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"Ready-Made" Compositions. Dramaturgical Practices in Contemporary
Theatre

by Roberta Ferraresi

I.  The creative process in theatre and the "return of the real"
«The return of the real» (Foster, 1996), «reality hunger» (Shields, 2010), «new realism»!: at the
beginning of the new Millennium the Western culture has been overwhelmed by a number of
unexpected tendencies in visual arts, literature, philosophy and theatre as well, that seemed to focus
on the research of a different, and deeper, relationship with the so-called reality.
But a few years later, we must acknowledge, these new critical labels have often turned out to be
too flexible: while very different practices and perspectives are described through the same
homogeneous categories, they seem to elude any classification attempts according to the existing
aesthetic paradigms, so the wide range of experiences that could be included in the "theatre of the
real" is today one of the most evident characteristics of this phenomenon?.
On the one hand, the amazing plurality of the «reality trend» represents an unprecedented
opportunity to review traditional theoretical approaches, but on the other hand it provokes some
critical problems in Theatre Studies, because — as noted by many scholars — the strong inclusive
inclination of this «umbrella term» (Garde 2013: 178) push it to be all-encompassing and sometimes
risks attenuating its potential critical efficacy.
Discussing about other significant "umbrella-terms" of contemporary theatre — such as
«performance» and «post-dramatic» —, Lorenzo Mango (2015) recommends to contextualize this
kind of concepts to better understand them. I'm going to observe some Reality Theatre's experiences

putting them in a double context: observing such experiences, on the one hand, in relation to the

1 Among the other definitions of the reality trend that characterizes the European cultural and artistic production in the new
millennium —i.e., in the mentioned fields of visual arts or literature —, the concept of "new realism" finds wide applications in different
disciplines, from theatre — as we will see — to cinema, to philosophy (see Ferraris 2012 and Zenker 2019).
2 In recent years many researches on this topic have arisen in Theatre and Performance Studies, for an overall analysis of the
phenomenon see Martin 2013 and Garde 2013. Besides to attempt an important exhaustive survey of the theatrical neorealism, the
two scholars have proposed two terms to describe it — respectively "theatre of the real" and "reality theatre" (the last developed
together with M. Mumford) — that I'm going to use quite as synonyms in this paper; in the quoted publications, both of them have
provided a critical overview of the problem which we are discussing.
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artist's perspective, and, on the other hand, in the light of the different aesthetic genealogies that
have emerged during the 1900s from the critical debate, with the aim to bring these theoretical
concepts back to both their precise use within the artistic practices and to their specific historical
identity.

Here, the assumption is that the contemporary theatrical scene appears to be so jagged because its
different trends have been mainly examined from the point of view of the products, and that this
kind of experiences can demonstrate instead relevant convergences by switching the perspective,
that is by studying them from the point of view of the composition processes. The aim of this
contribution is not to attempt a comprehensive overview of these phenomena, or worse, to review
the entire field and its main critical interpretations: my only purpose is to highlight a specific path
through the "Reality Theatre" identifying some important difference between various artists, works
and experiences that, as | said, can emerge from observing their stage-writing methods.

For that purpose, I'll take into consideration as case studies a few dramaturgical practices
experimented by some contemporary artists which, despite of being broadly representative of the
"theatres of the real" and of their concerns, express some peculiarities useful to discuss the
homogeneity of this theoretical label:

— the re-enactment in the work of Milo Rau and the IIPM between 2009 and 2011 (from their
first work on the Ceausescus to Breivik Statement);

— the dramaturgy of the spectator developed by Rimini Protokoll and in particular by Stefan
Kaegi between 2013 and 2016, after the first phase of performance labelled under the name
of the "expert of the everyday" (i.e., in projects such as Remote X, Situation Rooms,
Nachlass);

— the "sampling" technique used by Agrupacidn Sefior Serrano from 2012 to 2016.

. Writing methods: research (theatre) and (mediated) sources
First, the writing process of these theatre groups is based on a very particular procedure of sampling
from reality: it's well known that many Reality Theatres quote — instead of representing — facts,

stories, images?, and that these "reproductions" in most cases come from instruments of historical

3 The definition was proposed in Mango 2019 for the work of Milo Rau, but it can be easily extended to other Reality Theatre's artists
here considered: think for example to the bio-narratives included by Rimini Protokoll in their performance developed with the
"experts of the everyday" or the image landscapes built by Agrupacién Sefor Serrano for each of its projects.
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and socio-anthropological as well as journalistic inquiries because of their use of interviews and/or
archival documents.

As the artists testify, their creative process takes place as a long and intensive, often traveling, field
research, based on the practice of residency. However, their approach is not akin to the widespread
«artist-in-residence» paradigm but rather to the «worker-in-residence» model defined by Aldo
Milohni¢ (2012) for Rimini Protokoll.

In this perspective, the creative process expresses a strong relational quality, not only because it
focuses, on the one hand, on meetings with experts and witnesses, and, on the other hand, on
collective writing, but also because the aim is in some way to modify the reality — or at least the
perception or the narratives of that reality — in which it takes place.

As Milo Rau said about his work with the IIPM?>, it's a «research theatre» in the literal sense, blending
the traditional meaning of the term between art, humanities, and science (while also the concept of
«process» acquires a slightly different connotation).

Another shared characteristic between the experiences labelled under the name of Reality Theatre
concerns their object: that is, of course, reality, often put on stage through elements "sampled" from
the surrounding environment. But these kind of theatres of the real are not (only) documentary
theatre. «Realism does not mean something real will be represented, but that the representation is
itself real» (Milo Rau). «We really are not interested in whether someone is telling the truth, but
rather how he presents himself and what role he is playing», says Daniel Wetzel about Rimini
Protokoll. While for Alex Serrano theirs is a theatre that «deals with reality but exploring different
levels of fiction» and thus «serves to question the reality itself»®.

Here, the objects of enquiry are not "only" facts that really happened which theatre has to represent
as authentically as possible. Rather than concrete events, indeed it's a matter of their
representation: of how those facts have already been told, mediated, transmitted’. The subject is
not the reality at all, but precisely of the «media» (Mango 2019) or «scripted» reality (Malzacher
2010).

In these cases, the real elements sampled from reality are not objects, but «simulacra» (Deleuze

4 As noted by Milohni¢ (2012) these methods are very different from the approaches to the creative process developed by
experimental theatre in XXt century and in the contemporary and are closer to — when don't they even prefigure, following Paolo
Virno — the new working conditions in the Post-Fordist age.
5 See Le Roy 2017.
6 Rau 2018: 177 (from an interview ed. by Rolf Bossart published in 2015 on «Theater der Zeit»); Malzacher 2010:82 (from a private
conversation between the author and the artist); Serrano 2016:25 (interview without editor).
7 See: Mango 2019, Zenker 2019.
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1968, 1969)8, so we can argue that such narratives of reality would be chosen precisely for their
ability to show — often through quite sophisticated reproduction techniques — the difference
between the original and its copy, and to unmask the dynamics of simulation widespread in the
contemporary world.

This achievement can be useful to trace a possible, specific genealogy of the "theatres of the real"
that dates back to the practices of selection, decontextualization and reframing of real objects
experimented at the beginning of the last century by Marcel Duchamp or Bertolt Brecht, and that
goes through the political and performative rework of these approaches a few decades later
according to the question of mediated reality.

But as Hal Foster (1996: 212) noted, unfortunately over the years it has been discovered that these
spaces of freedom are not enough to resist or to deconstruct the Society of the Spectacle: the «petite
difference» between the original and the copy can also be transformed into a commodity and be
consumed. Furthermore, in this way we'll risk to enhance only a few attitudes expressed by the
dramaturgical practices that we are examining (as their potential deconstructive aspiration, while
they seem to maintain a close, even mimetic relationship with the surrounding); or at least to go
back to a series of traditional dialectic tensions which many of these artists displace, and even
explicitly reject: for example, the relationship between mimesis and the autonomy of art,
presentation and representation, as well as to the dichotomy — now increasingly shifting — reality vs.
fiction.

Therefore, to analyse the phase of the source selection by identifying the distinction between the
different kinds of "realities" at the base of the works of the [IPM, Rimini Protokoll and Agrupacién
Sefior Serrano is important but not enough to define the specificity of the practices we are dealing

with. To understand better their peculiarity, we should go on in studying their writing process.

Ill.  Dramaturgical treatment and editing techniques: blending the boundaries between process
and product

In these theatre practices considered under the aegis of the "new realism" there is something more

than the traditional opposition between the truth and its representation. My hypothesis is that the

particular relationship — quite different from the other previous or contemporary experiences —they

establish with the reality can clearly emerge going on with our analysis of the writing process:

8 See also: Caronia 2009; Lepecki 2016; Martin 2013; Mango 2019; Sacco 2017; Zenker 2019.
455
Arti della Performance: orizzonti e culture, n. 13, 2021 — ISBN 9788854970717

ACP Collana diretta da Matteo Casari e Gerardo Guccini: http://amsacta.unibo.it
BY NC

Creative Commons: Attribuzione - Non Commerciale 4.0 (CC BY-NC 4.0)



http://amsacta.unibo.it/

Gerardo Guccini, Claudio Longhi and Daniele Vianello (edited by),
Creating for the Stage and Other Spaces: Questioning Practices and Theories

looking at a following stage than the selection of the dramatic sources, that is their dramaturgical
treatment.

Take for example the IIPM: in Breivik's statement the main (male) character is played by an actress
and Hate Radio spreads songs from the '90s not included in the original RTLM broadcastings (Zenker
2019, Wind 2017). Or think about the role of the audience in the latest Rimini Protokoll's
productions: in Situation Rooms® both the actors and the viewers re-enact together some true
stories, but the dramaturgy of the spectator is conceived to bring about an explicit — even if regulated
— element of randomness within the reality evoked on the stage. Or finally consider the "models of
reality" used by Agrupacién Sefior Serrano: of course, they correspond to the performance's
dramatic sources, but they constitute also its main dramaturgical device, when further "models" are
assembled on the stage, and juxtaposed or superimposed to the existing ones (i.e., in A House in
Asia, the last house of Osama Bin Laden in Pakistan — the "original" — is represented by both its first
reconstruction built by the U.S. Army, the one created for the film Zero Dark Thirty, and another
similar model that is the maquette used during the show).

These examples, if viewed as products, seem to be very different from each other, but if we observe
them from the point of view of the dramaturgical treatment, we can recognize at least one shared
point: it's all about the practice of editing (the everyday).

To describe this kind of techniques in the field of the visual arts, at the beginning of the new
millennium Nicolas Bourriaud (2002) proposed the concept of «post-production», of course taking
it from film and media theories and practices. As other editing techniques, it's a procedure that
readdress the act of creation between the principles of originality and deconstruction, focusing on
the relationship that it establishes with the past and with the world conceived as archives (of images
above all).

Twenty years later the launching of this idea in the realm of the visual arts, in the midst of the digital
age, perhaps we can also test the most suitable notion of "mashup", which originated in the music
industry to describe a particular approach to composition that always starts from pre-existing
elements, and which is today the paradigm of the logic of the web 2.0'°. The concept, today well
recognized to describe a particular way of living, programming and re-programming the Internet

based on the principle of recycle as well as on bottom-up strategies, could be the current update of

9 See Gusman 2015.
10 For the relationship between the "theaters of the real" and the current development of the Internet see: Garde 2013, Martin 2013.
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the idea of the ready-made (as Bourriaud has defined the post-production), right in a historical
moment when the so-called "cultural appropriation" is spreading all over the world, beyond the
borders of art, performance and theatre.

There are several reasons why I'm suggesting to look at the notion of "mashup", hoping without
stretching too much the disciplines and the meanings involved, but with the aim of enlightening
some important aspects of the "Reality Theatres" I'm examining.

First of all, we said that the works of Milo Rau don't represent but «quote» the world, and such an
affirmation — that can work also for the other artists mentioned above! — implies that the reality's
fragment they sample are then inserted within an autonomous discourse about it. The quotation —
also understood in the Benjaminian sense of the term —is not only a matter of editing in a traditional
way. Secondly, if these approaches — as editing, post-production etc. — pay a particular attention to
the creative process, they also contribute to a significant redefinition of the ideas of the author and
of the spectator, as well of their mutual relationships.

Eduardo Navas (2012), a researcher who has studied the sampling techniques, has identified some
characteristics of the mashup practices which can be interesting for us because they could be helpful
in distinguish such editing strategies from the existing ones.

For example, these techniques seem to blend the traditional opposition between process and
product because they leave the original source (code) intact or at least recognizable, without
manipulating or changing it (they operate only by inserting new elements into it). Thus, the mashup
practices take on themselves the pre-existing objects — that is the reality — or at least can provoke
some kind of «reality effects», as Roland Barthes called them (1968). At the same time, they express
a strong regenerative attitude, because — as Navas noted — they foster or rather imply further
interventions by anyone who wishes or needs it. In such a way, the product remains open, and
become — or more precisely always is — a process.

The special relationship that the mashup practices nourish between the level of the production
procedures and that of its outcomes is perhaps the element that distinguishes them from other
editing processes developed in the XX century, and, conversely, it's what brings them closer to the
specificity of the theatrical "neorealism" that we have examined within the wider landscape of the

"theatres of the real"!2. In such perspective, we could reflect a little differently on the issues involved

11 See also Milohni¢ 2012.
12 See Fischer-Lichte 2008, which expresses a deep reflection about the theatrical practices that in the last decades have tried to
blend the boundaries between clearly opposite conditions and categories.
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in assuming this kind of editing techniques within the creative process.

The theoretical frame of the mashup could welcome and even reshape an attitude expressed by
both the visual artists included under the aegis of post-production and the "Reality Theatres" that
we are discussing here. Their performances are not only the result of a given process of production,
but they are also conceived to become themselves a «place of creation» (Bourriaud 2002: 11): while
it shows «realism as a process» (Mango 2019), vice versa the show declares itself as part, or, better,
as an instrument of, as a source of the process of creation itself, like the other dramaturgical phases,
levels and features.

Then, the artistic practices mentioned above express a range of hybrid experiences between
creation and fruition which paradigm for Bourriaud can be retraced in the figure of the DJ, and that
now we could observe under the aegis of the concept of the "prosumer"”, that literally means the
always shifting conditions between the author and the spectator (thinking however that Walter
Benjamin more radically linked this attitude to the historian's work, to cite another important
reference for the "theatres of the real" that we are examining). In a similar but quite different way,
in the mashup approach someone who is seeing, reading, or listening can always become the one
who is speaking. The aim of these practices is still to sampling from reality for drawing on
"something" new. Not exactly "something", but a new action. It means that they encourage a direct
and explicit intervention on the modification of the reality, with the purpose to change it.

If the few examples mentioned above state the great difference between the three theatre groups
and their dramaturgical practices, they also show another possible common ground: all of them
represent, re-enact, repeat something that really exists or has happened (and remains very
recognizable within the performance), but explicitly in a different way. As Domenico Quaranta (2009:
51) reflected «isolating the re-», in cases such as these it's not only a matter of past or present: «the
idea of repetition is just one of the concepts implied by this particle», «there are other interesting
ideas which run alongside it, such as "response", and "reaction"» — which means that is also (maybe

above all) a matter of future.

IV.  Changing the world: a question about the art, a matter of language
The procedure of creating a ready-made consists in selecting an object from the everyday life and in
reframing it as a sculpture, without any other intervention traditionally linked with the artistic
gesture. However, ready-mades can't be fully defined or understood "in context", only looking at
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their strong connection with the reality or the non-artistic realm. They are not — real and/or fake —
objects, nor copy nor only a kind of provocation. «A work might not be a physical object but rather
a question», reflected Rosalind Krauss (1981: 73): a question that Marcel Duchamp posed to himself
and to the audience «about what exactly is the nature of the work in the term "work of art"». So, it
was strictly and above all a matter of art.

If we bring this question into our field, it can help us to identify the peculiarity of the dialectic
between reality and fiction developed in the theatre writings that we are examining.

As many artists has highlighted and as various scholars have noted observing the self-reflective
attitude expressed their performances??, the goal of all these "neorealistic" experiences is not (only)
about the society, the surrounding world, or its possible representations: indeed, it's strictly a matter
of experimentation on the theatrical language. It's not by chance that Rau and Kaegi among others
have openly distanced themselves from the documentary and/or applied theatre with which their
works has sometimes been associated). Frederick Le Roy (2012) said about the Rimini Protokoll that
despite the intense relationship between their projects and the social context, their research after
all is still about a deep, declared questioning of the specificity of theatricality.

Considering all these three groups, we can argue that their inquiries shape a series of attempts to
remediate (Bolter-Grusin 1999)'* the language of performance through facing — once again, as
happened on various occasion along the XX century — the current processes of media development
and social changes. At this point, the question could be: which kind of specific? That is: what is the
aspect of the performative language which these artists are improving as the dominant element of
the theatre experience in the digital age? By choosing fragments of mediated reality as sources of
the dramaturgical process and bringing them on stage neither totally disassembled but not even
authentic, the writing processes we have considered testify that it's not a matter of deconstruction
of the reality for analytical purposes, nor an assumption of it in terms of representation (if we
continue speaking according the two opposite polarities emerging from the twentieth-century
critical debate). If we look at the editing techniques used both in Milo Rau's re-enactment, in Rimini
Protokoll's dramaturgy of the spectator, and in the image sampling developed by Agrupacién Sefior
Serrano, we realize that they are different practices but the aim is quite the same: beyond the

instances of the representation and deconstruction, their program seems to be in all cases to stage

13 See: Jones-Heathfield 2012 (eds.); Le Roy 2012, 2017; Mango 2019; Martin 2013; Rau 2016.
14 For remediation in theatre, see Chapple-Kattenbelt 2006 (eds.).
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a new, potential construction of the reality, imagined by starting from the existing world through
countless negotiations between multiple authors and different communities of spectators. So, the
deepest goal of such projects is above all to provoke an effective intervention in the transformation
of the reality (or, at least, of its images, narratives, memories)®.

Unlike Brecht's epic theatre — another important and recurring reference of the "theatres of the
real"—, all these groups do not intend to show the reality as modifiable, but — staging it as modified
—they leave a possibility open: that is an empty space for a question, but not only in an artistic sense.
So, today theatre can be an "interstice" —in the Marxian sense of the term — between the reality and
its representation: a physical and theoretical place where we can test modalities of exchange and of
relationship that can be different from the current ones; a liminal space where we can experiment
some possible alternative between fiction and reality (Fischer-Lichte 2008, Zenker 2019) or between
what has happened and the way we talk about it, citing Milo Rau (2018: 178); an environment we
can completely reshape — instead this is Nicolas Bourriaud (2002) again — in order to give us back,
through art, the world as an experience still to be done.

In some way, this is what Walter Benjamin (1999) wished for the art in the '30s, when he was facing
what we can consider the beginning of this story. Looking at the theory of epic theatre, which not
only dealt with topical themes, but also attempted to analyse the ways in which they were
represented and narrated (even through very advanced technological tools for that time), the
philosopher warned against an art that claims itself political only because of its contents. Instead,
he recommended an intervention — that was still to come — on the means of production. The aim
was — and still is — not only to represent or even question the world, but to change it (inside theatre

but also and above all outside it).

15 Despite in the last years the three theatre groups I'm considering seem to have distanced themselves from the writing practices
described here, some of their recent performances have appeared to move forward along that path. I'm thinking about some
productions which they are creating in these months or that have premiered while | was preparing this intervention, such as
Conference of the absent in which Rimini Protokoll are going to test a kind of "remote direction", the new Milo Rau's "community-
based" reenactments of Western myths after a few years of working on the device of the "allegorical doubling" (Le Roy 2017) within
the Europe Trilogy (but of course also his trial-based projects concern more our future than the past: see Jonas Bens et al. 2019), as
well as The Mountain by Agrupacién Sefor Serrano, which today can be considered in some way a "manifesto" of the discourse I'm
reflecting on.
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