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subject on 
stage in 
reality?
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who’s there? was a symposium organ-

ised by Cecilie Ullerup Schmidt and 

the Department of Continuing Educa-

tion of the Danish National School of 

Theatre and Modern Dance. 

It was held in May 2010 at the University of Copenhagen, Institute 
for Arts and Cultural Studies with contributions from both interna-
tional and national artists, academics, audience and students from 
the institute. This publication is a documentation of the symposium 
for further inspiration and discussion.

 experts 

The focus was on the fundamental change in contemporary theatre 
and performance: the actor playing Hamlet is replaced with the eve-
ryday expert playing herself. Since the 60s, performers might have 
stopped playing somebody else than themselves, but since the late 
90s directors have asked ‘normal’ people to go on stage without play-
ing a role. 
The everyday expert tells stories about her real life. Or maybe she is 
typecast as an actor with specific social skills: experience with pros-
titution or terror, or knowledge about the codes and procedures of 
seeking an asylum. 

We wanted to seek out the ghost behind the title of the symposium: 
The ghost of the father in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. 
“Who’s there?” the father-ghost is asked. He answers: “I am thy Fa-
ther’s Spirit”. Even though it has a body resembling the father’s body, 
it is not the father – it is the ghost of the father. 
Yet this question is posed within a fiction. Today we ask if these peo-
ple on stage are really authentic or just playing a role. The question of 
what is behind the ghost-like figure on stage is not posed within the 
work of art as in Hamlet, but outside the stage: in the newspapers 
and between the audience and the directors: who are these living 
readymades on stage? Are they real sex workers or do they just play 
very well?

The symposium circled around the everyday and non-professional-
ised person on stage in so-called ‘reality theatre’ or ‘documentary 
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performance’: Who does the asylum seeker, the sex worker or the 
migrant from Thailand become on stage? Are they stronger or weaker 
in the role of themselves? Are they themselves? Or are they mediums 
for ghosts of common contemporary problems such as xenophobia, 
trafficking, capitalism or exploitation of 3rd world labour?

 us 

This is not only about “them” and “their” problems. This is also about 
us, represented through these voices there, on the stage, in the “authentic” 

mouths of the everyday life experts, us – the academics, the artists, the 
intellectuals – speaking with each other about the others: who are we, 
when we want to speak for the others? Who are we, when we are 
watching the others? And who are we as an audience, as directors?

Already now we have managed to define groups and categories. In 
the very moment we say academic or artist or normal audience, and 
someone responds with a nod or smile, we are staging them in the 
role of what they are in their everyday life: Academics, artists, nor-
mal audiences. Every time we call out for someone, “Hey you”, and 
the person replies with a smile; “I’m here”, we are practising the ide-
ology of identification and what Louis Althusser calls interpellation. 

With the symposium we wanted to set a frame for rethinking sub-
jectification and identification, which is an important statement 
in Denmark, where we tend to divide us into either: creative and 
emotional artists or dry, intelligent academics. Artists think and re-
searchers are practical. We hope to open up these distinctions and 
enable nods and smiles as a way of identifying ourselves in broader 
and changing categories. 

 stage 

We could also ask: what is speaking through the subject? What in-
structs the subject to have a recognisable identity? This leads us to in-
stitutions, ideologies and power structures, who demand categories 
in order to keep order.
“Who’s there?” we ask, and we mean: who is there on the stage? The 
stage in the theatre institution demands a repetition of the perfor-
mance: evening after evening. This makes the question of who is 
speaking in documentary performance particularly important: can 
we be the same selves evening after evening? Is being on stage a pos-
sibility to expand or a risk to reduce one’s identity? On stage we 
are always playing a role, we could say, and in the past 20-30 years 
we have started saying that everything is a performance and that 
the single subject contains a multiplicity of performed identities. But 
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still: to rent a house, get a passport and even taking an exam, you 
need to have not a multiple identity, but one, identifiable personality. 

So, three questions could approach this problem: What is there? (struc-
tures, discourses, laws speaking through the subject), Who’s there? (a 
person, a long forgotten subject, a responsibility, a will behind the 
stage) or Who are YOU? (as Judith Butler says, it’s in the conversation 
that WE realise how different YOU and I am)

We call for ghosts: fragile and vulnerable problems such as the vio-
lence of identification, and we share our different experiences with 
each other, and hopefully keep remembering how different we are 
and how impossible it is to see us as a stereotyped ‘we’. This publica-
tion is an open call for a continuous dialogue.

 contributions 

Apart from two injections from Cecilie Ullerup Schmidt and Monna 
Dithmer, the structure of the publication does not stray from that 
of the symposium. Cecile Ullerup Schmidts article Carrying Voices – 

Producing Subjects on Stage in Reality was perfectly suited for the topic, 
questioning in what way the performance scene has the potential to 
negotiate and discuss the staging of identity and biography with the 
use of people playing themselves on stage. 
Monna Dithmer made the interview Audience Controls Theatre with a 

Joystick with Helgard Haug (Rimini Protokoll) at the symposium in 
May, but it was first published in Politiken in connection with the 
premiere of Rimini Protokoll’s performance Best Before at Århus Fes-
tival in September 2010.

The symposium opened with Solveig Gade’s lecture Is this for real? 

Representation and Reality in Contemporary Theatre which provides an 
overview of different artistic practices that turn towards reality. The 
article focuses on conceptual work where participants are used as 
‘readymades’, and it questions the common division between ‘au-
thentic reality’ and ‘artifical fiction’, arguing that we need a much 
more complex notion of reality as a mediated concept. 

The point of departure in Philosopher Marcus Steinweg’s article Sub-

ject on Stage is the question “Who am I?”. The article deconstructs the 
idea of a subject equivalent with herself. In the search of understand-
ing the subject, Steinweg takes us on a philosophical tour de force 
that focuses on the otherness within the subject. Using a scene from 
Marguerite Duras’ novel La Vie Tranquille, Steinweg argues against 
Kant’s transcendental subject. With philosophers from mainly the 
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20th century like Heidegger, Deleuze, Derrida, Lacan, Nietzsche, 
Foucault and Agamben, he shows us that we don’t have one true face 
but always a face too many, and that the subject today is obliged to 
give itself a form and definition because it is a subject of freedom. 

The interview Experts on Experticity by Miriam Frandsen focuses on 
two tendencies in what many call reality theatre. The first is the prac-
tice of Rimini Protokoll’s work with experts and is an open dialogue 
between director Helgard Haug and the two experts Miriam Stein 
and Simon Birgisson. The second is Boris Nikitin’s work with Malte 
Scholz as an example of a new kind of performances were there is a 
very thin line between mentioning and working with the person on 
stage as a performer or a real ‘authentic’ person. 

At the symposium we had Danish directors asking each other ques-
tions about their work with experts and documentary theatre in a 
Danish context. Who’s on stage? Q&A from and with Ditte Maria Bjerg, Gritt 

Ulldal Jessen, Claudio Morales and Moqi Simon Trolin is an extract of that 
discussion and a short presentation of their work.

The Students from The Institute for Arts and Cultural Studies made 
Lecture Performance as part of an exam, and at the symposium they 
showed them as a living example of the changing categories that do 
not forbid academics to perform, as well as integrating the lecture 
performance in their academic approach on the subject. We can ar-
gue that academics always have performed at exams, but they have 
not been allowed to mix artistic tools with theory in their presenta-
tions in the way this exam allows them. In the publication the lec-
ture performances serve as small drops of quotes that may open for 
new directions when thinking about subjectivity.

 thanks 

Our great thanks go to The University of Copenhagen, The Institute 
for Arts and Cultural Studies for hosting the symposium, to Ware-
house 9 for the after party and Republique for hosting the perfor-
mances “Woyzeck” by Boris Nikitin and “Pichet Klunchun and My-
self“ by Jérôme Bel. And a special thanks to Christian Juul Hansen 
for his thorough and excellent work with the translations and proof-
reading.
who’s there? was supported by The Danish Arts Council.

february 2011
Miriam Frandsen & Cecilie Ullerup Schmidt
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Lecture performance:

The 
Double
by Malte Frid–Nielsen, Kathrine Lund, Kristina Neel 

In the darkness of the audience, as the lights 
descend upon the stage, you see a face out of 
the corner of your eye. It’s as if... you know 
her. And you do. Of course. You recognise 
the dear face of your beloved mother, all her 
familiar features that have been with you 
since your own beginning…and yet: A cer-
tain sparkle in her eyes, that way her lips 
form the words, her voice – there’s some-
thing alien about it, something foreign right 
on the edge of knowing,  unspeakable and 
strange. You try to ignore it, and of course 
you don’t stare. But the feeling of distress 
creeps in on you – it settles in a small blood 
vessel just beneath your right collarbone 
where it grows and grows. 
All through the performance that face 
haunts you. It becomes an obsession. Your 
mother isn’t here. You know that. And that’s 
not her dress. Those aren’t her movements, 
her laugh. It’s a caricature, an imposter. A 
decision needs to be made.  You have to face 
it. You have to look right into the heart of 
the shadow where it hides. 
But when you stand up and fix your gaze... 
it’s gone. The hall is empty. You’re alone. 
You’d laugh to yourself, but... Instead you 
sit down, catch your breath.  And then it’s 
there again. You look out and discover that 
the ghost resembles – yourself.
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Carrying 
Voices – 
Producing 
Subjects 
on Stage 
in Reality
by Cecilie Ullerup Schmidt
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In the last ten years, 

performing arts 

have moved closer 

toward reality. The 

educated actor has 

been replaced by the 

expert on everyday 

life, whose private 

life and biography is 

objectified by art itself. 

A similar tendency is 

seen in popular culture, 

which lures the viewers 

with, more or less, 

reality programmes, 

proclaiming that they 

stream uncensored 

reality!
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The documentary approach in live art raises ethical questions about 
theatre as an institution of subjectification where the life that 
constitutes ‘real’ identity within the norms of the art institution is 
in danger of petrifying. However, whereas television programmes 

create a closed illusion, the performance scene has the potential 
to negotiate the staging of identity and biography. In this article 
I will make use of three examples from the German performance 
scene in the 00s when discussing the voices of subjectification 
that exist somewhere between reality and art.

 playing yourself 

Since the beginning of the 1990s, it has been possible to detect 
an increasing interest in playing the role of oneself in performances, 
and, later on, in the so-called documentary theatre. Just as 
Bertol Brecht’s epic theatre, which presents the gestures and 
discourses of normal society in an alienating manner, modern 
performance collectives, such as the German groups She She 
Pop, Rimini Protokoll, the British/German collective Gob Squad 
and the Danish “værkfører” of Das Beckwerk, try to shatter 
the illusion of authenticity, reliability and normality that, 
via representational thinking, is constructed around us. In 
the 1960s and 1970s, performance artists shared the ambition 
of achieving a subversive, bodily authenticity. In 1990s there 
was an increasing interest for Selbstdarstellung on the stage, 
and tendencies as personal experience and embodiment have 
been incorporated in the agenda of the consumer culture. It 
was the yearning for authenticity and reality that caused the 
performance artists of the 1960s to go through all sorts of 
ordeals, and which, during the 1990s, was adopted by television 
and popular culture in general. Secret confessions and private 
exposure sell! Talkshows and docu-shows guarantee real 
doctors, real unrequited love and real comedowns, as in a 
classic closed illusion. The producer has become invisible, and 
this is – they say - where uncensored reality is streamed. The 
person in the docusoap is simply herself - or perhaps she is 
even a stereotyped version of her real self, typecast as she is, 
as either loser, winner, victim, hero, or the originator of either 
redemption or dissension.

The staging of the artist’s body is in the 00’s in the hands of 
everyday experts (this term was coined by Miriam Dreysse in order 
to describe the ‘ordinary’ people who work with the group Rimini 
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Protokoll)1. It is no longer one’s own body/the body of the individual, 
but representatives of a social body that are being scrutinised.  
Everyday experts report from what we term reality. These are people 
who are not well-versed in the forms of theatre representation, 
but who are experts on their own jobs as sex workers, call center 
employees, muezzins, museum guards, politicians or members of the 
staff in an airport. While art is successfully courting the business 
community via such brandings as arts in business, in turn, work 
identity and social identity are emerging on the stage. And while 
the lines between the spheres of art and everyday life are blurred, 
focus on the author responsible for the work decreases in favour of 
the process and the dissolution of dichotomies such as private and 
public, authentic and staged. However, one could pose the question 
whether art integrating reality has the potential for emancipation or 
political restructuring. Is it possible that the relationship between 
the exposed and the one who exposes is not merely reproducing 
already existing (colonial, discriminating, suppressing) hierarchies?

Visual artists in particular tend to use as a theme the problematic 
gesture of asking other people to play the part of themselves. We 
have seen purchased and outsourced authenticity at every art fair 
in the new millennium, and we have seen the artist exhibit himself 
as a repelling individual whose sole purpose is to create a sensation. 
The visual artist Santiago Sierra tattoos barcodes on the necks of sex 
workers. Kristian von Hornsleth buys an African village in order to 
get the villagers to use his last name as their own. Art theorist Claire 
Bishop proclaims that authenticity sells. So do the roles of victim and 
tormentor, I might add, and they always have. Artists are aware of 
that when they, using global poverty as their backdrop, stage their 
own roles as interventionists. As opposed to the asserted confidential 
presentation of private confessions and the closed realm of illusion 
that are trademarks of popular culture, the performances making 
use of delegated authenticity reflect ‘the forge of genuineness’ itself, 

1   At this point, it is important to emphasise the fact that as early as the 1960s performance artists 
were experimenting with everyday experts who were functioning as live readymades in art. One example 
is the Argentine artist Oscar Bony whose installation La Familia Obrera (The Working Class Family), which 
consisted of a father, a mother and a son, was among the objects of art and the installations at the exhibition 
Experiencas 68 in Buenos Aires. A number of examples from the art world in particular are available in Claire 
Bishop’s catalogue of the exhibition Double Agent (2008). Fortunately, history cannot be documented in 
terms of turns or decades. However, so-called documentary theatre and delegated performance have become 
increasingly frequent in the 00s. In the same period of time, the performance of the subject has become a 
sought after commodity on the corporate stage, which has complicated the idea of the authentic and the 
‘pure’ representation of identity. Furthermore, contemporary delegated performance is a very complex area, 
since remediation, lies and fraud play an increasingly larger role in the staging of the life that is depicted in 
the biography.
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which is to say the complex subjectification that is created in the 
area between social inclusion, artistic production and the eyes of the 
audience. The ethical consequences of these works become complex 
because the people who participate are not just victims, but also 
employees and you cannot simply blame the ‘system’ or the media 
when a human being is exposed. Thus, the classic structure of the 
art(ificiality) of the institution and the social reality is challenged, 
and the illusion of the delimited work of art and the autonomous, 
authentic subject is shattered.

 lending the others a voice 

Rather than being concerned with the relationship between the 
stager and the staged, or the gap between documentary and fiction, 
most theatre directors have ambitions of breaking away from the 
museological character of the theatrical tradition and engage in an 
exchange with present reality.  The stories that are supposed to move 
us on stage are no longer being told via representation. In 1976, the 
Danish theatre group ‘Solvognen’, during an event in Rebild Bakker, 
expressed their sympathy with the oppressed Native Americans in the 
USA and with the victims of both the Vietnam- and the Korean War. 
Today, in the spirit of the political theatre of the 70s, the microphone 
is once again passed along to the underrepresented voices – and today 
‘the others’ appear live onstage. In recent years, Danish performing 
arts have experienced several examples of everyday experts who 
have no formal training as actors: Children who have experienced 
migration, sex workers, asylum applicants and Philippine au pair 
girls. They talk about their everyday lives and their fates in the 
globalised world. Movies and theatre are often occupied with stories, 
not constructed situations, but, on the contrary, reduced lives. Let 
us focus on the performing arts:  I consider biographies adapted to 
stage plays both interesting and problematic at the same time, since 
it is not a one take from one day in one life, but a repetition - inherent 
in theatre as a medium – night after night in a body that gathers 
new experiences every day. The question is whether it is possible 
to represent a life without petrifying and simplifying it? To put it 
polemically; what type of subjectification takes place while the role 
of the victim is reproduced, audiences empathise, and the artists 
leave their signature on the living readymades? It is not interesting 
to simply query the role of the director as sponging on reality. A 
more helpful approach is the classic-avant-garde union of life and 
art. The life that is shaped on the stage is a part of an existential, 
and not just a hic et nunc, lifelong performance. We can ask what or 
who maintains the identity? And we can ask what the chances are 
of agency, the possibility of negotiating identity and life on the stage? 

17
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Every performance is a reformulation of the 
life that is being lived. Here, the person is 
present on the stage, and is presented with 
the possibility of either repeating life as a 
manuscript, fictionalise, reformulate or 
forge the biographical source.

 voices without mouths 

We do not speak for them. We let them 
speak. But to whom belongs the voice in that 
mouth? In order to analyse the many factors 
that are at work when the marginalised 
subject is invited on to the stage, we can 
use the term carrying voices.  Firstly, I here 
include the voice, which not only represents 
language, but also, at least in our customary 
perception, belongs to a body, and thus 
includes the dichotomies citationality 
versus biology.  The voice is both a range of 
languages and an authentic form. Secondly, 
I include the term carrying, which can be a 
passive as well as an active deed.  You can 
carry the voice of another person, you can 
represent a cultural discourse, or you can 
modify carry ’your own’ voice.  At any 
rate, one must assume that a sort of will or 
authority carries, that you carry, or that you 
are being carried.  

One example that can enable us to 
understand the voices that already exist 
in the theatre before the subject enters 
the stage is the performance Nothing is 

Happening by German duo Parabiont.  In this 
performance the stage lighting is on when 
audiences enter the space. Eighteen three-
dimensional letters made out of cardboard 
have been placed on the stage floor, and they 
are illuminated from the front and from 
behind, which results in distinct shadows 
on the floor. The letters form the words 
‘NOTHING IS HAPPENING’. The audience 
lighting ensures that a soft glow hits the 
chairs that, because of their traditionally 
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tilted position, are facing the illuminated letters on the stage. On each 
chair there is a little ball, a white balloon filled with sand. Audiences 
take their seats. In a low voice, they talk to each other before the 
performance starts, and they examine the white balls, press them, 
shape faces in them, and squeeze them. The light remains the same. 
There is commotion among the audience. People are looking at each 
other, laughing. The show is not about to begin. It has already started. 
Five minutes pass, and then one of the audiences throws a ball at the 
letters. The others respond to this by cheering, and more balls are 
thrown. After less than a minute, every capital letter in ‘NOTHING 
IS HAPPENING’ has been knocked over, and the members of the 
audience burst out in shouts of joy. Applause. “What a delightfully 
short, concentrated performance” an elderly man exclaims, as he 
picks up his bag and prepares to leave. But no one is leaving. The 
lighting remains unaltered as well. Some of the audiences attempt 
another applause, perhaps hoping that Christina Hänsel and André 
Eiermann, the two artists whose creation this is, will emerge from 
backstage and take a bow. Another ball flies through the air. People 
are restless and glance at the exit. Then the audience enters the stage, 
try to construct new words, knock over new words, build towers 
from the letters and use the white balls to create signs.

Nothing is happening is a performance without performers on the 
stage. At first. It is also a performance without prepared dialogue. 
Nevertheless, many voices are carried across the stage and the 
structure of the audience, through letters, words, among the 
audience who function as the actual players, and not least in our 
reflection on the speaker of the performance, and on who or what 
is talking through us. When the audiences shoot down the letters 
and take over the stage, it is perhaps not an expression of free will, 
but, rather, a critical response that is already embedded in the very 
structure of the staging. It is expected that audiences will disrupt 
the solid contention that nothing happens – the white balls have 
been placed on their seats, so they do react as prescribed. But what 
about the words that members of the audience write? ‘OBAMA’, a 
peace sign made out of white balls and vertical towers of letters are 
not events that were planned beforehand. These are statements that 
emanate from the embedded cultural influence on the audience, 
the manipulation and the arranged options of staging, as well as 
something that could be termed the situational imagination or 
the spontaneous, free will of the audience. In that sense, both the 
voices of society, the author and the audience are heard, and they 
are in this manner placed in a context of dialogue.
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 live readymades 

An example from the young, German theatre scene will be included 
here. Director Maria Magdalena Ludewig’s WIR SIND ZUKUNFT! 

Perspektive Hamburg (2008). The performance places 25 children, age 
10-14, on the stage. The children come from two different parts 
of the city of Hamburg; the ghetto-like district of Jenfeld and the 
bourgeois part of town, Eppendorf. In the performance, the children 
recite miniature versions of their future that have been agreed upon 
beforehand. For instance, the Turkish boy from Jenfeld shares his 
dream of becoming an auto mechanic while riding in a play cart with 
two other boys from Jenfeld, who want to run a kiosk and a shawarma 
restaurant respectively.  A girl from Jenfeld wearing a headscarf 
pours the two boys some tea. Later on, a girl from Eppendorf talks 
about her good grades, and states that she wants to be a lawyer. No 
one is lying, and no one is exchanging identities. Tents, blankets and 
a stereo set placed on the right side of the stage slowly create a camp 
site atmosphere, and chalk letters on the floor spell ‘Jenfeld’.  Plants, 
desks and schoolbags have been placed on the left side of the stage, 
and on the floor it says ‘Eppendorf’. All of the children are attached 
to their already antiquated vision of the future and to their social 
segment. In short, the children are staged and thus remain in small 
glimpses of their biography, which, according to stager Ludewig, 
who you cannot see, but whose inaudible voice resounds in my ears 
throughout the entire performance, reveals the world of respectable 
Hamburg as being permeated by social inequality. The children 
are live readymades, petrified in social inequality. They represent 
‘themselves’, they do not perform – or play. It is one thing for actors, 
when in the hands of avant-garde theatre directors such as American 
director Robert Wilson, to feel instrumentalised by the director’s 
visions. It is something else entirely when amateurs, identities 
that are most certainly in the process of being shaped, children 
experiencing great physical and biographical change, are taken hostage 
in order to serve as examples in a dialogue between the director and 
audience, which goes over their heads. In this case, the carrying of 
voices in the theatre takes place without the participants’ complete 
involvement, which I consider a great ethical problem. Thus, it was 
also characteristic of WIR SIND ZUKUNFT!’s discrepancy between the 
stager’s idea and the children’s experience of participating in the 
project that, during the subsequent conversation with the audience 
at Thalia in Hamburg, topics such as social inequality, interventionist 
art functioning as penance, and the documentary genre as identity 
imprisonment could not be discussed because the audiences were 
unable to talk about the children as staged victims while they were 
present. Instead, the focus of the conversation with the children 
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was on all the possibilities and the victories they had experienced 
while working on the performance.  They had taken the ICE for the 
first time in their lives, and they had been on tour in New York 
– an important parergon (‘outside’ the frame according to Jacques 
Derrida, here: ‘outside’ the performance, ed.), which belonged to the 
project as a whole, but which was not accessible for the audience 
in the performance that was the result of the process. The topics 
of the following day were instrumentalisation of the children’s real 
biographies and the embodiment of the artistic message that we are 
determined in social inequality. However, Ludewig did not wish 
to discuss the ethical and political responsibility when it comes to 
the form of presentation. She wanted to discuss the theme, social 
inequality, but not the children’s role in the theatre as a state of risk- 
and possibility. She wanted to discuss the problem represented and 
not the form of representation as a problem.

 being an author in one’s own biography 

The German collective Rimini Protokoll are as stagers not present 
on the stage either, but are instead placing the everyday experts 
on the stage. In this manner, truck drivers, Schiller-readers, heart 
patients, muezzins, adopted children from Korea and former staff 
members of the insolvent airline company Sabena have all been a 
part of their performances.  As opposed to WIR SIND ZUKUNFT!, or 
docusoaps and on-the-spot reports such as Danish TV3’s moving 
Hospitalet (‘The Hospital’) or TV2’s action-oriented Station 2, the tricks 
in Rimini Protokoll’s performances are laid bare. In that sense, and 
in spite of their physical absence, the voice of the three directors is 
present in the room in the same manner as the artists behind Nothing 

is happening. In Rimini Protokoll’s performances, the fictionality of 
reality is examined to the same extent as the biographies and stories 
of the ‘real’ people. Just as Brecht’s actors, the talking persons in 
contemporary documentary theatre are - as exemplified by Ludewig 
– bearers of discourses that society has prescribed, but when the 
everyday experts play the roles of themselves, a new form of agency 
emerges, a potential shift in the discourses that have been handed 
down. For instance, the former stewardess Myriam Reitanos 
who takes on the role of the author of her own biography in the 
performance Sabenation – Go home and follow the news (2004). In the 
media’s presentation of insolvent airline company Sabena, Reitanos 
was a lamenting victim who, as a single mother, was not able to support 
her daughter in the wake of the liquidation.  In the performance, 
Reitanos’ moving clip is accompanied by gloomy background music. 
She turns off the clip, enters the projection, and comments and 
reflects on the media’s staging, hereby capturing the shaping of her 
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own biography. The decisive factor is that Reitanos in the role as 
herself does not have to fit into a specific chain of events that has 
been determined by a dramatic text or the norms of society.  Rather, 
she negotiates singular horizons of experience by illustrating that 
representation is about playing with the perspectives of narration. 
She does not represent a group of social victims, but one specific 
person with her own desire to alter the immediate subjectification. 
In the above scene, Reitanos carries her media-constructed biography 
towards a new identity, while simultaneously being carried by the 
voice of staging, drawing, via her oscillation between fiction and 
reality, the audience’s attention to the fact that they are able to 
carry their own voice, their own narrative through the performance. 
The conflict between authenticity and representation, inherent in 
documentary theatre, brings about the experience that also the form 
of documentary is staged according to the rules of fiction. 

Delegated performance challenges our judgment and complicates 
an analysis of identity when there is doubt about the voice of the 
subject on stage: Is it the voice of the director, the mediation, the 
political reality, the audience’s prejudice, or the person herself. 
By problematising the premise for remaining in character as the 
victim, this approach challenges the audience’s judgment, rendering 
unsustainable the illusion of the individual as reduced to a victim. By 
illustrating the polyphonic character of subjectification and allowing 
the subject onstage to reformulate her self, the performing arts are 
able to break with the typecasting of popular culture. As opposed to 
the arrival at a sense of authenticity and thus a bodily home to the 
subject’s voice, which was attempted by performance avant-garde, 
the performance art of the 00s lays bare the conflict between the 
internal and the external carrying voices that shape identity. The 
audiences play the part of witnesses in an ethically complex case in 
which they have to relate to credibility and familiarity, as well as 
hidden agendas and indications at work in the public presentation 
and invention of subjects. This is the premise that Ludewig in her 
staging of the children refuses to support. Therefore, the defining 
difference between the children from Hamburg and Reitanos from 
Sabena is that the children repeat – like zombies, they haunt their 
own biography without the representation and the simplification 
being thematised as a reproduction – whereas Reitanos changes, 
and struggles with, the concept of representation as a problem. She 
emerges as a performing subject whose body and quotations appear 
on a battlefield where staging, theatrical conventions, the audience’s 
expectations and the structure of the media and the public are voices 
that co-shape subjectification.    5
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Lecture performance:

3 X
by Kim Wang Henriksen

”I have nothing to say
I have nothing to say
I have nothing to say
and I am saying it”

……….

– it’s a quote by John Cage
”and I am saying it”
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During the last 15 years or so we have 

witnessed a turn towards “reality” or 

the “reality-like” within European and 

American theatre and performance. A 

turn towards including “real” people, 

that is, non-trained actors and non-art-

ists in theatre pieces and performances. 

Thus, under the label of among others 

“reality theatre”, “documentary thea-

tre”, “community theatre”, “verbatim 

theatre”, and “interventionist theatre”, 

a broad network of theatrical practic-

es rooted in the historical avant-gardes 

and the art of the 1960es and 70es, has 

emerged through out the 90es and 00es.
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However, I would argue that the conception of “reality theatre” or 
“documentary theatre” as being fundamentally different from conven-
tional theatre – a conception that is often launched when speaking 

about the former – is neither very productive nor valid. Because 
what does reality mean? Back in 1967, situationist Guy Debord 
famously declared Western capitalist society to be a Society of the 

Spectacle specializing in reducing its citizens to passive spectators. 
Since then the idea of a false versus a true reality that Debord is 
implicitly championing, has been challenged severely by the ex-
plosion of new media and technology, but the idea of the world 
as a huge stage for self-consciously performing oneself indeed 
seems to apply to contemporary theatricalised and mediatised 
society. At the same time, however, the question of the discur-
sive and invisible mechanisms that, as pointed out by Debord, to 
a large extent determine the performance of the subject seems 
more important than ever to address, given the myriad of ways 
of staging oneself that has arisen with new media. Plainly put, 
one is indeed tempted to ask: “Who’s there?” or “Who’s speak-
ing”, when someone or something raises her or his or its voice. 
Possibly reacting to the mentioned developments within the past 
years, numerous theatrical practices have brought “real people” 
on stage in what sometimes seems like an attempt to address not 
only the question of representation but also social and political 
matters in a more direct way than was the case for the postmod-
ernist critique of representation associated with much art of the 
1980es. Reacting to a similar tendency with visual art, in 1996 art 
historian Hal Foster famously criticized “ethnographic” artists 
for too often reducing the groups of people they work with to 
homogeneous representations, mirroring their own prejudice.1 
Some ten years later Foster’s British colleague, Claire Bishop has 
on the other hand criticized what she refers to as “the ethical 
turn” within contemporary art. Claiming that the outspoken 
concern of many artists to represent the groups of people in-
cluded in the work in ethical responsible ways has often taken 
place at the cost of the aesthetic value of the work of art, Bishop 
warns against submitting aesthetics to ethics.2 
Throughout the paper I will bear these two positions in mind. 
In the paper, I will pursue how the subject speaking on stage 
is represented by the artist and furthermore who and what is 

1   Hal Foster: ”The Artist as Ethnographer” in The Return of the Real, Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1996. 

2   Claire Bishop: ”The Social Turn: Collaboration and its Discontents”, Artforum, 2006.
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speaking through this representation of the subject in the case of the 
performances Radio Muezzin and Pretty Woman A/S by respectively Ri-
mini Protokoll and the directors Biering & Kristensen. Furthermore, I 
will address whether the so-called “reality theatre” or “documentary 
theatre” can be said to break with the concept of theatre and art in the 
modern sense. 

 rimini protokoll 

Rimini Protokoll is the label under which the three directors Hel-
gaard Haug, Daniel Wetzel and Stefan Kaegi since the beginning of the 
00es have co-operated in various constellations. With the use of non-
trained actors, the so called “experts of everyday life”, as their foremost 
characteristic, the practice of the director collective has often been 
referred to as a “contemporary form of documentary theatre”.3 Thus, 
hovering on the threshold of documentation and fiction, Rimini Pro-
tokoll has explored the theatrical quality of everyday life in numerous 
productions by either having “the experts” share their special fields of 
knowledge with the audience on the stages of institutional theatres, 
or by discretely staging public space as well as the social performances 
of its inhabitants.

The 2009 production Radio Muezzin by Stefan Kaegi4 belongs to the 
former category, starring four Egyptian muezzins and a radio engi-
neer. Apart from being the person in the mosque, who leads the call 
to prayer (the adhan), the muezzin will also undertake daily duties at 
the mosque such as vacuum cleaning, closing the doors at night etc. 
Traditionally, we learn in the performance, the muezzins performed 
the adhan acapella from one of the mosque’s minarets, but since the 
1950es the use of electronic amplification such as microphones and 
loudspeakers has been common. A fact which means that five times a 
day Cairo, “the city of a thousand mosques”, is turned into a multifac-
eted soundscape. This is about to change, however, due to the decision 
of the Ministry of Religious Endowments to replace the calls of the 
many thousand muezzins of the city with a single radio broadcasted 
call. Performed in turn by the thirty very best muezzins of Cairo, this 
centralized practice will standardize the sound and timing of the call, 
and according to the Ministry it will bring back the spirituality, which 
is apparently missing in today’s cacophonic calls to worship. However, 

3   See for instance http://www.goethe.de/ins/in/mum/kue/the/en5763448.htm

4   Radio Muezzin was produced by HAU in Berlin and the Goethe Institute in Egypt. Since its “try out 
premiere” in Cairo in 2008, the still touring performance has been on show in among other places Berlin, 
Athens, Avignon, Zürich, Helsinki, Dublin and Budapest.  

30    wh ’s th re?

whosthere_09.indd   30 15-02-2011   15:38:55



critical voices have suggested that the decision of the Ministry to cen-
tralize the adhan is yet another element in the infamous censorship 
strategy of the Egyptian government, and that ultimately the decision 
aims at preventing the mosques from turning into political centres for 
critical counter publics.

Enacted within a set design decorated by colourful Arabic carpets and 
fans in the ceiling, Radio Muezzin can be divided into three levels, name-
ly the narrative, the technological-visual and the factual-informed lev-
el. At the narrative level, the muezzins shared details from their lives 
with the audience. Thus, while Abdelmoty Abdelsamia Ali Hindawy 
introduced himself as a retired electrician, who chose to become a mu-
ezzin after a work accident, the traditionally clothed and long-bearded 
Mansour Abdelsalam Mansour Namous told us about him having to 
leave his family in the countryside of Egypt in order to find work. 
Hussein Gouda Hussein Bdawy, a blind Koran teacher and muezzin 
dressed in modern clothes, explained that while travelling for hours 
by bus to the mosque, he would pass time listening on the radio to 
respectively Quran recitation and the soccer results. Muhammad Ali 
Mahmoud Faraq, a well-off body builder, who recently won a second 
price in international Quran recitation in Malaysia, was not physi-
cally present on stage, but represented on a video screen in the per-
formance, I attended in Brüssel in 2010. Apparently Faraq, who was 
actually one of the thirty muezzins elected to recite the new central-
ized adhan, left the show at some point due to problems with the other 
muezzins. However, instead of replacing Faraq with another muezzin, 
Kaegi choose to include the conflict as part of the performance and to 
have Faraq represented via video.  

Apart from telling us about their family back grounds, their earlier jobs 
and their reasons for becoming muezzins, the four men would regular-
ly mime some of the ritual actions performed by them in the mosque, 
including the ablution and the calling to prayer. Furthermore, they 
would demonstrate some of the more profane duties of the muezzin, 
such as vacuum cleaning and tidying up. At the technological-visual level, 

personal photographs of the four muezzins exposing their families, 
friends, and apartments were being projected onto huge video screens. 
Ever so often, however, the personal visual material of the muezzins 
would be supplemented by tracking shots through the busy streets 
of Cairo. Finally, at the factual-informed level, the discourse regarding 
the approaching centralization of the adhan was incorporated by the 
electrician and radio engineer Sayed Abdel Latif Mohamed Hammad. 
Aiming at explaining to the audience the technological scope of the 
standardized live transmission of adhan, due to be introduced by The 

31

whosthere_09.indd   31 15-02-2011   15:38:55



Ministry of Religious Endowment, he would 
undertake various electronic experiments 
through out the performance.  

By relating the individual life-stories and 
social backgrounds of the four muezzins to 
the official explanations – and possibly po-
litically charged motives – of the Ministry 
of Religious Endowments for standardiz-
ing religious practice, a multifaceted image 
of contemporary Egypt is formed through 
out the performance. As for the muezzins, 
they are not sought reduced to a homoge-
neous image of “The Islam Muezzin”. Quite 
on the contrary, as we saw, their differences 
in terms of looks, interests, and social posi-
tions are emphasised, in the same way as the 
internal conflict in the group, culminating 
with Faraq’s leaving of the performance, is 
not covered up but instead articulated in-
directly by the remaining mediated version 
of Faraq. Thus, by representing the partici-
pating muezzins in all their differences and 
possible conflicting relations, Radio Muezzin 

proposes a much more heterogeneous image 
of “The Islamic Other”, than the stereotyped 
and demonizing version so often circulated 
by Western media. Furthermore, according 
to theatre critic Matthias Heine, the issue of 
representation was indeed crucial to the par-
ticipating muezzins themselves. In particu-
lar, they were concerned about the possible 
inappropriateness of combining theatre and 
para-religious rituals. Therefore, they were 
apparently very pleased that they were not 
to share the stage with trained actors, as they 
feared that the calculated presence of a pro-
fessional actor could be seen as a mockery of 
the religious rituals mimed by them in the 
performance.5 However, given the fact that 

5   Matthias Heine: ”Rimini Protokoll belauschen des Alltag des Is-   Matthias Heine: ”Rimini Protokoll belauschen des Alltag des Is-
lams”, Die Welt, 4/3 2009
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during the production process, the singular statements uttered by the 
muezzins in the preparing interviews for Radio Muezzin were turned 
into a manuscript that they have since then repeated over and over 
again all over the world, the performance and actions of the muezzins 
themselves indeed seems to have become imbued with a calculated and 
theatrical quality. 

By thus discretely negotiating concepts of staged versus non-staged, 
art versus reality, Radio Muezzin pointed to the iterative quality of be-
haviour in theatre as well as every day life. Furthermore, it seemed to 
suggest that not only the performing of the ritual functions implied 
in their job but also the performing of the muezzins as “themselves” 
were shaped by a continuous and enforced repetition of socially and 
culturally coded norms and discursive structures. In a very concrete 
way, the very structure and content of the performance itself, testified 
to the enforcement and censorship that the “self-performances” of the 
muezzins were supposedly subjected to, in so far as during the produc-
tion process, Kaegi was ordered by representatives from the Egyptian 
government not to touch upon certain issues in the performance. For 
instance, in the video tracks of the streets of Cairo, he was not allowed 
to show the piles of garbage lying everywhere, in the same way as he 
was not allowed to touch upon issues such as corruption in the official 
system or the massive unemployment rate of the country.6 In that re-
spect, Radio Muezzin encourages us to question the truthful account of 
the images of not only the performance but also the ones circulated by 
the Western as well as the state controlled Egyptian media. Further-
more, by addressing the rules of appearance – who dictates what we 
can see, hear, think, and say? – the performance drew attention to the 
fact that the question of power is inevitably enmeshed in the question 
of representation. However, at the same time as exposing the struc-
tures shaping our approach to reality and ways of engaging with the 
Other, I would claim that within the frame of art, Radio Muezzin also 
offered a space for encountering this Other in potentially other ways 
than those suggested by the media. 

 pretty woman a/s 

Turning now to the performance Pretty Woman A/S by Danish directors 
Tue Biering and Jeppe Kristensen, the issue of bringing “real people” 
on stage is approached in a more provocative and confronting way 
than in the practice of Rimini Protokoll. Having worked with and 

6   Cf. Tim Casper Boehme: „Singen und saugen“, Taz, 5/3 2009.
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included among others underpaid Bengali actors, asylum seekers, disa-
bled muslims and dwarfs, as ready-mades in their conceptual perfor-
mances, the two directors have established themselves as the enfant 

terribles of the Danish theatre scene. In Pretty Woman A/S, female pros-
titution constituted the revolving point, and during the performance 
the directors staged selected scenes from the block buster romantic 
comedy Pretty Woman in a container at Halmtorvet in Copenhagen. 
However, the roles of business man Edward Lewis and the prostitute 
Vivian Ward, who ends up leaving her profession in favour of a re-
spectable life with Edward, were undertaken by respectively Anders 
Mossling and a number of female street-based sex workers from the 
area around Halmtorvet. 

In the preparation phase of the project, Biering and Kristensen estab-
lished contact to a number of sex workers, who, after being introduced 
to the concept of Pretty Woman A/S, agreed to attend the show. The 
women were guaranteed that the night they performed, they would be 
paid the same amount of money as they would have earned, had they 
worked in the street instead of playing theatre. In the weeks leading 
up to the premiere, the directors had rehearsals with the women and 
the two trained actors of the show, namely the before mentioned An-
ders Mossling and Egill Pálsson, who was the evening’s conférencier. 
While the two latter would do business as usual in so far as they would 
learn their lines by heart, the participating women would have their 
lines delivered via an earpiece. As far as the set design of the container 
is concerned, it was modelled on the interior of the main location of 
the movie, a pent house apartment that was separated from the audi-
ence via a see-through glass screen. When entering the container, the 
spectators were told that the money they had paid for the ticket was 
funding the salary that the sex worker would be paid after the perfor-
mance.   

The whole set-up stirred an emotional public debate in Denmark, in 
which not only theatre audiences and critics but also politicians, so-
cial workers, and former sex workers participated. While some con-
demned the performance as “social pornography”, others argued that 
at least the performance kept the women away from the streets! I my-
self was highly sceptical before watching the show. Was it not simply 
a cynical exploitation of underclass women carried out by two well off 
members from the creative class? And in case the project really aimed 
at shedding light on the conditions of the prostitutes in contemporary 
Denmark, why did it not base itself on the stories of these women in-
stead of on a fancy tongue in cheek concept? During the performance 
I remained sceptical for quite a while. Surrounded by what looked like 
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white middle class women (like myself), who admitted to the flirta-
tious conférencier that they had seen Pretty Woman 20 times or more, 
I felt more and more uneasy about the whole set up. However, what 
struck me when the woman, who on that particular night was called 
Marianne, finally entered the container and started acting, was the 
respectful and caring way she was treated by the producer, who helped 
her change dresses between the different scenes. Moreover, it also ap-
peared to me that in fact she was comfortable with the situation she 
was in. At the same time, however, this possible “feel good sense” of 
the situation was subverted by the overall concept of the performance: 
Together with an audience who probably belonged to the same crea-
tive middle class segment as me, I had just “bought” a woman from 
underclass Denmark, who right now was being exposed in a transpar-
ent box. In other words, I was indeed uncomfortable with the situa-
tion, but given the fact that I had actually “bought” this woman, I also 
felt extremely complicit in the whole set-up. 

What further confused me was the clash taking place in front of me 
between on the one hand the fictive character Vivian and on the other 
hand Marianne, a prostitute from my neighbourhood, who did not ex-
actly look like slim Julia Roberts. Without deliberately deciding to do 
so, during the performance I kept switching between engaging in the 
fiction and observing Marianne’s enactment of Vivian and comparing 
it to that of Julia Roberts. Doing the latter I would note Marianne’s 
snuffling voice and somewhat slow and stumbling way of speaking 
which made me wonder if she was on dope, which again reminded me 
about the reality she would be facing in the street when she stepped 
out of the fiction of Vivian Ward. This simultaneous presence of char-
acter and actor/enactor constitutes one of the classical and most often 
discussed paradoxes of theatre, and I briefly want to dwell on it here 
by including Richard Schechner’s concept of “not not me”.7 According 
to Schechner, the actor on stage is not herself, but she is also not not 
herself; That is, she inhabits a role, but at the same time she brings to 
stage her own body, face, and aura, that neither her nor the audience 
can abstract from. In that sense the performer acts in a kind of limi-
nal space, where she is neither fully the role nor fully her private self. 
In terms of Pretty Woman A/S, one could claim that Marianne did not 
simply incarnate the social fiction about the “happy hooker” that is 
featured in the movie Pretty Woman. But in so far as she was perform-
ing in a show framed as art she did not come across as her authentic 

7   Richard Scechner: Bewteen Theatre and Anthropology, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985. 
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“self” either – whatever that may mean! To me it was exactly due to 
this neither-nor position that I gradually experienced that the woman 
in front of me was stripped of the various social fictions that I and 
others projected on her, thereby appearing as a human being who had 
consciously chosen to spend some time with me in the so often shal-
lowly celebrated “here and now” of the theatre.

Paradoxically, thus what ultimately made the reality of prostitution and 
the woman on stage appear to me, was the fact that she was at one and 
the same time not herself in the role of Vivian and yet not not herself. 
As for myself, I was confronted with my own prejudice and “Besser-
Wisser” assumptions about what was right and what was wrong in 
terms of the sex workers participating in the show. Consequently, I 
would contend that Pretty Woman A/S paved the way for an encounter 
that I in fact experienced as much more equal and urgent than a per-
formance with sex-workers sharing their stories with the audience in 
an 1:1-relationship would probably have been. 

 closing remarks 

Comparing the strategies of Kaegi and Biering & Kristensen, an im-
portant difference is that while Radio Muezzin was based on the stories 
of the four participating muezzins, Pretty Woman A/S based itself on 
the fiction of a romantic comedy. Furthermore, while choosing not to 
replace Faraq with another muezzin Kaegi seemed to suggest that the 
script was tied to the particular actors participating in the show. Bier-
ing & Kristensen, on the other hand, seemed to be echoing Joseph Ko-
suth when implicitly suggesting that “any sex-worker can be bought 
for any performance of Pretty Woman A/S”. At the same time, however, 
by exposing and questioning the discursive structures that implicitly 
determine the approach of the spectator to the subject represented on 
stage both performances actually prompted the spectator to encoun-
ter this subject as a singular being. Consequently, the performances di-
rected the attention of the spectator to the fact that when a subject is 
speaking on stage it is not only the subject, but also various media rep-
resentations and the audience’s prejudice of that particular subject that 
are speaking. Furthermore, in a broader sense, it is the general rules of 
appearing that determine what is at all conceivable to the spectator. 

As far as the question of theatre versus “reality theatre” is concerned, 
judging from Radio Muezzin and Pretty Woman A/S, non-trained actors 
seem to face the same paradox as trained actors, namely that incorpo-
rating a certain figure they are not themselves and yet not not them-
selves.  That is, ontologically speaking, stage presence is just as medi-
ated and constructed in so called reality theatre and in theatre deploy-
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ing “experts of everyday life” as ready-mades as in traditional actor’s 
theatre. And thus, instead of “bringing reality on stage”, one could 
claim that what is being fore-grounded and radicalized by the use of 
“everyday people” in so-called reality theatre is the classical paradox 
of the split presence of the actor. What is also being fore-grounded, 
however, is the complex interplay between the aesthetic and the so-
cial, autonomy and heteronomy that was always inherent in the mod-
ern system of the arts. As is well known, what roughly speaking sets 
art apart from non-art in modernity is the particular freedom that 
enables it to engage in reality following other laws than those ruling 
reality. On the other hand, however, it is this autonomous status that 
prevents art from intervening directly in reality. This condition seems 
to apply to the examples I have touched upon in this paper; rather 
than intervening directly in reality, they position themselves within a 
discursively delimited space for observation, reflection, and imagina-
tion, questioning and twisting some of the discourses structuring our 
approach to the world around us.

However, obviously the use of non-trained actors in theatre and per-
formance raises some ethical demands on the part of the artist. Re-
membering Hal Foster’s critique, artists need to be on the watch for 
their own possible dubious motives and the danger of reducing the 
group of people in question to a homogeneous mass mirroring the 
ideas of the artist. At the same time, however, remembering Claire 
Bishop, I would insist that not only the artist but also the recipient 
needs to be on the watch for her prejudice and prepared assumptions 
about right and wrong. As I argued in the example with Pretty Woman 

A/S, I entered the performance convinced that I was right, when con-
demning the performance as unethical. But what kind of ethics were 
we speaking of here? Defined by whom and for whom? 

I want to end by proposing that the kind of “reality seeking” theatre 
I have touched upon in this paper emphasizes the need on the one 
hand not to subject aesthetics to ethics, in so far as what looks like a 
universal ethical parameter can easily turn out to be shaped by a rather 
particular set of opinions defined by a particular and often powerful 
part of the public. On the other hand, however, the label of art or aes-
thetics should never be an excuse to leave out the question of ethics 
in favour of a cynical and exploitive approach on the part of the artist. 
In that sense, the current “turn towards the real” within theatre em-
phasises the complex relation between aesthetics and ethics, art and 
non-art that is constitutive for the modern system of the arts. And it 
emphasizes how this relation has to be negotiated again and again in 
the singular event of every work of art.  5

37

whosthere_09.indd   37 15-02-2011   15:38:56



383838  whwhwh ’s’ss th thth re?re?r

whosthere_09.indd   38 15-02-2011   15:38:56



Lecture performance:

Where Is 
The 
Zebra?
by Christina Marie Berggren Jespersen

My text is written before hand. I’m standing 
here now, but I’m talking from a past. There 
is a gap between the now and that then my 
speech refers to. As I’m standing here I am a 
referent pointing at the past.

But can I be present as both an authentic 
subject and at the same time perform a 
speech from the past  question mark  brackets 

open  Remember to mention your strategy 
semicolon  a constant exchange between 
places/reflection rooms  comma so the 
difference between places in itself becomes 
secondary  question mark  Think of a string 
in an instrument  comma  its a oscillation  
comma  but the tune drowns the need to 
know which site the string is on  comma  yet 
the position and the oscillation is absolutely 
determining the sound  period  Can I then be 
a synergy question mark  and what is a melody  
question mark  is there a oscillation between 
two positions in a performative speech  
comma  that allows being and representation 
to become at tune question mark  brackets close

Can I be present here (on stage) as both an 
authentic subject and speak from a past… or 
should I be divided into two?
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Subject
on
Stage
by Marcus Steinweg
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The question “Who am 

I?” is always answered 

by philosophy prom-

ising the ego a home, 

transcendental inti-

macy with itself and 

self-familiarity. Yet it 

is clear that this will 

and this desire and the 

ethic that requires such 

self-stabilisation in an 

ego- or self-identity is 

due to the ontological 

catastrophe: it is due to 

the idea, the knowledge, 

that there is no subject 

identical with itself. 
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Perhaps something like a subject does exist: only it is not congruent 
with itself. Man is “not at home in his own essence”,1 says Heidegger; 
this is why Deleuze and Derrida do not call him subject. The subject is 
late, early, or delayed in relation to itself: “Always late and early, in 
both directions at once, but never on time.”2 It is the subject of abso-
lute unsynchronicity, the subject of a certain différance (Derrida), of 
an irreducible deferment and antagonism. It does not coincide with 
itself, is not in accord with itself; it is alien to itself. It is barely still a 
subject, as far as one takes this to mean the transcendental subject of 
self-consciousness of modern thought, Descartes’ fundamentum incon-

cussum, Kant’s transcendental subject, the self-understanding concept 
of Hegel and German idealism in general. As the subject of original, 
non-retroactive (self)-alienation, it is a subject without transcenden-
tal lodging: a subject without subjectivity, because its subjectivity is 
the name of this without.  

Wherever idealistic Cartesianism and orthodox Kantianism glimpse 
a stable entity, an uninhabitable place is opened up. The subject finds 
itself relating to this X-zone as soon as it tries to get in contact with 
itself. Instead of resting in the unity of a transcendental apperception 
that affirms its ego consciousness, it experiences itself in its original 
disparity.

A scene from Marguerite Duras’ novel La vie tranquille (1944) provides 
a helpful approach to this disparity or spectrality of the subject. 
Multiplied into numerous apparitions, it strays in the interstices of 
its identitary representation. It fails to achieve oneness with itself.  
Rather, it is the setting for a lapse of the self. The glance in the mir-
ror becomes a kind of alien experience. Instead of closing the circle 
of recognition, what is seen reveals the scene of an otherness with 
which the subject (in this case, Francine, the heroine of the novel) 
can barely identify: 

“I lay there watching myself in the mirror on the cupboard door; I 

looked at myself. The face I saw smiled invitingly and shyly at the 

same time. Two shadowy pools flitted in my eyes and my mouth 

was shut tight. I didn’t recognize myself. I got up to shut the mir-

ror door of the cupboard. But then it seemed to me that the mirror, 

although shut away, still held a person, I had no idea who, some-

1   Martin Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics, Yale 2000, p. 113.

2   Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, New York 1990, p. 91.
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body at once sisterly and hostile who was silently challenging my 

identity. I no longer knew what belonged to me more, that person 

or my body lying there, so familiar to me. Who was I, who had I 

thought I was before? Even my name didn’t reassure me. I was 

unable to place myself in the image I had come upon there. I was 

floating around it, very close, but there was something between us 

like an impossibility of getting together. I felt attached to it by a 

tenuous memory, a thread that could break at any moment, hurling 

me into madness.

 

Moreover, no sooner had the person in the mirror vanished than 

the whole room seemed to be filled with a group of countless other 

companions like her. I felt them pushing in on me from all sides. A 

soundless illusion must have been unleashed around me. A crowd 

of figures must have appeared crazily, rapidly – I dared not look at 

them, but I felt them – trying themselves against me, and then im-

mediately vanishing again, as if non-existent, because they didn’t 

match to me. I had to try and grab hold of one, it mattered which 

one, a specific one I had got so accustomed to that it was her arms 

I had used for eating up to now, her legs for walking, her face for 

smiling. But this one was intermingled with all the others. She van-

ished and reappeared again, playing with me. Meanwhile I still car-

ried on existing somewhere. But it was impossible for me to muster 

the effort needed to find myself again.”3 

If Kantian transcendental apperception has the function of assem-
bling all knowledge into the unity of an ego consciousness, then 
Francine experiences the impossibility of such an assembly. She is 
unable to create that kind of unity. It is impossible for her to succeed 
in recognizing herself, in being identical with herself. Any kind of 
unity shatters in the mirror experience which, one presumes, re-
lates to a specific personal experience. Francine recognises herself as 
distinct from herself. Intermingled with a number of apparitions it 
seems at least that an Other continually reappears that she calls her 
sister or deputy, the one that she is herself as deputy of an ego and 
self that doubtless does not exist. The drama of self- and ego con-
sciousness assumes almost theatrical features. While what we may 
call the existential urgency of her situation is undisputed – Francine 
seeks herself in order to secure a minimum of identity – by the same 
token, the apparition she is supposed to be plays its game with her 

3   Marguerite Duras, La vie tranquille, Paris 1972, p. 122-23.
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in such a bitter, evil way that she seems almost tragic-comic in her 
quest. Perhaps this is also because the reader of this scene immedi-
ately realises the futility of such an effort of self-discovery.

“Riveted to this figure” that she “cannot surround”, Francine is, how-
ever, quite self-possessed as long as she realises that being-with-one-
self implies a state of being-outside-oneself and being-other-than-
oneself, an ontological incongruence with the self. In search of herself 
or of the person who, “at once sisterly and hostile”, “challenges” her 
“identity” to her, Francine exemplifies the structure of the subject in 
general, to which the self-misconception and the strangeness belong 
originally instead of only as a deficit mode. The sole possibility of iden-
titary self-assurance resides in embracing the Other which my ego 
inhabits in my position. To use Lacanian categories: an unbridgeable 
gap yawns between the I (je) and the ego (moi), since the moi is imagi-
nary whereas the je tries to achieve minimal consistency by emanci-
pating itself from the imaginary, even though it cannot liberate itself 
from it: “There’s no doubt that the real I is not the ego. But that isn’t 
enough, for one can always fall into thinking that the ego is only a 
mistake of the I, a partial point of view, the mere becoming aware 
of which would be sufficient to broaden the perspective, sufficient 
for the reality which has to be reached in the analytic experience to 
reveal itself. What’s important is the inverse, which must always be 
borne in mind – the ego isn’t the I isn’t a mistake, in the sense in 
which classical doctrine makes of it a partial truth. It is something 
else – a particular object within the experience of the subject. Liter-
ally, the ego is an object – an object which fills a certain function 
which we here call the imaginary function.”4

The idea of self-discovery that begins to replace every emancipatory 
discourse with the project of self-invention is already imaginary. The 
difference between self-invention and self-discovery is that the for-
mer no longer relies on the given fact of an origin. With Nietzsche, 
Foucault tried to think out this subject of self-invention: self-inven-
tion does not mean that the subject is inseminated with an a priori 
selfhood. As the origin and unity of the subject remain imaginary, 
the only possible identity for the subject lies in the construction of 
identity in the knowledge of its constructedness. The discourse of 
self-invention knows that such a construction or subjectivisation re-
mains suspended above the precipice of lack of identity. Invention is 

4   Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: Book 2: The Ego in Freud's Theory and in the Technique of Psychoanalysis, 
Cambridge/New York 1988, p. 44. 
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a polemical concept because it tears the subject away from the phan-

tasm of the origin in order to confront it with its freedom as a strange 
contingency experience.5 

Here the positions of Nietzsche and Foucault approach those of Sar-
tre: far from liberating the subject from its freedom, the experience 
of contingency is coextensive with the experience of freedom. Be-
cause the subject is factually not free, it is free by the benchmark of 
its lack of benchmark. Contingency is another name for the desert 
of freedom that forces the subject into self-construction. Apparently 
there is a subject only as subject of its freedom, that is, as future sub-
ject. Derrida says nothing different in inscribing the différance into 
the subject structure. The meaning of différance is this despatialisa-
tion, which belongs to the non-congruence of the subject with itself. 
A subject exists only as an infinitesimal entity that is premature or 
delayed in relation to itself. The subject is what fights out this con-
flict with itself as subject of this non-identity or non-coincidence or 
diaphorá.6

We know that the Greek word for face, prósopon, also means “mask”. 
We know the meaning of the mask in the theatre of antiquity. Its 
function is evidently to efface the individual features of the actor. 
The word “person” derives from prósopon. What is a person? What is 
a mask? What is a face? Is the face behind the mask? Is it the mask 
itself? Can there be a face that would not be a mask? Here we are 
entering the realm of revealing and concealing, visibility and invis-
ibility, universality and singularity.

The expression “to show one’s true face” suggests that such a thing 
can and does exist: the face behind the mask and the possibility of 
taking off the mask to reveal the face. 

Experience shows that there is always one face too many, always 
more than merely a single face. Whether there are a thousand faces 
or a hundred, or two or three, there is always one more: an extra 
face, a surplus of identity. Of course, this surplus denotes the de-

5   See Michel Foucault, "Truth and Judicial Forms", in Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-84, Vol. 3: Power, ed. James 
Faubion, New York 2000: "When he speaks of invention, Nietzsche always has an opposite word in mind, the 
word 'origin' [Ursprung]. When he says 'invention,' it's in order not to say 'origin'; when he says Erfindung, 
it's in order not to say Ursprung..."

6   Diaphorá is the Greek word for distinction, dichotomy, dispute, hostility, difference. Diaphoréo means to 
tear, to destroy. Heidegger translated diaphorá as Austrag (discharge). Diaphorá is the permanence of a conflict 
that has to be fought out rather than simply smoothed over.
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struction – rather than simply an enrichment – of all the faces to 
which it refers, from which it detaches and distances itself. Thus 
the question is not: either a true face or a mask. Mask and face play 
a game that proceeds in infinitely subtler ways than that of simple 
opposition. In philosophy we have learnt to distinguish between cor-
rectness and truth. Everything that counts, each of the great con-
cepts of philosophy and life such as beauty, freedom, justice and love, 
eludes the correctness-falsity calculation. It eludes calculatory rea-
son. Truth is what infinitely limits this reason and its mathematics. 
Truth is not a given. Truth is what exerts pressure from outside on 
calculation. I call truth the surplus of this face that corrupts identity, 
personal nature and individuality, as well as species membership and 
the universal. 

One face too many means an incommensurable surplus of identity. It 
means that every identity explodes under the pressure of the surplus 
presence unless it incorporates it into its conception of itself. There 
is no subject that does not make an image of itself. The narcissism of 
continual identity production is inventive. It always demands con-
firmation of its identity. It protests that it is something other than it 
actually is. The real face lies behind the one the Others see. Only the 
narcissist knows it: his ideal face, his truth, his authenticity. How-
ever, he fears the face that threatens to destroy, or at least eclipse, his 
image. The face that threatens him is this incommensurable surplus 
face, that which is too much, which puts pressure on his imago.

Given this, how can the truth, which threatens to drive any calcula-
tion to despair, be taken into consideration, as it remains resistant to 
it, as it is nothing but that which inhibits assimilation and integra-
tion, the remainder denoted by one face too many?  

The answer is: by learning to do without identity; by summoning the 
courage to exist with more than merely a thousand faces; by com-
prehending that comprehension is not everything. Totality does not 
close in on itself. The circle is broken. There is a resistance that hin-
ders self-identity. Yet there is also the possibility of identifying with 
this resistance, of recognizing oneself as the subject of the break. The 
question of the face is inseparable from the question of what a sub-
ject is. The face is the appearance of a subject that understands itself 
as the scene of continual self-exceedance. It is a subject without sub-
jectivity, without a face in the ontological sense – a faceless subject 
or a subject that always has one face too many.
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As the scene of permanent self-transformation, the face is the place 
where life happens. The play with masks, the dance of faces that dis-
solve into and replace each other, is the movement of life as encoded 
in the subject in its opening up to other subjects. The face mediates 
between the Other and me. It hardly lies, because the lie is nothing 
other than a possible expression of an excessive variety of possibili-
ties. It always verges on the surplus face, which it sweeps away with it 
toward the experience of the incommensurable. Its evident nature lies 
here: in the invalidation of its certainties, in the destruction of its real-
ity. The truth of its life is to be sought in the endless transformation of 
its substance.7

The history of philosophy has found various names for this transfor-
mation. Becoming or simply life, disaster or simply being. The process of 
continuous self-determination, which one can also call thought, is the 
dynamic of a transubstantiation that is in contact with the incommen-
surable. An individual substance that modulates into itself, that keeps 
moving towards nowhere from within itself.

The figures that the subject creates of itself and its reality can be un-
earthly. They can throw into question everything it believes and knows. 
It must therefore understand that there is no end to the destruction. As 
long as there is one more face than the subject can comprehend, as long 
as it exists, it is not dead. The face that threatens every other face with 
its surplus presence is the truth of the subject. 

Philosophy lives from the phantasm of the prescriptive securing of the 
subject’s essence in a substantial subjectivity. Subjectivity would be the 
ontological name of the ontic singularity that is the individual (em-
pirical, particular) subject. The subjectivity of the subject means the 
universal existence (Sein) of man, in as far as it precedes his singular ap-
pearance, empiricity and ontic manifestation in the reality space. This 
Sein has been given various names in the history of the subject ques-
tion, that is, the history of philosophy. Sometimes it was called psyché, 
sometimes ens creatum, sometimes res cogitans, sometimes homo ectypus, 
sometimes reason, and sometimes self-consciousness. It was Nietzsche 
who began disturbing this ontological nomenclature. Nietzsche opened 
up the subject to an exterior, a subject exterior that – instead of be-
ing the noumenal sphere of its ontological prescription – indicates the 
impossibility of substantial or teleological determination. The subject, 

7   See Cathérine Malabou, Ontologie de l’accident. Essai sur la plasticité destructrice, Paris 2009.
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man, is the unascertained animal. This definition of man, which is based 
on his ontological indeterminacy, apparently remains on track with the 
traditional ontozoological definition of man as animal rationale, as zoon 

logon echon, a living creature determined by the Logos, the faculty of lan-
guage and meaning. Nietzsche’s definition of the human subject opens 
up the subject to a Logos that is not merely opposed to non-sense as its 
converse. Nietzsche says: The subject has the Logos as the essentially 
indeterminate, its faculty of language and meaning is the opening up to 
non-sense and the boundaries of language, to the dimension of an un-
fettered Logos that is no longer secured by any principle, to an insane 
or erratic cogito; to its truth as substantial desert and as the desert of the 
substantial and of the substance itself. Nietzsche found the substance, 
the essence, the meaning and the nature of the subject in its absence of 
substance and essence, in non-sense and in its ontological artificiality. 
Instead of corresponding to a divine plan and a substantial order, the 
subject denotes the non-existence of such a plan and such an order: the 
ontological nakedness of man’s subjectivity.

We know that these categories of the ego, the subject, the I-ness of 
the ego, and egoicity underwent radical challenge in the philosophy 
of the twentieth century, which is – if one accepts the simplification 
– the history of deconstruction of these categories and their correlat-
ing ontological guarantees. The investigation of this nakedness, the de-
sert situation of the subject, became the mission of twentieth-century 
thought. Heidegger opened man’s Dasein to its historicity and to the 
world as a ready-to-hand universe of things in which it initially re-
sides and orientates itself practically rather than reflexively or theoreti-
cally. Sartre challenged the subject to affirm its ontological nakedness 
as the desert of freedom of self-determination. In present-day thought, 
Agamben insists that the subject is empty of content as l’uomo senza con-

tenuto. What applies to artists applies to human beings generally, in as 
far as the subject is an autopoietic subject, a self-generating subject and 
autoerectio in the desert of his non-substantiality and ontological inde-
termination: “he finds himself in the paradoxical condition of having 
to find his own essence precisely in the inessential, his content in what 
is mere form.”8 This is the ontological situation of the subject today, as 
ever: to be obliged to give itself a form and a definition (his subjectiv-
ity), because it is a subject without subjectivity, a subject of freedom: 
without definition, without a face, without identity, without a name, 
empty of content, naked. 5

8   Giorgio Agamben, The Man Without Content, Stanford 1999, p. 54.
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Lecture performance:

Masks and Identity
- a Comparative Analysis of Masks in Ancient 
Greek and Roman Theatre

by Sigrid Radisch Bredkjær, Amalie Vorting Kristensen and Sanna Albjørk

Performed with Karsten Wind Meyhoff

Preparations on stage, Karsten gets ready for his lecture.

Cecilie: Welcome back from the break. Karsten Wind Meyhoff is a Ph.D. student, 
writing on American pop culture. Especially for this symposium he has made a 
lecture on The Masks and the Self – a comparative analysis of masks in ancient 
Greek and Roman theatre.

Sanna:   Gets up from front row seat (In Danish:)  Cecilie? Can I just say something..?  Gets 

portable microphone. Amalie and Sigrid also get up and all three stand in front of the stage 

outside of the light. They speak nervously and their English does not sound very professional.

 Well, eh, we just want to introduce Karsten who is doing this lecture for us 
on masks and the self. This is actually our exam he is doing for us in Cecilie’s 
course. We thought it could be interesting to let him stand-in for us, because 
you very rarely get this opportunity to let someone else do your exam for you. 
And it’s kind of a relief.

 And we have chosen someone that we knew would do a good job performing 
our exam because Karsten is a lecturer at this institute so he is good at being 
academic

Amalie:   And can I just.....  gets microphone  Yes, normally on the day for my exam I 
would wake up and feel bad because of the nerves.  But it’s not just that it 
is uncomfortable physically, it’s also that I never feel quite myself when I sit 
there, performing my exam. 

Sigrid:  And yeah.  takes microphone  Well, the oral exam is in fact a quite strange situation. 
You come into a room and everything in this room is pointing at you, waiting 
for you to start to perform, expecting you to do and not do certain things. You 
have to perform very controlled. And if you don’t do that, you’re out. You can 
compare the exam situation to what the French philosopher Althusser calls 
an ideology. An ideology is a way of systematising the world, and it is given an 
actual  material existence in its practices and norms and rituals.
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Rimini Protokoll has been named the inventors 

of the ‘experts of the everyday life’ by staging 

‘real’ people in their performances since 

around 2000. They bring people on stage who 

are not performing a role but are performing 

themselves. Another academic label is 

‘theatrical readymade’, and this phenomenon is 

not only being played out by Rimini Protokoll 

but is a strategy used by more and more 

artists whose specific interest is documentary 

theatre. However, there is also another related 

phenomenon in the performance scene 

where the performer (being trained or not) 

is using her- or himself as material in the 

performance, not pretending being someone 

else. The person’s own biography and physical 

approach is the theme, and it is once again the 

production of the ‘real’ that is investigated, and 

not a fictional person being presented. At a 

first glance, everyone can go on stage without 

any other skills than being themselves in these 

performances. 
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This interview focuses on both the direc-
tor’s point of view and the experiences of 
the ‘experts’ or the ‘readymades’.  Partici-

pating in this discussion are the two 
directors Helgard Haug from Rimini 
Protokoll and Boris Nikitin and the 
three ‘experts/readymades’ Miriam 
Stein (performing in Rimini Protokolls 
Black Tie), Simon Birgisson (performing 
in Rimini Protokolls Breaking News. Ein 

Tagesschauspiel ) and Malte Scholz (per-
former in Boris Nikitins Woyzeck, F for 

Fake and Imitation of Life). The article is 
a transcription of the original inter-
view only with a few abbreviations 
and some adjustments concerning the 
language.

Miriam Frandsen: Helgard, how did 
it come about that you began working 
with experts? 

Helgard Haug: To answer that ques-
tion I have to go back a little bit. We 
(the three directors of Rimini Pro-
tokoll: Helgard Haug, Daniel Wetzel 
and Stefan Kaegi) all studied at Giessen 
(Institute for Applied Theatre Stud-
ies in Giessen). The whole institute is 
questioning both theatre and the in-
stitution of theatre - asking questions 
like “why?” and “how?” and is trying 
to find new ways and new language for 
making theatre or stop making thea-
tre. And in the beginning we worked 
as performers ourselves, but we were 
more or less on stage as operators of 
files, media and documents that we 
found. To get the documents and in-
formation we interviewed people as 
journalists and wanted to know some-

thing about their life and work and about 
their role and function in society. And then 
we applied it on stage ourselves. But we 
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were not very good at it, and the critique we 
got from the audience was: “it’s very inter-
esting what you are telling about a person 
but when you play those people we don’t get 
it”. And that was how the idea came to be: 
to see if they could do it better themselves. 
So we started to go to their work environ-
ment – and inviting the audience to come 
there. And they could tell something about 
their work and situation and the next step 
was to invite them on stage and then try to 
combine it. So that was the starting point: 
To find out that they are more interesting 
than we are, and to give them the word and 
transport their role in real life to the stage. 
And the definition experts was not some-
thing we made – but we didn’t want to say 
actors – we called them protagonists in the 
beginning, but wanted to underline that 
they didn’t come with limited functions but 
had expert knowledge, and then experts are 
easily communicated. 

MF: How do Rimini Protokoll normally cast 
experts and in this case Miriam and Simon? 
They are participating in two very different 
performances.  Black Tie is almost a solo with 
only a musician and one other expert in the 
end, and Breaking News is with 9 experts. 
How come that those two people entered 
the stage in your performances?

HH: Simon we met on a workshop in Ice-
land by a coincidence. We had an invitation 
to make a workshop in the university in Ice-
land, and we brought the idea to work with 
news and discussed it with the students at 
the workshop. And Simon was really fed 
up with that question at that moment. He 
resisted because he already worked with 
media for a long time. And that resistance 
we got very interested in. During the pro-
cess we had the feeling that it was really in-
teresting to discuss media with somebody 

who really worked in media and knew it as 
a person and also had an extreme attitude 
or form of working. And here we have to 
talk a little bit about the Icelandic society 
that is so small and therefore the media 
situation is very different from Germany or 
Canada for example. Simon had worked for 
a newspaper where the policy was to give 
names and pictures of the people who were 
in the news, and that’s a kind of dangerous 
thing to do in a small society where every-
one knows each other. Simon was known 
for that, and it was stopped because it had 
a negative influence on the society and that 
was an explosive starting point for us. So we 
invited Simon to Berlin to another work-
shop to see if he and we could take the risk.
After Breaking News with 9 performers we 
wanted to do a small-scale project – we 
had a more formal wish to do a solo. With 
Breaking News, you don’t really get to know 
the people because you are fighting the time 
when your are presenting so many on stage. 
You can only show an abstract. We there-
fore wanted to do a project were we could 
focus on only one biography. And instead of 
talking to old people that have a big, rich bi-
ography, we thought it could be interesting 
to talk to someone that were younger than 
we, because there is still a lot of informa-
tion missing in a young person’s life.  In the 
beginning of the project we talked to a lot 
of adopted people and Miriam was one of 
them, and because she was not only talking 
about herself but has a political attitude and 
access to the whole topic, we found she was 
suited for the project. And that collabora-
tion led to the performance Black Tie.

MF: Miriam and Simon. Is that also your 
experience of how you got casted, or is 
there something you want to add?
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Simon Birgisson:

I would like to add something. What I find 
interesting is that, as Helgard told, I was at 
that time a former journalist and quit fed 
up with journalism. In Iceland everybody 
knows everyone. I was as journalist writ-
ing about gangsters and criminals, which 
is quite funny when you live just next to 
them.  For us performing in Breaking News 
it was the same approach as when I was in 
the newspaper. We were meeting every-
day in the morning for a news conference 
to find the stories that would be most im-
portant for the audience that night. What 
was it that we wanted to show them? And I 
found out that journalism is not about just 
finding new stories, but also about how you 
tell them, how you transform the story. It 
was very interesting to use theatre as a news 
media. You got a clip of the news from all 
over the world and thereby a mosaic picture 
of the whole world in the performance. And 
after the show I have been working a lot as 
a journalist because it somehow changed my 
view on how you can do journalism. It’s not 
only about the hottest story, but also about 
how you transform it.

MF: It is interesting that an expert playing 
himself in the role as a former journalist 
very resistant to media goes on taking up 
his old job because of a theatre production. 
That’s what we are always hoping theatre 
will do; that it, by questioning things, gives 
us a new direction and pushes us to new 
places or in this case back in an old role, but 
with a new perspective.
And Boris: can you tell about how you did 
cast Malte?

Boris Nikitin: Malte Schults and I have 
worked together for the last three perfor-
mances. In F for Fake there is only Malte on 
stage and in the last one there is one more 

performer. I have before that worked in dif-
ferent collective constellations, also being 
on stage myself. Malte and I are both edu-
cated in Giessen and that is where we met. 
The setting in Giessen is that here you can 
learn to make theatre, but there are no actor 
students. You have to find new strategies to 
make theatre without the presumption that 
in theatre there has to be an actor. You have 
to deal with that situation, and therefore 
these new forms are being invented. And 
personally I lose interest if I see theatre with 
a prewritten text learned by heart by an ac-
tor. Malte is a performer that is capable of 
speaking freely, and that makes it interest-
ing to listen to him.  You can see him think-
ing and producing what he is saying. He is 
trying to speak without knowing what to 
say, and that interests me, and that is why I 
like working with him.

MF: In that sense we can call you a ‘real’ 
performer because you are mostly working 
as performer in theatre performances. But 
when you enter the stage in Woyzeck, you 
are wearing your own clothes, and you are 
not trained as an actor but use yourself as 
the starting point and not a written role or 
character?

Malte Scholz: I never went to any acting 
school, and I guess you can say I was lucky. 
When I talk to ‘real’ actors, who were prop-
erly educated, in a bar for example, they al-
ways behave a bit artificial, like they are try-
ing to sell themselves. In the work with Bo-
ris our interest is to see where we can try to 
blur the lines and be quite cool on the stage 
as you are. I like for example British Forced 
Entertainment. Theatre has a lot of power 
because of its presence and what happens if 
you take away the fourth wall and the illu-
sion? We want to make a new theatre pact 
saying: “I’m here and you are here and we 
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have to be honest with each other” and then 
something new comes up because it creates 
a different atmosphere and then something 
changes in theatre. And that is why I’m in-
terested in doing all this.

MF: Miriam, how is it for you to be on stage 
not being educated as an actor and for such 
a long time? Black tie premiered in 2008 
and is still touring all over the world?

Miriam Stein: I think it is super odd with 
me on a stage, and I guess that is what 
makes it appealing to the audience. I like 
theatre, writing and words, but I never in-
tended to be on stage. It’s not my thing and 
I’m definitely not a performer. In a way it 
feels wrong and is embarrassing, but embar-
rassing in a good way, obviously. But it feels 
weird.

MF: But maybe it is this weirdness that 
drags the audience into the performance. 
We can sometimes feel that it is a little awk-
ward for you standing there but that at the 
same time makes you very fragile in a way 
we can completely identify with and maybe 
even more than we normally identify with 
a role on stage. It feels like a great gift that 
you are there for, us and that you are shar-
ing something very personal. And that leads 
to my next question for the directors Hel-
gard and Boris. Normally as directors you 
have different tools to make an actor good 
on stage, but what are your strategies when 
you work with an expert and not an actor?

BN: I see Malte as a performer and not as 
an expert. We collaborate very much in the 
rehearsals and it’s a kind of intimate situa-
tion because we are only the two of us, him 
on stage and me watching. So I try to create 
a frame around him, and it’s not so much 
about in which way he says things but more 

about the theatrical frame around him. It’s 
not choreographed or fixed in any way, but 
there are agreements on what he is talking 
about and when he will do certain things. 
And then in F for Fake we started to work 
more with different ways of being on stage.

HH: I can’t think of a person that we have 
wanted to use as an expert in our perfor-
mances that has not said “it’s not my thing”. 
It’s a common thing that the people we fell 
in love with, normally don’t want to be on 
stage. And therefore we always start with 
the content and not by putting people on 
stage in the beginning. We also meet with 
the people many times and talk a lot be-
fore we make them sign any contract. And 
it takes some time to form a group. When 
we work we therefore meet a lot of people. 
But when we have found a person like, for 
example, Simon and Miriam we are trying 
to set the setting together with them asking 
“What is needed? What is important in the 
setting to make people feel good and com-
fortable in it. Which technique is needed?” 
We always work with a lot of technique. 
And then we ask who else is needed? In 

Breaking News we knew that there were two 
people missing, but it takes time to find the 
right ones, so we first found the translator 
one week before the premiere. 

MF: I can’t help thinking that one of your 
biggest strategies must be first of all to con-
vince those people that they should be on 
stage and then also to find ways to make 
them feel comfortable as you say? But what 
could be the ways? How do you help them?

HH: It’s a process, and for us it’s important 
that we are not superior. We don’t know 
more than the people we work with. The 
moment when we meet the first time we 
have questions and ideas and maybe dreams, 
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but it’s not a fixed setting where they have 
to jump in and do something that we in-
vented or have written before. It’s a process 
where they are joining, and maybe they get 
curious too…

MSC: When you study In Giessen it’s nor-
mal to bring your own biography into the 
piece. The idea behind it is that everyone 
can contribute to a project even if you are 
not that well prepared so there is a lot of im-
provisation. It’s not like the ‘normal’ theatre 
where everything is fixed. In Giessen there 
is no classical theatre hierarchy but you are 
working collaboratively and more as a per-
formance group.  When I work with Boris 
we sit down and discuss the material and 
talk a lot, and for the Woyzeck performance 
the opening was developed that way. Boris 
asked me to summarise two days of discus-
sion in 20 minutes in front of a camera four 
times in a row, and then we had a look at 
it and tried to filter it. And this is how a 
work may start. It’s a strategy for working 
together on a lot of material, and it became 
the first scene in the performance. 

SB: I think it is impossible to say something 
in general about experts on stage because 
we are all so different. In Breaking News the 
translator was only seeing it as a translator 
job, and he didn’t care about the theatri-
cal things, the Indian woman who tells her 
own story was very eager to get it right eve-
ry night and had a lot of pride in it, or if one 
hates it and are just doing it for the money.

MF: It must be a very different approach 
when you on the one hand are having an 
expert doing a job that he normally does 
and has been doing for many years without 
questioning it, like the translator, or, if you 
on the other hand are an expert in your own 
life story, your own biography like the Indi-

an woman but also Miriam in Black Tie. And 
that makes me wonder how it is to be pre-
senting yourself and then have to do it year 
after year and keep it alive in a performance 
when we know from Marcus Steinweg’s lec-
ture that the subject isn’t a stable thing?

MS: What I will do to keep it alive is what 
Helgard says kills it. I always want to mem-
orise a big size of text like an athletic and 
then recite it. It’s like a puzzle for me. Hel-
gard would not like me to do that because it 
kills the spontaneous idea about the show. 
But I feel I did a good job when I memorised 
a lot of text, and that I’m bad when I confuse 
a lot of lines which happens when I’m tired. 
The main thing that changes when you are 
in a long running show as a non profession-
al actor is that you start counting laughs in 
the audience. It’s so much about timing and 
you start to think about how you can make 
the laugh even more by trying new things 
out. You can’t help wanting to be loved by 
the audience. Being applauded makes me 
feel embarrassed, but when people laugh 
with me it’s very pleasant – you have to be 
strong and cold-hearted when you are a non 
professional not to want these reactions. So 
I’ll always try to make contact with the au-
dience, wondering: “how are you guys feel-
ing tonight” and that also helps me when 
I’m tired.

MSC: Our strategy is not to have a fixed 
text. But it’s hard to rehearse when there 
is nothing to repeat. So it’s a different pro-
cess because we are not trained actors who 
are trained to make the same show day af-
ter day. I try to remember things and make 
them new again. It’s a both fearful and en-
joyable process because I have a different 
temper or mode each day, but before and 
after a performance I always try to look the 
audience in the eyes because it gives a lot 
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of feedback on the performance. And it’s a 
bit more experimental, but exciting, and it 
keeps it alive.

SB:  I can very well remember what Miriam 
describes about the laughs. You start lov-
ing that and begin to play for that. But then 
time and repetition also comes into the pic-
ture. I had in the beginning of Breaking News 
an introduction in German, and in the be-
ginning my German was so bad that it made 
people laugh. After performing the show 1 
1/2 year my German improved, and it was 
gone, and the joke was over. So should I try 
to speak worse? 
And you tell the same story again and again 
like the Beirut story in the show, and you 
forget what the story is about, and what you 
are saying. The map in the Beirut story was 
completely wrong.  And then in one show 
Walter, who is sitting next to me on stage, 
stops me in the middle of the story, and he 
has never done that before, telling me that 
the map is wrong. That was very confusing 
for me to get that information in the middle 
of the performance, in a good way, but next 
time we tried it, it didn’t work. Then we de-
cided that he should only interrupt me each 
third or fourth time. That is what repetition 
is about. We need the interruption when we 
are not trained actors. So one strategy was 
to create a moment of confusion and true 
reactions.

MF: My question was also about what hap-
pens to your identity when you are repre-
senting yourself on stage. Does the show 
give you a fixed identity? Can you still see 

yourself in the role as yourself when the 
performance has been on for more than two 
years?

MS: Because I’m not an actress, I’m always 
myself. There is no way to escape or switch 
off. The fixed role of Miriam Stein is some-
thing I can never get rid of. Not even in the 
morning. I see it more like a chess game. 
Whatever chess mate you are, you can al-
ways jump on different fields. And what 
maybe makes it appealing is that I’m some-
times losing the focus. I’m in the serious 
part, but start thinking about the funny part 
or the washing I have to do when I come 
home, and I’m not on stage anymore. That 
will (or should) not be the situation with a 
professional actor. They are trained to keep 
focus.
I’m always me, but of course I’m in an arti-
ficial environment and whatever authentic 
idea you have or whatever avant-garde tech-
nique you are being taught, you are always 
on stage and it will always be an artificial 
context where you are being watched by 
a bunch of strangers. There is no authen-
tic reality there; it’s just different ways of 
presenting a story. In Black Tie, which has 
Miriam Stein written all over it, it is just as 
much about Helgard and Daniel, although 
their names are not incorporated into the 
story. We are all in this together. I’m just 
the medium speaking. I’m the lucky one to 
speak for 1,5 hour, but I feel like saying: I’m 
Miriam – I’m an alcoholic” every time we 
start the show. It feels violent because it’s 
so unnatural. And I ask myself every night: 
Why have I agreed to do this? That is when 

Helgard Haug

Boris Nikitin

Miriam Frandsen
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the authentic moment is happening because 
I don’t think a professional actor will ever 
fell violated being on stage. So that is where 
you get your authentic moment, but the 
whole set-up always stays artificial.

SB: I think it has something to do with the 
audience also. Because you have a totally dif-
ferent expectation coming to a Rimini Pro-
tokoll show than going to a traditional piece 
in the national theatre. You expect things 
to be a lie when you see traditional theatre. 
You know it’s a fiction somebody else wrote. 
But when you see a show like the one I was 
participating in, you expect to see the truth 
because it’s not written by someone, but it’s 
the real people themselves talking. I talked 
to a student writing a master about Rimini 
Protokoll, and she was disappointed about 
my look because I didn’t look like a journal-
ist. I just looked like a young boy, and she 
felt she had been cheated. She had been ex-
pecting something different, and her expec-
tation made her frustrated. But there are a 
lot of lies incorporated in the performance. 
Already in the beginning we announce 
that we all are living in the same building 
in Kreutzberg which is a lie but creates the 
framework for our stories. 

MS When I go to the theatre and watch a 
big budget production in the London West 
End, I expect to be entertained and not to 
be told lies. I saw Mery Streep singing the 
song ‘The Winner Takes It All” in Mama 
Mia. And there was so much truth in the 
way she did it and also much more truth 
than in many big avant-garde productions I 

have seen. You can’t say it’s always a lie, it’s 
just a different pair of shoes. I think that the 
expectation that you can’t find truth any-
where but in real life is a big modern mis-
understanding.

MF: That also connects to what Marcus 
Steinweg talked about in his lecture. That 
reality is something we have to trust but 
also keep mistrusting, and this is for me 
very much one of Rimini Protokoll’s main 
strategies; to keep playing with this reality-
fiction thing on stage. 

HH: Maybe that performer in Mama Mia 
was just very well trained. It’s truth because 
she knows how to make it truth. Or it is 
evoking true feelings because it’s beautiful 
or good and you are in the mood to receive 
it. I would not put it in a black or white sit-
uation with fiction on one side and reality 
on the other or truths or lies. We are always 
playing with it and it’s a part of the game to 
take people by the hand and lead them to 
places where they don’t know whether it is 
fiction or reality.

BN: If we talk about form, a level where the 
world is defined as facts, as Marcus Stein-
weg put it, then the questions about lies or 
truths can only happen in this kind of thea-
tre that is somehow based on a documen-
tary strategy that deals with topics and not 
in a classic play like Othello, for example.  
So it doesn’t really matter how you subvert 
these strategies. If you say in the begin-
ning of Breaking News that you all live in the 
same building it’s totally clear that it is not 

Simon Birgisson

Malte Scholz

Miriam Yung Min Stein
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true, but it’s said in a context where there 
is a contract where I believe that Simon 
Birgisson is Simon Birgisson and that he is 
a journalist no matter if he looks like it or 
not. It says so in the programme, and espe-
cially the programme is very important in 
these kinds of performances. And the cru-
cial experience I had as an audience was in 
Rimini Protokolls Karl Marx: Das Kapital – Er-

ster Band: one guy on stage says he is Jürgen 
Harksen, a famous economical fraud from 
the 90s. And I thought: “Wow. How did 
they get that guy” and I believe everything 
he is telling, but then later in the show he 
says that he is not Jürgen Harksen but his 
biographer Ulf Mailänder because Jürgen 
Harksen is still in prison, and it only takes 
me 5 seconds to start believing that instead. 
But they just showed me that all the people 
on stage could be very good actors, and in 
this moment the whole notion of documen-
tary theatre becomes a big strategy of creat-
ing an illusion. The illusion of Simon being 
Simon and Miriam being Miriam and so on. 
And then it becomes interesting because it 
is then up to the spectator how to deal with 
it. So truth and lies are quite crucial to this 
kind of theatre, also because Miriam says 
she is Miriam and tells us about her life, so 
she is produced on stage….

MF: Have you as directors ever been in any 
doubts on how you are using your experts?

HH: No. Under rehearsing and while writ-
ing the text, while finding the project, there 
are situations where we try something and 
then find out that we can’t do it. That hap-
pens. And it’s either us saying “no don’t tell 
us” or the performer that says “I will never 
tell it”. So we hit those areas, but while we 
are rehearsing and not in the performance. 
That is something we have to find out be-
fore the performance is finished. We are 

asking ourselves the questions “Where are 
the dangers?” and “are we risking some-
thing showing a specific perspective?” and 
if so “how big can that risk be?” Our biggest 
task is to develop a secure situation for the 
experts and protect them on stage.

MSC: We were once accused of being un-
ethical in the theatre by the press, but that 
was because we where using the audience 
like we do in Woyzeck. We are having an 
audience discussion and then I’m repeating 
what they say in the end so the audience 
discussion is a part of the show but not an-
nounced as such. And the critique was that 
we broke the ‘pact’ there is in theatre.  But 
we wanted to find out what is the dynamite 
in the theatre? How can we make the thea-
tre explode? And not limiting ourselves by 
any roles or pacts.

SB: I think it’s weird to discus moral eth-
ics on the stage when we are living in this 
crazy society where we see so many reality 
shows on television where normal people 
are tearing their hearts out, and every ta-
boo is broken every single day. But nobody 
is questioning that? I think we need to have 
that perspective from the other medias also 
in the discussion about theatre.

MF: I think we can conclude on the overall 
question: Who’s speaking? that it’s really a 
collaborative work and that there are many 
voices speaking from stage in the perfor-
mances mentioned here. And now we will 
open up for questions from the audience.

Audience: Miriam, Why did you choose to 
work with Rimini Protokoll when you don’t 
like it?

MS: Because I like Helgard. And I have a lot 
of respect for Rimini Protokolls work and it 
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does entertain me. And I wanted to start a 
debate on a certain subject that I’m standing 
for because of my biography.  I tried to do it 
in two different media: in Black Tie and the 
book I wrote. But it is kind of connected 
to the things we talked about and Simon’s 
comment on TV. I have a good word for 
that: “Scripted reality television”. We live 
in a society where there is much focus on 
identity and everyone needs to know who 
they are. Black Tie is about identity and that’s 
a theme that is very present in our time – 
in everybody’s social environment. I will 
never know who I am or where I was born. 
It’s just not going to happen. But everybody 
is like struggling with that and I just have 
a different set-up and therefore a stronger 
wish to look for it. I was curious if it would 
ever start a debate but that didn’t happen. 
If it would raise something else in a person 
but pity. Maybe compassion! 
I never expected to do it for so long time – 
somebody told me that it would only be 5 
shows in Berlin. And about the moral ques-
tions: We are all grown ups. We make our 
own decisions. Nobody forces anyone to 
anything. So if you call them morally wrong 
then you will be the one standing above me 
calling me an idiot. 

A: I would like to hear about the text in 
the performance Black Tie because I find it 
extremely beautiful. Who wrote it? I would 
like to talk about shared partnership and 
I’m curious to hear what thoughts you have 
had on the topic? You signed all your per-
formances Rimini Protokoll, but collaborate 
so much with your experts. The question is 
about the credit for the text?

HH:  To answer that question we have to 
talk about each performance separately be-
cause the ‘texts’ in the performances are 
very different. We wrote Black Tie in a team. 

Miriam is an author and a writer herself and 
has a very good and strong style. We start-
ed writing it, and then Miriam rewrote it, 
and then we looked at it again. We could of 
course have said that it’s a project by Miri-
am, Daniel, Helgar, Hegin and Peter. We 
could have formed a new group for that and 
not labelling who did what. But the concept 
came from us, the impulse was Daniels and 
mine. And there are so many people add-
ing in a theatre process. We also have our 
dramaturge Sebastian who did the research 
which is already half of the project. Maybe 
we should just name all the people partici-
pating in the whole process. I don’t know. 
It’s very tricky.

A: Could you imagine that this text would 
be performed by somebody else? In another 
context? And if so who would have the roy-
alties for the text?

HH: I think we will never do that. And 
Daniel and I get the royalties. Miriam gets 
money for the performance but not for the 
text. And I would not like to see the perfor-
mance with someone else on stage. When 
we have nine on stage in other performanc-
es we sometimes have a stand-in if one ex-
pert can’t make it because we are playing in 
for example Poland. So we try to find a way 
to have that expert’s text represented on 
stage without him. It can be an actor say-
ing in the beginning. “I’m an actor, I’m here 
replacing that person”. So it’s an individual 
question for each performance. But there is 
no sense at all in performing Black Tie with-
out Miriam.  5
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Lecture performance:

Here 
Comes 
Everybody
by Peter Johan Meedom, Ulla Tommerup and 

Anne Kølbæk Iversen

When it comes to the practice of science, 
the author of an academic text will nor-
mally have to efface him-/herself in order 
to feel reliable as an academic subject: sci-
ence is objective, the scientist is a medium 
and could thus be any- and everyone. And 
the one who writes often hides behind the 
others that he or she reads. Hence, the aca-
demic subject is in many ways a ventrilo-
quist. Therefore, the voice of the scientist is 
often neutral, objective and should not be 
notably present in the text. In this way, the 
authorial subject – the one one is/we are/I 
am told has wielded the pen or pressed the 
keys – dissolves into a polyphonic ‘we’ or 
masks itself behind an eternal ‘one’. 

(…)

We have been asked to act as ourselves, but 
I feel [...] I am letting a ghost speak for me. 
Instead of playing myself – without know-
ing it – I let a ghost speak through me or 
play my part. I talk with my own voice, but 
allow another [...] to take over, not just any 
voice though, it is one of my own ghosts 
that talks. 
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Audience co
theatre with
Helgard Ha
Protokoll gi v
power to the
Aarhus Fest
by Monna Dithmer
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Now they are going the whole length.

The German group Rimini Protokoll 

has attracted attention far and wide 

by creating theatre that does not rely 

on actors and dramatic texts, but in-

stead explores entirely new arenas 

and allows ordinary people to enter 

the stage as “everyday experts”.

On earlier occasions the member of 

the group have thus introduced Co-

penhagen audiences to plays that in-

cluded sitting on the truck bed of a 

Bulgarian truck driver’s vehicle with 

the city itself functioning as the 

scene, or staying in an apartment 

that made up the setting for one 

dose of telephone theatre in which 

the audience was called up by a call 

center agent from Calcutta. 
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 placing the power in the hands of the audience 

However, Rimini Protokoll’s contribution to Aarhus Festival, entitled 
‘Best Before’, is based on the concept of leaving the stage in the hands 
of ordinary people. The members of the audience are assigned the 
roles of everyday experts.
On a stage that has been shaped like a giant Play Station game, the 
audiences, equipped with joysticks, are able to control their respective 
avatar on a colossal screen. The power is in the hands of the audience.
To Helgard Haug, the interactive form is a natural consequence of 
the ‘theatre of experts’ that she has spent almost a decade developing 
with the other two members of the group, Stefan Kaegi and Daniel 
Wetzel.

 choosing another identity 

But what are the audience’s areas of expertise, they don’t consist entirely of video 

game nerds, I presume?

“The audiences are experts when it comes to their own lives as a 
private individuals and as citizens. They make use of this when their 
choices in the game help them construct an identity and a society.”
“The performance also includes five ‘real experts’, for instance a game 
designer and a former politician who is now a game lobbyist. We call 
them hosts, however, because their role is to place focus on the audi-
ence so that the audience can control their avatar on their own.”
“What is exciting is of course that most of them choose to be some-
thing different than what they are – changing their sex or taking the 
opportunity to answer in a politically incorrect manner, for instance. 
Playing with your identity is what is interesting about cyberspace.”
“However, we have experienced that things like abortion makes it 
difficult for the audience to vote against their own convictions, since 
your answer, whether it’s yes or no, has consequences for the society 
that you help create.”

 a realistic fantasy utopia 

The central idea is that the spectators are forced to make hasty deci-
sions about work, what president to vote for, suicide, hobbies – with 
the risk of being thrown out of the game or accidentally guiding their 
avatars towards an unwanted course of life. What is done cannot be 
undone.

It is reminiscent of a social object lesson; how to survive in a performance soci-

ety?

The game plays with the indvidual, with different forms of demo-
cratic questions. Does the game have to include incredibly talented 
people? And what about those who are disabled in every possible way? 
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And how are the money supposed to be distributed?
“It’s sort of a fantasy utopia, but in the end it’s very realistic: game over. 

You are dead, finished.”

 complete identification 

Isn’t it an illusion that the audience controls the game, a sort of a sham democ-

racy, since you are the ones who lay out the rules and ask the questions?

“Of course we limit the options. Otherwise it wouldn’t be a game. 
And people are certainly participating in a quite loud manner during 
the game. It is funny to listen to their comments afterwards: I com-
mitted suicide at the age of 50, I had three children … They identify 
completely with their ‘actor’ – that’s what they call it in the gaming 
industry. Theatre people like us find that very funny” Helgard Haug 
says.
In general, Haug sees many characteristics from the theatre in the 
video game setup of the performance. Instead of passively identifying 
themselves with a traditional stage actor, people are now able to con-
trol their own character: “If it’s an ’actor’ playing, then what does 
that make me, a director?”
“Theatre as a counterpart in what we are doing is a necessity to us. 
The theatre offers a sense of community, kind of a small scale society. 
There are plenty of rules for us to break. When we did Karl Marx’s 
‘Das Kapital’, it was amazing that we were able to juxtapose it with all 
these other great works by Shakespeare, Goethe etc.”

 the unheard voices 

If this type of performance qualifies as theatre, what do we call the 
show that is taking place in our society. Rimini Protokoll’s different 
variations of theatre set the scene for this very reflection. 
By simultaneously performing a political debate from the Bundestag 
(Federal Diet), or inviting the audience to Daimler’s annual general 
meeting, as if it were pure financial theatre, they point out other as-
pects of life that are staged as well.

Have you reinvented political theatre?

“Actually, that is not our mission. When we seek out stages to per-
form on, we are driven by our own curiosity. But of course there is 
a political dimension to it. We’re not doing ‘Mamma Mia’, (Editor’s 
note: A musical based on Abba’s music) you know?”
“But we wouldn’t do it if it was simply a social object lesson. Our 
performances truly emanate from a desire to make theatre which also 
has a social component.”
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 a tool of communication 

“Perhaps it is political in the sense that our theatre of experts is a tool 
of communication. An instrument that helps bringing about commu-
nication and fantasies. The point is also to meet the audience at eye 
level. The people on the stage are not doing something that I couldn’t 
do. But, they are talking about their lives.”
Which is why Rimini Protokoll wants to continue working with in-
teractive theatre; to find the “voice of the audience.”
Just as the video game in ‘Best Before’ is a tool that helps people re-
veal themselves, so too, is it Helgard Haug’s intention to create an 
interactive form that does not demand people to expose themselves to 
ridicule on the stage. Rather, Haug is searching for a way to “endow 
people with a voice with which they can express themselves and par-
ticipate in the performance.”

 the voice of the blocked/the voice behind the barricade 

In general, your projects seem to focus a lot on the voices that are ignored?

“Well, yes, but we’re not on a mission where we focus particularly 
on helping out the less privileged or the outcasts. We have plans, for 
instance, about involving executives from big companies in our work; 
they’re anonymous as well, hiding behind their image and not at all 
used to being questioned.” 
“We are interested in those areas of society that have been blocked, 
and from where you never hear anything”, says Haug.  

 new forms 

Having sought out everyday experts for 10 years now, Rimini Pro-
tokoll are acutely aware of the danger of stagnating in their roles as 
experts on the theatre of experts. What are the future prospects?
“We’re going to have to figure that out. I don’t know. So far, our ex-
pert project still feels like a challenge, and of course it helps that there 
are 3 of us taking part in this project, and that we once in a while are 
able to split up and pursue our individual projects.”
“We still make traditional expert performances, but we are constantly 
looking for ways to develop new forms with other types of experts, 
other setups, user involvement, media theatre, radio plays etc. To 
us, entering the international arena has been the greatest source of 
change. How can we develop projects that truly make use of this new 
freedom to act?”
Next Stop Aarhus. Perhaps here some everyday experts will offer po-
tential answers to this question when entering ‘Bestland’.  5

First Publiced in Politiken 1 September 2010. Translated by Christian Juul Hansen
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Lecture performance:

Close 
Up on 
Presence 
– working 
words
by Tove Vestmø

… there would be some problems with the 
cat – would it be ethically justifiable to drag 
a cat on stage ? ... in this case, it had to be a 
cat that I borrowed, … it would be  far  an-
other way, if I had my own cat who used 
to come along with me  … anyway the cat 
would never remain sitting over there for 
20 minutes, it would go to the door, begin 
miaowing to get out …  instead I imagined 
that I would say … to you … ”try to visualise 
a little delicate black cat sitting over there 
...”voice, but allow another [...] to take over, 
not just any voice though, it is one of my 
own ghosts that talks. 
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Who’s on
Stage?
Q&A from and 
with Ditte Maria 
Bjerg, Gritt 
Uldall-Jessen, 
Claudio Morales 
and Moqi Simon 
Trolin
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 ditte maria bjerg: 

1. Which work(s) of yours would you use as an exam-

ple for documentary theatre? 

“Hush little Baby” at Camp X, 2009 

2. What was your reason for bringing ”everyday ex-

perts” / non-trained actors on stage? How would you 

name them? 

The theme of the performance was Filipino 
women, working as au-pairs within Danish 
families. A very pragmatic reason for cast-
ing non-actors were that we have almost no 
Asian actors in Denmark. A more artistic rea-
son:  We wanted to use these womens own 
experiences as material in the performance. 
The 4 women and the 3 professional actors 
were credited equally as participating on 
stage.

3. How did you find and cast them? 

I found them through the network of aupairs 
and through Filipino Association, an old or-
ganisation for Filipinos living in Denmark. 
Thus the women who were casted had very 
diverse background and very diverse experi-
ences.

4. How would you describe the surplus, that they add 

to Danish stageart?

New stories, new audiences.

5. Did the process change your aesthetics or you no-

tion of theatre? 

All processes change my aesthetics and my 
notion of theatre.

6. Which kind of text did the performance have? 

Partly a research-based dramatic text, inter-
rupted by monologues/jokes/songs based on 
improvisations with the women. 

7. Did the final performance represent their thoughts 

or your own thoughts? 

Hmm....good question. I guess a performance 
represent not so much the thoughts of the 
creators, but the collective journey you have 
been on together.
I do know that we had a lot of trouble with 
the end, which I had imagined to be quite fes-
tive, but it ended up extremely melancholic. 
And this I believe was more true to the es-
sence of the participating women..

 gritt uldall-jessen: 

1. Which work(s) of yours would you use as an exam-

ple for “documentary theatre”? 

“What Happened” (2009) The term “docu-
mentation” do not  apply to the play.  We 
were not trying to document anything.

2. What was your reason for bringing ”everyday ex-

perts” / non-trained actors on stage?

Sometimes we were more people on stage 
than the amount of persons sitting in the au-
dience. It was an attempt to break down the 
conventions around the stage floor, off-stage 
and backstage. Another reason was that we 
wanted the philosopher and the lawyer to be 
“non-acting”, just functioning in their nor-
mal jobs on stage.

3. How did you find and cast them? 

It was the co-director Joachim Hamou who 
had been in contact with some individuals 
such as asylum seekers and a lawyer from a 
former project of his. For my part I brought 
the feminist activist and philosopher into the 
production. I knew her from collaborating 
with her as an activist myself in the Women´s 
house in Copenhagen and also from other ac-
tivist environments such as The Femoe Camp. 
We had also been doing a feminist television 
programme “Dit feministiske hjørne” (“Your 
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Feminist Corner”) together for the independ-
ent channel TVTV where we focused on por-
traying feminist thinkers.

4. How would you describe the surplus, that they add 

to Danish stage art?

We chose not to tell in the program, which 
people we had invited onto the stage. We 
were artists, asylum seekers, lawyers, femi-
nist activists and we looked back at the au-
dience - as if the audience were representa-
tives of the Danish population that looked at 
us. The performers (3 professionals, 1 woman 
and 2 men) had texts and were performing 
according to the manuscript. The other peo-
ple on the stage were not supposed to tell any 
story of their life or something like that, they 
were just to be there, like the audience. Two 
persons had a function, one was the feminist 
philosopher, who in some aspects “embod-
ied” Gertrude Stein - or functioned as a fig-
ure, which the audience might associate with 
GS.  The lawyer read aloud from  his lecture 
about civil rights and duties.
.The other persons on the stage, including 
the two directors, were means to an end, a 
form, which we thought would be appropri-
ate for the “message” we wanted to produce; 
the “content” asked - in our opinion -  to be 
communicated in this form. Everybody was 
paid, according to their contract.
It is a “surplus” for Danish stage art if the 
production teams are able to find adequate 
ways of communicating and presenting their 
material - the use of “non-actors” is not a 
“surplus” in it self

5. Did the process change your aesthetics or you no-

tion of theatre? 

It has made me more conscious of the impor-
tance of informing the audience about the 
persons on stage and their reason to be there. 
In general to be aware of  the rules set for this 
specific performance.

6. Which kind of text did the performance have? 

A Danish translation (by me) of the play 
“What Happened” by Gertrude Stein. Some 
texts made by me and the other director 
Joachim Hamou and also by the different par-
ticipants like the feminist philosopher, the 
lawyer etc. 

7. Did the final performance represent their thoughts 

or your own thoughts? 

We were two directors and we were also pre-
sent on stage every night performing in the 
piece. For us it was not only a piece in the 
frames of performing arts but also a political 
action, and there had to be many different 
voices present on stage, so I wouldn´t say that 
it was a representation of my or the other di-
rectors’ viewpoint only. This is not to water 
out the power position that the other direc-
tors and I took and had. But it was a poly-
phonic piece. Many voices present.

8. Other important remarks?

An authentic person on the stage is not an 
actor. An authentic person has her story and 
goes back to her life. 
The overall question is if it is ethically accept-
able to use people as material – for instance 
“real asylum seekers” as performers - in thea-
tre and if yes – what comes after the show? 
Is it unethical and a game of “social pornog-
raphy” or is it something else? The question is 
even more important when it comes to peo-
ple who are oppressed and have no rights in 
real life. 
I think if you choose to invite socially mar-
ginalised groups, you will have a responsibil-
ity also after the performance. I am talking 
about shared rights for the material, sharing 
the production money and royalty money. 
If the participants are not allowed to earn 
any money, as it is the case with the asylum 
seekers, then the money should be chanelled 
into projects that the marginalised persons 
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could benefit from. The question is also why 
it seems always to be more interesting to put 
the marginalised person on stage? Would per-
sons with privileges, for instance from the 
upper classes, participate without requiring 
shared rights to the material, a proper fee and 
a percentage of door money?
You might insist, that the marginalised per-
son needs a platform or a mouthpiece, while 
the upper classes have all sorts of stages where 
they can propagate their opinions. The prob-
lem is, that as provider of the platform or as 
“mouthpiece” you are the person in power - 
and that the marginalised person “in person” 
has a life to live. 

 claudio morales: 

1. Which work(s) of yours would you use as an exam-

ple of documentary theatre?

Replay at Edison, 2008

2. What was your reason for bringing ”everyday ex-

perts” / non-trained actors on stage? 

The whole idea was to give young people a 
possibility to express themselves with their 
own words and stories. It has a huge effect on 
the process when you work with non-trained 
actors. The authenticity and intimacy of see-
ing and hearing people tell their own person-
al story is strong.  You cannot hide behind 
your prejudice and logical explanations when 
you are watching a real person.  

3. How did you find and cast them?

We found our participants by contacting 
them where they were usually staying. Via 

long conversations and personal interviews, 
we found the 12 participants that we were 
looking for. It is my opinion that this form of 
theatre has a lot to offer. It helps create more 
diversity within the world of performance.
Furthermore, it helps bringing an entirely 
new audience to the theatre, since these au-
diences suddenly experience something that 
they are able to identify with.
Apart from that, the participants experience 
a personal process that gives them strength 
and self-confidence. 

5. Did the process change your aesthetics or you no-

tion of theatre?

I would not say that it has changed my view 
on theatre, but is has provided me with an 
entirely new set of tools that I am able to use 
in my work,  and it has definitely made me 
realise that this variation of theatre serves a 
very important purpose, and occupies a very 
important position, in our society. 

6. What kind of text was used in the performance?

Everything was produced in cooperation 
with the young people.

7. Did the final performance represent their thoughts 

or your own thoughts?

During the entire process I was trying to be 
extremely conscious of the fact that this was 
their thoughts and opinions, and I believe 
that I succeeded in doing so.

Gritt Uldall-Jessen

Claudio Morales

Moqi Simon Trolin

Ditte Maria Bjerg
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 moqi simon trolin: 

1. Which work(s) of yours would you use as an exam-

ple for “documentary theatre”? 

I will use my performance Sandholm, named 
after the biggest asylum centre in Denmark. 
The performance was produced in 2006 at 
the theatre Mungo Park in Allerød, situated 3 
kilometres from Sandholm and about 30 km 
outside Copenhagen.

2. What was your reason for bringing ”everyday ex-

perts” / non-trained actors on stage?

It was of practical reasons. We discussed it 
early in the process but as Mungo Park is a 
quite small theatre with an ensemble of ac-
tors, and the fact that the theatres aim was 
to put it in its repertoire made that decision 
us for. The performance is still playing from 
time to time. The long life of the performance 
is of course due to the practical and economi-
cal fact that the actors are always there. We 
used ”everyday experts” in the score though. 
The composer Lasse Lyngbo and I went 
around Sandholm and recorded people sing-
ing everything from Kurdish folksongs, Bal-
kan wedding songs and even self composed 
works that we integrated in the final score 
of the play.

3. How did you find and cast them? 

We found these people during our research 
faze. We were at the place over a period of 
almost a year. We also used inspiration from 
the people at Sandholm in the developing 
phase of the script. For example we arranged 
workshops working and reworking stories 
told by them and also integrated these eve-

ryday experts in ”lighter” theatre and drama 
examinations of those stories. Scriptwriter 
Anna Bro and I use to say that 80% of the 
lines in the final play are heard out at Sand-
holm, the rest is construction.

4. How would you describe the surplus, that they add 

to Danish stage art?

We could not have done the performance 
without contribution from the people at 
Sandholm as we did not know anything 
about the place in beforehand.

5. Did the process change your aesthetics or you no-

tion of theatre?

I’m not sure, but definitely in the notion of 
humans and what they can accomplish.

6. Which kind of text did the performance have? 

The text was research based. Big chunks of 
dialogue came directly from the mouths and 
places out there.

7. Did the final performance represent their thoughts 

or your own thoughts?

I think it is a good mixture. We definitely 
made our choices in developing the per-
formance. So in some ways I guess it’s our 
thoughts. It’s hard to say though, as we were 
very affected and indoctrinated by what was 
expressed to us during the long process. You 
might say that the thoughts expressed in the 
play are totally from the people out there, but 
the interpretation of the place is ours, and 
also we edited the sum of all voices.  5
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Woyzeck
Concept and direction: Boris Nikitin. 

Performance: Malte Scholz

Friday th 7th of May, Republique

Spot lights are lying on the stage floor, a 
fog machine is spitting silently in the cor-
ner, cables and microphones are hanging 
from the ceiling. „Woyzeck“ is transform-
ing the theatre space into a radio laboratory: 
all that is happening inside is transmitted 
into the ether. The performer Malte Scholz 
is the moderator and draft of a main charac-
ter, Buchner’s play is the starting point and 
in the centre is Woyzecks scream: „what is 
speaking?“. An evening changing between a 
strange lecture performance and an experi-
mental radio show.
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Pichet 
Klunchun 
and 
Myself
Creation: Jérôme Bel. 

By and with: Pichet Klunchun and Jérôme Bel

Saturday the 8th of May, Republique

A moving conversation about cultural dif-
ferences: Pichet Klunchun is a traditional 
Thai Khon dancer and Jérôme Bel is a con-
ceptual, French choreographer. They reen-
tact their first encounter in 2004. They ask 
and answer questions. They listen. Just like 
in ”Woyzeck”, we are in a European black 
box and the performers play the role of 
themselves. Klunchun & Bel are professional 
dancers and choreographers, but still they 
have very little in common. They show ex-
amples from their work. Bel is known for 
his demonstratively nonvirtuos and decon-
tructed choreographies of everyday move-
ment. Pichet introduces the sign language of 
Khon. This encounter is a charming-provoc-
ative mirror of cultural differences that does 
not create a melting pot, but a complexity of 
klichées and otherness.
In 2008 Bel and Klunchun received a Routes 
Princess Margriet Award for Cultural Diver-
sity (European Cultural Foundation) for ”Pi-
chet Klunchun and Myself” (2005).
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Boris Nikitin (CH)

Director and curator for festivals and 
theatres.

Cecilie Ullerup Schmidt (DK)

Director, performer and curator 

Claudio Morales (DK)

Actor and director. Worked for C:ntact at 
Betty Nansen Teatret.

Ditte Maria Bjerg (DK)

Director with her own production 
platform Global Stories. She also works as a 
columnist, reviewer and lecturer.

Gritt Uldall-Jessen (DK)

Playwright and member of the artistic board 
at the performance and multimediavenue 
Warehouse 9. 

Helgard Haug (DE)

Rimini Protokoll is directors Helgard 
Haug, Daniel Wetzel and Stefan Kaegi, 
artists in Resicence in HAU theatre in 
Berlin.

Malte Scholz (DE)

Performer, writer and dramaturge. Founder 
of the performance group Monster Truck, 
Berlin.
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Marcus Steinweg (DE)

German Philosopher collaborating with 
different artists such as Thomas Hischhorn, 
Rosemarie Trockel and deufert+plischke. 

Miriam Frandsen (DK)

Dramaturge and project manager at the 
Continuing Education. 

Miriam Yung Min Stein (DE)

Director for music videos and commercials 
and works as freelance writer.

Monna Dithmer (DK)

Theatre Editor at Politiken. 

Moqi Simon Trolin (DK)

Director and theatre leader of Mungo Park 
Kolding.

Simon Birgisson (IS)

Director, performer, writer, dramaturge and 
freelance journalist

Solveig Gade (DK)

PH.D. in contemporary theatre and visual 
arts. Dramaturge at the Danish The Royal 
Theatre.

Contri-
butors
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Program
a symposium on the subject on stage in reality

Copenhagen 7th & 8th of May 2010

Friday 7th of May
 multisalen, copenhagen university 

15:30 Registration
16:00 The Double, lecture performance  
by students from Institute for Arts and Cul-
tural Studies
16:20 Welcome by curator Cecilie Ullerup 
Schmidt
16:40 Is This for Real? On Documentation 
and Imagination in Contemporary Perfor-
mance and Theatre. Lecture by dramaturge 
and ph.d. Solveig Gade
17:40 3 X, lecture performance
18:00 Break

 republique 

20:00 Performance and artist talk: Woyzeck 
by Boris Niktin (CH/RU)

Saturday 8th of May
 multisalen, copenhagen university 

9:30 Where is the Zebra?, lecture perfor-
mance 
10:00 Subject on Stage, lecture by philoso-
pher Marcus Steinweg
11:00 Break
11:20 Experts on Experticity: Experts and 
directors in dialogue and open discussions. 
13:00 Break
14:00 The Masks and the Self, lecture per-
formance 
14:20 Signature on the Public: Danish direc-
tors in dialogue and open discussion. 15:30 
Break
15:50 Here Comes Everybody and Nærvær og 
Næsten, lecture performances
16:40 Reinventing the Academic Subject as a 
Performance. Open discussion. Moderation: 
Cecilie Ullerup Schmidt
17:30 Break

 republique 

20:00 Performance: Pichet Klunchun and 
Myself, performance by Jérôme Bel (FR)

 warehouse 9 

22:30 AfterParty: Concert by Heidi Morten-
son, DJ Kasper Vang, DJ M/K
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