative agency: “[bJones might remain the same,
even though their story may change, depending on who examines them” (19).

The focus on the active participation of the historian and the ‘archivisation process’
suggests the archive is strongly connected to systems of power. Firstly, because an archive
is engaged in a selection process, it is concerned with conveying that some things are
better, or more useful, than other things. Although the historian may choose what to look
at, they can only choose from what is there. Therefore, the contents of the archive suggest
what one should be looking at, what one should be remembering. In this way, the archive
helps to form a collective memory and Sontag describes the power at play in such a

memory:

What is called collective memory is not a remembering but a stipulating: that this is

important, and this is the story about how it happened, with the pictures that lock the

story in our minds. (Regarding the Pain of Others 76-77)
Elsewhere Sontag discusses how the act of photography — which is in itself an act of
recording, of archiving — is “always, potentially, a means of control” (On Photography 156).
Sontag recognises that, through any type of documentation, or recording, such as
photography, “something becomes part of a system of information, fitted into schemes of
classification and storage” (157). In this way, the archive is patriarchal: it is concerned with
control and authority, and policing what can be re-remembered. Steedman indicates that the
perceived passivity of the archive — “it just sits there until it is read, and used, and

narrativised” (68) — is an example of how power avoids confrontation:

Its condition of being deflects outrage: in its quiet folder and bundles is the neatest
demonstration of how state power has operated, through ledgers and lists and
indictments, and through what is missing from them. (68)

Attempts at power and control are born from a desire of wanting something. I now want to
turn my attention to this sort of longing-for as another key component in consideration of

the archive.
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1.7.4 An archive is longing / desire

Steedman argues that the archive “is to do with longing and appropriation” (81). The purpose
of going to an archive is because it contains something — or might contain something that
someone wants. This longing for what the archive, and archival objects, can provide indicates
that the archive is not something one can maintain a historical distance from. If, as Thomas
suggests, the archive can be ‘read’ or interpreted discursively as a text, it is also can produce
certain feelings and reactions to what it contains in the one who comes into contact with it. As
such, the archive intrinsically relates to affect. So, although Thomas claims that historians and
archaeologists bestow meaning on the archive through how they ‘read’ it, perhaps what is
really important is what the archive does to them in return.

What might the affective experience of the archive, or archival objects be? I have
already noted how Sontag highlights one reason people are drawn to artefacts is the
spontaneous nature of their arrival, which creates “the magic of the real” (69). Part of the lure
of the archive is that — for the one who engages with it — it offers a unique experience, that
only you alone are privilege to. The singular and special quality of this moment is alluring: as
Steedman notes, “the Historian who goes to the Archive must always be an unintended
reader, will always read that which was never intended for his or her eyes” (75). To discover
something no one else knows is a form of power through knowledge, but the individual nature
of this experience may also produce loneliness. Stereotypical images of archives are images
of loneliness: a single person at the far end of a long aisle of shelves engaged in solitary
study, or surrounded by a mound of dusty boxes. As Steedman considers, the archive allows
“the imagining of a particular and modern form of loneliness” (72). In considering the
loneliness of the archivist, Steedman draws on the work of Richard Cobb who identifies that
the Historian’s problem is “that of loneliness, especially loneliness in the urban context”
(Cobb 17). This suggests that to go to an archive is an attempt to make oneself less lonely.

To follow this, it is important to note that the experience of the archive may not
always be a pleasant one — something may be uncovered which is painful, or shameful.
“History is what hurts”, writes Fredric Jameson (88). The different affects an archive can
potentially produce confusion in this way: how should one respond to it? With excitement?
With reverence? With detachment? With fear? As Sontag considers when writing about the
dual power of images of suffering, what is found in the archive may produce a variety of
strong responses: “[t]he photograph gives mixed signals. Stop this, it urges. But it also

exclaims, What a spectacle!” (Regarding the Pain of Others 68). Part of the confusion that the
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archive creates is because, despite its regulated and singular appearance, it is neither one
thing, nor another: it generates multiple complex emotions and knowledge. The American
artist Renée Green explains how an abundance of materials in the archive can lead to “a
cancelling-out effect which is possible when confronted with more than is comprehensible”
(Green in Merewether 49). This describes the challenge that the surplus of the archive
presents — a plethora of materials can obscure quick understanding, which Green suggests
“can also be thought of in relation to absences, lacunae, holes which occur in the midst of
densities of information” (49). Paradoxically, there is “negation in abundance” (Green in

Merewether 49). It is this ability of the archive to be two things at once to which I now turn.

1.7.5 An archive is presence and absence

As discussed, an archive is concerned with present traces of the past — the materiality of
objects in the present. The archive is connected to ‘presence’ — what is materially and tangibly
visible and therefore what appears — or, what is selected to appear. The appearance of what
was not there before can seem revelatory — perhaps, revolutionary. Steedman argues that the
making-present process of the archive is “the social historian’s dream, of bringing to life
those who do not for the main part exist, not even between the lines of state papers and legal
documents, who are not really present” (70). Foucault describes how the archive is “a
reflection that shows us quite simply, and in shadow, what all those in the foreground are
looking at. It restores, as if by magic, what is lacking in every gaze” (The Order of Things
15). Thomas also highlights the evocative nature of archival and archaeological material:
“[t]heir mnemonic character is a facet of their part in establishing a world: things can evoke
the presence of certain persons and qualities at a non-discursive level” (85). The ability of one
thing to conjure up the presence of another thing fundamentally relies on the absence of that
other thing. As this exploration into the archive has begun to highlight, what is
anachronistically there, present in the archive, will also reveal what is not there — what is
absent. Thomas argues that refiguring archaeology in a metaphysical way helps to illuminate
the absent: an “archaeological poetics involves finding ways of expressing and taking the
measure of something which is absent” (77). Similarly, Burton reflects that the “history of the
archive is a history of loss” (66). All that can be found in an archive is evidence of a past time
and people that are no longer here. Paradoxically, the more one tries to counteract this
vanishing - to bring an archival object into view, the further it slips away. As Thomas

indicates, “[t]he more that we attempt to grasp the essence of the earth by addressing it
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directly, the more that it withdraws from us” (76). In Performing Remains (2011), Rebecca
Schneider introduces the idea that disappearance is not antithetical to the archive: “it is one of
the primary insights of postructuralism that disappearance is that which marks all documents,
all records, and all material remains. Indeed, remains become themselves through
disappearance as well” (102). Such paradoxes are explored and questioned in Schneider’s
work and she highlights the tension between “the logic of the archive” (remains that can be
documented) and performance which is impermanent and cannot be archived (98). Peggy
Phelan similarly argues that “[p]erformance cannot be saved, recorded, documented or
otherwise participate in the circulation of representations: once it does it becomes something
other than performance” (146).

The tension between presence and absence is central to how the archive operates.
Diana Taylor argues that embodied performance (repertoire) can be considered another way
to transmit and store knowledge, suggesting “the repertoire, on a very practical level, expands
the traditional archive used by academic departments in the humanities” (26). This knowledge
is another sort of archival knowledge that is not dependent on written documentation. Central
to the repertoire, Taylor argues, is presence: “[t]he repertoire requires presence: people
participate in the production and reproduction of knowledge by “being there,” being a part of
the transmission” (20). With this in mind, it is now necessary to conclude this section and turn
attention to interrogating what I label another ‘indexical trace of the real’: presence.

To conclude, in this section I explained that the archive is traditionally understood as a
historical record and described how the archivization process is a practice of storing and
categorising information, which not only records events, but also “invents” them, as described
by Derrida and Sontag (Archive Fever 16-17, On Photography 67). Drawing on the work of
Steedman, Merewether and Thomas, I discovered how the archive works to shape the past, as
a basis for historical writing. Thomas’ work on phenomenological archaeology led to an
understanding of two methods of engaging with the archive, as described by Linda Patrik: the
fossil and textual record. The fossil record relies on empirical, material analysis, whilst the
textual record is an interpretive way of reading the archive. This interpretive use of the
archive — an archaeological poetics — raises the question of the direction of power between the
archivist and the archive. Does the power really lie with the archive to ‘create’ events, or does
power lie with the interpretive abilities of the archivist? From this, I analysed the affect of the
archive: it can be a lonely space, but also an alluring one because it contains something
someone desires. The archive holds the potential to generate a wide variety of emotions in

those who come into contact with it. Whilst the archive is traditionally related to the past, the
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material present of the archive and the forward-thinking existence of the archive complicates
its temporality. My final key finding in relation to the archive is that it simultaneously is
connected to both presence and absence. The definition of ‘archive’ that I will be carrying
forward in the three case study chapters encompasses all these positions: the archive is a
powerful material record of the past that can be interpretatively used and which inhabits a

flexible, temporal space.

1.8 Presence

Occurring in relation to situated acts, ‘presence’ not only invites consciousness, but also
directs attention outside the self into the social and the spatial, toward the enactment of ‘co-
presence’ as well as perceptions and habituations of place. Presence implies temporality, too —
a fulcrum of presence is tense and the relationship between past and present.

— Gabriella Giannachi, Nick Kaye and Michael Shanks (1)

‘Presence’ is a term that carries a variety of definitions and philosophical understandings,
especially in relation to its role in theatre. When presence becomes relevant, who or what is
considered to have presence are significant questions to consider because, like the archive,
presence is attached to power: something that is considered to have ‘presence’ is marked for
special consideration and reverence. In this section, I will unravel a few key ideas about
presence that will be mobilised in the following chapters: key definitions of presence; an
analysis of the connection between presence and absence; an exploration of the elusive

quality of presence; and, a description of presence as proximity, as a shared time and space.

1.8.1 What is ‘presence’?

The difficulty of the concept of ‘presence’ is that it carries an elusive quality and an exact
definition is impossible to determine. One of the most common definitions of ‘presence’ is
that it relates to the manifest existence of something, often in relation to another thing. This is
the state of ‘being present’ with something else — sharing time and space together. Someone
can be said to have ‘presence of mind’ or a ‘commanding presence’, or an actor is praised
when it is considered they have great ‘stage presence’. A description of what exactly is meant
by these phrases is hard to capture, though there is a general shared understanding which

accounts for the ubiquity of their use. The ambiguous nature of ‘presence’ connects to the
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hauntological meanings of the word: a stage medium will claim they can sense a ‘strong
presence’ in the room. A ‘presence’ in this respect can relate to a thing or person that is
unseen but asserts themselves, and it is this ghostly inhabitation that theatre naturally inhabits.
The close connection between presence and theatre is noted by many other scholars.
Cormac Power’s comprehensive study of ‘presence’ highlights the dependency that theatre
and presence have on each other: “the two terms are so connected as to seem almost
synonymous” (1). Power “tries to re-situate presence as a key concept for theatre studies” (8)

and argues,

it is the very potential of theatre to put presence into play that enables us to consider the

importance of theatre as an art form that can allow us to reflect upon and question the

construction of “reality” in the contemporary world. (9)
Archaeologies of Presence (edited by Giannachi, Kaye, and Shanks) is also useful in
investigating this term as it “presents key analyses of the conditions, dynamics and dialectics
that shape presence in — or in relation to — the acts of performance” (1). I will now explore a
few different modes of ‘presence’ in theatre, which will be further extrapolated in my case
studies. Unlike the archive, which is often materially evident, presence is a more elusive
quality and so describing it in terms of theatre helps to conceptualise its meaning for theatre.

To begin, it is pertinent to turn to presence as bodily proximity.

1.8.2 Presence as proximity, a shared space

The first definition the OED gives for ‘presence’ is the “fact or condition of being present; the
state of being with or in the same place as a person or thing; attendance, company, society, or
association”. This definition describes a shared physical and spatial presence. Understanding
this should be evident: ‘presence’ is literally being in the same space as other things. In this
way, presence is not only connected with sharing the same space as another, but also with
visibility — with what one actually sees. Evidently, each audience member shares a co-
presence with the other members of the audience, and also with the actors on stage whom
they watch. Power labels this type of presence “literal presence” and notes that “spectators
are present in the theatre with the actors and with other spectators” (87).

The physical relationship between the audience and the actors on stage is also
important to consider. Different levels of proximity will produce a different affective

response. Theatre relies on the presence of bodies on stage, of actors embodying ‘characters’.
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However, an audience understands that an actor is playing a fictional role and, with this in
mind, as I shall explore later, presence is heightened and complicated when performers
present themselves as themselves, eliding their performative persona. For example, in each of
my three case studies, the authors feature as a performer in their own work. Their corporeal
presence as a shared dramaturgical strategy requires consideration (which I investigate in the
corresponding chapters).

A further consideration when thinking about presence as a ‘shared space’ is that a
space can be shared with something that is not seen, something invisible to the eye. For
example, when remembering someone absent, a person may say “I feel their presence with
me”’: this type of presence is not one that can be literally verified, but it is concerned with
intangible feeling.

In theatre, it is not just the space of the auditorium that is shared between the bodies in
the room. Actual objects and actors on stage ‘make present’ a fictional place and the
characters who inhabit that place. The audience are present with what is literally viewed in
front of them, and doubly, these literal objects evoke the presence of imagined places and
characters. Two separate ‘presences’ operate at the same time, as Power illustrates: “theatre at
once affirms presence by taking place before an audience, while simultaneously putting this
correspondence into question: a fictional ‘now’ often coexists in tension with the stage ‘now’”
(3-4). As Power outlines, presence appears to rely not only on a shared space, but
simultaneously, a shared time. When people sit in a theatre together they are not only
experiencing a ‘being in the same place’, but also a ‘being in the same time’: “[t]o be present
in a particular place is to be simultaneous with a particular space-time environment” (Power

3). It is presence as a shared time to which I now turn.

1.8.3 Presence as proximity, a shared time

Theatre is not only a space of many places, but also a space of many times. There is the literal
time experienced by all sat in the theatre, and also the time evoked on the stage. Crucially,
‘presence’ is concerned with temporality: the ‘present’ is that which exists, or occurs, now.
Thornton Wilder suggests that “[o]n the stage it is always now; the personages are standing
on that razor-edge, between the past and the future, which is the essential character of
conscious being; the words are rising to their lips in immediate spontaneity” (Wilder in
Goldstone 99). Unlike television, film, or a novel, theatre cannot be turned off or on, muted,

rewound, or put down — it unravels in the present moment with its audience, and is therefore
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concerned with the ‘now’. Bert O. States considers “the real intimacy of theatre” is created
through the immediacy of “being present at its world’s origination under all the constraints,
visible and invisible, of immediate actuality” (154). This desire for “immediate actuality”, to
share a ‘now’ with others, is what gives theatre, and other live performance, a special charge:
if we share a time with others we all share a commonality of experiencing the same moment
together. However, whilst some theatre certainly intends to heighten the audience’s awareness
of their present selves, not all of theatre operates in this way. Indeed, part of the mission of
some theatrical events is the opposite: to take people out of the present moment, into another
imagined time/place, to make them forget they are even sat in a theatre. Naturalistic theatre is
the genre perhaps most associated with attempting to erase the present ‘now’. Alternatively,
the popular form of immersive theatre trades on an immediacy and spontaneity between the
spectators and the event: these events intend for their audience to experience the ‘now’
directly. Other work may be set in another time but simultaneously highlights and comments
on the present moment. The ‘presentness’ of theatre can therefore easily be disrupted,
highlighted, or erased, depending on the effect the theatremaker wishes to have on an
audience. The composer and director Heiner Goebbels recognises this disruption of present

time that the theatrical event creates through the interplay of its several different time frames:

As long as we as the audience can narcissistically feel reflected in a counterpart, an
actor, musician, dancer, we will probably at most be impatient, because the scene
pretends a proximity to us, which ultimately cannot be synchronized with our own sense
of time. We thus remain, as Gertrude Stein says, ‘either behind or ahead of the play’.

(31)
The multiplicity of time in theatre means that, in relation to theatre of the real, presence is
particularly complicated. For an audience watching a play about a particular world event now
passed, as though it is happening in the present moment, a temporal distance is created. The
presence of real people, places and stories has to be evoked for an audience, due to their
absence. Often, theatre of the real productions use the form of direct address. Direct address
implies some sort of acknowledgement or highlighting of the ‘present’ relationship between

the actors and the audience and it is ‘presence’ as a two-way relationship to which I now turn.

1.8.4 Presence as reciprocal energy

Alongside the more literal definition of presence as physically sharing a space and time with

another, the OED also defines ‘presence’ as something that is more elusive: a “person or thing
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that exists or is present in a place but is not seen, esp. a divine, spiritual, or incorporeal being
or influence felt or perceived to be present”. This elusive quality of the term is the definition
that is strongly connected to the illusionary ‘magic’ of theatre or the ‘stage presence’ of a
specific actor. However, the vocal coach Patsy Rodenburg claims that presence can be
accessed and to have identified this elusive quality: “[a]ll it is, is energy. Present energy —
clear, whole and attentive energy” (xi). However, ‘energy’ itself is an equally elusive quality,
though Rodenburg highlights that this ‘presence’ relies on reciprocation: “the moments when
your energy fully connected you to the world and you received energy back from that
connection” (3). Elinor Fuchs describes this presence as “the circle of heightened awareness
flowing from actor to spectator and back [...] the magnetism that a particular performer may
exude, what we mean when we say a performer has ‘presence’” (163). Further, and
importantly, Rodenburg suggests that presence “is an act of community. It is an act of
personal intimacy with others” (12). Some practitioners desire their audience to remain in the
dark, whilst others seek this type of co-presence with an audience: both produce alternative
effects and it is important to consider why (or why not) practitioners might want to connect to
an audience in this way. To offer a practical understanding of presence for her readers,
Rodenburg describes “Three Circles of Energy” that “describe the three basic ways human
energy moves” (16). First Circle Energy moves “inward” (17), Third Circle Energy is
“outward-moving”, and Second Circle Energy is the circle of presence that “moves out
toward the object of your attention, touches it and then receives energy back from it” (21).
Critics of contemporary art working in the 1960s explored this idea of reciprocal
presence. In his 1967 essay, Art and Objecthood, Michael Fried describes the “presence of
literalist art” which he relates to “a theatrical effect or quality — a kind of stage presence”
(155). Fried highlights the reciprocal nature of this quality, which relies on “the special
complicity that that work extorts from the beholder. Something is said to have presence when
it demands that the beholder take it into account [...]” (155). As Rodenburg considers, this
presence is often more easily understood when it is not there at all: “[s]Jometimes you
understand presence by its very absence. An unpresent star on stage means that the audience’s
eye refocuses on an actor with presence — who may be outshining a Hollywood star who isn’t
using ‘It!"” (9). The interplay between presence and absence is crucial and I will now examine

this relationship more closely.

1.8.5 Presence and/in absence
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The presence of one object can highlight the absence of another. For example, the coat on the
back of a door can highlight the bodily absence of the owner of that coat. In this way,
presence is connected to sensory experience: what we can see (view), touch, hear, smell and
taste we are present with. These sensory experiences also remind us of what is absent. One of
the most influential deconstructions of presence appears in Derrida’s Of Grammatology. One
of the intentions in his book is to “make enigmatic what one thinks one understands” (70) by

the word ‘presence’. Derrida describes “the structure of the trace” (67) in which he argues

The outside, “spatial” and “objective” exteriority which we believe we know as the
most familiar thing in the world, as familiarity itself, would not appear without the
grammé, without difference as temporalization, without the nonpresense of the other
inscribed within the sense of the present, without the relationship with death as the
concrete structure of the living present. Metaphor would be forbidden. (70-71)
Trace, for Derrida, appears to be the always absent present — the sign contains a trace of its
non-meaning. In other words, an objective ‘real’ cannot appear without a trace of the ‘non-
real’. Derrida highlights the importance of the “play” between the presence and absence of the
trace — the active relationship between the two. As Marvin Carlson notes, Derrida’s

postructuralist theories challenge the aesthetics of presence, but do not simply replace them

with an aesthetics of absence:

Derrida’s project is rather to suggest a constant field of interplay between these terms,
of presence impregnated with absence, a field perpetually in process, always in-between
as it is in-between absence and presence. (Performance 149)

Derrida’s work on presence is considered a landmark intervention in the understanding of this
concept: “[a]fter Derrida, theorists and performers acquainted with his (or with related)
postructuralist thought could no longer comfortably embrace the goal of pure presence so
attractive to modernism” (Carlson 149). In Writing and Difference, Derrida challenges the
idea that it is possible to achieve a pure presence in theatre: “[p]resence, in order to be
presence and self-presence, has always already begun to represent itself, has always already
been penetrated” (249). For Derrida, the “origin is always penetrated” and the desire for
presence in theatre is impossible to obtain because theatre operates within a system of
representation (248).

If pure presence is impossible, then perhaps absence is achievable. Heiner Goebbels
engages with ‘absence’ in his theatre practice and research. He offers different ideas as to

what a “theatre of absence” might involve, including: “the disappearance of the
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actor/performer from the centre of attention”, “a de-synchronization of hearing and seeing”,
“a separation of the actor’s voices from their bodies” and “an empty stage, i.e. the absence of
a central visual focus” (4). Although these suggestions clearly focus on an absence, the editor
of Goebbels’ Aesthetics of Absence: Texts on Theatre (2015), Jane Collins, is keen to point
out that an absence does not necessarily mean an abolition, or disappearance: “Goebbels is
not trying to abolish theatrical presence but to redistribute it in ways that bring into being
different kinds of perceptual experience” (Collins in Goebbels xix). As Goebbels writes, a
theatre of absence can be a liminal space, rather than ‘no’ space: “spaces in-between, spaces
of discovery, spaces in which emotion, imagination and reflection can actually take place”

(4). Crucially, Goebbels suggests that this theatre relies on a recognition of otherness:

a ‘theatre of absence’ might be able to offer an artistic expression that does not

necessarily have to consist in a direct encounter (with the actor), but in an experience

through alterity. Alterity is to be understood here not as a direct connection to

something but as an indirect and triangular relationship whereby dramatic identification

is being replaced by a rather precarious confrontation with a mediating third party,

something we might call the ‘other’. (6)
Goebbels’ accentuation of the importance of “alterity” to the theatre he describes — “an
indirect and triangular relationship” — is crucial to note. This triangular relationship is how the
indexical trace works through substitution, when pointing to the real, which I shall explore
later. Elinor Fuchs has written substantially on “an aesthetics of Absence rather than of
Presence” and notes that a “theatre of Absence [...] disperses the center, displaces the
Subject, destabilizes meaning” (165). Fuchs highlights the popularity of ‘presence’ in relation
to actor training in the US, particularly with the 1972 publication of the American director

and pedagogue Joseph Chaikin’s book Presence of the Actor, but suggests that theatrical

presence is now undermined through writing making itself present:

Writing, which has traditionally retired behind the apparent presence of performance, is
openly declaring itself the environment in which dramatic structure is situated. The
price of this emergence, or perhaps its aim, is the undermining of theatrical Presence.
(163)

For Fuchs, the growing importance of the text undermines the idea of spontaneity of speech

on stage. This highlights the interplay between presence and absence:

Theatre is ever the presence of the absence and the absence of the presence. [...] One
might say that we have been witnessing in contemporary theatre, and especially in
performance, a representation of the failure of the theatrical enterprise of spontaneous
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speech with its logocentric claims to origination, authority, authenticity - in short,
Presence. (172)

Any attempt to try to recapture the diminishing authority of ‘presence’ in the theatre might
serve to further repress it. As highlighted when exploring the ‘archive’, the more one tries to
make something ‘present’, the more it may slip away.

However, the opposite is also evident, as I have begun to explore: the more one tries
to make something absent, the more vividly it appears. The act of eliminating elements of the
theatre — of reduction and making certain things absent — can make other things present.
Goebbels highlights how other objects become ‘present’ on stage if there is an absence of
bodily performers: “things on stage, the means of the theatre and the design elements
themselves become protagonists as soon as there is an absence of performers™ (28). It is clear
there is an ongoing negotiation between presence and absence in theatre and art. One does not
replace or outstrip the other, but both exist in continual tension. It is pertinent to consider
what devices can be used to highlight this negotiation between presence and absence in
theatre, and one of these, I argue, is technology. It is to technology, my final ‘indexical trace
of the real’, to which I next turn.

To conclude, in this section I outlined key findings regarding the term ‘presence’. |
suggested that presence is commonly understood as referring to the manifest existence of
something, but that the term is ambiguous. I explained that presence can be understood as
proximity and the act of sharing space with other people and objects. In a similar way,
presence can be understood as a proximate sharing of time. Presence is an even more spectral
concept than the archive, and as such it is perhaps easier to associate it to the theatre. The
multiplicity of spaces and times represented in theatre complicates presence and, in this
section, I drew on the seminal work of Cormac Power to outline the relationship between
presence and the theatre. Other understandings of presence can be found in the work of
Rodenburg, Fuchs and Fried, who all refer to an elusive stage presence, which appears to rely
on reciprocity. Finally, I highlighted the connection between absence and presence, referring
to Derrida’s deconstruction of presence, Goebbels’ ‘theatre of absence’, and Fuchs’ analysis
of the interplay between the two in theatre. The definition of ‘presence’ which I am carrying
forward in to the next three chapters encompasses presence as a physical and spectral

temporal and spatial coexistence — a reciprocal ‘being-with’ and ‘being-when’.

1.9 Technology
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Technology will move in and speak through you, like it or not. Best not to ignore.

— Tim Etchells, Certain Fragments (95)

In this section I will unravel a few key ideas about technology that will be revisited in the
following chapters: a definition of technology; an analysis of human response to technology;
a description of how technology increases communication but fosters disconnection; an
analysis of whether technology can allow humans to ‘cross’ space and time; and technology’s
effect on theatre processes, including how technology can split subjectivity on stage.

The relationship between technology and the theatre requires investigation. Firstly, it
is worth analysing how (and if) wider changes in technology impact upon what is shown on
the stage, and in what ways. To what extent does technology shape and control the theatrical
experience and, further, what theatre is? Secondly, it is important to consider the two opposite
discourses of performance: the first is the claim that performance and technology are not
mutually compatible, the second is that they are. This debate centres around questions of
‘liveness’ and ‘authenticity’ which I began to explore in the previous section. Finally, how
might technology be used in theatre as an indexical trace of the real in performance? For
example, if a theatre show is about a specific event and technology is used to play actual
audio and visual footage of this event, to what extent does this technology bring the real into
the fictional space of the theatre? As mentioned in my discussion of the archive, such
technologies can be used to suggest these materials have been transplanted from an external

reality and the performative use of them requires attention.

1.9.1 What is technology?

Technology is a broad term used to describe the wide variety of processes that enable the
development and production of services and goods. The word comes from the Greek t€yvn
(techne), which translates as ‘skill’. Technology can either be a literal object, or the
underlying systemic knowledge of the technical methods of how something works. The
French philosopher Bernard Stiegler offers a useful definition of the broad understanding of

technology:

Technology is first of all defined as a discourse on technics. But what does technics
mean? In general, technics designates in human life today the restricted and specified
domain of tools, of instruments, if not only machines... (93)
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Stiegler explains that technics designates “all the domains of skill” and that technics is a hard
field to define because it combines both transformations of material into a new product and

techniques such as rhetoric, which might not be so obviously productive (93-94):

Technology is therefore the discourse describing and explaining the evolution of
specialized procedures and techniques, arts and trades — either the discourse of certain
types of procedures and techniques, or that of the totality of techniques inasmuch as
they form a system: technology is in this case the discourse of the evolution of that
system. (95)
These definitions reveal how problematic it is to offer one blanket definition of
technology. Technology is most often discussed in relation to advances in sciences — as
something related to mechanisation, opposed to the organic. However Stiegler’s analysis is
useful in reminding that physical skills such as dance still require technological work and
thinking. Stiegler’s work addresses Martin Heidegger’s famous critique of technology in
which he suggests that technology “is a means to an end” and also “a human activity” (4).
Heidegger argues that the “two definitions of technology belong together” because “to
posit ends and procure and utilize the means to them is a human activity” (4). If technology

is intricately related to the human, questions remain as to the content of this relation and I

explore some key debates here.

1.9.2 Technology as something to fear, or to embrace?

The innovations of technology and the way it appears to easily integrate with human life
produces a paradoxical effect, as the science fiction writer and scholar Adam Roberts

describes:

Technology is something with which we are simultaneously familiar and already
estranged from; familiar because it plays so large a part in our life, estranged from
because we don’t really know how it works or what the boffins are about to invent next.
(147)

The intelligence of machines has been compared to the intelligence of the human brain. As

technological possibilities improve and refine, the gap between human and machine appears

to close. Donna Haraway writes that

machines have made thoroughly ambiguous the difference between natural and
artificial, mind and body, self-developing and externally designed, and many other
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distinctions that used to apply to organisms and machines. Our machines are

disturbingly lively and we are disturbingly inert. (152)
As humans become ‘inert’, technology seems to take away the physical labour of everyday
life: advances in technology, such as robotic cleaners, take the place once occupied by human
labour. However, as technology develops, it becomes condensed and miniaturised — to the
point of invisibility. As Haraway considers, “[m]odern machines are quintessentially
microelectronic devices: they are everywhere and they are invisible” (153). The invisibility of
technology is disconcerting because the more invisible technology becomes, the less
understanding and power humans have over it. For example, the cyber is often seen as
something to fear and its invisibility dominates this fear: cyberterrorism and cybercrime are
rising types of crime, which can result in large-scale attacks and disruption.'' All this might
present a dystopic picture: the eradication of the human in favour of the more intelligent and
efficient machine. However, benefits of technology are multiple, especially in the area of

communication and I will now introduce this issue.

1.9.3 Technology as connection / disconnection

Technology bypasses physical distance and separate spaces to allow a commonality of
experience and connection. Haraway describes how “we are living through a movement from
an organic, industrial society to a polymorphous, information system” (161). Over the last
thirty years, this movement in information and media technologies has influenced

performance practices and the theatre has been responsive to its influence, as argued by Ilter:

Since the 1990s, western theatre has been increasingly interested in the media — forms
of communication, social institutions, and ideological tools — and processes of
mediatization, due to the growing prevalence of the media in western societies.
(‘Rethinking...” 239)
However, the use of technology in the theatre presents challenges to the ‘live’ nature of
performance. Rodenburg argues that technology dulls perceptive senses: “devices that are
meant to help connect us with the world [...] serve to isolate us” (14). The criticism of
technology as a device that takes us away from experiencing the present moment troubles

debates surrounding the ‘live’ experience of theatre. Anything that obviously disturbs the

singular spatial and temporal time of ‘now’ in the theatre (such as a voice recording, or video

" The term ‘cyber’ is commonly used as a prefix to describe activity connected to computer network use. For
example, cyberbullying is a form of bullying that occurs on the internet.
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projection) presents a challenge to the ‘liveness’ of the theatrical event. This can have two
results. Firstly, the irruption of technology in a theatrical event can make ‘real’ objects on
stage (the actors, in particular) appear more ‘live’ and unique. On the other hand, the irruption
of technology in theatre can remind that theatre, like film and television, is powered and
coded through technology. Philip Auslander, who has written extensively about theatre and
technological media, suggests it is impossible to separate theatre from our mediatized culture:
“[i]t is not realistic to propose that live performance can remain ontologically pristine or that
it operates in a cultural economy separate from that of the mass media” (40). This is in
contrast to Phelan who argues the liveness of performance means it cannot be reproduced — it
is a unique event. The scholar and artist Matthew Causey places himself between these two
positions: “[d]isputing the argument of Phelan and amending Auslander’s I suggest that the
ontology of performance (liveness), which exists before and after mediatization, has been
altered within the space of technology” (384). Technology, therefore, has a complicated and
vital relationship with our human experience, and with theatre, and I will explore this

relationship in further depth in my case studies.

1.9.4 Technology as split subjectivity

It is worth briefly addressing Causey’s position as he clearly explains how the use of
technology on stage creates split subjectivity. Causey discusses the doubling that occurs when
performers and a screened image of themselves appear simultaneously on the stage, “[o]ne
image in the process of living, being-unto-death, one image held in abeyance, virtually
present” (389). Causey uses the example of screens at a rock concert and suggests the screens
are the way in which audiences access the live performer. In this way, Causey argues, “the
split video image sourcing from a live feed [...] re-establishes the status of the real” and
therefore “the video image is more real than the live actor” (389). Using Lacan’s theories of
the scopic field and anamorphosis to further explore the simultaneity of the video and live,
Causey suggests that “[t]he aesthetics of the combination of video and live images is a visual
metaphor of split subjectivity” and that these “doubling technologies of mediation act as a
sparagmos, fragmenting the subject, displaying its fabrication, and remembering what is
other” (390). Theatre that engages with technology through performing split subjectivity does
more than just create a new aesthetics. For Causey, these are “a symptom or a way of thinking
through the transitional phase Western subjectivity is undergoing as a result of mediatization”

(393). Technology, in this instance, is seen as a catalyst of a central ontological shift in
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Western experience: from experience of the singular, to experience of the fragmentary.
Causey suggests that, rather than ignoring the effect of technology on theatre as Phelan does,
or overlooking the materiality of the live like Auslander, it is time to conceive “of theatre as a
medium that overlaps and subsumes or is subsumed by other media including the television,
film, radio, print, and the computer-aided hyper-media” (394).

The overlaps between theatre and media may enforce a split subjectivity that
highlights the fragmentary nature of modern life, but it is also important to note that humans
can become so entrenched within technological modes that they alter their entire experience
of reality. Instead of experiencing a fragmentary existence, technology and the organic can
become so fused that it becomes unclear where the boundary between the machine and the
human lies. Donna Haraway addresses the consequences of such high-tech culture in 4
Cyborg Manifesto: “[o]ne consequence is that our sense of connection to our tools is
heightened. The trance state experienced by many computer users has become a staple of
science-fiction film and cultural jokes” (178). Haraway considers how human identity fuses
with technology: “[i]t is not clear who makes and who is made in the relation between human
and machine” (177). Such easy disappearance of tools as we use them accounts for how
swiftly technology has established itself in human life. Eradication of rigid boundaries and
hybridization with technology offers humans the opportunity to exist outside their natural

space/time continuum, which I shall now discuss.

1.9.5 Technology as space and time travel

Technology provides humans with the chance to cross the physical boundaries of space and
time (to a certain extent). The development of communication software and apps such as
Skype and Periscope provides people with the experience of access to live visual images and
audio of other places whilst accessing these images from another space. This allows people
the opportunity to ‘exist” in multiple spaces at once and hyper-mobility through web-space
enables humans to increase their knowledge and understanding of other places, without ever
physically travelling to them.

Technology not only grants humans the opportunity to ‘travel’ through space, but also
to cross time. It allows archaeologists to discover details about ancient objects and enables
historians to produce virtual reconstructions of buildings and people, from rubble and skeletal
remains. Furthermore, audio and visual recordings created in the past have the ability to

import the past to the present when they are re-visited.
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The ability of technology to enable humans to traverse time and space and transport
their image and voice to other places is, of course, relevant to theatre, which relies on an
element of transportation to fictional times and places. I will now briefly develop my

discussion of the relationship between theatre and technology.

1.9.6 Theatre and technology

Theatre relies on technology and its effects. Some of this technology can be seen and heard by
an audience, whilst some of it, such as the work done backstage by stage management,
remains ‘invisible’. Some technology is more visible, and several companies intend for its
visibility to be a feature of the work. One of these companies is Blast Theory: “[s]ince 1991,
we have been using interactive media to create groundbreaking new forms of performance
and interactive art that mixes audiences across the internet, live performance and digital
broadcasting” (Blast Theory website). Beyond the action of the stage (or non-stage),
technology is used in many other ways by theatre audiences: buying tickets, travelling to the
theatre and reading reviews online are all experiences that rely on technology.

Advances in technology have created new opportunities for theatre of the real
practitioners with the ability to record events, both on audiotape and camera. The processes of
archiving rely on technology and the product of this technological archiving can be used in
theatre to ‘make present’ past events. Domietta Torlasco notes the ability for such technology
to act as an indexical trace: “[c]inematographic and phonographic recordings can repeat
themselves accurately and indefinitely, bringing about the recurrence of the past of which
they are the indexical trace” (92). Sontag considers that technology, such as the camera, can
offer the objects it captures an immortality, as it freezes them in a specific time and place:
“[a]fter the event has ended, the picture will still exist, conferring on the event a kind of
immortality” (On Photography 11). There are, of course, dangers in conferring static
immortality on humans who have grown and changed since the photograph was taken, or the
recording has taken place. Subjects are turned into objects and used as objects in this way.
Sontag argues that “one of the perennial successes of photography has been its strategy of
turning living beings into things, things into living beings” (On Photography 98). However,
despite this, it is only through technology that theatre is able to represent ‘real’ people and
events from the past. Those who engage with the products of these technologies, in the
present moment, are able to connect to something that has already happened. In the theatre, as

David Saltz argues, technology “opens up dynamic new possibilities for theatre artists” but
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also, “compels us to re-examine some of our most basic assumptions about the nature of
theatre and the meaning of liveness” (107). I will explore these assumptions in further depth
in relation to my case studies.

To conclude, in this section I explored understandings of the broad term ‘technology’.
Technology is a term that describes processes and techniques of a wide range of services and
goods. The theatre relies on various technologies which provide a range of ways to heighten
aesthetics, and complicate notions of ‘liveness’. The affect of mediatization on contemporary
theatre has been analysed by Ilter and Causey, who suggest that performance’s ontology has
been altered by technological advancement. Moreover, in theatre, technology can create split
subjectivity on stage. Commonly, technology is seen as a tool of connection, which offers
humans the opportunity to ‘cross’ space and time through developments in communication
software. Finally, I highlighted the dependency of documentary theatre on technology, and
explored how technology can act as an indexical trace. The definition of technology that I am
carrying forwards to the three case study chapters is that it refers to processes and equipment
(mostly mechanical) that offer new visual and audio experiences, and communicative devices.
I shall examine technology as a communicative device between performers, and also with
their audience. I will be advancing the idea of technology as something that can cross time, by
bringing the past to the present (through recorded voices and documentary footage), and cross

space (through live footage of other places).

1.10 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have described and challenged Carol Martin’s seminal work on ‘theatre of
the real’. My focus in this thesis is to examine the way that the ‘real’ is discursively used in
contemporary theatre and how what comes to be seen as the ‘real’ is dramatically produced.
The chapter highlights that, in contemporary theatre, ‘the real” has two distinct modes: an
‘intradiegetic real” which presents ‘the real’ on stage, and an ‘extradiegetic real” which
performs ‘the real’. These two modes use several shared dramaturgical processes through
which they construct their varying interpretations of the ‘real’ in theatre and my case study
chapters will extrapolate these two approaches. The chapter explained why I term these
dramaturgical processes ‘indexical traces of the real” and introduced the three indexical traces
this thesis focuses on: the archive, presence and technology. Discussion of these three

indexical traces is deepened in the following chapters relating to each case study.
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As I have shown, critics and artists agree that there has been a turn to the real in a
range of cultural forms. Within theatre I argue it is no longer what the real is that matters, but
how it functions — the innovative ways in which contemporary theatre deploys certain
dramaturgical processes which come to be understood as the real. The following chapter
explores the socio-political context within which my case study practitioners work and
analyses the defining features of this context that have led to the ‘turn’ to the real across a
range of cultural forms. In particular, I explore the key theory of ‘cruel optimism’, as
understood by the cultural thinker Lauren Berlant, which I argue is a defining feature of

contemporary theatre of the real.
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CHAPTER TWO

POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC CONTEXTS: 2000 —2018

We have witnessed a radical change as to the experience of the everyday and the at-risk status
of human life even in contexts previously treated as safe and in lifestyles typically seen as
commonplace.

— Vicky Angelaki (Social and Political Theatre in 21°'-Century Britain 4)

We would rather be ruined than changed
We would rather die in our dread

Than climb the cross of the moment
And let our illusions die.

— W.H. Auden (105)

2.1 Introduction

Chapter One introduced the different modalities of contemporary theatre of the real and
outlined the archive, presence and technology, which I argue are three indexical traces of the
real to be demonstrated in my case studies. The aim of Chapter Two is to explore the political
and economic context of the period 2000 — 2018, highlighting definitive events and
movements that shaped the first two decades of the twenty-first century. This foundational
work is necessary in order to show that contemporary English theatre highlights and engages
with precarity, a state of human existence symptomatic of the lived-experience of this time. In
this chapter I also describe two defining moments from the first decade of this century, which
shaped the politics, economics and culture that followed: the terror attacks of 11 September
2001 and the 2007 — 8 financial crisis. I explain how these events contributed to the feeling
that the post-millennial period is a new “age of anxiety”, a term first coined by W. H. Auden
to describe the period after the Second World War (105). This contemporary “anxiety” has
been theorised in many ways: from Judith Butler’s exploration of personal vulnerability
(Precarious Life, 2006), to Isabell Lorey’s investigation into precarious labour (State of
Insecurity, 2015), to Robert D. Putnam’s description of the societal turn to isolation (Bowling
Alone, 2000). This chapter introduces some of these interlinked concepts, where necessary. I
explain the foundation for these concepts as the economic philosophy of neoliberalism that

controls the current socio-political and economic conditions in the West. In the following
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remarks, [ introduce a discussion of how neoliberal thinking has dominated this time period
and its connection to what is labelled “precarity’. I turn my attention to introducing different
types of precarity, as theorised by Lauren Berlant, Judith Butler, Isabell Lorey, Guy Standing,
and others. I argue that a defining feature of the experience of contemporary Western society

is ‘cruel optimism’, a term coined by the cultural thinker Berlant.

2.22000-2018

The years 2000 — 2018 were characterised by complex political shifts and crises, increased
personal threat and an atomisation of lives. Whilst this could be said of any past decade, these
two decades have been noted as particularly tumultuous in several key ways. As Vicky

Angelaki describes, throughout this period

societies globally have had rather a lot to contend with: watershed political moments;
major military conflicts; threats to public safety; a dramatic increase in surveillance
mechanisms; the digitization of lives; a social media revolution; a major financial
downturn; climate change — and the list continues. (Social and Political Theatre in 21*'-
Century Britain 1)
Angelaki collects these many changes to life under the umbrella term ‘crisis’ and suggests
crisis “has been a recurring term in the post-2000 period” (1). She claims there are three
“interconnected primary areas” of this crisis period: these are “political, environmental”, and

“financial” (1). Similarly, Aleks Sierz describes the period since the millennium as one of

continual “fear”:

The world of the 2000s was a world of fear. [...] After 9/11, terrorism became a symbol
of all the bad stuff in a world full of bad stuff. [...] Fear was the new world order. The
idea of extreme risk grew into a new bogeyman, stalking through our lives and casting
horrific shadows across our imaginations. (Rewriting... 71)
This chapter details how scholars make the case that 2000 — 2018 has been a period
characterised by a shift towards feelings of increased fear, uncertainty, vulnerability and
responsibility for the individual.

In this chapter, I explain how the 9/11 terror attacks and subsequent ‘War on Terror’,

and the 2007 — 8 financial crash and ensuing politics of austerity, are two key phenomena that
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impacted on the everyday lives of many people.'? Only recently, The Economist cited them

both as the most impactful events of this century:

When historians gaze back at the early 21% century, they will identify two seismic
shocks. The first was the terrorist attacks of September 11" 2001, the second the global
financial crisis, which boiled over ten years ago this month with the collapse of Lehman
Brothers. (‘Has Finance Been Fixed?’ 13)

Both of these events and their fallout led to increased precarity, and I will now offer a brief
description and analysis of what occurred. Although I do not relate my case studies to them in
later chapters, the rationale behind looking at these in more detail is to begin to assess the
subjective feelings and societal patterns of behaviour that provide the backdrop to theatre
made throughout this time. I argue these are the two events that have most readily shaped
English society as precarious, and increased an awareness of the two types of precarity |
analyse — existential and societal. It is impossible to give a fully detailed account of these
global incidents in what follows, so the focus will be on highlighting some of the theoretical

and cultural reactions that marked them as watershed moments.

2.3 9/11 and the War on Terror

On 11 September 2001, four American airliners were hijacked by 19 members of the Islamic
terrorist group al-Qaeda, and crashed at sites across the United States, killing nearly 3000
people. The seismic event of 9/11 has been interpreted as a defining moment of schism in
history — there was a before 11 September and an affer 11 September. Enric Monforte
suggests the attacks “may be taken as signalling the actual beginning of the new century”
(Monforte in Aragay and Middeke 26). Indeed, others consider 9/11 to have altered the
experience of time. The American Studies scholar David Holloway construes this moment as
one of “historical rupture”, and “an epochal event that drew a clear line through world history,
dividing what came after 9/11 from what went before” (1). The common narrative is that, as
George Bush claimed, on the evening of 11 September 2001 “night fell on a different world”
(Bush, my emphasis).

The attacks have been described as a monumental event that shattered people’s

confidence in the security of their everyday reality. Judith Butler’s Precarious Life: The

"2 For ease of reading I refer to the terrorist attacks that took place on 11 September 2001 as ‘9/11” throughout
this chapter, the term by which they are commonly known.
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Powers of Mourning and Violence (2006) argues 9/11 made many people feel insecure and
vulnerable. Jill Dolan names the time since the attacks as “the long moment after September
11 and claims they left the United States “frightened, insecure about our ability to protect
ourselves, too scared, some might suggest, to dream of brighter futures” (3). Dolan’s
paradoxical description of the time following 9/11 as a “long moment” suggests that 9/11 was
a transitional moment in the twenty-first century and, since then, time has contracted into an
instant of extending durational trauma.

However, other scholars suggest that the event was not as universally world-changing
as it first appeared. David Holloway suggests “in many ways the feeling that everything
changed on 9/11 was an illusion” and “life for many continued much as it always had” (1).
Joseph Margolis and Tom Rockmore also articulate how 9/11 could be considered either
“simply more of the familiar world, a variation on a well-known theme” or ““a break with the
past, a leap into the unknown”, depending on your circumstantial viewpoint (1). Clare
Finburgh writes that she does “not necessarily agree that in 2001 an irrevocable socio-
historical rupture took place” (49) and positions herself alongside Jiirgen Habermas who
suggests that what made 9/11 “new” is the extensive global media coverage (50). In Welcome
to the Desert of the Real (2002), Slavoj Zizek also focuses on the media response to 9/11 and
explains how the attacks were viewed as a theatrical spectacle, “the stuff of popular fantasies”
(17), and that “what happened on September 11 was that this fantasmatic screen apparition
entered our reality” (16). Zizek argues that, in the West, such attacks had not been viewed as
part of the every day and 9/11 brought these illusory images into people’s reality. Alice
O’Grady similarly writes of how technology alters reality in the face of terror: “[s]hared
across media platforms instantaneously, the fragility of social infrastructures is brought to the
fore and penetrates our collective understanding of world order” (5).

There was a prolific artistic response to the events of 9/11 and its aftermath, and

. . . . 13
whilst some work created was fictional, many artists drew on verbatim sources. ~ Several

" For example, in British theatre, plenty of productions explored the subsequent War On Terror and several of
these were verbatim pieces, including David Hare’s Stuff Happens (2004), Robin Soans’ Talking To Terrorists
(2005), Gregory Burke’s Black Watch (2006) and Victoria Brittain and Gillian Slovo’s Guantanamo: Honour
Bound to Defend Freedom (2004). In 2011, ten years after the attacks, Rupert Goold’s company — Headlong —
staged Decade, nineteen playlets about the attacks and their aftermath. Since 2001, several plays have been
produced about US foreign policy, the War on Terror and the military occupation in Iraq and Afghanistan. Mark
Ravenhill’s Shoot/Get Treasure/Repeat (2008) was a series of sixteen short plays exploring a range of topics
concerning the effects of war. Morgan Lloyd Malcolm wrote Belongings (2011), a play about a female soldier
returning home from Afghanistan. Caryl Churchill investigated the power relationship between America and the
United Kingdom through a metaphorical lens in Drunk Enough to Say I Love You (2006).
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scholarly books have focused on the artistic response to the post-9/11 period.'* Hal Foster’s
Bad New Days (2015) analyses some of these artistic responses after 9/11 and suggests that
the period has been a time of prolonged crisis: “after 9/11 conditions became even more
extreme, as emergency did prove to be more the norm than the exception” (3-4). The ‘norm’
of emergency has provided much material for theatre practitioners. The theatre scholar Jenny

Spencer suggests that:

the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 and subsequent U.S.-led wars on terror
produced a radically different sociohistorical context in both the United States and
Britain for all kinds of politically engaged art, but especially for theatrical performance.

(1)
Indeed, several British theatre scholars suggest that the proliferation of verbatim theatre work
throughout the first two decades of the twenty-first century has been in direct response to the
events of 9/11. Spencer argues that “[d]Jocumentary and verbatim theatre provide one of the
most prevalent forms of theatre after 9/11” (8). Tomlin notes that “Stephen Bottoms (2006)
and Carol Martin (2006) are among those who suggest that the events of 11 September 2001
are central to the subsequent rise in popularity of the verbatim form” (Acts and Apparitions
116-117). She observes that Bottoms comments that “the thematic material pertaining to 9/11
and the subsequent political events is particular to the United Kingdom™ (117). Indeed, in the
article to which Tomlin refers, Bottoms lists significant contributions to the new swathe of
documentary theatre and claims “dramatic fiction has apparently been seen as an inadequate
response to the current global situation” (‘Putting the document...” 57).

The perpetuating narrative of 9/11 is that it irrevocably changed the globalised
Western world. The wide range of cultural responses to the event suggests artists consider it a
pivotal moment in recent history. 9/11 was the first major event of the twenty-first century
that destabilised personal security in the West. The incident revealed that Western reality — or
the narrative of a reality — was no longer completely stable. On 12 September 2001, those in
the West woke up to a world that seemed, for many, to be increasingly insecure. In this way,
for some, 9/11 shaped the experience of the start of the new millennium, and shaped what

followed.

2.4 The 2007 — 8 financial crash

' These works include: Jenny Spencer’s Political and Protest Theatre After 9/11: Patriotic Dissent (2012);
Daniel O’Gorman’s Fictions of the War on Terror (2015); Hal Foster’s Bad New Days (2015); Charlie Lee-
Potter’s Writing the 9/11 Decade: Reportage and the Evolution of the Novel (2017); David Holloway’s 9/11 and
the War on Terror (2008), and Alex Danchev’s On Art and War and Terror (2009).
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In 2007, following a crisis in the US subprime mortgage market, Europe experienced a debt
crisis and Britain entered the phase of the ‘credit crunch’, a time of severe shortage of credit
and money. The British bank Northern Rock was critically affected: on 14 September 2007
large numbers of its customers queued across the country in order to withdraw their money.
This was “the first bank run in Britain since 1866 and directly led to the eventual collapse of
Northern Rock (‘The Bank That Failed’ The Economist). In 2010, David Cameron and Nick
Clegg’s coalition government implemented austerity measures to combat the crisis, and at
present, in 2018, the so-called ‘austerity’ programme in the UK continues.

The financial crisis destabilised widely held narratives about the infallibility of the
banking system. In Katy Shaw’s analysis of literature’s response to the events, Crunch Lit

(2015), she explains how the financial crash shattered these trusted narratives:

Before 2007, the banking system was a form of fiction, a myth which was widely

believed. The story generally went like this: the bank, a physical place that was known

and trusted, took customers’ money, [and] kept it safe [...] This fictional system was

based on a long-gone relationship, one that the public were happy to believe and, along

with the banks, were guilty of perpetuating. (x-xi)
It is debatable that before 2007 “the public were happy to believe” in the security of the
financial system: the previous collapse of the Enron Corporation, along with UK recessions
throughout the 1980s and 1990s, had exposed this “myth”. However, the 2007 — 8 crash was
particularly noteworthy for the UK because it was the most prominent financial disaster for
over a decade. As Shaw suggests, many people relied on the stability of the financial system
and the credit crunch viscerally exposed its instability. The unmasking of financial security
“showed the general public that the stories about finance in which they had invested their trust
were false” (Shaw xi). Clara Escoda suggests this increased precarity in Western society:
“[t]he notion of precarity has acquired primary importance, particularly after the 2008
financial crisis, which has put an end to any sense of security in Western societies” (Escoda in

Aragay and Middeke 124).

Thomas Docherty argues that the financial collapse impacted upon culture:

My contention is that some fundamental economic relations that shape our advanced
societies have changed since the financial crisis of 2007 — 8; and that this has had a
major impact on culture and, within that, on literature and on how we evaluate those
forms of languages and letters that we currently identify as ‘literary’. (10)

Indeed, the credit crunch provided rich pickings for theatre writers and artists. Louise Owen
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suggests “arguably the most high profile” plays from 2009 that tackled the financial crisis
“were [David] Hare’s The Power of Yes and [Lucy] Prebble’s Enron” (108). The Power of
Yes is a part-verbatim piece that features an actor playing ‘The Author’, a figure taken to
represent Hare who attempts to “set out to find out what happened” through interviewing
important figures (Hare 3). Enron is a fictional piece based on the collapse of Enron, the
American energy corporation.' It is notable that both these writers were quick to respond
artistically to the crash, though Prebble suggests she had been writing Enron for some time
and would “be a liar to say” she “saw the credit crunch coming” (Cavendish).

The impact of 2007 — 8 was recognised as an event that destabilised everyday life.
Before the crisis, it was considered reasonable to trust in the security of money and stability
of the banking system as The Economist suggests, with reference to Mervyn King (then

Governor of the Bank of England):

Nobody trusts politicians. Regulators are always disliked. But central bankers are held

to a higher standard; which is why Mr King is the past week’s main victim. He has lost

credibility; and a central banker without credibility is not much use. (The Economist)
The crisis revealed that any belief in the credibility of the banking system was an illusion. The
queues at Northern Rock banks in September 2007 sent a clear message: people no longer felt
their money was secure, or trusted in monetary institutions. It was not only a sense of mistrust
in the banks that the crisis provoked: belief in the monetary system itself was revealed as
deeply flawed and precarious. Shaw explains that money’s instability is key to its power:
“[m]oney is so complicated because it operates as a symbol, a representation of both a
concept and an ideology. The source of value in money lies elsewhere, it is always spectral”
(Shaw 1). The representational qualities of money are key: money is simply a sign of
something else and, in this way, money — like the indexical traces of the real I explore — is
something that is indexical.

I will now turn attention to analysing the condition of neoliberalism and how it relates

to the precarity that has instantiated in the wake of both 9/11 and the financial crash.

2.5 Neoliberalism

'* The financial crisis and politics of austerity continue to be a powerful attraction for dramatists: in 2015 Lung
Theatre created £175, a verbatim piece about cuts affecting housing, and in 2018 The Lehman Trilogy opened at
the National Theatre, a three-part epic about the creation and collapse of the financial firm Lehman Brothers.
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‘Neoliberalism’ is a term that has become the popular description for political and social ideas
and policies that pervade the Western-world. Matthew Eagleton-Price notes that neoliberalism
“has become a popular but problematic term to characterise our age” (xiii), and Cahill states
that “a pronounced trend has been to insist that the concept should not be or cannot be neatly
defined” (5). The expression is most readily used by those on the Left, to admonish ideas
behind liberal capitalist principles that have led to inequality and hardship. As Boas and
Gans-Morse state, “one rarely sees it used as a good word [...] a compelling indicator of the
term’s negative connotation is that virtually no one self-identifies as a neoliberal, even though
scholars frequently associate others — politicians, economic advisors, and even fellow
academics — with this term” (140).

I offer here a brief description of this complex term, as I will return to the philosophy
of neoliberalism and its consequences throughout my following chapters. Although written
more than ten years ago, David Harvey’s 4 Brief History of Neoliberalism (2005) remains a
key text in the understanding of the inherent principles of the idea. Harvey offers a broad

definition of neoliberalism:

Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that

proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual

entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by

strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade. (2)
Harvey explains the prevalence of neoliberal ideology and its popularisation in the West by
Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, followed by Bill Clinton and Tony Blair (and now by
the respective US and UK incumbent governments). The decade before my study starts, the
1990s, was one of the flourishing periods of neoliberalism: Cahill suggests that by the 1990s
“neoliberalism had become a dominant policy norm in many countries” (45) and Steger
claims that in “its heyday during the 1990s, neoliberalism bestrode the world like a colossus”
(x).

Key to understanding the theory of neoliberalism is its focus on recognising the
individual’s unrestricted ‘freedom’, which goes hand in hand with a release of centralised
government control. Harvey describes this as the “neoliberal determination to transfer all
responsibility for well-being back to the individual” (76). Eagleton-Price recognises that the
“term ‘responsibility’, particularly in association with ‘individual’, has become common in
the context of neoliberalism, with frequent use by politicians and moral guardians” (156).
However, Eagleton-Price also highlights neoliberalism’s connection to the financial world,

noting that “one of the most distinctive and controversial features of the neoliberal period has
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been the increasing power of financial institutions” (68). Steger brings together the various

ways to understand neoliberalism when he notes that:

‘Neoliberalism’ is a rather broad and general concept referring to an economic model or
‘paradigm’ that rose to prominence in the 1980s. Built upon the classical liberal ideal of
the self-regulating market, neoliberalism comes in several strands and variations.
Perhaps the best way to conceptualize neoliberalism is to think of it as three intertwined
manifestations: (1) an ideology; (2) a mode of governance; (3) a policy package. (11)
Like most political theories, neoliberalism has positive and negative effects, and
unpacking the full detail of these is beyond the remit of this chapter. What is central to my
interest is how quickly neoliberalism has become the prevalent default modus operandi in
the first two decades of the twenty-first century. Johnston and Saad-Filho claim that today,
“[w]e live in an age of neoliberalism. [...] In less than one generation, neoliberalism has
become so widespread and influential, and so deeply intermingled with critically important

aspects of life, that it can be difficult to asses its nature and historical importance” (1). As

Harvey recognised in 2005:

Neoliberalism has, in short, become hegemonic as a mode of discourse. It has pervasive

effects on ways of thought to the point where it has become incorporated into the

common-sense way many of us interpret, live in, and understand the world. (Harvey 3)
Neoliberalism has inspired many political projects in UK politics — from Ed Miliband’s
‘One Nation Labour’, to David Cameron’s ‘Big Society’, and recently Theresa May’s
‘shared society’.'® Such political enterprises advocate for the devolution of powers to local
government and suggest responsibility for the upkeep of societal institutions should fall to
individuals. Globally, the failure of Hillary Clinton to win the US presidency and the vote
to leave the European Union in 2016 is considered by some to be a backlash against
similar neoliberal capitalist policies and the economic crises resulting from the

implementation of such policy."’

' On 19 July 2010, David Cameron launched the coalition government’s “huge culture change” — the concept of
the “Big Society”. As Cameron articulated, this model for society devolves a considerable amount of
responsibility for societal conservation to individuals, away from government: the “success of the Big Society
will depend on the daily decisions of millions of people — on them giving their time, effort, even money, to
causes around them” (Cameron 2010). ‘Big Society’ was such a pervasive term throughout this period that it was
named Oxford Dictionaries’ word of the year in 2010 (Wainwright).

' For reference to Hillary Clinton see Naomi Klein’s ‘It was the Democrats’ embrace of neoliberalism that won
it for Trump’, The Guardian, 9 Nov 2016, and also George Monbiot’s ‘Neoliberalism: the deep story that lies
beneath Donald Trump’s triumph’, The Guardian, 14 Nov 2016. For reference to Brexit see Guilty Men by
“Cato the Younger” (2017) pp. 19-20, 128; Mather, Andrew, Brexit: Why We Won (2016) p. 17, 24, 34; Harold
D. Clarke, Matthew Goodwin and Paul Whiteley, Brexit: Why Britain Voted to Leave the European Union
(2017) p. 2, pp. 146-174; Shipman, Tim, 4/l Out War: The Full Story of Brexit (2017) pp. 563-612.
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2.6 The ‘boom’ years - New Labour and pre-austerity Britain

The New Labour government were in power from 1997 —2010. During this time, particularly
in the early years, the UK experienced “ten years of continuous and steady growth” (Sinclair
186) and “economic resurgence” (Seldon 648), and it is characterised as a decade “of
unbroken economic growth” (Lee 187), and “the decade of mega-deals and mega-growth”
(Stiglitz ix). Kavangh describes Tony Blair’s contribution as “a successful Prime Minister,
who has set a new path for the public services and leaves Britain a better place than when he
found it in 1997 (3). Taylor attributes this to the situation that Blair had inherited: “in May
1997 Blair and Brown were the fortunate beneficiaries of a British economic revival that had
first begun under the Conservatives in the autumn of 1992” (222 — 223). In accepting what
they had inherited from the Conservatives, rather than rejecting it, “New Labour embraced the
neo-liberal capitalist order, not in a defensively apologetic way but with a real sense of pride
and swagger” (Taylor 126).

According to Simon Lee, the focus of New Labour’s economic approach “was
overwhelmingly consumer-led and borrowing-driven” (31). This required the government to
embrace competitive global markets, and encourage individual effort. For Mullard and
Swaray, this focus on the individual is one of the key characteristics of the Blair years:
“[pJower no longer belonged to organizations but to individuals able to sell their ideas. [...]
The Blair governments have therefore embraced the concept of the individual, [...] and the
role of government is therefore limited to providing contexts for market-based opportunities”
(48).

Throughout this decade, individuals were offered opportunities to expand their wealth
as both producers and consumers. As Eagleton-Price describes, “[e]asier access to credit -
including mortgages, credit cards, student loans and car loans — is a defining feature of the
neoliberal period. Such trends have led to elevated levels of household debt” (71). Lee
outlines how the financial system offered opportunities for consumers to borrow beyond their

means:

Consumers had taken advantage of the opportunities offered by liberalized and
deregulated financial and property markets to borrow record amounts of money, set
against the rising value of assets — notably house prices and share values. [...] Where
once home-buyers would have been limited to borrowing up to three times their current
salary, it was now possible for them to borrow up to six times their salary. (31)
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However, this unprecedented growth could not continue to expand exponentially, as
recognised by Ann Pettifor whose 2006 book The Coming First World Debt Crisis, predicted

the financial crisis that followed.

2.7 The ‘bust’ years - the age of austerity

Louise Owen’s analysis of plays about the financial crisis introduced me to the work of Ann
Pettifor. Owen draws attention to Pettifor’s prediction, writing that, “[iJn The Coming First
World Debt Crisis (2006), economist and debt-relief campaigner Ann Pettifor made a
frightening prediction” (107) and that “[a] decade on, Pettifor’s analysis takes on the bitter
character of tragic irony” (108). In Pettifor’s book, she “foresees a time, in the not too distant
future, when the so-called First World will be mired in the levels of debt that have wreaked
such havoc on the economies of so-called Third World economies since the 1980s” (1).
Pettifor’s book “is completed at a time (spring 2006) when stock markets in both the US and
UK are booming” (1) and she notes that that by “borrowing, shopping, and buying and selling
houses” consumers “are also inflating bubbles — in stocks and shares; in property and in other
assets” (2).

In this thesis, I discuss the link between precarity and the destabilisation of the real,
and Pettifor’s work highlights how changes in finance and industry have created a move away
from the ‘material’ and ‘real’, towards insecurity: “[t]he book examines the re-engineering of
the global economy — away from the ‘real’ productive sectors of making and growing things —
and towards the unproductive finance sector in which money is gambled, compounded and
multiplied” (3). In her suggestions for the future of the global economy, Pettifor is especially
concerned that the ‘unreal’ nature of money should be considered more readily: “[t]he ethics
of lending and borrowing should take into account the “‘unnatural’ or ‘fictionalized’ nature of
money” (138). As Pettifor predicted, the financial crash occurred in 2007 — 8, and
significantly affected countries around the world.

The term that has accompanied the period following the financial crisis is ‘austerity’.
Guy Standing’s 4 Precariat Charter (2014) notes that governments everywhere “backed by
international financial agencies, decided to impose ‘austerity’ on their populations to pay for
the profligacy they had promoted” (41). Mirowski similarly notes that austerity “became the
watchword in almost every country; governments everywhere became the scapegoats for
dissatisfaction of every stripe, including that provoked by austerity” (2). In Never Let A

Serious Crisis Go to Waste, Mirowski explains the 2007 — 8 financial crash negatively
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impacted on people with “the collapse of what remained of manufacturing employment, the
reduction of whole neighborhoods to bombed-out shells, the evaporation of pensions and
savings accounts, the dismay of witnessing the hope of a better life for our children shrivel
up” (1). For Mirowski, these changes directly correlated with feelings of insecurity,
particularly in left-leaning circles: “[i]n 2010, we were ushered into a grim era of confusion
and perplexity on the left” (2). I will now look in more detail at this insecurity, and analyse

how neoliberalism connects to precarity.

2.8 Neoliberalism and precarity

Several scholars have linked the experience of the financial crisis and, neoliberalism more
widely, to feelings of insecurity that followed. Guy Standing notes that “[pJoverty and
economic insecurity great sharply in the austerity era” (4 Precariat Charter 57). However

Standing also suggests that “an existential crisis” followed the crash:

The neo-liberal model was a crude version of Darwinian competition, based on
‘winners’ and ‘losers’. It eschewed values such as compassions, empathy and solidarity,
and preached individualism, competitiveness, meritocracy and commodification. This
ideological break, initiated by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, created an
epidemic of stress, fear and insecurity among the precariat and those close to it. (4
Precariat Charter 39 - 40)

For Standing, the “neo-liberal model generates chronic uncertainty” and for the precariat
“uncertainty is pervasive: Where will the next shock come from? Will I need assistance or a
loan? What will happen if I lose my job or fall sick?” (4 Precariat Charter 382). Cahill and
Konings recognise the same insecurity when noting that “the neoliberal reconfiguration of
power relations is not simply about material distribution but equally about the growth of
insecurity [...] it is perfectly possibly to have played by all the rules, yet still be faced with
the prospect of several decades of debt” (24 — 25). Mirowski similarly asserts how the
financial crisis “has not only wrought the economic insult mutely suffered by so manys; it has
also inflicted a breakdown in confidence that we can adequately comprehend the system
within which we are now entrammeled” (1). These scholars seem to recognise a connection
between societal precarity and existential precarity.

Following the crash, David Cameron asserted that collective public effort was
needed to repair society and schemes such as the ‘Big Society’” were promoted as an

attempt to ‘fix’ fractures in British society. Cameron suggested the scheme was about



“social recovery as well as economic recovery” because “there are too many parts of our
society that are broken” (2011). The ‘broken’ society is considered to be symptomatic of a
contemporary existence (particularly urban existence) characterised by isolation and
disconnection. The disconnected modern life has been a particular focus of scholarship
since the millennium. Robert D. Putnam’s Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of
American Community (2000) reviews civic engagement in twentieth-century America, and
suggests “we have been pulled apart from one another and from our communities over the
last third of the century” (27). Key to Putnam’s inquiry is his somewhat ironically
neoliberal analysis that the solution to these problems lies firstly with the individual, not
the institution, and suggests institutional reform “will not happen — unless you and I, along
with our fellow citizens, resolve to become reconnected with our friends and neighbors”
(414). This example of communitarian thought has been a recent focus of British culture
and politics, as schemes such as the ‘Big Society’ reveal. Eagleton-Price notes how “the
theme of individual responsibility resurfaced in the rhetoric of all prime ministers over the
neoliberal period” and offers “David Cameron’s appeal to volunteerism” as one of the
examples (157). The interest in the positive societal benefits of what Putnam terms “social
capital” (22) has grown in the UK and authors such as Charles Leadbeater argue that
participation — “a capacity to share and then combine our ideas” will be key to societal
success (6). However, despite their aims, such schemes have so far failed to address the
widespread isolated nature of modern society and the endemic culture of loneliness it has
produced. At the heart of this culture is the isolated ‘precariat’, as described by British
scholar Guy Standing: “[to] be precariatised is to be subject to pressures and experiences
that lead to a precariat existence, of living in the present, without a secure identity or sense
of development achieved through work and lifestyle” (The Precariat 16). Standing
suggests that there is a connection between precarity and identity, and this neoliberal
subjectivity will be more fully examined in my later chapters.

It is important to outline a few of the different ways of understanding precarity and
how these theorisations are related, as I will draw on them throughout this thesis. The
similar terms ‘precarity’ and ‘precarious’ are distinct from each other, as Marissia Fragkou
helpfully distinguishes. With reference to Isabell Lorey and Judith Butler, she chooses
‘precarity’ for her book’s title in order to “foreground the material conditions that facilitate
and maintain the uneven distribution of vulnerability and management of precarious life”
(6). In this thesis, I use the phrase ‘existential precarity’ to describe the general human

precariousness to the Other as theorised by Butler, and ‘social precarity’ to describe the
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“material conditions” which Fragkou analyses, as theorised by Berlant and Lorey. Using
‘precarity’ for both, as opposed to “precarity’ and ‘precariousness’ reinforces the
interconnectedness of the two, as this thesis explores.

Judith Butler is the most well-known thinker who has written on precarity post-9/11,
though others have contributed significantly to the debate. Several books are recently
published, or forthcoming, on the relationship between precarity and theatre, which indicates
the current importance of this idea in theatrical discourse. Marissia Fragkou’s recently
published Ecologies of Precarity in Twenty-First Century Theatre: Politics, Affect,
Responsibility (2018) “navigate[s] the interface between precarity and theatre” (183), and
Jenn Stephenson’s Insecurity: Perils and Products of Theatres of the Real will be published
in 2019.

In 2012, an edition of The Drama Review was dedicated to precarity, edited by
Nicholas Ridout and Rebecca Schneider. Mireia Aragay and Martin Middeke’s Of
Precariousness: Vulnerabilities, Responsibilities, Communities in 21°-Century British
Drama and Theatre (2017) is a collection that emerged from several research projects and
groups, and the work of contributors to the volume intersects with several concerns of this
thesis, including chapters on verbatim theatre and the work of Tim Crouch.

In Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (2006), Butler collates five
essays that assess the period after the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. She suggests
that what followed the attacks was a condition “of heightened vulnerability and aggression”
(x1), and that the violence of 9/11 highlighted a shared interdependent vulnerability: “[o]ne
insight that injury affords is that there are others out there on whom my life depends, people I
do not know and may never know” (xii). Butler claims the awareness of intensified
vulnerability in relation to others is now a feature of our contemporary existence. However, it
is not only increased vulnerability to the Other that Butler recognises as a condition of life in
the West: she explains that, alongside increased vulnerability, there is an increased ethical
responsibility towards the Other.

This strand of Butler’s argument stems from the philosopher Emmanuel Levinas’
theory of the ‘face’ and she explains that she uses Levinas’ work “to explain how it is that
others make moral claims upon us, address moral demands to us, ones that we do not ask for,
ones that we are not free to refuse” (131). The Levinasian notion of the ‘face’ centres on
responsibility: that the Other makes an ethical demand upon us. In his essay ‘Peace and
Proximity’, Levinas describes the face as “the extreme precariousness of the other” (Levinas

140). Butler suggests Levinas’ philosophy is an ethical philosophy, because of its focus on the
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experience of the Other: “[t]o respond to the face, to understand its meaning, means to be
awake to what is precarious in another life or, rather, the precariousness of life itself. [...] It
has to be an understanding of the precariousness of the Other” (134).

Levinas suggests that responsibility to the “face” is primarily concerned with an
awareness of the Other’s death. The face “is the other before death, looking through and
exposing death” (Levinas in Butler 131). This theory goes further than simply to highlight
mortality. Levinas appears to suggest that the “face” is connected to alleviation from a lonely
death: “the face is the other who asks me not to let him die alone, as if to do so were to
become an accomplice in his death. Thus the face says to me: you shall not kill” (Levinas in
Butler 131-132). The command “you shall not kill” presents a puzzle that Butler attempts to
untangle in her work. She explains that Levinas’ theory of the “face” appears to present a
contradiction, when he argues: “the face of the other in its precariousness and
defenselessness, is for me both the temptation to kill and the call for peace” (Levinas 141, my

emphasis). Butler asks a series of pertinent questions to try and understand this statement:

Why would it be that the very precariousness of the Other would produce for me the

temptation to kill? Or why would it produce the temptation to kill at the same time that

it delivers a demand for peace? Is there something about my apprehension of the

Other’s precariousness that makes me want to kill the Other? Is it the simple

vulnerability of the Other that becomes a murderous temptation for me? (134-135)
Although Butler does not provide clear answers, she recognises that this “struggle” is at the
centre of Levinas’ theory of the face, and suggests it is this tension that makes the theory
ethical: “the face operates to produce a struggle for me, and establishes this struggle at the
heart of ethics” (135). Butler suggests that the “voice” which provokes both killing and peace
is not an entirely human voice, nor your own voice, but akin to the voice of God who says
“Thou shalt not kill” (135). I shall draw on the responsibility to the Other in the face of death
in the following chapters.

Just as Angelaki highlights that there are three key areas of contemporary ‘crisis’
(“political, environmental” and “financial” (1)), there are several different types of precarity.
People are precarious from being proximate to others and their indeterminate actions as Butler
highlights and bodies are precarious in their vulnerability to injury and death. In Frames of
War (2009), Butler develops her thinking of precarity and outlines “precariousness” as “a
generalized condition whose very generality can be denied only by denying precariousness
itself” (22). Ridout and Schneider suggest that precarity “has become a byword for life in late

and later capitalism — or, some argue, life in capitalism as usual” (5).
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This understanding of precarity is one that considers it as the continual condition of a
precarious “lifestyle” as Guy Standing articulates, produced by the economics of neoliberal
capitalism (The Precariat 16). It is useful here to explain in a little more detail what Standing
means by the ‘precariat’ in order to demonstrate why it is an exemplar figure of precarity,
created by neoliberalism. In The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class, Standing describes “a
new group in the world, a class-in-the-making” (xv), “an incipient political monster” created
by “the very success of the ‘neo-liberal’ agenda” (1). Standing defines the group as “people
who lack the seven forms of labour-related security” (11), which include employment security
(e.g. “regulations on hiring and firing”), skill reproduction security (e.g. “employment
training”’) and work security (e.g. “limits on working time”) (12). Central to the precariat is
precarious labour conditions — they are “subject to chronic uncertainty” (25). One of
Standing’s key arguments is that it is not a homogenous group and it “does not consist of
people with identical backgrounds” (103). In his follow up book A Precariat Charter: From
Denizens to Citizens (2014) Standing identifies “three varieties of precariat” (29). Firstly,
“people bumped out of working class communities”; secondly, “migrants, Roma, ethnic
minorities, asylum seekers [...] some of the disabled and [...] ex-convicts”; and thirdly, “the
educated, plunged into precariat existence”, which is the fastest-growing variety (29-30). In
short, “[f]alling into the precariat could happen to most of us” (The Precariat 69), which is
why we should take notice of it. Notably, and in relation to my work in Chapter One on the
temporality of the archive and presence, each of these varieties of precariat relates to
experiences of the past, present and future: “the first part of the precariat experiences
deprivation relative to a real or imagined past, the second relative to an absent present, an
absent ‘home’, and the third relates to a feeling of having no future” (30-3 1).'8

In A Precariat Charter, Standing defines the precariat “by ten features” (28) and
develops ideas put forward in the last chapter of The Precariat — ‘A Politics of Paradise’ —
which looks towards the potential future for the precariat. A Precariat Charter attempts “to
formulate an agenda for the precariat that could be the basis of a political movement” and
“respond to reactions to The Precariat” (x). He suggests a ‘Precariat Charter’ of twenty-nine
articles in which he proposes “policies and institutional changes” that “correspond to the need
to revive the great trinity of freedom, fraternity and equality from the precariat’s perspective”

(150). Standing repeats his assertion that the precariat is growing, stating that “numbers are

'® As demonstrated in my brief discussion of 9/11, precarity is often considered to destabilise time. For example,
Ridout and Schneider suggest that precarity “is life lived in relation to a future that cannot be propped securely
upon the past. Precarity undoes a linear streamline of temporal progression and challenges ‘progress’ and
‘development’ narratives on all levels” (5).
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multiplying, so that however hard they try, establishments cannot deny the existence of the
precariat or what it stands for” (381). He argues that “a new progressive strategy” is needed
“orientated to the needs, aspirations and insecurities of the precariat” (92, 93).

The subtitle of Standing’s first book on the precariat is ‘4 New Dangerous Class’ and
in A Precariat Charter he indicates that the issue of whether or not “the precariat is a class”
occupied readers of the book (x) and accepts that critics may claim his notion is too vague “as
if that were not true of ‘the working class’ or ‘the idle class’ (28). In this second book he
explains the descriptor more fully, claiming that those in the precariat “have distinctive
relations of production, relations of distribution (sources of income) and relations to the state,
but not yet a common consciousness or a common view of what to do about precarity” (31).
Standing explains that the precariat is ‘dangerous’ because “its class interests are opposed to
the mainstream political agendas of the twentieth century, the neo-liberalism of the
mainstream ‘right’ and the labourism of social democracy” (31) and due to its composition of
different varieties of people it is “at war with itself” (32). Further, the anger and stress
experienced by the precariat has and will lead to increased riots, illness and violence (32).

What is important to note about Standing’s understanding of the precariat is that he
uses it as an example to argue that precarity is more than just a social situation. It is a unifying

identity that has formed a new and evolving class, with transgressive potential:

Precariousness (or ‘precarity’, as some prefer) is more than a ‘social condition.” A
social condition cannot act. Only a social group with common or compatible aims can
do that. One way of expressing the claim underlying both books is that the precariat is a
class-in-the-making that must become a class-for-itself in order to seek ways of
abolishing itself. This makes it transformative, unlike other existing classes, which want
to reproduce themselves in a stronger way. (xi)

The idea that there has been the development of a new class which does not seek
reinforcement because its common characteristic is precarity has been explored by other
theorists. The political theorist Isabell Lorey has written substantially about the condition of a
precarious class that Standing describes. In State of Insecurity (2015) Lorey describes
“precarization” as “not a marginal phenomenon, even in the rich regions of Europe” and “not
an exception, it is the rule” which dictates “living with the unforeseeable, with contingency”

(1). Lorey argues that in the twenty-first century, precarity has become the lived norm:

In the 2000s it becomes obvious that for cultural producers and knowledge workers,
because of freedom and autonomy in comparison with full employment, self-chosen
precarious living and working conditions are no longer ‘alternative,’ resistant, or



87

unusual to the majority of workers. [...] Short-term, insecure, and low-wage jobs, often

named ‘projects,” are becoming normal for the bigger part of society: precarization is in

a process of normalization. (Lorey in Puar: 164)
Jasbir Puar suggests that Lorey’s “incisive analysis of the precarization of middle-class labor
[...] alters the temporal and relational forms of economic stratification and thus changes not
only who identifies as, say, middle class, but what that identification now means” (163). The
collapse of various forms of identity is something that Standing argues is a feature of the
precariat: the “lack of an occupational identity or narrative to give to life” (22). This suggests
that precarious circumstance feeds into an even wider existential precarity concerning the
ontological instability of identity and the everyday real.

Aragay and Middeke highlight that other theorists offer differing useful

understandings of such ‘precarity’, especially the poststructuralists, and in particular, Jacques

Derrida:

The poststructuralist ethics of Jacques Derrida have focused on equivocal issues such as
undecidability, the — truly precarious — responsibility to the Other, and indeed on the
aporias which are inherent to such concepts as ‘the gift’, ‘forgiveness’ or ‘mourning’

).
It is important to note again that the relationship with ‘the Other’ is central to a definition of
precarity, as this is an idea my case study chapters will elucidate. The next section explores
Lauren Berlant’s theory of cruel optimism that articulates how and why many people choose

to believe in an enduring stability, even when this stability is revealed to be an illusion.

2.9 Cruel Optimism

This section introduces the scholar and cultural thinker Lauren Berlant’s theory of ‘cruel
optimism’ and critiques of this theory. Berlant’s field of research is focused on culture and
politics: in particular, the relationship between social modes and affect in the nineteenth,
twentieth and twenty-first centuries in the US. Although this is a US-centred theory, I
delineate how this applies to a UK context and offer examples of why cruel optimism is a key
undercurrent of contemporary politics and society.

In Cruel Optimism (2011) Berlant suggests that, in the West, people form optimistic

attachments to a wide variety of objects:
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It might involve food, or a kind of love; it might be a fantasy of the good life, or a

political project. It might rest on something simpler, too, like a new habit that promises

to induce in you an improved way of being. (1)
Berlant suggests that these attachments can become cruel “when something you desire is
actually an obstacle to your flourishing” (1). She explains that the human desire for certain
things and attachments to specific ideas or objects is “not inherently cruel” (1). Rather, they
“become cruel only when the object that draws your attachment actively impedes the aim that
brought you to it initially” (1). Crucially, one of the facets of cruel optimism is its primary
concern with the ongoing relation between the aim and the object: “[c]ruel optimism is the
condition of maintaining an attachment to a significantly problematic object” (24). The
‘cruelty’ is derived from continual maintenance of this relation, despite its content: “it is cruel
insofar as the very pleasure of being inside a relation [is] sustaining regardless of the content
of the relation” (2). The disregard for the content of the relation in favour of the experience of
the relation produces a contradictory effect. It seems implausible to feel sustained by
something that is damaging, but this is what Berlant suggests is the condition of cruel
optimism: “a person or a world finds itself bound to a situation of profound threat, that is, at
the same time, profoundly confirming” (2). Dependency is key to the structure of cruel
optimism.

Berlant offers a variety of instances of cruel optimism from literature, film, art and
political projects to analyse how these relations manifest in contemporary life. She
investigates why people hold on to optimistic fantasies when there is multiple evidence that
these fantasies are unhealthy; she also considers what happens when these fantasies crumble.
The examples Berlant uses can make the thread of her argument difficult to follow at times.
Indeed, in his review of the book, Will Cooley complains that “the book is maddening,
occasionally enlightening, and often plain confusing” (79); he suggests that Berlant’s middle-
class standpoint will do little to end the oppression she describes: “[i]f critical theorists such
as Berlant want to contribute to ending oppression [...] they might want to meet workers on
their level, and not in the contemptuous abstract” (80). However, Simone Roberts suggests
that “most admirable about her work is the kindness with which she writes it” and that her
writing always shifts “to clauses of compassion for all of us living through” the condition of
cruel optimism (384). I agree with Roberts: whilst some of the text confuses, Berlant does not
write in the overtly patronising way Cooley describes.

At its heart, cruel optimism is connected to ‘presentness’ and how to consider the

crisis of life in the present moment. However, Berlant makes explicit that her theory and the
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temporality it inhabits is distinct from the type of crises characteristic of trauma theory that
have been developed by Cathy Caruth, Giorgio Agamben, and others who — she claims —
consider trauma as “what happens to persons and populations as an effect of catastrophic
impacts” (10). Stef Craps asserts “the concept of trauma is widely used to describe responses
to extreme events across space and time, as well as to guide their treatment” (48). As Berlant
articulates, “trauma theory conveniently focuses on exceptional shock and data loss in the
memory and experience of catastrophe” and describes “the historical present as the scene of
an exception that has just shattered some ongoing, uneventful ordinary life” (10). Berlant
turns attention to the idea that trauma is not exceptional, but the ongoing condition of
precarity in the present, a “notion of systemic crisis” (10). Her aim is to “think about trauma
as a genre for viewing the historical present” (9) and make the case that it is “a process
embedded in the ordinary” (10)."” Cruel optimism is concerned with viewing the traumatic

present from within the present, as Berlant describes:

The historical sense with which Cruel Optimism is most concerned involves conceiving

of a contemporary moment from within that moment. One of the book’s central claims

is that the present is perceived, first, affectively: the present is what makes itself present

to us before it becomes anything else, such as an orchestrated collective event or an

epoch on which we can look back. (4)
She argues that, rather than the present being simply a unit of time, or an object, it is a
“mediated affect”, “a thing that is sensed and under constant revision” and what she labels
“the impasse” (4). The “impasse”, Berlant suggests, is “a stretch of time in which one moves
around with a sense that the world is at once intensely present and enigmatic” (4). Berlant
explores the “stretched-out present” alongside developing aesthetic genres “for describing the
activity of being reflexive about a contemporary historicity as one lives it” (5).

The act of reflecting on a moment from within that moment is a difficult and
contradictory task, as my previous chapter’s work on the ‘archive’ began to elucidate. Indeed,
the notion of archival construction is important to cruel optimism and Berlant highlights how
her perspective develops from “Raymond Williams’s incitement to think about the present as
a process of emergence” (7). Williams designated “structures of feeling” to describe the way
to characterise a cultural moment and his work is widely recognised as the precursor to

today’s affect studies (132). The extensive work undertaken by Williams on this matter

' The viewpoint that trauma is not a singular unique event has not altogether been circumvented by trauma
theorists, but certainly could do with more prominence, as Craps argues: “[d]Jominant conceptions of trauma
have also been criticized for considering trauma as an individual phenomenon and distracting attention from the
wider social situation” (49-50).
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appears in Marxism and Literature, in which he notes that in “most description and analysis,
culture and society are expressed in an habitual past tense” (128). He considers this a
“reduction of the social; to fixed forms™ and calls it an “error” (128). Williams considers that
the alternative to this rigidity of past-tense description is “a kind of feeling and thinking
which is indeed social and material, but each in an embryonic phase before it can become
fully articulate and defined exchange” (131). As Williams conceives it, he observes the slight
differences between generations: “no one generation speaks quite the same language as its
predecessors” (131). Instead, he clarifies that the changes he discusses are “something quite
general, over a wide range, and the description that often fits the change best is the literary

299

term ‘style’” (131). He contends that this process is reflected in many different areas,
“observed in manners, dress, building, and other similar forms of social life”” (131). This all-
encompassing characterisation is so wide-reaching it appears somewhat vague, but it does
usefully draw attention to the all-pervasiveness of this particular process.

What is especially pertinent to my study of indexical traces of the real in
contemporary performance is Williams’ reference to “changes of presence” (132). He defines
them as “changes in structures of feeling” (132). Williams accepts the challenge of this phrase
and writes that “‘feeling’ is chosen to emphasize a distinction from more formal concepts of
‘world-view’ or ‘ideology’” (132). The term is difficult, but Williams appears to make the
distinction that what he is concerned with analysing is presence related to present time, as
opposed to a shared space. “[ W]e are concerned with meanings and values as they are actively
lived and felt”, writes Williams, “a social experience which is still in process” (132). He
makes the case that he is not pitting one form against another form: “not feeling against
thought, but thought as felt and feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a present kind,
in a living and interrelating continuity” (132). He concludes by summing up his hypothesis as
“a mode of social formation, explicit and recognizable in specific kinds of art, which is
distinguishable from other social and semantic formations by its articulation of presence”
(135). Berlant’s work carries forward Williams’ critical interest in the lived social experience
of thoughtful feelings, expressed through presence.

The link between Williams and Berlant has been noted by other scholars who
highlight their mutual interest in the formation of the present moment. Michael Kaplan
describes Cruel Optimism as an “exceptional” piece of work (525), suggesting Berlant “does
as much as anyone since Raymond Williams to render both palpable and revelatory the
theoretical, experiential and political intimacy between the affective pulsions and formal

contours of the historical present” (530). Despite the present as the key temporal locus of
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cruel optimism, the concept engages with both the past and the future. Crucially, Berlant

describes cruel optimism as a desire to “return to” fantasy:

Whatever the experience of optimism is in particular, then, the affective structure of an

optimistic attachment involves a sustaining inclination to return to the scene of fantasy

that enables you to expect that this time, nearness to this thing will help you or a world

to become different in just the right way. (2)
Here, Berlant describes the idealistic action of ‘going back’, to “return to” and repeat an
attachment in the hope that change will arrive. It is the gap between a past aim, or hope, and
the experience of the present moment. Hope is, of course, an essentially future-orientated
feeling because it focuses on an expectation of the future. However, it is not just the
temporality of cruel optimism that is important to its meaning: spatiality is also key (both
literal and metaphorical). The above quotation highlights that “nearness” to a thing is of
central importance in relations of cruel optimism. In this way, cruel optimism is bound
together with the notion of proximity and analysing the proximate relations that people form
with objects. Proximity, of course, describes a relation and cruel optimism is also a relation —
the “condition of maintaining an attachment” — between the aim and the object. In this next

section I explain the link between cruel optimism and precarity (Berlant 24).

2.10 Cruel optimism and precarity

Berlant’s theory of cruel optimism is intricately tied to precarity, as she describes:

My book Cruel Optimism (2011) tracks precarity in terms of the desperation and
violence that have been released when the capitalist ‘good life’ fantasy no longer has
anything to which to attach its promises of flourishing, coasting, and resting [...] in
Europe the dawning awareness that social democracy was falling apart became widely
available in the 1990s as neoliberal pressures privatized and globalized finance and
local wealth; but the credit bubble delayed its appearance in the US within a popular
politics to the last five years or so. (Berlant in Puar 171)*

Berlant’s use of the phrases ‘precarity’ and ‘precarious’ is slightly different from Butler’s
understanding of these terms, and this is worth observing because, as Puar observed in 2011,

at the time, “Judith Butler and Lauren Berlant were the most prominent US-based thinkers on

* Whilst Berlant speaks primarily to a US context, I argue that the concept of “good life” promises which she
analyses have their own equivalent in Britain, and the section of this chapter on ‘nostalgia’ explores this in
greater detail. I also contend that Berlant is incorrect in claiming the “dawning awareness” of the collapse of
social democracy occurred in Britain in the 1990s, and suggest that this realisation was propelled by the 2007 - 8
credit collapse in Britain, and has been evolving steadily throughout the last two decades.
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precarity taken up in the European context” (163). Berlant suggests cruel optimism “tracks the
emergence of a precarious public sphere, an intimate public of subjects who circulate
scenarios of economic and intimate contingency” (3). In response to these new precarious
movements, Berlant argues that there are new genres and aesthetic forms, including, the
“situation tragedy” (6): in “the situation tragedy, the subject’s world is fragile beyond repair,
one gesture away from losing all access to sustaining its fantasies: the situation threatens

utter, abject unravelling” (6). Berlant argues that neoliberalism has produced this new genre:

neoliberalism produces the situation tragedy as a way of expressing the costs of what’s

ordinary now, the potential within any grounding space to become a nonplace for

anyone whose inconvenience to the reproduction of value becomes suddenly, one again,

apparent. (291n19)*'
Berlant’s description of the potentiality of a space to become a “nonplace” for individuals
who no longer provide “value” suggests neoliberalism produces an environment that is
precarious for individuals.”* The potential for space to suddenly alter ties in with the attention
Christian Attinger gives to the precarious as a place of transgression: “the precarious is often
associated with the process of transgressing thresholds or borders, highlighting the
indeterminacy of what comes of or after this transgression” (Attinger in Aragay and Middeke
37). Berlant suggests this transgressive environment is pervasive and has produced new

aesthetics such as the “cinema of precarity”,

in which attention to a pervasive contemporary social precariousness marks a relation to

older traditions of neorealism, while speaking as well to the new social movements that

have organized under the rubrics of ‘precarity’ and the ‘precarious’. (7)
For Berlant, “the shifting up of economic precarity” is key to cruel optimism (191). By this
she means that downward mobility is rising — the once-stable middle classes now experience
the constant sense of contingency familiar to poorer classes. Berlant argues that there is now
an increased probability “that structural contingency will create manifest crisis situations in
ordinary existence for more kinds of people” (11). She notes Jean-Claude Barbier’s work on
precarity and labour in Europe arguing that “the concept has become elastic, describing an
affective atmosphere penetrating all classes” and this extension has led to “précarisation”

which is “the process of society as a whole becoming more precarious and basically

*I The ‘n’ here refers to ‘note’ — all subsequent quotations in this format refer to the ‘Notes’ sections of the
books indicated.
** Berlant highlights that the term “non-place” comes from Marc Augé’s Non-Places (291n19).
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destabilized” (201).> As noted, Isabell Lorey asserts that precarity has become the new
“normal” for more people in different class systems: “[n]Jow those who should be the white
middle class experience precarity as if it is new. It is no longer located at the ‘margins,’
related to the nonhegemonic” (Lorey in Puar 164, 172). Lorey suggests that “when
precarization becomes ‘democratized’ new forms of democracy are practiced” (Lorey in Puar
172).

The extension of an ordinary crisis to more kinds of people is a direct result of the
precarious neoliberal economic and political projects I described earlier. Writing in 2011,
Berlant notes that the time period her theory focuses on is “between 1990 and the present”
(3), the time in which, as Harvey argues, neoliberalism has “become hegemonic as a mode of
discourse” (3). Further, Berlant suggests the “fantasies that are fraying include, particularly,
upward mobility, job security, political and social equality” and “meritocracy, the sense that
liberal-capitalist society will reliably provide opportunities for individuals to carve out
relations of reciprocity that seem fair” (3). These fantasies are directly connected to the
promises of neoliberalism for the individual. As Jo Littler suggests, the rise in meritocracy
has advanced alongside the rise in neoliberalism: “over the past few decades, the language of
meritocracy has become [...] a key ideological term in the reproduction of neoliberal culture”
(2).

Berlant’s understanding of precarity centres on a precarious life environment,
particularly tied to economic instability. This life environment is one that neoliberalism has
produced and the figure of the freelancer is at its centre. Berlant defines the freelancer as “one
of the sovereign figures of neoliberalism, the person on contract, who makes short-term deals
for limited obligation and thrives through the hustle over the long haul” (76). She considers
that this way of life is central to neoliberalism, and describes early neoliberalism as “romance
of the temporary, the flexible, and the entrepreneurial” (154). For Berlant, the work of the
freelancer is dominated by “entrepreneurial precarity” (Cruel Optimism 76). This is a type of
precarity that clearly focuses on the state of the economy, and the cultural and political
environment generated by neoliberal working conditions. Berlant clarifies that her
understanding of precarity is in alignment with “the global political movement of the
‘precarious’ that has emerged” (270n2). She argues that this precarity has surfaced during the

period “of the good-life fantasy’s frayage” and describes this new movement as “toward the

3 Berlant references Jean-Claude Barbier’s “A Comparative Analysis of ‘Employment Precariousness’ in
Europe”.
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invention of new communities of care and political belonging [...] the politically mobilized
response to the more general scenario of impasse and adjustment” (270n2).

The political movement that Berlant describes is distinct from the vulnerable
interdependency on others that Judith Butler understands as precarity. Berlant highlights that

her language of precarity contrasts with Butler’s usage of the term:

this version of ‘precarity’ resonates only obliquely with the ethical notion of

‘precariousness’ advanced by Judith Butler in Precarious Life and elsewhere. Butler’s

usage is vernacular — meaning — ‘vulnerable’ — and does not refer to the meme’s

political mobilization in Europe, South America, and the United States. (270n2)
Berlant and Butler offer two different understandings of precarity: in short, Butler’s precarity
refers to the vulnerable interdependency an individual shares with others and the personal
ethical obligation this produces; Berlant’s precarity refers to a global political, economic
movement characterised by contingency which has produced a sense of ongoing crisis.

This is not to say that the two versions of precarity do not share overlaps of thought:

Berlant acknowledges that both she and Butler recognise political injustice amplifies
vulnerability and both share a solidarity in engaging with the formation of political

subjectivity (270n2). Further, Puar has described precarity as allowing for both versions:

My main interest in precariousness has therefore been in the relation between its
materiality in class and political terms, its appearances as an affect, and as an
emotionally invested slogan that circulates in and beyond specific circumstances. It’s a
rallying cry for a thriving new world of interdependency and care that’s not just private,
but it is also an idiom for describing a loss of faith in a fantasy world to which
generations have become accustomed. (Puar 166)
The description of precarity as a “cry” for “a new world of interdependency” appears to
relate to Butler’s notion of precarity as interdependency, but the addition of “care” recalls
Berlant’s description of “new communities of care” (Puar 166; Berlant 270n2). The “loss
of faith in a fantasy world” clearly aligns with Berlant’s cruel optimism (Puar 166).
Butler is also keen to highlight the linking threads between different versions of
precarity. In Frames of War (2009) she argues that because the body is “exposed to
socially and political articulated forces as well as to claims of sociality” this means “[t]he
more or less existential conception of ‘precariousness’ is thus linked with a more

specifically political notion of ‘precarity’” (3). She has further noted the importance of

maintaining dialogue between these two conceptions:

I think it may be important to keep active the relationship between the various meanings
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of the precarious that both Isabell and Jasbir have laid out: (1) precariousness, a
function of our social vulnerability and exposure that is always given some political
form, and precarity as differentially distributed, and so one important dimension of the
unequal distribution of conditions required for continued life; but also (2)
precaritization as an ongoing process, so that we do not reduce the power of the
precarious to single acts or single events. (Butler in Puar 169)

Here, Butler calls for fluid understandings of “precarious” to include precariousness as
social vulnerability, precarity distinguished by unequal living conditions, and
precaritization as an evolving process that has a wider significance than a singular event.
She requests that “the relationship” between these be “kept active”, highlighting that
interpretations of the precarious are interlinked. Further, Butler notes that the above
descriptions do not even touch on Berlant’s understanding and that to elide any one of the

definitions produces problems:

If we only stayed with “precaritization,” I am not sure that we could account for the
structure of feeling that Lauren has brought up. And if we decided to rally under the
name of ‘the precarious’ we might be making a social and political condition into an
identity, and so cloaking some way that that form of power actually works. (Butler in
Puar 169)

The key issue here is that Butler and Berlant’s versions of precarity are both linked to
dependency. Of course, cruel optimism also centres upon dependency: subjects are dependent
on the attachments they hold to fantasies. Butler’s precarity focuses upon interdependency

with others — “[p]recarity exposes our sociality, the fragile and necessary dimensions of our
interdependency” (Butler in Puar 170) — while Berlant highlights how dependency is key to

neoliberal precarity:

At root, precarity is a condition of dependency — as a legal term, precarious describes
the situation wherein your tenancy on your land is in someone else’s hands. Yet
capitalist activity always induces destabilizing scenes of productive destruction — of
resources and of lives being made and unmade according to the dictates and whims of
the market. But, as David Harvey and many others argue, neoliberal economic practices
mobilize this instability in unprecedented ways. The profit interests of the owners of
neoliberal capital are served by the shrinkage of the social welfare state, the
privatization of what had once been publicly held utilities and institutions, the increase
in state, banking, and corporate pension insecurity, and the ever more ‘flexible’
practices of contractual reciprocity between owners and workers, which ostensibly
keeps business nimble and more capable of responding to market demand. (192)

Berlant considers cruel optimism to be an affective symptom of this neoliberal precarity. In
the following chapters, cruel optimism will be a key framework for discussion of my case

studies and I will be using both Berlant and Butler’s definitions of precarity throughout.
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Though distinct, they are linked, as I have shown (and linked to other theorisations of
precarity); and they have both evolved as a way of characterising the time period under
consideration. The theatrical case studies I analyse engage with both versions of what it
means to be precarious (Butler’s existential precarity focused on vulnerable interdependency
between individuals and Berlant’s entrepreneurial precarity generated by neoliberal working
and economic conditions). I am concerned with the way in which theatre stages the affective
symptoms of precarity. Each of my case studies not only explores precarity, but also the
affective attachment to fantasies of a better life experienced during acute moments of

precarity.

2.11 Cruel optimism and utopia

Despite cruel optimism’s concern with the present moment, because it focuses on the relation
of attachment to “something you desire” (Berlant 1), I wish to emphasise its connection to
theories of utopia, which centre on similar ideas of attachment to a sustaining fantasy. This
work is important to undertake as my theatrical case studies present ideas of utopia.

A ‘utopia’ is an imagined place, society, or community that is thought to possess
considerably better qualities than the contemporary society. The word ‘utopia’ derives from
the Greek 0¢ (‘not’) and tozmog (‘place’), which combined means ‘no-place’. There are many
interpretations of utopia but it is usually understood as an imagined world better in
comparison to one’s own. In a similar way, cruel optimism suggests the desire for something

to improve, as Berlant articulates:

All attachments are optimistic. When we talk about an object of desire, we are really
talking about a cluster of promises we want someone or something to make to us and
make possible for us. This cluster of promises could seem embedded in a person, a
thing, an institution, a text, a norm, a bunch of cells, smells, a good idea — whatever.
(Berlant 23)
Despite Berlant’s claim that cruel optimism is the ongoing traumatic condition of the present,
I argue that a present cannot easily be separated from the future for which it strives, as the
above quotation indicates. A “cluster of promises” that “we want” indicates a future
expectation based on something “we” desire.

Utopia is important not only in relation to the “promises” made in political and social

instances of cruel optimism, but also in relation to what is presented on the theatrical stage.
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Jill Dolan has offered some of the most substantial thoughts on contemporary theatre’s

connection to utopianism. She argues that

live performance provides a place where people come together, embodied and

passionate, to share experiences of meaning making and imagination that can describe

or capture fleeting imitations of a better world. (2)
She suggests that these types of performance can lead to “expressions of hope and love” not
only for individuals close to us, but “for a more abstracted notion of ‘community’, or for an
even more intangible idea of ‘humankind’” (2). Dolan coins the term “utopian performatives”

(5) to describe the theatrical moments she is interested in:

[they are] small but profound moments in which performance calls the attention of the
audience in a way that lifts everyone slightly above the present, into a hopeful feeling of
what the world might be like if every moment of our lives were as emotionally
voluminous, generous, aesthetically striking, and intersubjectively intense. (5)
The key to these performatives, according to Dolan, is that — as opposed to just presenting an
alternative world — they actively ‘do’ something to affect the world: “performance itself
becomes a ‘doing’ in linguistic philosopher J. L. Austin’s sense of the term, something that in
its enunciation acts — that is, performs an action as tangible and effective” (5). In this way,
Dolan suggests that utopian performatives are moments of affect: “[u]topian performatives, in
their doings, make palpable an affective vision of how the world might be better” (6). She
explains that her concern “is with how utopia can be imagined or experienced affectively,
through feelings, in small, incremental moments that performance can provide” (39). This
understanding of utopia is not simply a model of another world. Dolan draws on the film
theorist Richard Dyer who suggests that entertainment is utopic, but, rather than providing
examples of alternative worlds, “utopianism is contained in the feelings it embodies. It
presents...what utopia would feel like rather than how it would be organised” (Dyer in Dolan
39). It is the “feeling” provoked by these performative moments that turn them from a passive
dream into something that can offer politically active potential. Dolan describes how these
moments provide the potential to try out ideas of new models of community and engagement:
“[t]he affective and ideological ‘doings’ we see and feel demonstrated in utopian
performatives also critically rehearse civic engagement that could be affective in the wider

public and political realm” (7).
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As Berlant’s cruel optimism concerns affect and the desire for a better experience it
seems pertinent to connect it to Dolan’s idea of a utopia of affect. Indeed, Dolan writes of the

persuasive promise that her utopian performatives offer, suggesting that they:

persuade us that beyond this ‘now’ of material oppression and unequal power relations

lives a future that might be different, one whose potential we can feel as we’re seared

by the promise of a present that gestures towards a better later. (7)
However, cruel optimism is distinct from notions of utopia because its binding focus is the
painful failure of utopic fantasies. Utopia is different because it relies on enjoyment of the
imagined object, or condition, that is missing. Cruel optimism is utopia disintegrating in the
present moment, whereas Dolan’s utopia is a state of always-becoming. Cruel optimism
dictates that utopia will never materialise, and Berlant’s theory instead focuses on the present
feelings of attachment between the subject and the object in which they place their utopic
hope for a better existence. However, Dolan explains her utopian performatives allow for “a
utopia always in process, always only partially grasped, as it disappears before us around the
corners of narrative and social experience” (6). In this way, cruel optimism is counter to
utopian performatives, although both scholars focus on affect. Interestingly, and considering
my earlier remarks on the indexical trace, Dolan considers the processual nature of her ideas

concerning utopia to be a form of index:

Thinking of utopia as processual, as an index to the possible, to the ‘what if,” rather than
a more restrictive, finite image of the ‘what should be,” allows performance a hopeful
cast, one that can experiment with the possibilities of the future in ways that shine back
usefully on a present that’s always, itself, in process. (13)
Dolan highlights the indexicality of utopia: it is a referent to something else, “to the possible”
(13). If utopia is an index, it can always remain hopeful because it is generative and looks
outward, beyond the present condition. Certainly, both cruel optimism and utopia rest on a
desire of how life should be: a desire for something else, even a nostalgia for another time,
place, or condition that perhaps did not exist, or will never exist. Whilst cruel optimism is
concerned with the present, I contend that the future-orientated idea of utopia and past-
orientated idea of nostalgia are both central to shaping the affective present. Nostalgia for a
place or time of elsewhere is crucial to how cruel optimism is understood. Since each of my

case studies engage with notions of nostalgia, I now turn to the link between cruel optimism

and nostalgia to lay the foundations for this work.
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2.12 Cruel optimism and nostalgia

Nostalgia is a complex idea related to the affective feelings bound up with cruel optimism.
It is generally understood as a past-orientated idea, characterised as a sentimental longing
for a former place or time. In Ethics and Nostalgia in the Contemporary Novel (2005),
John J. Su explains that nostalgia is always a reaction to the present. He writes that

nostalgia

encourages an imaginative exploration of how present systems of social relations fail to
address human needs, and the specific objects of nostalgia — lost or imagined homelands
— represent efforts to articulate alternatives. (5)
Like the founding principles of utopia, Su suggests that nostalgia relates primarily to a
‘place’ — a “homeland”. Exactly what and where people are nostalgic for has of course
shifted throughout time and part of the work of this thesis is to ascertain what kind of
nostalgic discourses operates in contemporary theatre.

Nostalgia is implicit in the theory underpinning cruel optimism. In her opening
chapter, Berlant analyses an untitled poem by the American poet John Ashbery which
describes “the scene of the American dream not realized” and suggests it as an example of
cruel optimism (29). Cruel optimism is a reaction to the impossibility of the American
Dream: “[a]t the center of the project” is “the good life” (Berlant 2).** The American
Dream is a seductive concept and its rhetoric is always prevalent in US politics: Donald
Trump’s ‘Make America Great Again’ presidential campaign claimed the American
Dream had been lost and that Trump would restore it. In his Presidential Announcement
speech he boasted “[s]adly, the American dream is dead. But if I get elected president I
will bring it back bigger and better and stronger than ever before, and we will make
America great again”. Whilst cruel optimism focuses on the desire for certain future
projects like the arrival of the American Dream, Trump’s language describes an American
Dream that has already been lost. Trump claims citizens are not waiting for the “good life
fantasy” as described by Berlant, they are already nostalgically mourning its loss (1).

The nostalgic slogans and political campaigns prevalent in American politics have

been clearly mirrored in recent political activity in Britain. The ‘Make America Great

** The idea of the American Dream was first coined by the American writer James Truslow Adams in Epic of
America (1931), though based on the principles of the Founding Fathers: “the American dream [...] has been a
dream of being able to grow to fullest development as man and woman, unhampered by the barriers which had
slowly been erected in older civilizations...” (405). The ideals described by Adams focus on the desire that the
conditions of life should improve equally for everyone.
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Again’ slogan is similar to the Brexit Leave campaign’s demand to ‘Take Back Control’.
Whilst campaigning for Britain to leave the European Union (EU), Nigel Farage MEP
argued that Britain needed to ‘take back control’ and this quickly became the driving force
of the Leave campaign: the rhetoric that a vote for Brexit would recover something that has
been lost. Following the referendum on 23 June 2016, Farage claimed to the European
Parliament that “the ordinary people [...] said actually, we want our country back, we want
our fishing waters back, we want our borders back” (‘Nigel Farage delivers’).

The regressive language and harking back to a ‘lost country’ in these campaigns
nostalgically focuses on the past. Both Trump and Farage used the concept of nostalgia to
suggest that ‘going back’ was not a regressive move, but forward-thinking. Trump argued
“[w]e need a leader that can bring back our jobs”, whilst Farage suggested that “[1]eaving
would mean that we would be taking back control” (Trump, ‘Presidential bid’; Farage, ‘Why
You Should Vote’).

Adapting the work of Lauren Berlant to situate cruel optimism in a British context, the
scholar Robert Eaglestone uses the phrase “cruel nostalgia” to describe this political
phenomenon. In his edited book Brexit and Literature (2018), Eaglestone applies the theory
of cruel nostalgia to the forces driving Brexit. He describes the link between Brexit and cruel

optimism in terms of the attachment to promises offered:

Brexit is — nearly — a very good example of ‘cruel optimism’. The ‘cues’ given by the
Leave campaigns, and by the Brexiteers in Teresa May’s government suggest broad
sunlit uplands after the UK leaves the EU (£350 Million for the NHS; world trade;
‘taking back control’): the reality already looks materially grim. (95)
Eaglestone argues that the Brexit ‘Leave’ campaign continually invoked the collective
memory of the Second World War through use of “images which refer to the war” and
“Churchillian language” in order to powerfully convince voters of the necessity for Brexit.”

Eaglestone notes that, rather than concentrate on an imagined future, in England the cruel

optimism of Brexit was obsessed with a lost past:

** The continual invocation of the Second World War itself could also be seen as an instance of cruel optimism.
The idea of the ‘Blitz Spirit” and Britain’s stiff upper lip’ in the face of adversity is mythical. Angus Calder’s
The Myth of the Blitz (1991) explains how the myth of the Blitz Spirit (Britain’s invincibility) was created
(Eaglestone 101). The antecedents of this myth still exist today. Following terror attacks on Britain, the narrative
of British resilient spirit is invoked. For example, after London Bridge terror attack on 4 June 2017, an image of
a man fleeing from a pub — yet still carrying his pint — circulated on social media as an example of Londoners’
courage in the face of terror. The desire to hold on to this image of British people as resilient can be seen as
cruelly optimistic (or, as Eaglestone notes, ‘cruel nostalgia’): it is an enduring and affirming fantasy, but one that
is exactly that — fantasy.
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Most affect theory deals with the present or (as in the case of cruel optimism), a focus

on the future which ignores the detrimental effects in the present: but Brexit focusses on

the past. Not cruel optimism but cruel nostalgia. (95-96)
The “cruel nostalgia” that Trump and Farage propagate infers that a recuperation of the past
will provide an antidote to different forms of precarity: borders will be secured, more money
will flood public services and countries will become “bigger and better and stronger”
(Trump). In The Ministry of Nostalgia (2017), Owen Hatherley usefully outlines how
neoliberal precarity has led to new affects of nostalgia in Britain. He analyses the period
following the 2008 financial crisis, suggesting the rhetorical and cultural response to this

crisis has been a nostalgic reimagining of the period of austerity in the 1940s and 50s:

‘Austerity Britain’, the period roughly from the 1940s until around 1955, when

rationing was finally lifted by a Conservative government, is the direct opposite of

‘Austerity Britain’ Mark Two, the period from 2009/10 until the present when a

financial crisis caused by property speculation and ‘derivatives’ culminated in massive

state bailouts of the largest banks, followed by an assault on what remained of the

public sphere after thirty years of neoliberalism. But this most recent austerity has

nonetheless been overlaid with the imagery of that earlier era. At times this has been so

pervasive that it felt as if parts of the country began to resemble a strange, dreamlike

reconstruction of the 1940s and 1950s, reassembled in the wrong order. (3-4)
Hatherley provides evidence of this ‘re-turn’ to nostalgia, including the proliferation of sales
of “wartime memorabilia”, the spread of the “ubiquitous” Keep Calm and Carry On poster (4)
and the “televisual world of Call The Midwife” that admires the “strong, struggling, but
basically deferent working class” (8). He labels this “design phenomenon” and cultural turn as
“Austerity Nostalgia”, which he describes as “the form of nostalgia for the kind of public
modernism that, rightly or wrongly, was seen to have characterised the period from the 1930s
to the early 1970s” (18). He suggests it exemplifies a “conservative longing for security and
stability in the face of hard times” (18) and draws on Raymond Williams to characterise the

dominant affect of this period:

the dominance of a certain ‘structure of feeling’ (to use Raymond Williams’s phrase),
where austerity’s look, its historical syncretism, its rejection of the real human advances
of the post-war era had seeped into the consciousness of people who would, when
pressed, probably be in opposition to it, even as they performed its aesthetics. (5)
I described earlier how Raymond Williams’s work is a precursor to the affect theory that
underlines Berlant’s thinking. Hatherley argues that the complex affect generated from the

precarity of the credit crunch and subsequent austerity has produced an identification with “a

remarkably distorted idea of the past”; a nostalgia for the past that is “not based on lived
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experience” (18). This desire for nostalgia shares similarities with Berlant’s cruel optimism in
that, according to Hatherley, some members of contemporary society “console” themselves

with nostalgic imagery in order to feel better about their present situation:

So we find ourselves in an increasingly nightmarish situation where an entirely twenty-
first century society — constantly wired up to smartphones and the internet, living via
complicated systems of derivatives, credit and unstable property investments, inherently
and deeply insecure — appears to console itself with the iconography of a completely
different and highly unlike era, to which it is linked solely through liberal use of the ‘A’
word. (12)
For Hatherley, the Keep Calm and Carry On poster especially symbolises the desire for
consolation after post-crunch precarity. He claims the poster responds “to a particularly
English malaise, one connected directly with the way Britain reacted to the credit crunch and
the banking crash” and that the image taps into existing invocations of the Blitz and narratives
of Victory that have “only intensified since the financial crash began” (16). Hatherley makes
the case that the precarity generated by the credit crunch and austerity has caused a condition
of nostalgia. He describes it as “a nostalgia for the state of being repressed — solid, stoic,
public-spirited, as opposed to the depoliticised, hysterical and privatised reality of Britain
over the last thirty years” (21). This nostalgia for repression articulates a curious propensity to
erase the trauma of the Second World War in favour of the commodification of ‘Blitz Spirit’.
In all this, precarity is the central feature and the response to precarity appears to be to use the

fear it generates as an empty vessel in which other feelings, identities and affects, such as

nostalgia, can be projected.

2.13 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have set out the socio-political and theoretical contexts for my thesis. I
have shown that the events of 9/11 and the 2007 — 8 financial crash have been particularly
generative in terms of the responding cultural work and that this work suggests that these
events have increased feelings of precarity. This chapter explored various types of
precarity — personal, societal, and economic — and compared the different versions of
precarity theorised by Judith Butler and Lauren Berlant. Precarity, in all its forms, has
increased with the ascent of neoliberalism and I argued that one undercurrent of
contemporary precarity is the notion of cruel optimism, developed by Berlant. I introduced

the key components of this theory, which suggest that people are attached to optimistic
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fantasies despite evidence that these fantasies are not fulfilling. I also linked cruel
optimism to utopia, and nostalgia, suggesting that, despite cruel optimism’s focus on the
ongoing crisis of the present, it is also tied up with future-orientated and past-orientated
affects.

In the introduction to their edited book, Aragay and Middeke note how contemporary
theatre is often engaged with interrogating precarity: “contemporary (British) drama and
theatre often realizes its thematic and formal/structural potential to the full precisely by
integrating, reflecting upon and finding representations for the category and episteme of
precariousness” (15). They note the propensity for plays to “confront their audiences by
laying bare and emphasising the contingencies visible in performance practice” which
therefore extends “vulnerability [...] across the limits of the stage to the lives of audience
members” (11). This thematic concern certainly runs through my case studies, as I shall
describe. I argue the theatre of the real productions that I analyse in the following chapters are
thematically and structurally engaged with illuminating this precarious time through their use
of indexical traces of the real: Crouch explores different kinds of realities; Blythe analyses the
behaviour of communities during times of crisis, and Noble illuminates loneliness and
communitarian thought.

In the following chapters I will analyse these contemporary performance case studies
and explore how the indexical traces of the real are used in performance, highlighting links
between the three case studies in my conclusion. I will now turn to my first case study, the

practitioner Tim Crouch, and his play An Oak Tree, which was first performed in 2005.
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CHAPTER THREE

CONCEPTUALISING THE REAL: TIM CROUCH’S AN OAK TREE

“When the tree is already being mentioned, you don’t also have to show it.”

— Heiner Goebbels (xxiii)

3.1 Introduction

The first two chapters of this thesis set out the theoretical, historical and political contexts for
my argument. This chapter focuses on the conceptual theatre of Tim Crouch, using his play
An Oak Tree as a case study, with some reference to his wider work. Crouch’s plays may not
appear a natural bedfellow with other theatre of the real productions because his plays are not
directly connected to, or inspired by, real events or people. Despite this, I will argue that
Crouch’s work should be included under Carol Martin’s definition of theatre of the real
because his plays “claim a relationship to reality” through an attempt to explore and re-
conceptualise reality (Theatre of the Real 5, my emphasis). Although Crouch’s plays do not
“recycle” reality in ways traditional to documentary theatre, this chapter will show that the
form and content of his work foreground the instability of the real. For this reason, the theatre
of the real taxonomy should be extended to include Crouch’s plays.

I demonstrate that his plays exemplify the extradiegetic real in contemporary English
theatre, as outlined in Chapter One. I contend that the function of the extradiegetic real in
Crouch’s plays is to destabilise the authority of stage realism, in favour of what might be
described as a more conceptual form of theatre: that is to say, Crouch’s plays discursively
perform the real, rather than presenting it.

This chapter is organised in four main parts. It opens by tracing the development of
Crouch’s theatrical career in order to understand the context for a discussion of An Oak Tree.
Secondly, I introduce An Oak Tree and analyse it in relation to an artwork by Michael Craig-
Martin’s, also titled An Oak Tree (1973), which inspired Crouch’s play. By analysing Craig-
Martin, I consider the relationship between Crouch’s theatre and dematerialised conceptual art
practices. Here, I also draw on the relationship between Crouch’s theatre and Christian ritual,

via a discussion of the theological concept of transubstantiation. In the third section, I
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introduce the indexical traces of the real — archive, presence, and technology — which are the
dramaturgical processes through which Crouch explores the function of the real in
performance. My focus is on how presence operates in Crouch’s work, as it is important to 4An
Oak Tree in both content and form: the storyline of a Father conceptually ‘transforming’ an
oak tree into his dead daughter is supported on stage by use of a second actor (in addition to
Crouch) who has never read the script ‘transforming’ into the role of the Father. For Crouch,
presence operates as the central indexical trace of the real, and I explain how the archive and
technology support this.

Finally, I show that Crouch uses the indexical trace of the real in the presence of the
second actor in order to explore the impact of precarity. The precarious situation of the second
actor provides the audience with an embodied understanding of the precarity the characters
experience, following the death of Claire. Just as the characters are forced to perceive the
reality of their world in a new way, so too are the audience encouraged to perceive an un-
rehearsed actor holding a script, as the character of the Father in the play. The destabilisation
of reality through precarity links the content of An Oak Tree together with the form. As I
explained in the Introduction, An Oak Tree is predominately concerned with existential
precarity, rather than the societal precarity that Blythe and Noble explore. This reflects the
time in which it was made — part of the “crisis” period at the start of the twenty-first century
that Angelaki describes (Social and Political Theatre in 21°"-Century Britain 1), but not yet
entrenched in the age of austerity that characterised the second decade of the twenty-first
century.

The analysis in this chapter requires in-depth performance analysis and close reading
of An Oak Tree. There are currently two text editions of An Oak Tree as Crouch slightly
edited the script for the 2015 version at the National Theatre.® An updated text was published
to accompany the 2015 anniversary production. An Oak Tree has widely toured, both
nationally and internationally. In October 2016, a French-language version of An Oak Tree
was performed in Paris. In May 2018, An Oak Tree was performed at the Orange Tree Theatre
in Richmond. I have seen the play on three separate occasions: twice at the National Theatre
(2015), and the French translation of the play in Paris (2016).

I start this chapter by providing an overview of the work of Crouch and his creative

collaborators, in order to set An Oak Tree in context alongside his wider body of work.

%% For the purposes of this thesis, this chapter uses the updated script of 4n Oak Tree, published in 2015.
Compared to the original, there were minimal changes to this script, and I highlight these changes where
important.
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Following these remarks, I examine the most relevant and recent scholarship on Crouch to

highlight the range of critical approaches to his work and navigate my place within the field.

3.2 Tim Crouch: career and critical reception

Tim Crouch works closely with Karl James and Andy Smith, who regularly co-direct his
plays.*” Other notable collaborators include the late theatre-maker Adrian Howells, Chris
Goode, Sue MacLaine and Hannah Ringham. Crouch often reinforces the valuable
contribution his collaborators make to his work: “I’m on a mission to make people aware that
I’'m not a solo artist. I’'m sometimes challenged by the branding of Tim Crouch” (The
Scotsman interview). With this in mind, when I analyse Crouch’s work throughout this
chapter, it is important to note I am not ignoring the contribution of his collaborators: the
presence of James and Smith as his co-artists is always implied.

Crouch began his work in theatre as an actor. After studying drama at the University
of Bristol, Crouch co-founded ‘Public Parts’, a devising company, which toured political
work to arts’ venues. Cristina Delgado-Garcia suggests the lack of critical recognition on this
period means “part of [Crouch’s] own political and theatrical history has been understated”
and calls for a reappraisal of his current work with this politically active history in mind (75).
In 1993, Crouch “took a postgraduate acting course” at the Central School of Speech and
Drama (Love 4). Following this, he taught with the National Theatre’s Education Department
and this led to a writing career: “[i]t was through exploring ideas in my teaching that I found
the confidence and authority in myself to start writing” (Crouch in Ilter 398). Crouch
describes how his background as an actor influenced his experimental writing style: “it comes
from those frustrations that I felt at the beginning about what is an actor, so I am writing
pieces that require a different approach to performance” (Crouch in Ilter 103). The following
chapter details how Blythe also began her theatrical work as an actor, but then experienced
dissatisfaction. However, whilst Blythe’s dissatisfaction with theatre related to a lack of
casting opportunities, Crouch’s related to what he viewed as the limitations of stage realism

and some styles of actor training.

*7 Andy Smith is a theatre-maker and academic. Tim Crouch’s website writes “a smith is the working name of
Andy Smith”, although I believe this is slightly out of date, and he now makes theatre under the name of Andy
Smith and so, for continuity, this name is used in this thesis. Karl James is a director and dialogue artist; he runs
“The Dialogue Project’ (www.thedialogueproject.com), a collective that improves creative dialogue between
groups of people. His book Say It and Solve It (2014) discusses the principles of dialogue. Currently, the only
theatre work he engages with is directing Crouch’s plays.
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In 2003, Crouch'’s first play for adults, My Arm, was produced. Since then, Crouch has
written five more plays for adults: 4n Oak Tree (2005), ENGLAND (2007), The Author
(2009), what happens to the hope at the end of the evening (co-written with Andy Smith,
2013) and Adler & Gibb (2014). He has also written several plays for children and young
people, including Shopping for Shoes (2003), Kaspar The Wild (2006), and a series of one-
man shows that tell the story of a Shakespeare play through a secondary character who
watches events from the side-lines: I, Caliban (2003), I, Banquo (2005), I, Peaseblossom
(2006), I, Malvolio (2010) and I, Cinna (The Poet) (2012). Crouch’s most recent play is
Beginners, a play for adults and children, which premiered at the Unicorn Theatre, London, in
March 2018. He has been the central performer in most of his plays, with the exception of /,
Cinna (The Poet), Beginners, and Adler & Gibb (although, in this, Crouch performed as Sam
on tour in Los Angeles).*®

Crouch’s productions have received national and international acclaim. Awards
include a Total Theatre Award, a Fringe First and Herald Angel for ENGLAND, a Total
Theatre Award for Innovation and the 2010 John Whiting Award for The Author, and an Obie
and Herald Angel for An Oak Tree. Scholarly reaction to Crouch’s work often comments on
the intellectual rigour and risk-taking formal innovations of his plays. For example, Dan
Rebellato labels him “one of the most daring, playful and challenging theatremakers to
emerge in the 2000s” (125). A collection of essays on Crouch’s work has been published in
French, titled Tim Crouch ou la scéne émancipée. The collection is edited by Elisabeth
Angel-Perez, Christine Kiehl and Jean-Marc Lanteri and includes two chapters in the English
language (one by Dan Rebellato, and the other by Estelle Rivier-Arnaud), and an interview
with Crouch. In 2017, Catherine Love wrote a short book on An Oak Tree published by
Routledge for their series The Fourth Wall. There is yet to be a substantial monograph on
Crouch’s work in English, although there are several insightful articles and book chapters: in
2011, an issue of Contemporary Theatre Review was dedicated to Crouch’s work, whilst
Rebellato’s chapter ‘Tim Crouch’, in Modern British Playwriting 2000 — 2009: Voices,
Documents, New Interpretations, offers a robust overview of several plays. Helen
Freshwater’s chapter ‘Children and the Limits of Representation in the Work of Tim Crouch’,
in Angelaki’s Contemporary British Theatre: Breaking New Ground, provides an illuminating
analysis of the use of children in Crouch’s plays, and Delgado-Garcia’s Rethinking Character

in Contemporary British Theatre: Aesthetics, Politics, Subjectivity (2015) uses his play

% A further list and comprehensive introduction to Crouch’s work can be found in Seda Ilter’s introduction to
her interview with Crouch: ““A Process of Transformation”: Tim Crouch on My Arm’.



108

ENGLAND as one of her case studies to explore new ways of thinking about character.
Crouch and his collaborators welcome the interest of scholars in their work, encouraging
cross-discipline conversation where possible, and he often performs his plays at academic

29
conferences.

3.3 An Oak Tree: Michael Craig-Martin and Tim Crouch

On 8 June 2015, the Royal Academy’s annual Summer Exhibition opened (8 June — 16
August 2015). The exhibition was “co-ordinated” by Michael Craig-Martin RA, “a leading
artist of his generation” (Royal Academy website). That same summer, on the opposite side
of the Thames, Crouch performed a ten-year anniversary run of his 2005 play An Oak Tree in
the Temporary Theatre at the National Theatre. The simultaneity of both these cultural events
is serendipitous: in 1973, Craig-Martin created an artwork called An Oak Tree, first exhibited
at the Rowan Gallery in London (Nusser in Hentschel, 58; Cork in ‘Inhale/Exhale’, §;
Walker, Landscapes). In the front pages of the published text of his debut play My Arm
(2003), Crouch promised his next play would be titled An Oak Tree because he felt Craig-
Martin’s artwork “was very, very directly speaking to the work in My Arm” (Crouch,
Platform).*

The initial production of An Oak Tree took place at the Traverse Theatre in 2005 as
part of the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, and it subsequently toured to places including Brighton,
and New York. It was well received critically: awards for the play include a Herald Angel at
the 2005 Edinburgh Festival, the Best Male Actor Award at the Brighton Festival for Crouch
(2006), and a Special Citation Obie award in New York (2007). Rebellato notes that, in 2010,
“Foyles bookshop organized a ‘Play of the Decade’ promotion” and Caryl Churchill chose An
Oak Tree as her play of the 2000s (Rebellato Modern British Playwriting, 295n4), writing

** Crouch’s play The Author was performed at the University of Leeds in 2010 at a symposium dedicated to his
work titled ‘The Author and the Audience’. This symposium was an attempt at “a two-way conversation
between academic critics and theatre practitioners”, as Crouch encourages (Bottoms, Introduction 391). In 2014,
Crouch and Smith performed what happens to the hope at the end of the evening at the What Happens Now: 21"
Century Writing in English conference at the University of Lincoln. In September 2015, Crouch was the keynote
speaker at the Are We On The Same Page? Approaches to Text and Performance conference at Royal Holloway.
In 2016, Crouch was a keynote speaker at the British Theatre in the 21" Century conference at the University of
Sorbonne, Paris, and, in 2017, Crouch gave a short talk — “The Art of the Autosuggestion” — as part of a TedX
event at the Royal Central School of Speech and Drama. Crouch’s academic influence stretches beyond theatre
scholarship: on 30 April 2018 Crouch spoke on a panel at an LSE Forum event on Shakespeare, demonstrating
the literary and philosophical interest in Crouch’s plays. Crouch’s creative partners also engage in academic
study: Andy Smith completed a practice-based PhD at the University of Lancaster in 2015, exploring both the
theatre he makes with Crouch, and his practice as a solo artist. He now lectures at the University of Manchester.
%% In the page of the original script of My Arm that follows the cast biographies, it is written: “news from
nowhere’s next project is An Oak Tree, 1973”.
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that it is “a play about theatre, a magic trick, a laugh and a vivid experience of grief, and it
spoils you for a while for other plays” (Churchill in Rebellato, ‘Tim Crouch’ 126).

An Oak Tree is a play for two actors. Crouch performs the part of the ‘Hypnotist’ and
the second actor plays the role of ‘Father’ (listed as ‘Father’ in the play text, though in the
content of the dialogue the character’s name is Andy). Each time the play is performed, a new
guest actor takes the role of the Father for that night only. To date, over 250 actors have
played the role of the Father, including Mike Myers, Toby Jones and Sophie Okonedo. The
play requires the second actor to be placed in the precarious position of not having seen or
read the play beforehand. The second actor will meet with Crouch an hour before the
performance starts, to ask any questions, “test levels on a microphone and practise with a
separate bit of script to get a sense of sightreading in the space” (17). A basic page of notes is
also provided “to anyone who may be considering taking part in a performance” (17). These
notes are printed alongside the play. In the play, Crouch guides some of the second actor’s
speech and actions using different modes of instruction. The actor wears an earpiece and
Crouch uses a microphone to feed instructions to them. At other times, the actor reads from a
script, or Crouch tells the actor certain lines to repeat.

The play’s narrative follows the Father, whose daughter, Claire, has been hit and
killed by a car. It transpires that the Hypnotist is the driver of the car that killed Claire. In the
play, the Father attends one of the Hypnotist’s shows in order to tell him that he has “done
something” that is “impossible” and to ask for the Hypnotist’s “help” (50). Alongside scenes
between the two men, there are also scenes between Andy and his wife Dawn (Dawn is also
played by Crouch): “[d]on’t you go mad on me, man. I need you” (61). Other scenes that
comprise the play feature scripted dialogue between Crouch and the second actor, as though
they are ‘themselves’, discussing the narrative and mechanics of the play: “[w]ho’s your
favourite character?” (54).

In order to lay the foundations for understanding the unusual form of this play, it is
first necessary to explore what is meant by ‘dematerialised theatre’, a term Crouch uses to

describe his work.

3.4 Dematerialised theatre’!

3! In this section, and chapter, I spell dematerialised with an ‘s’, as this is the way that Crouch and Smith spell
the term. However, where I am referring to quotations from John Chandler and Lucy Lippard who first used the
term in relation to contemporary American art, [ use the American spelling of ‘dematerialized” with a ‘z’. I have
included both spellings to correctly quote both.
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99 ¢

Crouch and his collaborators have referred to their work as “pure theatre”, “more theatre”, or
“very theatre” (Rebellato, ‘Tim Crouch’ 132). Rebellato considers that these terms are a light-

hearted response to the value placed on realist theatre:

There is no particular reason to assume that the relationship between the stage and the
fictional world should be one of resemblance; in fact, most stage sets do not
significantly resemble the worlds they represent. But even when they do, there is no
more reason to think that the theatre is at its purest when it resembles the world than
there is to think that language is at its purest when it is onomatopoeic. All theatre
involves a kind of imaginative transformation of the visual material before us into
something else. (Rebellato, ‘Tim Crouch’ 132)

99 ¢

The use of the emphatic adverbs “more”, “pure” and “very” appear to ironically challenge the
idea that theatre is at its most theatrical when it offers a naturalistic semblance of reality. The
terms are also strangely contradictory: “more” suggests an additional increase of something,
whereas “pure” signals something clear, something streamlined and unmixed. These terms are
now referred to less by Crouch and his collaborators and the preference is to refer to their

theatre practice as ‘dematerialised theatre’:

I describe my work as “dematerialised” theatre. This is a loose and imperfect term but,
for me, it suggests a theatre that is closer to being a conceptual artwork than a figurative
or representational form. (Crouch Aesthetica Magazine)

The term ‘dematerialised’ is historical, taken from the conceptual art world of the 1960s and

70s, and Smith indicates this legacy when he states that dematerialised theatre

is a theatre that — inspired by the conceptual art practices of the late sixties and early
seventies from which it takes its name — looks to try and do more with less. It’s a theatre
resistant to the construction of places and things... This is a theatre that may appear
small, but it wants to think big. (“What Can We Do?’)
Crouch et al. attribute the first use of ‘dematerialized’ to the American writer, curator and
contemporary art critic, Lucy R. Lippard. Lippard’s 1973 book Six Years: The
Dematerialization of the Art Object offers an overview of the period from 1966 to 1972 when,
she argues, new practices of contemporary art focused on “dematerialization” (Lippard Six
Years... 5). Her first use of the term was in an essay co-written with the art critic John
Chandler, titled ‘the dematerialization of art’, published in Art International in 1968. The
essay tracks the development of “an ultra conceptual art” (46) and identifies some of its

defining features. In particular, they describe dematerialized art as “anti-formal” because it
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“continues from the opposing formalist premise that painting and sculptures should be looked
at as objects per se rather than as references to other images or representation” (49).

In art, formalism dictates that art objects should be regarded as objects in themselves,
not as referents to other ideas and objects. In formalism, everything that can be understood
about the work is contained within the art object itself and the context, politics, or concept
informing the work is considered not necessary to its appreciation. In contrast, dematerialised
art grew from the nominalist and minimalist artistic movements and followed a ‘Less is
More’ dictum, which involved “opening up rather than narrowing down” (Lippard and
Chandler 47). Central to this art practice was that a greater demand was placed on the viewer
to participate more fully in the experience: “they demand more participation by the viewer”
and “[m]ore time must be spent in experience of a detail-less work™ (Lippard and Chandler
46). Interestingly, Lippard and Chandler note the performative nature of this art practice,
stating that it brings “performance attitudes into painting and sculpture” (48).

Lippard and Chandler argue the new trend “appears to be provoking a
dematerialization of art, especially of art as object, and if it continues to prevail, it may result
in the object’s [sic] becoming wholly obsolete” (46). They claim “the dematerialization of the
object might eventually lead to the disintegration of criticism today” (49). Whilst the claim
that dematerialising the object “may lead to the disintegration of criticism” is hyperbolic, their
focus on the status of the object is key. It suggests this new artistic movement was not overly
concerned with placing value on an object as the artistic ‘end product’, but instead intended to
create the possibility of art as experience and ideas, rather than solely material objects.
Lippard and Chandler suggest, “[d]ematerialized art is post-aesthetic only in its increasingly
non-visual emphases” (48). The non-visual emphasis of dematerialised art attempts to
demand an increase in viewer reflection on and engagement with the work. The uses of the
terms ‘dematerialized’ and ‘dematerialization’ in the essay align with their use by Crouch in
relation to his theatre practice, as I will examine: that is, a focus on the reduction of the
material aspects of the work and an increase in the importance of viewer participation.

Lippard’s critical influence is still important to twenty-first century art, culture and
criticism. An exhibition called ‘Materializing “Six Years”: Lucy R. Lippard and the
Emergence of Conceptual Art’ took place at the Brooklyn Museum from September 2012 —
February 2013, and a book of the same name was published to accompany the exhibition. In

the preface to this book, Lippard states that the art discussed in her original book:
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was dedicated to the subversion of art-world assumptions, a need to challenge authority,

to question everything, especially the nature of art itself and the context within which it

was made, shown, and distributed. (in Bonin and Morris xii)
These political origins of conceptual art are important to highlight because, as Delgado-
Garcia argues, “conceptual art’s ambiguous relationship with capitalism has been understated
in the debate on Crouch’s work™ (69).

In the contemporary art world, the phrase ‘dematerialised’ remains primarily

associated with Lippard and Chandler’s text. To my knowledge, Crouch and his collaborators

are the first people to use the phrase as a way to describe a theatre practice.

3.5 Conceptual theatre

In this thesis, I use ‘conceptual theatre’ to describe Crouch’s work. First, I want to highlight
Crouch’s debt to conceptual art practices. Second, in referring to his theatre as
‘dematerialised’ theatre, there is a danger in only considering his work under these specific
terms. It is also worth considering how possible a ‘dematerialised theatre’ actually is, given
that we inextricably live in a material world. I contend that Crouch’s work not only
dematerialises objects, but it also materialises and re-materialises them. Therefore, his work
stands at the intersection between a dematerialised, materialised, and re-materialised theatre.
Several scholars, and Crouch himself, have noted that conceptual art has inspired and
shaped his theatre-making, as Love identifies: “[i]t’s an influence that he himself often talks
about in interviews, and it has been commented on by scholars such as Emilie Morin (2011)
and Stephen Bottoms (2009)” (10). The visual and conceptual arts feature as a strong theme
in the content of Crouch’s work. In My Arm, a boy decides to live with his arm held above his
head and this action is heralded by the contemporary art world as one of great significance:
“[t]here are maquettes of my arm in Madrid” (44). The play ENGLAND features a character
whose boyfriend “buys and sells art for other people” and it is described by Crouch as a play
written to be performed in art galleries, rather than theatres (15). Adler & Gibb follows
several strands of narrative relating to the life of two conceptual artists “united in their desire
to integrate art and everyday life” (29). The form of each of these plays is also directly
inspired by conceptual art practices, as this chapter will explore in relation to An Oak Tree.
Although An Oak Tree does not overtly feature discussion of art in the narrative of the play,
the ideas in the play are influenced by Michael Craig-Martin’s 1973 artwork of the same title.
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Emilie Morin usefully highlights a range of terminology that has been developed to
describe Crouch’s plays, however I disagree with Morin’s claim that using the term
‘conceptual’ in relation to Crouch’s theatre erases the historical and cultural “referent[s]”
which his plays address, and instead encourages a generic, experiential response that reifies
authorial intent. In her analysis of the plays of Martin Crimp, Sarah Kane and Tim Crouch,

Morin argues:

It is evident from the critical terminology used to qualify these plays that their

endeavours have been misunderstood: the terms ‘non-play’, ‘anti-play’, and ‘conceptual

play’ commonly employed in relation to these texts fail to acknowledge the complex

legacies which they address. More importantly, the rhetoric of the experiential which

underscores such evocations of the ‘conceptual’ corresponds to an erasure of cultural,

artistic, and historical referent, and, as it grows from this absence of referent, critical

discourse becomes subsumed into a generic theory of emotions and takes presumed

authorial intentionality as its main mode of validation — and in this respect, Crouch’s

insistence upon presenting his work as ‘conceptual’ has probably heightened the

problem. (83)
Although ‘conceptual’ does focus on viewer experience, there is no reason to assume the
individual’s capacity for emotive response to artworks should negate or displace the “cultural,
artistic, and historical referent” that such plays are in debt to. The ‘conceptual’ has a
“complex” legacy itself, one that is not only based on “emotions”, but includes consideration
of culture, history, materiality and process too. In referring to Crouch’s work as ‘conceptual
theatre’, I wish to foreground these cultural legacies as a vital element in the critical discourse
surrounding his work.

Further, in labelling Crouch’s work ‘conceptual theatre’, rather than erasing the

inspiration of the dematerialised art movement, I want to demonstrate that Crouch’s work not
only partakes in acts of dematerialisation, but also materialisation and rematerialisation too. In

a talk during Birkbeck Arts” Week in 2017, Andy Smith discussed the limitations of the term

‘dematerialised’ in this respect:

Sometimes I think it’s a name that works in opposition to actually what it’s trying to do.
In that actually I think my attempt, or our attempt, is to sometimes rematerialise the
theatre. So to think about why we might make theatre, why we might make it now, how
it might be made now, in this world. (Smith ‘Dematerialising Theatre’)
Despite the central focus placed on the term ‘dematerialised’ by Crouch and Smith, Smith
here highlights the issue with making their work fit into this category. It is conceivable that

a categorisation of contemporary theatre of the real could claim certain works

‘materialise’, ‘dematerialise’, and ‘rematerialise’ the real. However, there is a danger that
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such demarcations would prove too simplistic as most theatre will surely use more than
one, if not all three, of these approaches. Therefore, I do not want to use ‘dematerialised
theatre’ to describe Crouch’s work, a term that even Smith suggests is becoming less
useful as a descriptor. It is my contention that the term ‘conceptual theatre’ is more
appropriate for Crouch’s theatre, not only because it highlights the artistic, cultural and
historical legacies his work is indebted to, but also because it comprehensively illustrates

the audience’s intellectual and emotional experience when watching his plays.

3.6 Presence

3.6.1 Presence in Tim Crouch’s theatre practice

Presence, in many forms, is central to Crouch’s work as an indexical trace of the real. Crouch
and his collaborators are particularly concerned with presence as a shared space. In several of
Crouch’s plays, the shared physical space between the audience and performers is directly
acknowledged and referred to. For example, at the beginning of An Oak Tree, the Hypnotist
provides a short prologue to the play, which begins “[l]adies and gentlemen. Good
evening/afternoon. My name is (the name of the actor playing the HYPNOTIST). Welcome to
(name of the venue)” (19). These opening lines clearly situate the audience and Crouch
alongside each other, in an actual named place. Through naming the venue in which
everybody is seated, Crouch highlights the reality of the shared physical space that all are
present within. There is no attempt to conceal the mechanics of playmaking, but instead an
acknowledgement that everybody is present in the same space together, at the same time.
Smith writes “we want to make sure that the position and the presence of the audience are not
forgotten” (‘Gentle Acts’ 412). Acknowledging the performer and audience’s shared physical
presence is a way to achieve this. In the following chapter I explore how Blythe uses similar
technique to highlight the mechanics of production, such as keeping the house lights raised,
and explaining her verbatim technique at the start of some shows.

For Crouch and his collaborators, a shared presence is not just about physically
occupying the same space as the audience. Crouch begins each performance by attempting to

connect with the audience:

So far, every performance of mine (of my own work) has started with a moment of
connection with the audience. I walk on stage, I stand, I make contact. This is not a
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performed idea of making contact — it’s just me, checking that everyone’s okay, that

we’re all in the same place, that we’re ready to start. (in Svich 214)
Crouch explains this approach to performance stems from his “disillusionment in
psychologically motivated social realism” where actors pursue character-led rehearsal
processes that fail to acknowledge that “the majority of people involved in the act were
actually sitting beyond the lights, and that what they brought to the process was equally
important, but regularly ignored” (Crouch in Svich 213). This thought is put forward by
Jacques Ranciere’s The Emancipated Spectator which calls for spectators who are “active
interpreters of the spectacle offered to them” (13). Ranciere has had a demonstrable influence
on Crouch’s work, clear from Crouch’s choice of a quotation from this text for an epigraph to
introduce Plays One. Crouch describes the disenchanting experience of working with an actor
who was so absorbed by psychologically breaking down the script “that I never once felt we
were ever on the same stage together! There was no understanding from him of the here and
now, and certainly no sense of the audience” (Crouch in Svich 212). Crouch’s feeling that he
was not on the “same stage” as the other actor, despite physically sharing the same place,
indicates that achieving commonality of connection amongst actors goes beyond spatial
proximity.

By beginning his performance “with a moment of connection”, Crouch attempts to

ensure that, not only is he in the correct mode he requires to begin the performance, but
that the audience are ready too. These opening moments establish shared spatial proximity
— “that we’re all in the same place” — and shared temporal proximity — “that we’re ready
to start”. As I outlined in Chapter One, a shared spatial and temporal proximity are two
ways to create a shared presence. Crouch states that this action intends to highlight to the

audience that it will be necessary for them to actively engage in the performance:

This ‘levelling-out’ is essential before the play begins. I don’t want the audience to

relax into thinking that they are going to be treated to a passive spectacle, a display of

technical expertise. Once we’ve achieved this grounding, then the play begins in a

shared space, and the audience are truthfully implicated in the experience.
Smith also discusses the potential for theatre to be an actively shared space be