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CriticalActs
Sensory Excess
The London Premiere of Confessions

Neil Luck

completely in-the-round congregation to 
gather on a large open ground floor, and 
an upper floor balcony that almost entirely 
surrounds it. This evening, 13 December 2018, 
that concentric configuration and palpable 
sense of the ritualistic was fully exploited in the 
UK premiere of the Spatial Opera Company 
and Operomanija’s production, Confessions. 
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Entering the Victorian-era Hackney Round 
Chapel in East London, an atmosphere 
of ceremony and decorum sits heavy. The 
historically preserved building is no longer 
used for worship (it now operates as an arts 
and community hub), but still maintains an 
imposing devotional presence. Constructed 
around a huge oval footprint, the space 
was designed in a way to facilitate a nearly 

Figure 1. The audience arranged in a circular form, all facing the central Pink Chair. Confessions, created 
by Spatial Opera Company, produced by Operomanija. Hackney Round Chapel, London, 2018. (Photo by 
Deivaras Kaleininkas; courtesy of Operomanija)
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Confessions takes the biblical seven deadly 
sins as an underlying dramatic theme. However, 
there is little in the way of explicit narrative in 
the work as it prioritizes the aural experience 
over the visual, employing spatialized sound 
and music in a reverberant natural acoustic to 
stimulate a heightened, imaginative response 
from the audience. To this end the perfor-
mance is staged in a way that dissolves conven-
tional audience-performer boundaries. Around 
40 seats (the audience size is strictly limited) are 
arranged in a circular form, all facing in towards 
a central point where a single illuminated seat, 
covered in bright pink cloth, is positioned on 
a small riser. The room is laid out and lit aus-
terely, reminiscent of an arcane sectarian gath-
ering. As the audience takes their seats there 
is none of the usual pomp of the opera house 
or a classical concert; once all are settled, we’re 
merely asked to wear a provided blindfold. 

Lasting just over an hour, the performance 
blends live and recorded sonic actions 
happening in and around the audience. The 
perform ers negotiate the space throughout, 
surrounding us with live acoustic violin 
timbres, operatic voices employing strange 
extended (and distended) techniques, and 
the sonic manipulation of objects — mostly 
toys, whistles, and domestic DIY materials. 
For instance, paper is rustled and dowel rods 
clacked together around the audience to create 
arresting and disorientating sonic textures. 
These are mixed with field recordings of natural 
elements (the enveloping diffusion of the 
sounds of running water and breaking waves 
being particularly striking), drastically pitch-
shifted and electronically manipulated voices, 
and synthesized washes and drones issuing from 
speakers surrounding the performance area.

All of the action is of course “invisible” 
to the blindfolded audience. Bathed within 
a dense, three-dimensional soundscape we 
do, however, feel the performers moving and 
brushing past, and frequently are acutely aware 
of their presence via sounds made nearby: their 
breath on the back of our necks, or the smell 
of burnt matches waved under our noses. In 
an unbroken continuity of sound and action 
Confessions maintains a chameleonic approach 
to style, blending passages of music that echo 
19th-century grand opera with elements of 

wholly contemporary noise music. This rich-
ness means that it is often difficult to pin-
point how many performers are in the space, 
to identify what might be live and what is 
recorded, and to determine what appears to 
be close by and what actually is close by, lead-
ing to moments of genuine tension, surprise, 
and astonishment. Perversely then, denying the 
visual sense provokes a heightened overall sen-
sorium; through dramatic sonic acts we gain 
a razor-sharp awareness of the space and the 
presence of our own bodies within it.

The members of Spatial Opera Company —  
composer/performers Ru\ta Vitkauskaitė 
(Lithuania), Jens Hedman (Sweden), and 
soprano Åsa Nordgren (Sweden) — first began 
creating work  collaboratively in 2010, united by 
an interest in heightening audiences’ nonvisual 
senses during operatic performances. This has 
led to a body of work that positions the listener 
within fully immersive sonic environments. An 
earlier piece, Whale Opera (2013), for instance, 
explored the sounds of underwater whale com-
munication. Staged within an abandoned mine 
site at the Norbergfestival in Sweden, the cre-
ators used the heavily reverberant space to cre-
ate the effect of a diffuse sonic environment, 
creating a “feeling as if you were in an aquar-
ium” (Vitkauskaitė 2019).

Joining forces in 2015 with the independent 
Lithuanian production house Operomanija, led 
by Ana Ablamova, the artists further developed 
their approach, wholeheartedly negating the 
visual sense for Confessions. Additionally, rather 
than relying primarily on the natural acoustics 
of the performance space, this opera employs 
technological means to distribute sounds via a 
multichannel, surround-sound speaker arrange-
ment. As in Whale Opera the aural  rhetoric 
of cetacean vocalizations are often brought 
to mind during the work, but the techni-
cal arrangement of Confessions allows for an 
even more detailed soundscape, with near-field 
and distant sounds able to coexist simultane-
ously. This facilitates the conjuring of a signif-
icantly dynamic range of sonic environments 
from open, meditative drones to dense, disso-
nant barrages. The technological aspect is also 
significant given that the opera is not a site-
specific work. Indeed, it has toured extensively 
around Europe, along the way picking up major 
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accolades for new music theatre  including The 
Golden Stage Cross and The Musical Nail of 
the Year awards in Lithuania. 

Confessions plots a dramatic trajectory via 
waves of growing and receding sonic activ-
ity and intensity. Although the seven sins are 
highly abstracted, we do get glimpses of them 
through suggestive aural images, such as the 
sounds of mastication as an evocation of glut-
tony. They also demarcate the structure of 
the performance into seven elided acts, each 
announced by ominously whispered texts in 
Latin (amidst the babel of different languages 
used throughout the work), and each notice-
ably shifting in mood and texture. For the most 
part, however, Confessions keeps this subject 

matter as subtext. Far from simply 
a literal interpretation of these sins, 
then, the work remains somewhat 
ambiguous in its representation. 
This can be seen as a reflection of 
how the artists view contemporary 
moral perspectives on the biblical 
sins. Vitkauskaitė:

It seemed interesting that 
a good number of those 
deadly sins are not nowa-
days considered to be worthy 
of opprobrium. For exam-
ple, greed, which is now not 
only not punished, but even 
encouraged. Or lust. Today 
it is understood as a normal 
human characteristic, actively 
promoted in magazines, 
advertisements and other 
types of media [...] What is 
the thing called morality and 
does religion really safeguard 
it? (in Babinskas 2016)

This ambivalent moral outlook lies 
at the heart of the works’ strength; 
in its abstraction, buried subtextual 
narrative, and raw sonic exuberance, 
Confessions carves out a cavern-
ous imaginative and interpretative 
space in the mind’s eye of the lis-
tener. Without visual cues guiding 
and focusing the audience’s atten-
tion, the work’s literal and meta-
phorical center is dispersed in a way 

that “displaces the subject, [and] destab ilizes 
meaning” (Fuchs 1985:165). This absence at 
the core of Confessions invites, if not a physical 
participa tion and agency, then a perceptual and 
empathetic one. We experience what Marshall 
McLuhan described as a profound “cooling” of 
the senses, and an almost hallucinogenic state 
of engagement (1964).

The experience brings to mind the prac-
tice of binaural recording employed by many 
sound artists and immersive theatre-mak-
ers. This particular approach to sound record-
ing and mixing aims to model the physiology 
of the human head, ears, and earlobes in order 
to capture and place sounds within a highly 
realistic aural environment when experienced 

Figure 2. Ru \ta Vitkauskaitė playing piano mid-performance. 
Confessions, created by Spatial Opera Company, produced by 
Operomanija. Hackney Round Chapel, London, 2018. (Photo by 
Deivaras Kaleininkas; courtesy of Operomanija)
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through headphones. Fittingly, Vitkauskaitė 
cites the influence of Autonomous Sensory 
Meridian Response (ASMR) on the work’s 
aesthetic. These types of recordings feature 
 individuals performing extremely quiet, close-
miked sounds (often recorded binaurally) to 
elicit calming and euphoric responses in some 
listeners. While there are certainly moments in 
the opera that seem reminiscent of the kinds 
of sounds prevalent in ASMR — whispered 
voices, small object manipulations,  eating — the 
 dramatic tension in Confessions feels closer to 
the work of sound artists such as Janet Cardiff, 
who uses headphones and  unconventionally 
configured speaker arrays to create highly 
immersive, often narrative audiovisual 
 experiences (Artangel 1999). In The Missing 
Voice (Case Study B) (1999), one of her many 
audio walks, Cardiff offers listeners binaural 
headphones to hear her imagined or unfamiliar 
sound events while they navigate familiar urban 
surroundings. The “total intimacy” of such a 
personal audio experience is carefully designed 
to disorientate and surprise.1 Confessions feels 
just as personalized (we are effectively unaware 
of our fellow audience members) and even 
more surprising in its highly dynamic and 
 occasionally confrontational material. However, 
its approach to immersion is more complicated. 
Whereas in The Missing Voice participants see 
one thing and hear another, with Confessions we 
see nothing yet we do know exactly where we 
are. We can remember and picture the space, 
the layout and configuration, the lighting, our 
location in the city, and our journey there. 
We’re not simply the constrained captives of 
Plato’s cave, perceiving the world only through 
reverberating sounds and dim shadows  dancing  
on the wall (Plato 1993). We’re more like the 
escapee in that allegory; after knowing the 
 outside world in all its widescreen blinding 
visuality, we return to a darkened sensorium, 
struggling to unlearn our contemporary  
predisposition for spectacle and remake sense 
of the world on more primal terms.

Indeed, in a predominantly ocular culture,  
where visually mediatized forms of perfor-
mance are often not only dominant (Auslander 
[1999] 2008:43), but de rigueur, Confessions  

creates an opportunity to experience the “off-
screen.” In cinema, when voices, sounds, and 
their originating actions are not produced in 
front us, we understand these as unbeholden to 
the same rules of logic as those sounds wedded 
to a visual image. They’re diegetically unteth-
ered from a concrete understanding of real-
ity. The sonic entities in Confessions (both live 
and recorded) make the most of this poten-
tial, welcoming the audience to understand 
the material of the work simultaneously as an 
external force and an internally reflexive one. 
Voices, in particular, have the property of a cin-
ematic acousmêtre, like a never-seen narrator, or 
a character’s internal monologue, or the disem-
bodied voice of the Wizard of Oz. As Michel 
Chion explains:

First, the acousmêtre has the power  
of seeing all; second, the power of 
 omniscience; and third, the omnipotence  
to act on the situation. Let us add that 
in many cases there is also a gift of 
 ubiquity — the acous mêtre seems to be 
able to be anywhere he or she wishes. 
([1990] 1994:129–30) 

The acousmatic nature of the work, then, is 
in a complex symbiosis with the subject mat-
ter, conjuring a sense of both an external divine 
presence as well an as an internally projected 
voice; a guilty conscience. 

All of this reaches particularly acute heights 
for the single participant allowed to sit in the 
previously alluded to “Pink Chair” in the cen-
ter of the space. In order to earn this spot, prior 
to the performance prospective audience mem-
bers must contact the artistic team via email, 
confessing a past sin. A single selected appli-
cant is then given free entry, but also must sign 
a contract confirming that they will not leave 
mid-performance, or remove their blindfold at 
any time during it. This person occupies not 
only the best seat in the house from an acoustic 
standpoint, but is also treated (or perhaps sub-
jected) to a much more detailed, and interactive 
performance, personalized to their particular 
sin. I was not brave enough to take up the offer, 
but as Vitkauskaitė explains:

 1. For a more in-depth look at the use of headphones in contemporary sound art performance, and how they have been 
used to destabilize the perception of real spaces, see LaBelle (2006:225–29).
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They get much, much more attention. 
They get way more close-up sounds. 
[...] Depending on the sin we might 
sing, or say, or play something to them 
that relates to what they confessed. [...] 
They are the only person that gets [fed] 
food. [...] It’s all about these very intense 
sounds, this very intense experience. It 
can be quite scary for that person. [...] 
We kind of try to freak them out a little 
more than others. [...] If they’re going to 
get this free seat they really have to com-
mit to it. (Vitkauskaitė 2019)

The Pink Chair serves as the heart of the 
opera spatially and acoustically, but also 
architectonically. It draws the weight of the 
performers’ attention, and it manifests for 
the occupant a visceral, perhaps sinful mix of 
pleasure, guilt, fear, sensation, and indulgence. 

Confessions fits relatively comfortably into 
what might be seen as an expanded field of 
contemporary opera, and contemporary music 
and sound-art in general, freely drawing on 
a range of disciplines and practices to convey 
archetypal subjects in new ways.2 Although the 
work eschews the grandeur and spectacle of  

the classical Gesamtkunstwerk, the 
suggestions of operatic bel canto  
and what might be understood  
as melodic arias and recitatives  
frequently emerge from the  
piece’s textured layers. The artists’ 
mercurial tendency to bleed, 
dream-like, between drastically  
different sound-worlds, however, 
makes it difficult to hold onto  
crystalline aural images, but often 
leads to moments of disorientating 
melodrama. One moment in the 
piece found a constellation of 
absurdist, instrumental, and vocal 
sound effects give way to a wild, 
ecstatic, distorted tango for violin. 
Another moved from almost 
demonic, artificially deepened, 
intoned vocals to a multilayered 
ambient drone texture accompanied 
by (literally) a brief head massage. 

Other opera companies in the UK and  
further afield have, in recent years, similarly 
experimented with realigning the senses 
through the employment of spatialized, semi-
interactive performance in musically driven 
work. Daisy Evans’s Silent Opera Company,  
for instance, explores (in the manner of a  
silent disco) headphone listening mixed with 
live performance to allow audience members  
to switch seamlessly between a full-scale  
orchestral recording and live reductions of the 
same classical operas staged in front of them. 
These are usually mounted in unconventional, 
intimate settings where performers and  
audiences intermingle. BitterSuite is another 
company that reimagines classical concert  
repertoire as a synaesthetic experience. Seated 
around a live musical ensemble, audiences  
are blindfolded and paired with a dedicated 
movement artist who facilitates carefully  
timed touch, smell, and taste sensations in a 
choreographic parallel to the music. While 
groups such as these are finding innovative ways 
to reinvigorate well-known classical works, the 
Spatial Opera Company represents a significant 

 2. Seth Kim-Cohen’s concept of the “Expanded Sonic Field” (adapted from Rosalind Krauss’s “Sculpture in the 
Expanded Field” [1979]) offers a useful framework for discussing sound works that also engage the theatrical, the 
conceptual, and the visual in both historical and cross-disciplinary contexts (see Kim-Cohen 2009:151–58).

Figure 3. Audience member in the Pink Chair. Confessions, created by 
Spatial Opera Company, produced by Operomanija. Hackney Round 
Chapel, London, 2018. (Photo by Deivaras Kaleininkas; courtesy 
of Operomanija)
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addition to the field in its rigorously integrated 
approach to original musical material, subject 
matter, and its mode of presentation. 

At the end of the performance in Hackney, 
we’re left bathing in the reverberating 
silence of the Round Chapel until we’re 
individually comfortable enough to remove 
our blindfolds. The performers are nowhere 
to be seen — there’s no curtain call, no encore. 
This final open-ended nongesture allows us to 
take real ownership of our experience during 
the previous hour. Indeed, Confessions is a work 
that requires a lot of its audience, but is also 
generous in the self-reflexive space it generates; 
one in which we’re able to experience a 
viscerally focused sense of the personal within a 
group setting, and perhaps reflect privately on 
our own sins.

Leaving the venue, however, and stepping 
into the busy, hyperstimulating streets of East 
London, it’s the medium of Confessions and 
the work’s exceptional treatment of sound 
that really sticks. My senses feel refreshed 
and attuned. For a while, at least, it seems 
like the sounding world around me is in high 
definition, teeming with new details, surprises, 
textures, and stories.
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Hysterical Amateurs 
Wild Seeds Burning on the Grass Stage

Ruijiao Dong

Grass Stage (Cao Tai Ban), one of the most 
prominent experimental theatre collectives 
in contemporary China, was started and 
continues to be run by a group of amateurs, 
who fearlessly gather together to express their 
political and social dissent through the medium 
of theatre. Founded in 2005, this Shanghai-
based collective has been producing theatrical 
performances, and organizing gatherings, 
workshops, and “field maneuvers” for over 
a decade.1 The majority of the Grass Stage 
participants are self-identified amateurs whose 
occupations span various professions, e.g., 
white-collar professionals, manufacturing 
workers, college students, and homemakers. 
They normally have no training in theatre or 
acting, although some of them are veterans 
in performing on amateur stages. Voluntarily 
participating in the workshops, rehearsals, 
and performances in their spare time, the 
participants have no contractual or nominal 
obligations bonding this amorphous collective 
together. They are united by their shared 
artistic and political commitment. 

Cao Jie 2019.07 (Wild Seeds 2019.07), 
which I saw at the Shanghai Rockbund Art 
Museum in the summer of 2019, emerged 

from a series of collaborative workshops that 
they had initiated with Dinghaiqiao Mutual-
Aid Society, a self-organized social-practice 
group that focuses on community building 
and communication.2 The performance, 
based on material generated by the workshop 
participants who later performed in the piece, 
revolves around the socioeconomic challenges 
facing Chinese young adults. It raises acute 
questions that invite the audience to reflect 
on the alienation and commercialization 
of qing nian (young adults) in a society that 
lacks mobility across different classes; the 
silencing of female voices by the patriarchy; 
and the impact of China’s rapid modernization 
and urbanization on its newest generation 
of workers.

Grass Stage’s works are often physically 
demanding and politically provocative,  
and usually employ a nonnarrative-driven  
dramaturgy. They refuse the mainstream  
theatrical conventions of China, where socialist 
realism has dominated since the 1950s and  
has become the inviolable doctrine “written  
by professionals within institutions and 
reviewed in accordance with the regulations  
of censorship” (Pu and Yang 2016:207). By  

 1. Grass Stage was founded in 2005 by Zhao Chuan, who used to be a writer and visual artist but nowadays devotes 
much of his time to theatre. Grass Stage aims to practice democratic, nonhierarchical theatre-making and to 
resist the profit-seeking model of theatre. Thus, I deliberately use “collective” and “theatrical output” instead of 
“company” and “theatrical production” throughout this essay to avoid the latter’s association with profit and product. 
For more about Grass Stage’s works, see Rossella Ferrari (2013:99–104); Li Yinan (2013); Pu Boa and Yang Zi (2016); 
Michael Leibenluft and Maja-Stina Johansson Wang (2014); Mark Driscoll (2015); and Shannon Steen (2017). See 
also Grass Stage’s website: www.grassstage.cn/grass-stage/.

 2. I saw the performance on 12 July 2019, with other delegates from the International Federation of Theatre Research 
(IFTR) annual conference. Grass Stage offered the delegates a performance script and postperformance talk in 
English. The “2019.07” in the title suggests that the performance is a work-in-progress that is subject to change and 
develops from performance to performance. Zhao Chuan, credited as the director on the program, drafted the overall 
structure, but a great portion of the movement and script were generated by the performers and remained unaltered 
in the performance. 

Ruijiao Dong is a PhD student in Theatre and Performance at The Graduate Center, CUNY. His 
current research project focuses on the history of amateur theatricals and amateurs in theatre, in 
conjunction with Marxism, capitalism, and national and cultural identities in multiple contexts. He 
holds an MA degree in Performance Studies from New York University and an MFA in Creative 
Writing from City University of Hong Kong. rdong@gradcenter.cuny.edu
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prioritizing  sociopolitical criti-
cism in their artistic practice, they 
also disengage from the popular 
and profit-oriented “avantgarde” in 
Chinese commercial theatre, which 
“use[s] the ‘avant-garde’ catchword 
as a mere marketing tag” (Ferrari 
2013:100). Following the model of 
nonnarrative-driven dramaturgy, 
Wild Seeds is a collage of physi-
cal movements, words, and sounds 
incorporated into loosely divided 
scenes in which actions happen 
simultaneously, either resonating or 
competing with each other. Never 
having been trained as theatre art-
ists, the performers of Grass Stage 
do not aim for the kind of realis-
tic acting practiced by most pro-
fessional actors in China. Instead, 
they consider theatre to be a much-
needed space for public gather-
ings where the public can perform, 
view, and exchange political opinions 
with no need for “aesthetic consid-
eration.”3 Interestingly, by reject-
ing the “aesthetic” aspect of theatre, 
they have established a distinct per-
formance style that can only derive 
from untrained, unprofessional, and 
unruly bodies. Not only has Grass 
Stage rejected the realistic method 
of acting, but they have also moved 
away from conventional theatri-
cal spaces. Over the years, they have 
performed on the streets, in aban-
doned garages, community cen-
ters, movie theatres, and other unconventional 
spaces, which is symbiotic with their nonlinear 
and nonnarrative approach. 

Wild Seeds took place in a room that is 
usually used for children’s art education. While 
the packed audience, either standing or sitting 
on the floor by the walls, chatted and strolled 
about the room, a female performer (Xiao 
Lina) entered, barely noticed by anyone. She 
picked up a piece of ragged clothing from 
a heap piled in the middle of the room and 
began to wipe the floor. She made eye contact 

with various audience members as she tried 
to wipe the area where they were seated. The 
initial discomfort and confusion this caused 
were interrupted, and to some degree relieved, 
by the ring of a sharp call-bell, after which 10 
more performers, all in their late 20s and early 
30s, entered and joined Xiao Lina in the same 
action. As the rustling sounds of wiping grew 
louder, the room fell quiet.

The bell rang periodically, like a merciless 
supervisor blowing his whistle to push the 
workers to work faster. Each time the bell 

Figure 1. The performers wiping the floor. From the front: 
Zhang Ruoshui, Zhang Xun, Wen Ruojin, in Wild Seeds 
2019.07, collectively created by Grass Stage, directed by Zhao 
Chuan. Shanghai Rockbund Art Museum, 2019. (Photo by 
Dave Mason)

 3. During the postperformance talk, Zhao Chuan referred to “aesthetic consideration” to describe the collective’s 
emphasis on social and political valence instead of theatrical spectacle and artistic excellence.
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rang, the performers increased the intensity 
and pace of their actions. The tension created 
between the condescending shrill ringing of 
the bell and the performers who crouched on 
the ground continues Grass Stage’s longtime 
focus on the Chinese working class and the 
power of capital in the Chinese economy and 
politics. As the ringing of the bell became more 
and more demanding, the performers spread 
out across the room and slowly developed their 
routine actions by using the clothes in their 
hands in various ways: waving them around, 
sleeping on them, crumpling them up and 
playing with them like soccer balls, slamming 
them on the floor, tossing them into the air and 
chasing after them. Consequently, the audience 
that surrounded the performing area had to 
move or dodge in reaction to the performers’ 
unpredictable movements. The working class, 
in this sense, activated the crowd, who were 
forced to move by the workers’ labor.

In a country where the constitution both 
simplifies and apotheosizes Marxism, Leninism, 
and Maoism as the guiding principles for every 
aspect of political, social, and cultural life, a 
theatrical performance that advocates workers’ 
rights could be considered mainstream, or 
at least politically normative. Yet regardless 
of how the working class has been used in 
Chinese political discourse as an idealized 
abstraction for legitimizing the status quo, in 
reality, the working class has been economically 
exploited by the rapid development of the  
manufacturing industry over the past 30 years. 
Grass Stage has continually attempted to  
redefine the working class or proletariats in 
contemporary China. In World Factory (2014), 
for example, they referred to Marx’s Capital 
and the early Mao era to examine the current 
living conditions of workers, “catalog[ing] the 
many varieties of extreme labor conditions in 
China, thereby undermining narratives of social 
mobility and progress that have often accom-
panied its manufacturing rise” (Steen 2017:25). 
Thus, not only does Grass Stage’s work criti-
cize the capitalist and neoliberal economy, but 
it also rebels against the existing socialist and 
communist ideological dogma.

In Wild Seeds, the contrast between the 
older and the younger generations became 
one of the most important levers for prying 
open the contrived unification between 

the workers in ideology and the workers in 
reality. Unlike their previous works (e.g., The 
Little Society series, 2009–2011; World Factory, 
2014–2016), which delved into the plight of 
migrant workers in sweatshops, Wild Seeds’ 
focus on young, urban, white-collar workers 
highlights the demographic created by China’s 
rapid urbanization and embrace of neoliberal 
policies. For previous generations of workers, 
back-breaking physical labor was the defining 
aspect of their lives; the younger generation of 
urban white-collar workers is exemplified by 
office cubicles and repetitive, mind-numbing 
tasks in front of a computer. 

Towards the end of the wiping scene, 
Shostakovich’s “The Second Waltz” began 
to play. The remarkable physical differences 
between generations was highlighted as the 
performers slowly transitioned from their  
previous individual activities — wiping,  
washing, and wringing — to performing in  
unison choreography that hinted at a ballroom 
dance, using the clothes in their hands as  
partners. Sometimes they swayed softly,  
holding the clothes in their arms; sometimes 
they swung them aloft as if in a parade. The 
choreographed moves seemed to romanticize 
their previous labor activities; however, lacking 
the necessary skills and intentions to achieve 
artistic precision, their somewhat awkward 
steps in fact caricatured the prettification of 
labor in mainstream Chinese theatre, such as 
the sophisticated choreography in the model 
operas. Meanwhile, a female voice, amplified 
by a microphone, described the things “I” want 
to be in life: I want to gain unlimited material 
prosperity; I want to obtain fame even if the 
cost is moral corruption, etc. To a Chinese ear, 
these announcements were instant reminders 
of elementary school, where pupils were asked, 
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” 
Instead of workers (gong), farmers (nong), and 
soldiers (bing), the communist role models 
accepted as favorable answers to the question, 
the brazen statements by the voiceover mocked 
not only the craving for material success in 
contemporary China but also the hypocritical 
ideological doctrines.

As the dance progressed, a few performers 
grew disinterested in dancing and indifferently 
kicked their clothes, which had become a symbol 
of physical labor, into the air,  allowing them to 
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land among the audience. On the one hand, the 
emotionless kicking and fetching suggested an 
attempt to cast away the collective identity of 
being young adults in an urban setting, as if the 
repetitive task had drained them of the ability 
to care. On the other, it indicated the impos-
sibility of escape — for soon, the kicking itself 
became a recurring pattern. Sometimes the 
clothes boomeranged and rested on the per-
formers: they tried to break away from their 
parents’ deeply entrenched connection to phys-
ical labor only to fail when facing the insur-
mountable class difference inherited from the 
previous generation.

Then “The Second Waltz” ended abruptly, 
and all the performers ceased to dance. Five of 
them stood still and faced one another, while 
the rest of the group dispersed and sat among 
the audience. The five performers began to 
recount the stories of their grandparents and 
parents, who belonged to different social 
strata; some of them were well-educated elites 
and others were manufacturing workers who 
suffered from intensive labor. As a hub of 
capital and labor, metropolitan Shanghai has 

fabricated a collective identity of urban youth, 
while at the same time widening and fortifying 
the gaps between classes. Contrary to the 
monolithic myth of a rising Chinese middle 
class, the vast economic imbalance among 
the previous generations still shackles the 
younger generation, who are confused by their 
powerlessness against this uncrossable chasm. 
The five performers continued to speak about 
their own birthplaces and the dreams they had 
in real life as 20-year-olds, building up to an 
antiphonal passage where they finally asked, 
“How will we meet? Where will we meet? 
In an old hierarchical society? Or in a new 
dimension? Are we friends who communicate 
in a moderate manner; or enemies born to 
travel a narrow path? Will we marry joyfully? 
Or be strangers for good?” (Grass Stage 
2019). By shifting between “you” and “I,” they 
included and also interrogated the audience: 
who are you in this encounter?

Feminism offered Grass Stage another 
perspective for challenging the oppression 
young adults face in contemporary China. In 
the next scene, the audience was guided out of 

Figure 2. The performers dancing with the clothes. From left: Zhou Shengjie, Zhang Ruoshui, Zhao Yiren, 
Zhuo Wei, in Wild Seeds 2019.07, collectively created by Grass Stage, directed by Zhao Chuan. Shanghai 
Rockbund Art Museum, 2019. (Photo by Luo Zha)
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the room to the adjacent small hallway where 
a staircase led to the second floor. A young 
woman (Zhang Ruoshui) wearing a black tank 
top and shorts pressed her face against a blue 
plastic bag filled with air. She crawled towards 
the stairs, begging her father, who is alluded to 
in the ominous upstairs, to come downstairs, 
to grow old, and to die. Confined in the 
overcrowded hallway lit only by a flashlight, 
she twisted her body as if painfully trying to 
breathe while holding the bag of air against 
her face. By suffocating herself, she translated 

By contrasting the absent mother with the 
invisible father, this powerful scene also touches 
upon the historical continuity of female sacrifice 
and suffering in the rise of the Chinese economy. 
Furthermore, the absent mother’s inability to 
save her daughter indicates the unprecedented 
confusion of being a young woman in contemp-
orary China: on the one hand, the patriarchal 
power structure constantly demands obedience 
from its subjugated women and, on the other 
hand, the neoliberal economy requires a 
woman to be an independent worker — free 

from her traditional bond to the 
household — so that her labor 
capacity can be maximized. 
With this dynamic continuing to 
reinforce and redefine gender roles 
in China, it is no wonder that in 
Wild Seeds it is the Daughter who 
implores her mother to revolt: “in 
the name of the disadvantaged, let’s 
shoot the seeds of evil out of our 
bod[ies]; let’s turn our milk into fatal 
venom; let’s retake the world [...] we 
gave birth to” (Grass Stage 2019).

Patriarchal oppression also 
impacts the men of the younger 
generation. During the Daughter’s 
monologue on the staircase, a male 
performer (Chen Jianhe) who had 
stayed in the first room, stuffed 
clothes under his T-shirt and into 
his pants until his belly swelled up 

as if impregnated by the “seeds of evil.” Chen 
had, in fact, been a somewhat autonomous 
entity throughout the performance. During  
the wiping scene, he kicked and chased a 
ball made out of the clothes, like a restless 
child. When the group moved into the waltz 
sequence, Chen repetitively fell to the floor 
among the audience in a wrinkled gray suit 
that he donned to indicate a phase of his life 
when he was an insurance salesperson. He 
threw himself to the ground recklessly, like a 
dumped bag of cement, making a heavy thud 
every time. Chen’s unchoreographed, unskilled 
falling was not only a challenge to the theatri-
cal framework of acting but also a desperate cry 
for the recognition of the psychological dam-
age inflicted on a man when he tries to live up 
to his social duty as an adult and as a valuable 
worker. The power structure that grants him 
male privileges also punishes him if he refuses 

Figure 3. The Daughter’s (Zhang Ruoshui) monologue on the stairs. Wild 
Seeds 2019.07, collectively created by Grass Stage, directed by Zhao 
Chuan. Shanghai Rockbund Art Museum, 2019. (Photo by Luo Zha)

the mental distress she endured as a woman 
and a daughter in a patriarchal society into an 
embodied rather than a psychological agony. 
Her torment turned into heartbreaking howls 
of anguish:

But Dad, I could never talk to you with my 
tongue stuck in my jaw. It was stuck every 
time you told me “it’s all for your sake”; it 
was stuck every time you try to set a bright 
future for me. I... Mom, mom, mom... 
My mom, she cannot come to save me. 
She was a bride. She has been strangled, 
legs lifting away from the land. She is 
covered with blood, grabbing a bottle with 
paraquat and wandering along the street. 
Her vagina was torn apart, again and again, 
to give birth to your children — Dad; her 
breasts became mummified just to feed 
you — Dad! (Grass Stage 2019)
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to comply with, or to become a part of, that 
same structure.

After the Daughter’s monologue, the group 
returned to the first room and formed a circle 
around Chen in silence. Wearing numerous 
layers of clothing on his body and with a skirt 
wreathing his face, he burst into spasmodic 
laughter that soon ascended into hysteria, 
echo ing the Daughter’s hysterical scream. 
His body shook when the pitch of his voice 
became strident from laughing too hard and 
too long. For a viewer, it was brutal to witness 
Chen’s performance: his uncontrollable, 
insane laughter, impossible to decipher with 
language and reason, elicited an intense bodily 
discomfort. Deprived of adequate language 
to express rage, the only way for him to react 
to the despair and disillusionment that results 
from trying to participate in the Chinese 
political discourse that has been dominated by 
a one-dimensional narrative was to unleash his 
untrained, unfiltered, and uncensored voice 
full force. In this way, despite the absence of 
language, a public space was formed where 
political dissent could be shared and the 
physical sensation of being oppressed was 
effectively communicated by the nonverbal, 
raw, and honest hysteria of the amateurs, who 
might be amateurs in the art of the theatre but 
were unquestionably professionals in living 
everyday life in China.

The performance came to an end after the 
group removed the clothes from Chen and 
rolled around on the floor like wild grass seeds 
being pushed around by the wind. An audio 
recording from the workshops that led to this 
performance began to play. In the recording, 
the performers shared their personal feelings 
and experiences of being young people in 
Shanghai, which corresponded to them rolling 
freely on the floor uttering fragmented phrases 
about qing nian that eventually converged  
as undistinguishable noise. Gradually, they  
all stopped moving and speaking except for t 
he Daughter, who kept rolling around and 
entreating her mother for ordinary things  
that she would like to have in life: a meager 
savings so that she could be independent,  
some friends with whom she could play and 
study, the freedom to say something wrong, 
and the ability to choose her own career. By 
enumerating these seemingly basic requests, 

she emphasized the impossibility of having 
them fulfilled. When she was done with her 
speech, she got up and walked out of the room. 
The performance concluded in the hallway, 
where a performer held up an LED display 
board on which vaguely readable phrases about 
youth scrolled rapidly. 

In Chinese, “grass” is a common metaphor 
for the worthless, undifferentiated, and 
unintelligent herd of people, either used for 
self- ridicule or to belittle, depending on the 
context. Thus, rather than Wild Seeds, The 
Insignificant Masses might be a translation that 
better captures the essence of the performance. 
However, by using the word “seeds” in the 
title, Grass Stage not only puts forward the 
urgency of reexamining and redefining qing 
nian in contemporary China but also, I believe, 
calls forth a new field that could grow from the 
sprouts of the amateur.
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Being Exhausted, Acting Happy
Dragana Bulut’s Happyology — Tears of Joy

Cecilie Ullerup Schmidt

has had anxiety attacks due to the pressures of 
producing and the responsibility to perform 
well. Bulut stumbles over her words and feet, 
and her voice trembles. It seems as if she is 
about to cry. She repeats that she does not feel 
well, and that she never gets to see her friends 
anymore because either they are touring or she 
is touring. Such is the predicament of an artist 
in today’s independent theatre scene. 

As an experienced internationally touring 
performance artist myself, I recognize all 
too well the affective labor of being on the 
road. There is the exhaustion of moving 
from venue to venue, missing friends and 
family, and the disappointment of not being 
able to contribute regularly to the local 
community — volunteering at social institutions 
or doing activist work with refugees — due 
to an erratic touring schedule. Then there is 
the ongoing fatigue of inventing “the new,” 
humorous, and surprisingly edgy show under 
the standard conditions: 60 to 80 minutes 
long with a portable set design, small cast, 
and minimal technical rider. We — colleagues 
of Bulut within the European independent 
theatre scene, and academics and students of 
theatre and performance studies — know these 
repetitive production conditions painfully 
well. I wonder: could we change them from 
within? Perhaps Bulut could invite her friends 
and family along on a tour? Maybe she could 
shorten the performance, leave early to 
sleep at her hotel, or even change the stage 
into a communal space, or a living room? 
Another approach might be to redistribute 
the production budget by employing people 
who would not otherwise enter the theatre 

Düsseldorf, 20 June 2019: it is a hot summer, 
and the Impulse Theater Festival, showcasing 
the “best of the German independent scene,” 
has a packed and provocative program over 
its 10-day run. We have just left the first 
performance of the evening: a work on white 
male fear titled Great Depressions, directed by 
Jan Philipp Stange. Now we are waiting in 
the narrow corridor of the Tanzhaus NRW 
for the second performance of the night. The 
air is humid and oxygen is scant, but we wait 
eagerly for a promised change of affect from 
depression to euphoria with the performance 
Happyology — Tears of Joy by Dragana Bulut, 
which originally premiered 10 October 2018 
at Hebbel am Ufer in Berlin. The area is 
overcrowded and the ceiling feels like it is only 
20 centimeters over my head. We are asked 
to write our names on a nametag, but there 
are too few pens and it takes a long time for 
everyone to complete the task. There is also 
some confusion with the ticketing. Finally, 
we are let into the slightly more temperate 
black box theatre with seating on risers for 
approximately 80 audience members. 

After a few minutes Bulut, a choreographer 
from Belgrade currently based in Berlin, enters 
from a side door, dressed in black jeans, a black 
sweater, and trainers. She nearly falls into the 
space, off-balance and with a disoriented gaze, 
wringing her hands and coughing to clear her 
throat. Bulut excuses herself for being late. 
She says she does not feel well, that the tech 
went down just before the show was to open, 
that the run-through the day before was a 
disaster, and that honestly speaking, she has 
not felt at all well in the past few months. She 

Cecilie Ullerup Schmidt is a performance artist and curator; Assistant Professor at the Department 
of Arts and Cultural Studies, University of Copenhagen; and Deputy Director at the New Carlsberg 
Foundation Research Centre “Art as Forum.” She studied Comparative Literature and Modern 
Cultural Studies in Copenhagen, Theatre Science at Freie Universität Berlin, and Applied Theatre 
Science in Giessen. She taught performance theory in the BA Dance, Context, Choreography 
program at Inter-University Centre for Dance, University of the Arts in Berlin from 2011–2016.  
c.u.schmidt@hum.ku.dk
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institution. Admittedly, my own 
 imagination for rethinking the 
aesthetics of production has not 
reached any particular heights, but 
Bulut’s opening monologue calls 
for a revision of what the theatre 
is used for, and by whom. I am 
hopeful that she has an idea of how 
to change or at least challenge the 
fundamental conditions of the way 
we work within independent theatre 
today. 

The dancer Andrew Hardwidge, 
acting as Bulut’s life coach, joins her 
onstage. He walks with a relaxed 
attitude from behind a minimalist 
set that consists of a white triptych 
of floor-to-ceiling blinds. Hardwidge 
wears an orange turtleneck and 
beige pants, and his greased hairstyle 
and clean-shaven cheeks remind 
me of a Gillette commercial from the 1990s 
with stereotypical cis-men. His body language 
radiates self-confidence: he has an open chest 
and palms that constantly face the audience, and 
he wears a permanent smile that displays perfect 
teeth. He shares a bit of his life trajectory with 
the audience: he has emancipated himself from 
a draining life as a dancer to instead become a 
life coach. He now intends to guide Bulut and 
the audience down this same path toward “more 
value, more happiness.” His language promotes 
facts, tips, and tricks on how to stimulate and 
accumulate natural happiness hormones such as 
dopamine, oxytocin, endorphins, and serotonin. 
For example, he asks the audience to stand up 
and give themselves collective standing ovations. 
He prescribes taking long breaths, eating dark 
chocolate (hidden under our chairs — a surprise 
that also releases dopamine), and imitating 
laughter. At this point, everyone in the audience 
is actually laughing and enjoying the treat of 
happiness brought on by the silly but good-
looking coach. Only a few anti-participation 
audience members try to disappear into 
their seats.

A second life coach — the dancer and 
performer Dani Brown — steps out from 
behind the blinds to join Hardwidge so 

that Bulut is now flanked by two coaches. 
Dressed in a beige suit, her brown hair in a 
swinging ponytail, and carrying a clipboard 
with a checklist under her arm, Brown is more 
insisting and demanding in her happiness 
directives.1 She calls out names from the 
tags stuck to the audience members’ T-shirts 
and blouses. Clipboard and pencil in hand, 
she interviews audience members on their 
current emotional state and asks them to rate 
their happiness on a scale from 1 to 10. This 
shift from coach to dominatrix of positive 
psychology is the first warning that Happyology 
may spread a plague of imperative wellness and 
technologies of positive psychology rather than 
revolution.

Meanwhile, Bulut has seemingly become 
less depressed from the exercises offered by 
both coaches and now animates the audience 
along with them. Bulut convinces — nearly 
begs — audience members to help her, and 
succeeds in forming a group of eight volunteers 
who join her onstage. She invites them to 
follow her in a choreographic movement 
score that includes being pushed down by an 
imaginary hand, falling, getting up, catching 
oneself, and being pushed down again, and 
again, and again. While this choreography 

 1. In the performances at Impulse Theater Festival, Dani Brown replaced original cast member Kareth Schaffer.

Figure 1. Dragana Bulut (middle) invites the audience to try positive 
psychology against exhaustion, here flanked by her two coaches, Andrew 
Hardwidge and Kareth Schaffer from the original cast. Hebbel am Ufer, 
Berlin, 2018. (Photo by Dorothea Tuch; courtesy of Dragana Bulut)
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builds, the female coach disappears behind the 
blinds and the male coach moves to the side 
to watch the dance of exhaustion. Bulut shouts 
for the LED lights to change color while the 
audience members fall and rise, filling the 
stage with washes of green, blue, red, pink, and 
purple in rapid succession. After this display 
of technical control the female coach, who has 
been positioned behind the blinds, brings out a 
whip, demanding more smiles from everyone in 
the room as the volunteers slink back to their 
seats. The male coach, who has been watching 

the volunteers and his colleagues as 
they directed the space, now dances 
and falls repeatedly, like an echo 
of the volunteers’ choreographed 
collapse. It is as if he is haunted by 
the exhausting dances that he, as 
life coach, has left behind. 

Bulut, who has been positioned 
behind the white blinds, now 
re-enters with a metal table on 
wheels carrying fruit, cups, and a 
blender. She has been transformed 
into a joyeux zombie: eyes, teeth, 
and nails green lit from below by 
fluorescent lights placed under 
the risers. With a permanent grin 
she smiles toward the audience 
while her now automated hands 
prepare smoothies. She reanimates 
the previous volunteers from their 
seats and orders them — with a 
deep-pitched, distorted, close to 
growling voice — to serve the drinks 
to their fellow audience members. 
By the end of the piece, instead 
of applauding the work of the 
performers, the entire audience is 
dutifully drinking green smoothies. 

As a show, Happyology is 
rhythmically well-paced and 
serves up great laughs. The 
performers play their coaching 
roles convincingly, and the good 
dose of positive psychology 
spiced with happiness-hormone-
increasing exercises and sweets 
leaves the audience content. 
However, I am left with questions: 
Is Bulut really under pressure to 
constantly produce well-made 

plays and simply does not have the capacity 
to organize a collective way out of structural 
precarity and exhaustion? Has depression 
really paralyzed her from making the theatre a 
place of political action? Or is the depression 
that results from living in certain structurally 
determined conditions and the flight into 
technologies of positive psychology itself the 
political message of the work? It seems to 
me that the dramaturgy of Happyology shifts 
from a focus on a particular problem and 
the promise of addressing it to a generalized 

Figure 2. Dragana Bulut in front of a triptych of blinds, which recall the 
aesthetics of the interior of a psychologist’s office. Hebbel am Ufer, 
Berlin, 2018. (Photo by Dorothea Tuch; courtesy of Dragana Bulut)

Figure 3. A moment of danced exhaustion at the beginning of 
Happyology — Tears of Joy. Dragana Bulut, Hebbel am Ufer, Berlin, 2018. 
(Photo by Dorothea Tuch; courtesy of Dragana Bulut) 
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critique of a fetishized life coaching culture 
that exists outside the context of independent 
theatre production. Bulut’s piece thus moves 
away from the very real structural issues of 
performing and producing in the independent 
theatre scene that opened the work. 

Happyology, like the medical industry, deals 
with symptoms rather than seeking cures 
for what ails us. From this view, the problem 
of exhaustion remains personal rather than 
an indication of a larger structural problem 
that we could address collectively. Bulut and 
the two life coaches are “helping people 
help themselves” — a Bill Clinton slogan 
often reiterated by critics of neoliberalism to 
characterize strategies of making people take 
on the responsibility of their own care when 
the state withdraws (Feher 2018:157). Yet the 
theatrical investigation of positive psychology 
in Happyology is presented without ambiguity. 
While a “helpful” reduction of resources 
dismisses the larger issues that give rise to 
unjust conditions, we still laugh at the coaches’ 
shallow advice and willingly participate, even 
drinking the energy drink. 

However, there is another way to read 
Bulut’s work. By acting happy when feeling 
exhausted, she adopts a fundamental theatrical 
reflex for survival. Methodologically, 
she demonstrates an oscillation between 
performing a version of her autobiographical 
self and the stereotype of a depressed artist 
turned optimist and happiness zombie. She 
performs what Michael Kirby has referred 
to as a scale from not-acting to acting (Kirby 
1972). She moves from “being herself” (as 
problematic as it is to assume authenticity) 
to playing an obvious role. Even though it is 
scripted, I perceive the role she presents as 
true of her actual life. Bulut represents nearly 
any independent touring theatre artist in our 
present moment who needs to cope with the 
situation and continue, and her excuses for 
not feeling well are plausible. After all, she is 
performing at the prestigious Impulse Theater 
Festival, and given the number of groups and 

shows on the schedule, she likely had very few 
hours to set up and rehearse. 

Carol Martin has criticized documentary 
theatre for ordering and repeating complex 
material, noting that: “Documentary theatre 
takes the archive and turns it into repertory” 
(2010:18). Thinking about autobiographical 
performance as documentary, the subjectivity 
or personality of the performer is what is being 
reduced into a characteristic role; the identity 
becomes a repertory. In order to match the 
“theme” of the performance, namely exhaustion 
and depression of the cultural worker, Bulut 
has compressed her identity into a “depressed 
artist” role. While the artificial zombie-like 
figure Bulut plays seems to be a constructed 
caricature extracted from her ongoing research 
on a life coaching culture that flourishes on 
TV talk shows and other kinds of theatrical 
platforms outside the independent theatre 
scene, it may also be derived from her own 
life.2 Bulut performs herself in a depressive 
state, then animates a 70-minute life coaching 
show for herself and the audience in order to 
become both “happy” and seemingly resilient 
to the conditions at hand. 

In recent years, scholarship in theatre and 
performance studies has been at the forefront 
of articulating structural precarity and expos-
ing the exhausting conditions of artistic free-
lance work in late capitalism. In Artist at Work 
(2015), Bojana Kunst analyzes the performance 
artist as someone who uses her private sociality, 
embodied wounds, and life crises as material 
for the next work, commuting from project to 
project and moving in solitude from residency 
to residency. The dramaturge of Happyology, 
Ana Vujanović, is a performance studies scholar 
who has articulated the particular forms of 
exhaustion experienced by the performance 
artist, referring to these artists as “multitask-
ing bricoleurs,” and for nearly a decade she 
has called for “proactive strategies of self- 
organization” as institutional critique (Cvejić 
and Vujanović 2010). 

 2. Bulut did extensive research on positive psychology and coaching and tested her material before the Berlin pre-
miere. For example, she made personal coaching sessions for museum visitors at Museum Folkwang in Germany 
over a 6.5 week period in May–July 2018 (see Museum Folkwang 2018).
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The institution where Bulut received 
her MA in Solo Dance Authorship, Inter-
University Centre for Dance in Berlin, brings 
these discourses on artistic labor into choreo-
graphic study, and Bulut is presently part of 
an artist-run community space called Station 
Service for Contemporary Dance in Belgrade. 
Bulut is therefore likely aware of the impact 
of the self-exploiting and exhaustive structures 
within the independent theatre scene, the con-
sequences they have on individual lives, and 
the futility of finding a way out. Yet the piece 
does not employ her autobiography to “chal-
lenge the efficacy of performance,” as Jon 
McKenzie said of the political potential of per-
formance art (2001:30). Instead of changing her 
exhausting circumstances she uses them to fuel 
a funny, entertaining show, which only serves to 
 reaffirm them. 

Happyology reiterates the “cruel optimism” 
of our historical present.3 The piece playfully 
mocks a culture of coaching that intends to 
“heal” pervasive depression by addressing 
symptoms, yet the work does not actually 
address causes, or propose other ways of 
organizing, nor does Bulut change the working 

conditions under which she and her 
colleagues in the cultural precariat 
suffer. Instead, she presents a well-
made play and urges others to 
continue to live up to and measure 
themselves against this success. 
But are “best of” independent 
theatre and performance festivals 
willing to showcase other formats 
that would challenge this model? 
Happyology figures as one of 
twelve curated productions at the 
Impulse Theater Festival where 
most shows run 60 to 90 minutes 
and fit into programmed evenings 
of double bills that increase the 
festival’s income and maximize 
audience time. As such, it is 
“successful.” Is it the responsibility 
of the artist — already responsible 
for the conception, funding, 

direction, choreography, set-design, touring, 
and performing of her own work — to funda-
mentally change the infrastructures of produc-
tion and working conditions in order to 
survive them? 

When thinking about how to change the 
habitual ways production is conceived within 
theatre institutions, I turn to Bertolt Brecht. 
He proposes at least two different areas 
where change could happen. On the level 
of reception, Brecht proposes that theatre 
performance should not deliver answers, but 
rather show and exhibit the status quo in 
order for the audience to shout out loudly and 
furiously: “This has to stop” (1957:64).4 They 
then go home and organize to change society 
themselves. On that point, Happyology’s crash 
course in and showcase of “healing” through 
coaching, chocolate, and smoothies exposes 
audiences to the world as it currently is, and 
points out that this should not continue. 
Happyology exposes and diagnoses depression 
and seemingly promotes a positive “cure” to 
critically reflect on the imperative of happiness. 
The so-called cure is in fact a contemporary 
plague. The piece locates change at the 

 3. Lauren Berlant’s notion of “cruel optimism” (2011) describes a Western optimist narrative of constant progress and 
growth throughout life that on a daily basis meets individualized disappointment.

 4. My translation of the German “Das muss aufhören.”

Figure 4. Dragana Bulut is coached by Andrew Hardwidge among the 
audience. Hebbel am Ufer, Berlin, 2018. (Photo by Dorothea Tuch; 
courtesy of Dragana Bulut)
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site of reception and relies on the audience as 
possible agents.

Brecht’s second proposal is on the level of 
production, and here the theatre-maker is the 
producer of change. An anecdote tells how 
party functionaries came to complain about the 
length of one of Brecht’s plays: The play was 
three hours long and the audience was deprived 
of regenerative sleep, which was a problem 
for the next working day. Brecht replied to 
his critics that “obviously one would have to 
change the work schedules” (in Lehmann and 
Varopoulou 2016:15). Although Brecht here 
only addresses the labor of the workers outside 
the theatre institution, I read in his second pro-
posal that theatre can change the infrastructure 
of production in theatre, as well as beyond. 

To position oneself politically in relation 
to the two Brechtian proposals — to animate 
change in the aesthetics of reception or to 
reform the aesthetics of production — seems  
to me a central challenge for artists occupied 
with the structural conditions of work (and  
life) within and outside the theatre. Happyology 
only employs Brecht’s first strategy and not the  
second: we are exposed to a cruel optimism that  
cannot continue like this. As an audience at the  
Impulse Theater festival mainly consisting of 
colleagues, academics, and students from the 
independent theatre scene, we are during the 
performance left with few options: to not  
participate and thus make the show painfully 
stagnant, to participate and therefore copro-
duce this well-made, funny show, or to leave 
the show with the motivation to individually or 
collectively stop obeying the imperative of hap-
piness. Either way, Bulut has focused our atten-
tion on symptoms rather than causes.
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