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Reflections on CHANGE NOW!

This publication is an output of CHANGE NOW:
an Erasmus+ Strategic Partnership project on democrat-
ic values, social safety and inclusion in theatre led by
The Aleksander Zelwerowicz National Academy of Dra-
matic Art, Warsaw, in alliance with four other European
schools: the Academy of Theatre and Dance, Amsterdam;
Angewandte Theaterwissenschaft, Giessen; Conserva-
toire National Supérieur d’Art Dramatique, Paris; and the
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland, Glasgow. Running from
2021-2023, CHANGE NOW! was an educational artistic
programme that brought together European theatre and
performance schools with the aim to jointly create inno-
vative practices for equity, diversity and empowerment in
theatre. An important aim of the project was to engage in
a common workshops, conversation and an exchange of
experiences amongst all the groups of people who make
up theatre school communities: students, staff and teach-
ers. The initial idea was to create a space where we could
learn from each other, despite the rigid divisions and
functions imposed by the institutional system, at the same
time as recognizing and naming the differences and power
relations that determine our perspectives and encounters.

Students from the partner institutions were in-
vited to participate in a 2-year workshop cycle with the
possibility to develop a full scale performance in one of
Warsaw’s most renowned theatres. Among the ambitions
of the project was the goal to support the autonomy of
young artists and the development of non-violent ap-
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proaches to theatre education: a system of constructive
feedback, development of anti-violence and anti-discrim-
ination policies, and supporting the strengthening of eq-
uity, diversity and inclusion practice in all the schools tak-
ing part in the project. The structure of the project was
organised around four core sessions hosted by Giessen
(September 2021); Amsterdam (July 2022); Paris (Novem-
ber 2022); and Warsaw (March 2023). Variously conceived
as part-conference, part-workshop program, part-consor-
tium meeting, these sessions comprised a range of activ-
ities including lectures and practical workshops by guest
artists, student-led practice sharings, knowledge-ex-
change sessions on social safety between staff and joint
outings to performances and other sites in the host cit-
ies. In between the four core sessions, students worked
on their own projects and developed connections with
each, and partners continued to meet to exchange knowl-
edge on ongoing social safety and inclusion developments
within their own academies and to collaborate on the de-
velopment of joint outputs, like this volume.

Our project was conceived as practicing change
and practicing hope. It was an expression of the recogni-
tion that the art institutions where we study and work need
to be constantly transformed, and that this transformation
can be done as a common work and shared responsibili-
ty. But the time in which we pursued it was a time of ex-
treme tensions and what in some instances felt like a time
of irreversible reckoning. We felt the energies of the great
social movements — #MeToo, Black and Global Majority
movements, queer, trans* and non-binary movements,
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movements working for the rights of disabled people and
neurodiversity and the new feminist upsurge that was
changing social consciousness in countries like Poland.
It was this great wave of social mobilization that pushed
the core project team to action. But the moment the pro-
ject was launched, the pandemic broke out, uprooting or-
dinary life, social contacts, mobility, and hitting the arts
with particular force, especially theatre and performing
arts, as based on live embodied encounters. The pandem-
ic brutally exposed social inequalities and the precarious
condition of many bodies — particularly racialized bod-
ies, the disabled and economically excluded. Gestures of
solidarity and care networks showed that there is always
room for action, but at the same time death statistics ruth-
lessly revealed inequalities in the distribution of social
security. While we were trying to analyze the whiteness
and ableism of our institutions and thinking about how to
make them more accessible to all bodies, boats full of peo-
ple were still sinking in the Mediterranean, refugees froze
to death in Polish forests, and detention centres, where
people placed in limbo are denied the status of possessing
human rights, continued to grow on the borders of the
European Union. In the second year of the project, war
broke out in Ukraine, confronting us with naked imperial
violence and necropolitics.

Under such circumstances, a sense of agency
and a capacity to transform the field of art and its institu-
tions can be easily lost. All the more important then, we
found, to holding on to some sense of “hope in the dark”
In this, we followed the advice of Rebecca Solnit not to fo-
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cus only on the big stage of events because this can be the
shortest way to helplessness and despair. Rather, we need
to get involved even more strongly where a lot depends
on us and where we can change something, regaining
our agency. In holding onto hope, which is part of hold-
ing change, the concept of fractal responsibility, which
we took from adrienne maree brown was also helpful:
»We are seeding the future, including our next systems of
justice — she says — with every action we take; the fractal
nature of our sacred design teaches us that our smallest
choicestodaywill become our nextnorms” (brown 2021, 5).
We have consciously decided that we believe that in our
imperfect world nothing is ever a foregone conclusion,
and that what we do or don’t do is always deposited some-
where and sooner or later has an effect, affecting what we
thought was beyond our reach.

We quickly learned that holding the change
and sharing it with others always means persisting in
an uneasy dialogue, getting lost and finding each other.
CHANGE NOW! faced many challenges over the course
of the project. Because of the pandemic the kick-off
events and the first session hosted by Giessen all needed
to be conducted online. For a project premised on staff
and student mobility and hoping to foster collaboration
between students and staff (many of whom did not know
each other before the project began), this had a huge im-
pact. At the same time, perhaps as partners we might all
now agree that we were somewhat naive in our starting
assumptions about how trans-institutional solidarities
could be nurtured between the schools and under-esti-
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mated the extent of the cultural differences between our
respective contexts. The project started with a lot of hope
and ambition about what partners with a shared commit-
ment to social safety and equity, diversity and inclusion
in theatre and theatre education could achieve together.
But we soon located the difficulty in finding exactly what
it was that we had in common and bumped up against the
differences between how values like ‘safety’ and ‘inclusion’
were understood and enacted in our varying situations.
It is one thing to say that “we” are all committed to inclu-
sion — for example — but quite another thing to under-
stand what that actually means in practice.

Questions around language were, of course, also
very important to this struggle to locate common ground
and particularly in a context where language plays a key
role in shaping and re-shaping the very power dynam-
ics that the project sought to address. Whilst CHANGE
NOW!was officially conducted in English, for example, it
was clearly important to notice the differences between
what words do (to bodies, how they perform, what they
produce) in different linguistic context and as part of how
inclusion and exclusion are enacted. As chapters in this
book discuss, the vocabulary of inclusion and exclusion,
power and identities have different specific — and often un-
translatable — histories in English, Polish, Dutch, French,
and German (as well as in Spanish and Portuguese, as
among the mother tongues of the students). In her impor-
tant contribution to the Paris session, for instance, film
director Mame-Fatou Niang noted how the language to
discuss Blackness is not even there in French. Niang — as
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a Black thinker from France — discovered Black Studies by
way of the US. In her talk, she noted how many of the peo-
ple who object to the importation of Critical Race studies
to France do so on the grounds that it is a fad that forces
a US frame of analysis onto the French context. But, for
Niang, “Black Studies arguably revealed something to us
about France” (Niang 2022). Indeed, she recalls how it was
not until she studied in the US, that she was introduced to
the work of foundational Black and postcolonial thinkers
in France such as Aimé Césaire and Edouard Glissant.

Questions around the language of gender in-
clusion and pronoun usage also came to the fore dur-
ing the project and revealed markedly different degrees
of experience and different frameworks of reference for
the role of language in shaping senses of belonging trans*
and non-binary people. Learning to respect the pronouns
of participants, for instance, was a familiar and habitu-
al practice for some and a new and challenging experi-
ence for others. In this regard, as project partners, we
profoundly under-estimated the potential complexity of
facilitating a more safe environment for participants in
this trans-national context. Not enough time and care
was given to enable us all — staff and students — to get
to know each other, to attend to the differences and in-
equalities of our positionalities and to learn about the
specificity of the local artistic, educational and political
contexts that we were situated within. Despite good inten-
tions on all sides, harm was done within the project itself
on a number of occasions that many of us are still pro-
cessing and healing from.
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The premise of building transversal relations
between project participants proved similarly difficult to
implement. Our system-imposed roles further complicat-
ed by cultural differences and different power dynamics
hindered communication and the learning process, which
we assumed could flow in all directions. Default settings
of the system often prevailed over the open possibility
of co-creating a space of shared variables. We dreamed
of a common laboratory where we would be able to try
out our practices, learn from each other and experiment
together, but we underestimated how much deep work
it takes to design such a space — how much we need to
explain to each other, how much to negotiate and name.
Crossing old structures requires creating new ones, on
different terms and together, and this in turn requires
work on a common vocabulary and deepened awareness
and mindfulness as well as the ocean of time. The intense
sensation of insecurity that sometimes affected all project
participants — students, lecturers, and administrative staff
— from time to time painfully brought us back to rigid divi-
sions. At the time when these incidents occurred, partners
and students would both observe that this was both to be
expected and to be valued: “This is the work’, we would
say to each other. And, for sure, “the work” of CHANGE
NOW! was not so much (or at least not only) in its per-
formances, conference papers and other public outcomes,
but also in the often unseen and messy work of trying
to meet each other and work together across difference.
The incidents of failing to hold safer space were also where
learning took place; and yet, at the same time, it is impor-
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tant to constantly return to the question of who is learning
from whom, and at what expense.

Another challenge of the project was that in
many of the participating schools, profound changes were
taking place at the same time as CHANGE NOW! was
happening. In some schools, colleagues were in the midst
of institutional re-structuring that made their own roles
even more precarious; in others, controversial changes
of directorship and management structures were taking
place raising questions of institutional racism. Almost all
staff were simultaneously managing social safety cases in
their own institutional roles in parallel with contributing
to CHANGE NOW!in ways that certainly heightened the
relevance of the project but also had practical implica-
tions for the energy that could be brought to it. The very
things we were trying to “study” or practice together were
also the conditions for the project itself. We were trying
to learn from each other about social safety in the midst
of feeling unsafe ourselves; we were trying to learn from
each other about how to dismantle oppressive and vio-
lent power structures in theatre and theatre education
at the same time as being differently caught up in their
mechanisms. The value of the embodied knowledges that
come from these different lived experiences in relation to
social safety, equity and systemic violence and cannot be
under-estimated. But at the same time, they can of course
also be sources of harm and trauma that present barriers
to other kinds of education, artistic work and knowledge
development. All this is to say that the capacity of students
and staff to participate in the project were shaped dif-
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ferently by complex configurations of circumstances that
overlap and deviate from each other, including: financial
precarity; the harmful impact of ongoing systemic oppres-
sions and past traumas; the unequally distributed effects
of COVID and the War in Ukraine; burn-out and exhaus-
tion through over-work, and “personal” experiences of
grief and loss, family and relationship problems, health
issues. If we have learned anything from this project, then
perhaps it relates to the fundamental importance of great-
er acknowledgment of and reciprocal care for what we
are each bringing with us into our collective encounters
— before what is framed as “the real work” even begins.

Whilst as a project we do need to acknowledge
and hold ourselves accountable for our mistakes, we hope
we can also be proud to see CHANGE NOW! as the site
where some truly joyful solidarities have been fostered
among staff and students alike: where new friendships
have formed the ground for hybrid, liberatory practices
to emerge and a sense of cross-institutional community
is emerging that allows us to support each other through
the ongoing work of transformation that we are engaged
with in our different contexts.

Summary of the chapters

The eighteen texts in this publication are organ-
ised into three main thematic parts. Part I: Teaching, learn-
ing and power dynamics focusses on theatre education;
Part Il on Gender, sexuality and intimacy coordination;
and Part 11l on Access, equity, anti-racism and decolonial-
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ity. Inevitably, the division into themed parts is somewhat
arbitrary and certainly there are texts that could have been
placed differently and common threads that run through
the chapters across the sections. An intersectional ap-
proach to the analysis of power, oppression and libera-
tion is also in play in many of the texts in ways which work
against the false separation of questions of gender and
sexuality from those of disability and race, for example.
However, we have chosen to adopt this themed structure
to try to give an indication of focus, albeit overlayering
a more complex texture of interconnections between the
contributions and the topics they address.

The texts and their authors have various rela-
tionships to the CHANGE NOW! project and the five Eu-
ropean theatre schools that form its partners. In some cas-
es, the texts are very much concerned with the discussion
of working practices in the context of a particular partner
institution. This is perhaps especially the case for the texts
commissioned by the Polish project team, many of which
(such as Kwasgniewska; Waligora; Adamiecka-Sitek et al)
are focussed on projects and developments situated with-
in CHANGE NOWT s partner institution: the Aleksander
Zelwerowicz National Academy of Dramatic Art, in War-
saw. However it also applies to Bojana Mladenovic’s text
which focusses on anti-racist work specifically undertak-
en in the context of the Academy of Theatre and Dance in
Amsterdam; and the student reflections in Hilary Jones’
chapter which are situated in their experiences of training
at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland in Glasgow. Other
texts address the project themes in relation to non-part-
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ner institutions and the working fields in different nation-
al contexts in ways that we hope can enable cross-compar-
ison. In some cases, authors are themselves members of
staff at the partner institutions in ways that offer ‘insider
knowledge’ but also involve the complex strategic ques-
tion of what can and cannot be said about the institution
in the public domain and by whom. The willingness to en-
gage in institutional critique and self-critique is not with-
out its risk for some of the authors here and indeed there
is already an experience of the harmful backlash that can
come from challenging dominant ways of working that is
shared across our different national contexts in ways that
this publication may support us to recognise.

If this publication is in part about its partner
institutions, it is also a form of documentation of the
four core CHANGE NOW! sessions mentioned above.
That is, in many cases, authors were also invited contrib-
utors to these gatherings: whether as guest speakers and/
or as leaders of workshop sessions for staff and students.
Rajni Shah led a hybrid listening session for the kick-off
and co-presented a performative reading Listening across
Difference with Laura Cull O Maoilearca in Warsaw;
Szymon Adamczak and Elioa Steffen presented on their
project on queering feedback in both Amsterdam and
Warsaw; Caspar Weimann led a workshop on the role of
queerness in acting practices for the Paris session; Hilary
Jones let an intimacy coordiation workshop in Amster-
dam and together with Meryem Elise Sengiin presented
Intimacy Coordination: A Tale of Rights, Resistance and
Revolution on Warsaw conference; Carly Thompson and
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Mira Thompson hosted an Access Intimacy workshop
for staff in Amsterdam and did a performative reading
of the Letters from Lying Down for the Warsaw session;
Marine Bachelot-Nguyen and Penda Diouf were both in-
vited speakers at the Paris conference. The Club had its
online presentation open to all schools participating in
the project, followed by a conversation with the entire
creative team who talked about their innovative methods
of work. Agata Adamiecka-Sitek and Weronika Szczaw-
inska, director of The Club, spoke at the Warsaw confer-
ence about the new policy of corporeality at the Warsaw
Academy. Agnieszka Jakimiak and Monika Kwasniewska
also presented their papers at the same conference while
Katarzyna Waligéra moderated a panel discussion on
intimacy coordination in the realities of the Polish theater
system. Katarzyna Renes, the author of the closing text How
I overdosed on Artyzol*: a story of my life with cultural pro-
jects is the main coordinator of CHANGE NOW! In some
cases, the content of these sessions is directly discussed in
the texts (eg. Weimann); in others, the texts were the basis
for the sessions (eg. Thompson and Everaert). With some
contributions (eg. arribas and nestel; Smith; Mladenovi¢),
the authors were not directly involved in the CHANGE
NOW! project, but were invited to contribute to this publi-
cation because of the resonance of their work within a part-
ner institution with the core project themes of social safety,
equity, access, inclusion, power dynamics and non-violent
methods of theatre, performance and education.

The texts in this volume address the reader in
a variety of different modalities and tones of voice, many
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of which do not conform to dominant norms as to what
counts as “academic” writing. More traditional academic
texts are present, but they appear alongside and interwo-
ven with other forms including exchanges of letters, per-
sonal reflections, manifesto-like statements, transcribed
presentations. This has been our deliberate choice: to in-
vite contributors to share their different modes of think-
ing in the form and style of writing that they need to use;
avoiding tendencies towards standardization and the hier-
archization of different knowledges that so often occurs in
academic contexts. Conventional academic essays allow
certain types of knowledge to manifest, but not others.
Whilst practices of literature review and reasoned argu-
ment give an example of what rigorous research looks like
in a certain context, publications like this can also offer
theatre educators and makers the space to experiment
with what might constitute rigor, integrity or a ‘contribu-
tion to knowledge’ on different terms.

In Part I: Power dynamics in teaching, learning
and collective study, we begin with an essay by by Julia
Bee and Gerko Egert which departs from Fred Moten
and Stefano Harney’s (2013) notion of ‘collective study’
to explore the pedagogical techniques involved in the
emergence of teaching and learning events in art, par-
ticularly those that take place outside of ‘dominant insti-
tutional settings’ (Bee and Egert). This discussion is situ-
ated with reference to their work in nocturne: a platform
based in Germany, initiated by the authors, that gath-
ers pragmatic techniques for experimental knowledge
production across art, academia, and activism. Here,
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teaching is no longer considered as the ‘explanation of
existing knowledge’ but as the combination of experi-
mentation and learning understood as ‘the art of creat-
ing situations from which something new can emerge’
(Bee and Egert). The second text is an essay by Monika
Kwasniewska which looks at three examples of student
performance projects produced at the Academy of Theat-
er Arts in Krakow (ATA) thematizing the impact of the
#MeToo movement on Polish theater. Drawing from in-
terviews with their creators combined with performance
analysis, Kwasniewska suggests that the projects enabled
their participants to conduct practical research into ‘the
mechanisms, sources and consequences of violence in
educational and artistic processes. The third contribu-
tion in this section is a text by Agnieszka Jakimiak which
also builds from lived experience at the Theatre Academy
in Krakow in order to analyse how authoritarian pow-
er dynamics are translated from classroom to rehearsal
rooms and to propose an alternative approach to the-
atrical production which she calls “ignorant stagemas-
tering”, informed by the French philosopher, Jacques
Ranciere’s notion of the “ignorant schoolmaster” (1991).
The final essay in this section is by Sheila Ragunathan
which attends to the intricacies of an everyday example
from her practice as a teacher of colour leading post-
colonial theory seminars in the German university con-
text. Focussing on how coloniality plays out in the class-
room, Ragunathan notes the recurring desire of students
‘to talk about the otherness of racialized subjects’ and
the resistance to engaging with texts that demand a more
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fundamental (self)interrogation of the imperialist norms
at work in their own notions of knowledge and difference.

Part II of the publication is focussed on Gender,
sexuality and intimacy coordination. It begins with the
transcript of a conversation with the women who creat-
ed and performed in a play called 7/e Club: a student-led
initiative which was co-produced by the Aleksander Zel-
werowicz Theatre Academy in Warsaw and the theatre,
TR Warszawa, premiering in June 2021. In the conversa-
tion, the creative team discuss the ways in which 7The Club
emerged from the context of the students’ experience of
structural gender inequality embedded in the acting pro-
gram of their institution, but then went on to enable the
creation of an empowering performance that aimed not
to ‘call out’ but ‘to highlight and disarm the mechanisms
of violence against women in the art world’ (Szczawinska).
The second text in this section introduces the topic of ‘in-
timacy coordination’ with the transcript of a presentation
given at the Warsaw session by project team member, Hi-
lary Jones from partner school the Royal Conservatoire
of Scotland (RCS), together with participating CHANGE
NOW! students: Molly Quinn and Meryem Sengun. The
text briefly introduces intimacy coordination particularly
as it has been defined in the UK context by practitioners
like the British movement director Ita O’Brian, before in-
viting the students to share their experience of intimacy
coordination in the context of acting and dance education
at the RCS. Intimacy coordination remains the focus for
the next essay by Katarzyna Waligora. In the text, Waligora
draws from contextual research and observations to dis-
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cuss a series of intimacy coordination workshops offered
to students by the Polish psychologist and intimacy coor-
dinator, Kaja Wesotek-Podziemska in the context of the
academic project Safe Space. Good practices and tools
for the transformation of the Polish theater system. This
project, led Agata Adamiecka-Sitek at Academy of Dra-
matic Art in Warsaw, was motivated by the findings of
independent research commissioned by the academy that
located abuse, discrimination and boundary violations
at the school.

In the next essay, we shift from intimacy coor-
dination to frameworks of queering — starting with a text
on performance dramaturgy and queer mentorship by
theatre-maker, Szymon Adamczak. Adamczak occupies
a special position in the CHANGE NOW! project as both
an alumni and current research fellow of partner school
the Academy of Theatre and Dance in Amsterdam, and as
a theatre-maker born in Poland who continues to move
between Poland and the Netherlands in his transnational
work as an artist and HIV activist. In his autobiographical
essay, Adamczak revisits his dramaturgical and pedagogi-
cal practice as an example of queer positionality, building
on the work of queer theorists from Sara Ahmed, Richard
Ford and Gregg Bordowitz. As Adamczak notes, the essay
operates in the publication as a kind of ‘partner piece’ for
the essay that follows it by Elioa Steffen. Adamczak and
Steffen are the co-conveners of the queer performance
pedagogy and feedback project In Pursuit of Otherwise
Possibilities (IPOP) supported by the Lectorate of the
Academy of Theatre and Dance (ATD) in Amsterdam of
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which they are both former students. As Steffen puts it:
‘IPOP was created to respond to limited, disjointed queer
educational resources within the ATD? In the essay, she
then goes on to discuss how the IPOP project has used
reading, feedback and participatory workshop practic-
es to research their core questions, including: “how can
the ATD, and universities more broadly, better support
LGBTQ+ students including their well-being, artistic
growth, and education development?” and “How can
queer ways of making, knowledge sharing and relating im-
prove and problematize educational goals and outcomes?”
In the final essay in this section, Caspar Weimann reflects
on the systematic discrimination of queer actors in the
German-speaking context and going on to argue that we
need to fundamentally re-evaluate dominant understand-
ings of acting — particularly in terms of supposed ‘neu-
trality’ — in order to make actor training institutions more
accessible to and inclusive of queer and nonbinary ac-
tors. The text builds on Weimann'’s experience as an acting
teacher and equal opportunity officer focusing on queer
issues at the Academy of Performing Arts Baden-Wiirt-
temberg, but also touches on how their notion of the ‘au-
tonomous actor’ was received by participants in the con-
text of the Change Now workshop they delivered in Paris.

The third part of the publication focuses on
Access, equity, anti-racism and decoloniality. We begin
this section with an essay by aster arribas and antje nestel
which beautifully connects to the previous part through
its reference to the notion of “neuroqueering”: ‘a process
of actively constructing worlds outside the realm of neu-
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rotypicality’ In this co-authored contribution, the authors
invite readers to engage in their process of ‘writing-with;
reading between or across two columns of text, as a mode
of introduction to their project, shy*play. Jointly initiated
by arribas and nestel in 2022, shy*play is a research project
exploring neurodiversity as relation in art and education
in the Academy of Theatre and Dance (ATD) in Amster-
dam. The text addresses how neurotypical norms operate
in art educational systems and explores the relation be-
tween shyness, introversion and neurodivergence in the
context of hosting workshops for students and an inter-
sectional neuroqueer theoretical framework informed by
thinkers like Nick Walker (2021). The second text is Carly
Everaert and Mira Thompson that takes the form of an
exchange of letters departing from Mia Mingus’ notion
of ‘access intimacy’ and classes taught to Scenography
students at the ATD as part of Everaert’s Radical Think-
ing course. For Mingus, access intimacy is “That elusive,
hard to describe feeling when someone else , gets” your
access needs. The kind of eerie comfort that your disabled
self feels with someone on a purely access level” (Mingus
2011). In the context of the Warsaw session, it was impor-
tant that we, as audience, were lying down as we listened
to Everaert and Thompson reading their correspondence.
A correspondence which begins with Thompson’s reflec-
tions on her work on/in arts and disability justice as some-
one who ‘live(s) horizontally for a good amount of the day’
(Thompson). So perhaps, as a reader of this publication,
you could also practice lying down when you come to
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read that chapter and see what insights emerge from that
embodied experience.

The next contribution in Part III is a piece by
Rajni Shah who is also a researcher at the ATD. As Shah
lays out in their own words at the start of the text, this
writing is made up of ‘a series of personal reflections on
“listening” which, for Shah, refers to ‘an embodied atten-
tive state, including, but not limited to, the ears’ Writing
from their own experiences as a trans non-binary person
of colour, the hyperlinked text invites the reader to travel
between this writing and other online materials within
a consideration of the relations between listening, an-
ti-racist and anti-colonial work. The fourth contribution
in this section is by Joy Mariama Smith: a piece which
makes an offering to the reader to orient themselves
in the text through a series of ‘terms of engagement’
(Hennessy 2017) including: whiteness, racialized aesthet-
ics and disidentification. In what follows, the text itself
performatively enables a relation between the author —
who positions themselves as a ‘queer, non-binary, immi-
grant, and Black with indigenous to the americas and Afri-
can diasporic ancestry’ — and the reader who is also called
upon to consider — in and as the act of reading — how
they themselves ‘are submerged, implicated, complicit,
[and] affected by white supremacy culture’ (Smith). Joy
Mariama Smith is a mentor in the School for New Dance
Development (SNDO) within the Academy of Theatre
and Dance in Amsterdam: a department which is led by
Bojana Mladenovi¢, the author of the next essay in this sec-
tion. Here, Mladenovi¢ reflects on seven years of anti-co-
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lonial and anti-racist work as the head of SNDO with the
aim ‘to make the school safer and less violent for students
of color and a space of transformative (read: less violence
inducing) learning for the white population of students,
teachers and staft’ Her text is divided into two parts: the
first focused on the period in which SNDO sought to ad-
dress how the ‘colonial modernity matrix’ had historically
shaped its curriculum and culture; and the second char-
acterised by the research initiative SNDO Critical White-
ness, developed in partnership with Joy Mariama Smith
which sought to enable their community of students and
teachers ‘ to critically and transformatively engage with
the notion of whiteness’ (Mladenovic).

The final two contributions to this section main-
tain the focus on coloniality and racism but shift our at-
tention to the French context. The first is by the writ-
er, actor and director Marine Bachelot-Nguyen, who is
also a founding member of the collective Decolonizing
the Arts — which was formed in 2015 to insist on better
representation of racialized people in French stage and
screen but also to advocate for ‘the decolonization of the
imaginary’ (Nguyen). In the text, Bachelot-Nguyen dis-
cusses how she has explored the entangled mechanisms
of racism and sexism, homophobia and colonialism in her
own fictions and documentaries. She then goes on to ad-
dress how the decolonization of the imaginary might take
place both through casting choices and the proliferation
and diversification of models of racialized characters be-
yond exoticizing stereotypes. This emphasis on the im-
aginary also connects this piece to the one that follows,
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where Penda Diouf recalls Edouard Glissant’s statement:
“We will not transform the world if we do not transform
the imaginary”. In her contribution, Diouf challenges the
French perception of their own anti-racism, drawing from
her own lived experience to address how racialized ex-
clusion operates through the decisions of theatre read-
ing committees and the double-standards of festival pro-
grammers. Crucially, Diouf looks ahead to a time when
racialized artists no longer feel obliged to expend energy
participating in endless roundtables on ‘diversity in theat-
er’ and can focus on their own creative work.

By way of closing publication, we end with
a Coda authored by Katarzyna Renes, the Project Man-
ager for the CHANGE NOW! project itself. Here Renes
reads her own lived experience of precarious labour in
the field of cultural management through the lens of Kuba
Szreder’s (2021) notion of “artyzol”: “the creativity opiate
secreted in the process of artistic circulation [that]| caus-
es artists, curators or assistants to engage in art, even if
their activity leads to poverty and frustration” (Szreder
in Renes). Situated in her own experience of the Polish
work culture as built on an “,ethos of effort and sacrifice”
(Kubisa et al 2022), but also her work on international
projects, Renes’ contribution powerfully considers how
contemporary financial conditions and funding structures
produce both addictive and harmful forms of lived pre-
carity. In line with the aim to increase the attention and
care we bring to the constitutive conditions that shape
the very nature of any given encounter or ‘project; this be-
hind-the-scenes confessional by Renes seems an apt way

33 Introduction



to conclude — albeit that it, along with the different per-
spectives of the other contributions, paints a stark picture
of the complex challenges ahead.
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“[S]tudy is what you do with other people. It’s talking
and walking around with other people, working, danc-
ing, suffering, some irreducible convergence of all three,
held under the name of speculative practice. The notion
of a rehearsal — being in a kind of workshop, playing in
a band, in a jam session, or old men sitting on a porch,
or people working together in a factory — there are these

”y

various modes of activity:

“To study” is an activity — it combines teaching
and learning, two activities that are usually considered
separate. In the book The Undercommons. Fugitive Plan-
ning and Black Study, Stefano Harney and Fred Moten set
out to distinguish the collective activity of study from the
study that takes place within educational and academ-
ic institutions. They point out that collective study hap-
pens while playing, making music, biking, discussing with
friends, traveling. While teaching and learning in Western
societies is deemed to take place within educational insti-
tutions, and is structured by evaluation systems, assess-
ments, and grades, Harney and Moten show that study
is by no means limited to these spaces. They argue that
most study happens beyond institutional settings. Study
is collective, sometimes you are a learner and sometimes
a teacher, but often you are both. Teaching and learning
do not just happen, they are not only emergent events,
they are made possible through a series of techniques.
Sometimes these techniques are visible, while often they

1 Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons. Fugitive Planning and Black Study (Wivenhoe: Minor
Compositions: 2013),110.
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go unnoticed. These techniques — rather than the insti-
tutions with which they are associated — are what we are
interested in.

nocturne: A platformforteachingandlearning

Often, we meet scholars, artists, and activists
who have developed ideas and pedagogical techniques in
their personal practices and in dialogue with their stu-
dents and workshop participants. In order to share these
techniques beyond their initial contexts — classroom, stu-
dio, workshops — we initiated nocturne,* a platform for
experimental knowledge production across art, academia,
and activism. It is a platform that grew from our curiosity
and enthusiasm for the many experimental pedagogical
formats that exist outside of dominant institutional set-
tings. It brings together a series of techniques for exper-
imental teaching sourced from across the fields of art,
performance, philosophy, theater, film, and media studies.
Each contribution consists of a technique that was devel-
oped during seminars and workshops, and in studios and
rehearsal spaces. The contributions include: a collabora-
tive fabulation of a bank robbery; the now familiar format
of the reading group; writing workshops; collage; film es-
says; and a group performance. The platform is intended
to offer an insight into the field of experimental and col-
laborative pedagogy. It is understood as open-source in
the sense that it is an invitation to try, adapt, and further
develop the techniques in other contexts. In this respect,

2  Seewww.nocturne-plattform.de
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by collecting and documenting the techniques, we are
contributing to the continued circulation of knowledge
that extends beyond institutional boundaries.

We focus primarily on techniques that use ar-
tistic practices not only as illustrations of theories, but
that take them seriously as practical ways of thinking.
As such, the techniques are connected to academic educa-
tion and political activism. We are interested in the diver-
sity of techniques and procedures at work in artistic prac-
tices and the processual knowledge they produce. These
techniques include playing, dancing, creating space, mon-
taging, collaging, writing, etc. Through reading groups,
teach-ins, or collective fabulations,? they question the hi-
erarchical order between production and reproduction,
practice and theory, research and teaching.

Through our engagement with experimental
pedagogies, we build upon a long history of activity in-
cluding that of Black Mountain College; the Feminist Stu-
dio Workshop; the work of artists such as Lygia Clark,
Miklés Erdély, and Déra Maurer; and educators such as
Paulo Freire, bell hooks, and Leanne Betasamosake Simp-
son. Recent initiatives include the Performing Arts Fo-
rum in St. Erme and the SenseLab in Montréal. Most ex-
amples are practice(d) outside of established institutions,
while others are part of existing curriculums for art and
design.* These foundations are echoed in the techniques
explored in nocturne. Some techniques, like the contribu-
tions by Erin Manning and Brian Massumi, were devel-

3  Gilles Deleuze, “Mediators,” in Negotiations, 1972-1990, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), 121134 .
4  (Paimetal.2019; Egert et al. 2015, Jaschke et al. 2012).
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oped in the context of one of the projects, while others,
like Juli Reinartz’s or Inga Zimprich’s engaged with this
history more indirectly.

How-To...

In our first publication Learning to Experiment,
Sharing Techniques: A Speculative Handbook’ we adopt the
format of a “how-to” style manual to “document” the tech-
niques included. By mimicking the how-to of a handbook
we emphasize the pragmatic approach to every technique.
Itis a book to use. And yet its pragmatism does not equate
with a goal-oriented approach. In fact, for us, pragmatism
is a form of engagement that is attuned to an actual situa-
tion but not limited to it. To avoid pragmatism becoming
a means to an end, we emphasize its speculative dimen-
sion. It may seem paradoxical at first to use speculation
and pragmatism simultaneously. But the logic of specula-
tive pragmatism® allows us to think of techniques not as
something one needs to earn or learn to master, but rather
as a way to put into practice speculatively in the midst of
an actual situation. Speculative how-tos, as we propose
them, are open to appropriation. They are, in Brian Mas-
sumi’s words, “enabling constraints”” A technique that
straddles the line between pragmatism and speculation

5 Julia Bee, Gerko Egert (eds.), Experimente lernen, Techniken tauschen. Ein spekulatives Handlbuch
[Learning to Experiment, Sharing Techniques: A Speculative Handbook] (Weimar/Berlin: Nocturne, 2020).

6  Erin Manning, Brian Massumi. Thought in the Act: Passages in the Ecology of Experience. (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2014).

7  BrianMassumi, Brian and Joel McKim. “Of Microperceptions and Micropolitics. An Interview with Brian Massumi,”
in Inflexions. A Journal for Research-Creation, 3 (2009), http://www.inflexions.org/n3_massumihtml.html.
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in a performative way is The Perfect Robbery by Juli Re-
inartz. The task is simple: plan to rob a bank. While time
and location situate the technique in the here and now,
the task immediately opens up a space for collective plan-
ning fueled by the speculative energy of criminal conspir-
acy, making it speculative in its radical sense. It is a tech-
nique of future problem-solving rather than free-floating
imagination. This combination of pragmatism and spec-
ulation is shared by many of the techniques included on
nocturne. They are pragmatic because they orient an ac-
tion or a collective toward processes embedded in the here
and now. They are speculative because they transform this
process, feeding it into new situations, and thereby chang-
ing the collective as much as the situation itself.

The perfect robbery

Juli Reinartz and Tea Tupajic

4-5 days a 5-6 hours
10-15 participants

Possible as a stand-alone workshop, as part of a festival or as
a seminar with students, doctoral candidates and teachers

Preferably in two rooms, one of which is equipped with tables,
chairs and pencils, the other empty and spacious

Plenty of coffee, water and tea

1-2 organizers, who prepare the joint process and later be-
come part of the group

45 Learning to Experiment, Sharing Techniques



Additional 3-4 invited experts to guide the mini-workshops,
which do not have to take part in the planning of the robbery.
They facilitate a 2-hour workshop session, answer questions,
and respond to participant’s questions

A list of heist movies

A computer, a projector and internet access

A selected bank which is easy to reach
and a fixed date for the robbery

Timeline

The course of the workshop is self-organized

The group of participants organizes the progress of their plan-

ning themselves.

The organizers, however, determine some key dates in advance:

Day: Introductory round and visit / Visit to the selected bank
Day: mini-workshop and movie night

Day: Mini-Workshop 2

Day: Mini-Workshop 3

Day: possibly mini-workshop 4

Final performance

From: Juli Reinartz: “Der perfekte Bankraub” (https://nocturne-plattform.

de/text/der-perfekte-bankraub)
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Pragmatic Experimentation

The techniques gathered at nocturne are not sim-
ply practice-based, but pragmatic in their philosophical
sense. They take experience seriously as a starting point
from which to work with theoretical concepts.® Rather
than just applying thinking to experience or experience
to thinking, the relation between the two realms — the-
ory and practice, thinking and experiencing — grounds
every practice. This logic of co-composition shifts teach-
ing from an act of mediating learning content, to a form
of experimentation in which content and techniques are
in constant dialogue and constantly rearranged, making
the very distinctions between theory and practice, and
concept and experience, even harder to maintain. When
we think of pedagogical techniques and the activity
of teaching, we do not limit it to the explanation of ex-
isting knowledge, but think of them as situations joined
together by learning and experimentation, from which
topics and techniques emerge and are experimented with.
We consider learning in a broad and embodied sense, fo-
cusing on the art of creating situations from which some-
thing new can emerge. This is why we turn to those spaces
where art, activism, and pedagogy are intertwined.

Through her work as a teacher, bell hooks has
shown us how the personal experiences of teachers and
learners — inside and outside of the classroom — are key
for pedagogical processes. These experiences are social

8 John Dewey, Experience and Education, 2015; William James, Essays in Radical Empiricism; Alfred North
Whitehead, The Aims of Education and other Essays, 1967.
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and saturated by power structures. It is these power struc-
tures that must become the starting point of a political
and critical reflection on education.

The questioning of existing structures gener-
ates new access to knowledge spaces, especially for those
who are formally or informally excluded due to their back-
ground and biography.® Therefore, nocturne places artis-
tic research in dialogue with classical examples of social
emancipation in the fields of media, art, and cultural stud-
ies. The aim of artistic pedagogies is not the promotion of
creativity as an end in itself, but the activation of emanci-
pative and reflexive processes on the level of perception
and bodily activity.

bell hooks, writing from an African-American
working-class perspective, sees her teaching practice as
a professor and lecturer at a university as an activity of
change, liberation, and empowerment. In Teaching to
Transgress,” the first title of her trilogy on teaching, hooks
describes her encounters with those who resisted the dif-
ferent and radical forms of pedagogy she tried to put into
practice. According to hooks, freedom and transgression
can by no means be achieved by simply negating outmod-
ed pedagogies. New techniques and new pedagogical
concepts are needed to empower precisely those students
(African-Americans, immigrants, women®*, first-genera-
tion academics) who are all too often overlooked in ex-
isting structures. For hooks, teaching can form a tech-

9  Pierre Bourdieu, The Inheritors: French Students and Their Relation to Culture (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press 1979).

10 bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress. Education as the Practice to Freedom (London and New York:
Routledge, 1994).
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nique of transformation and collectivity, “The power of
the liberatory classroom is in fact the power of the learn-
ing process, the work we do to establish a community”**
Affects such as “excitement” and “fun”*? are prerequisites
for learning and teaching. She calls for pedagogical tech-
niques that focus less on teaching and more on the “at-
mosphere” of learning itself.’* This shows how affect is
not incidental, but in fact determines how habitus makes
one move subconsciously away from or toward certain
learning situations.** We think of terms like “excitement”
as affective spaces of possibility and ways in which bodies
affect other bodies and can themselves be affected.’s

Learning outside of the University

In recent years, non-academic learning formats
have gained traction. They connect to the radical pedago-
gies of the 1970s and 1980s, to feminist and Black read-
ing circles, to empowerment and consciousness raising,
and to decolonial struggles in the Americas. They refer-
ence the pedagogical and therapeutic reforms of Fernand
Oury and Aida Vasques*®, Paulo Freire'?, bell hooks*, Félix

11 hooks, Teaching to Transgress, 153.

12 hooks, Teaching to Transgress, 7.

13 hooks, Teaching to Transgress, 7.

14 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice. (Stanford (CA): Stanford University Press, 1990).

15 Benedictus de Spinoza, Ethics: Proved in Geometrical Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018)
16 AidaVasquez, Fernand Oury (1969). “The Educational Technique of Freinet.” Prospects in Education 1: 43-51.
17 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Bloomsbury, 2018).

18 bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress. Education as the Practice to Freedom (London and New York:
Routledge, 1994).
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Guattari*®, and Fernand Deligny*. Movements influenced
by these thinkers, teachers, artists, and political activists,
have invented ways of learning that aim to make social,
individual, and institutional transformation and change.

Next to critical developments in pedagogy,
artists of the 20™ century engaged repeatedly in new
and different forms of teaching and learning. For ex-
ample, Allan Kaprow explored playful pedagogies in his
happenings, extending activities of teaching and learn-
ing into the realm of art and feeding artistic techniques
into the curriculum of schools and universities.?* Or, in
a similar manner, composer, musician, and university
professor George E. Lewis, in Collaborative Improvisa-
tion as Critical Pedagogy,** describes his artistic practice
of jazz as an act of collective mediation in experimen-
tal improvisation: “In this view, improvisation becomes
a critical practice as well as a means to aesthetic state-
ment - a space where discontinuity, disruption, support,
and struggle become audible pathways to new experi-
ence”””? Both of them® tie in with the theories of pragma-
tism mentioned above. Their artistic engagements placed
experience at the very heart of learning. Rather than the
teaching serving as a way to bestow knowledge upon stu-

19 Félix Guattari, Psychoanalysis and Transversality. Texts and Interviews 1955-1971 (South Pasadena:
Semiotext(e), 2015).

20 Fernand Deligny, Cartes et lignes derre/Maps and wander lines: Traces du réseau de Fernand Deligny
1969 - 1979 (Paris: LArachnéen, 2013).

21 Vesna Krstich, “The Pedagogy of Play: Fluxus, Happenings, and Curriculum Reform in the 1960s,”
in C Magazin 131(2015): 14-18.

22 George E. Lewis, “Collaborative Improvisation as Critical Pedagogy.” Nka Journal of Contemporary African
Art34,(2014): 40-47.

23 Lewis, 46.
24 Lewis more implicitly, Kaprow explicitly in his interest in the philosophy of John Dewey.
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dents, the impact of the material learning environment
became the focus of their pedagogies.

Today, at film or theater festivals, museums
and galleries, both formal and informal learning takes
place. Silent University, School of Commons, Training
for the Future, and Black Market for Useful Knowledge
and Non-Knowledge are just a few of the many frame-
works in which alternative modes of learning are being
organized. In Black Market, Hannah Hurzig for example
assembles teachers and learners who, in precisely-timed
sessions, share, and produce knowledge through one-to-
one conversations. The people she invites are experts in
many regards. Hurzig is explicitly concerned with creating
informal structures in which a broad spectrum of knowl-
edge is negotiated with and circulated.

While many of these projects share referenc-
es to educational institutions by referring to themselves
as schools or universities, others, like the Social Muscle
Club, emphasize the collective aspect of their work, while
still being places of learning and sharing. Centered on
a game-like structure of give and take, the Social Muscle
Club developed a technique to create social relations. Its
engagement with learning and training forms of collec-
tivity makes it a key contribution to the techniques of al-
ternative and experimental forms of pedagogy.

Most aforementioned projects resort to the
workshop as a format to facilitate their pedagogical and
collective engagements. The workshop — be it a collective
movement session, a hackathon, or a reading group — has
developed out of the need to question the institution of the
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university. Especially nowadays, in times of increasingly
modularized university education, workshops offer a way
to collectively learn outside of established institutions.>
These new sites and formats of “other knowledge”* often
combine political intervention and collective organiza-
tion. Many workshops establish situations that are open,
while creating techniques that others can use in new and
different contexts.

Technique and Institution

On March 24, 1965, teachers and students across
the U.S. left their scheduled seminars to spend the en-
tire night in so-called “teach-ins,” debating U.S. policy on
the Vietnam War. It was an act of public protest but more
so — as Marshal Sahlins, one of the teachers involved not-
ed — this inter-university, nationwide debate on the Viet-
nam War and U.S. Cold War politics produced “a genu-
ine intellectual experience.” Sahlins elaborates, “for many
the first they ever had on campus, perhaps because for
the first time both teachers and students were discuss-
ing, seriously and with respect for each other’s opin-
ions, something both were deeply interested in under-
standing.”?” This example shows that it is impossible for
the university (the school, the museum, etc.) to capture
the powerful act of teaching. In fact, Sahlins’ quote shows
that, when teaching leaves the institution, it becomes an

25 AnjaGroten, “Workshop,” in Making Matters, ed. Janneke Wesseling, Florian Cramer (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2022).
26 Kathrin Busch (Ed.), Anderes Wissen. Kunstformen der Theorie (Paderborn: Fink, 2016).
27 Marshall Sahlins, Culture as Practice. Selected Essays (New York: Zone, 2000).
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“intellectual experience” and a truly collective practice.
Teach-ins opened up a space for other and new pedagog-
ical techniques to emerge, techniques that were academic
as much as activist. The simple shift of time and location
produced other knowledges as much as collectivity.

As this example shows, techniques are more
than an institutional intervention. As much as we find
techniques at work in institutions they can also chal-
lenge and work against existing and emerging institu-
tions. Techniques can transform power relations as well
as ingrained patterns of acting and thinking. Techniques
can render background structures conscious?® and create
communities that oppose the processes of institutional-
ization and/or neoliberalization in the spirit of “lifelong
learning” Techniques are neither good or bad; institution-
al or revolutionary. They can always be hacked and used
in different ways. It is, to use Alfred North Whitehead’s
phrase, a question of “style,”> how a technique is used de-
termines its effects and impacts. In this sense, the style of
experimentation can help to keep techniques in a process
of continuous transformation. Changing and combining
them with other techniques prevents their sedimentation
into a rule or even law. It is sometimes necessary to con-
tinue a discussion beyond the timeframe of the seminar,
for instance to allow an extensive debate on foreign policy,
as in the case of the teach-ins.

28 Kathie Sarachild, “Consciousness-Raising: A Radical Weapon.” in Feminist Revolution, ed. by Redstockings
(New York: Random House, 1978),144-50.

29 Alfred North Whitehead, The Aims of Education and other Essays (New York: Free Press, 1967).
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Create access!

Teach-ins, workshops, and informal reading
groups are modes of organizing learning beyond institu-
tional frameworks, especially in countries with extreme-
ly high educational costs. Many of them aim to facili-
tate learning differently than universities — decolonized,
democratized, and organized in solidarity.>° They create
new collectives of thought, experience, and imagination.
But even the simple act of reading together can lead to
the exclusion of others and create hierarchies among its
participants. Especially in collectives working across art,
academia, and activism, the use of language and the dis-
tribution of who speaks when and for how long can in-
stitute and reinforce social power relations. How, then,
can we create techniques that challenge these structures?
How to invent formats that do not privilege certain (often
academic) knowledge, but fosters the exchange between
different forms and practices of knowledge?

Sometimes a small shift in the spatial setting or
a playful formalization of who talks and when can create
an entirely different dynamic. Conceptual speed dating,
a technique stemming from the practice of the Sense-
Lab and shared by Brian Massumi is one such attempt.
Organizing a text discussion in a flow of multiple short
conversations decentralizes discussions, de-personalizes
arguments, and creates new modes of collective thinking.

30 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, (St. Martin's Press, 1999).
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While such techniques to increase access often
stem from contexts outside of educational institutions
they can be important contributions to the techniques of
schools and universities. Even in countries without tuition
fees, the informal ways access is blocked to the university
or to an academic career are numerous. Pierre Bourdieu
has described these unconscious forms as exclusions and
self-exclusions with his concept of habitus.’* Didier Eri-
bon, in Returning to Reims,** explored these thresholds
through his own experience and made vivid how complex
exclusions function in the educational system.

Conceptual Speed Dating

— Choose a generative text.

— Choose a minor concept weaving through
the generative text.

— Ask each person in the group to count off as a one
or a two.

— Instruct the ones that they are “posts.”

— Instruct the twos that they are “flows”

— Askthe posts to find a post: a spot in the room where they
would like to have a conservation.

—  Ask the flows to pair up with a post.

— Direct everyone to a page in the text where the minor

concept occurs.

31 Bourdieu, The Inheritors: French Students and Their Relation to Culture, 1979, Bourdieu, Homo Academicus,
1990, Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice,1996.

32 Didier Eribon, Returning to Reims, (Los Angeles CA: Semiotext(e), 2013).
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— Ask the participants to discuss the function of the minor
concept, staying as close as possible to the text, with
detailed attention to how it is constructed.

— Notify participants that when exactly five minutes are up
they will hear a signal, and that when they hear the signal
they must end their conversation immediately, even if they
are in the middle of a word.

—  When the five-minute signal sounds, ask all flows to move
to the next post in a clockwise direction.

— Repeat eight to ten times.

— Bring the group back together and discuss in plenary
session what was discovered about the minor concept
and the text.

From: Brian Massumi, “Collective Expression. A Radical Pragmatics’, in:
The Principle of Unrest, Open Humanities Press, London 2017, p.p 111-
140, here: 111-112. http://openhumanitiespress.org/books/download/
Massumi_2017_The-Principle-of-Unrest.pdf

German version: https://nocturne-plattform.de/text/kollektiver-ausdruck

Bodystrike

Feminist Health Care Research Group

Find a quiet, comfortable place where you feel at ease. Prepare
what you need for this exercise (pen and paper, timer). Make

yourself comfortable. Breathe deeply and feel inside yourself.

Can you think of a physical reaction that you have learned

is embarrassing / out of place in academic / artistic / institu-
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tional / school spaces and that you should hide / be ashamed
of or discard?

Can you think of a specific physical reaction? Can you trace its
history, how it has accompanied you, and how it has changed
over time. Red marks, stuttering, diarrhea: when did they
strike you? Did they bother you? Did you think about them
a lot? Did you learn what helps you?

Can you feel today what this physical reaction was trying to
tell you? Do you feel something about it today that you can

accept and appreciate?

Do you have physical symptoms of discomfort today when
you are in spaces of power and norming? What are they?

What do they remind you of?

Try to remember a moment when you could perceive this
discomfort in others, such as stuttering, red spots, sweat,
nervousness, shame. Try to visualize, based on this situation,
what power relations were at work in this situation. If possi-
ble, try to visualize how differently the people present were
affected by these power relations.

Try to write down associatively which things, people, feel-
ings, expressions can be considered inappropriate in academ-
ic/university/art spaces due to this subtle and covert way of

exercising power.
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Try to write down associatively what you miss in academic /
university / art spaces, by the fact that things, people, feelings

and expressions remain absent or suppressed.

Do you have a sense of which parts of yourself you would rath-
er assign to a knowing and working body and which parts you
keep out or split off? Do you have a conception or an image of
your “knowing body,” a posture, clothing, way of speaking that
you adopt in order to correspond more to the spaces — perme-
ated by these power relations - and to get along well in them?

Do you have, the other way around, an idea of the parts in
you that perhaps rather form your “counter-knowing body?”
What does it do, what does it communicate to you? Which
wishes does it have and to whom does it most likely make
contact?

From: Feministische Gesundheitsrecherchegruppe (Inga Zimprich):
Korperstreik (https://nocturne-plattform.de/text/korperstreik)

Every pedagogical relation and every technique
must therefore ask how it addresses exclusions based on
gender, race, class, and dis_ability. The techniques assem-
bled on the platform, nocturne, aim to counter subcon-
scious exclusions and increase access on multiple levels.
When sharing these techniques between the artistic, ac-
ademic, and activist field, the question of access makes it
important not to simply reproduce techniques in differ-
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ent settings. What creates access in one situation can be
exclusionary in another one. Every technique needs to be
tried out and developed in context-sensitive ways.

Make situations!

We founded nocturne with an enthusiasm for
learning and unlearning as critical and emancipative edu-
cational processes. In this context, we understand pedago-
gy primarily asa way of working with techniques to produce
collective situations i.e., less autodidactic or individualistic
learning. Here, we have primarily social and ecological pro-
cesses in mind. Learning also means the experience of be-
coming different. This means not to be re-educated, but to
create and encounter every new learning situation openly.
In emancipatory teaching, chaos is used in a productive
way. Deleuze and Guattari** describe this by propos-
ing their concept of the refrain: Learning is a chaosmos,
a “rhythm”3* between chaos and its frame. This refrain
causes a transformation of knowledge as much as its trans-
forms the self of all participants, teachers, and learners.
In a situation where learning takes place, the self is not in-
dividualized, it “transindividuates.”*s To think of learning
as an act of trans/individuation affirms a way of thinking
through the situation and the milieu/media it creates.*

33 Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari, What Is Philosophy? (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994).

34 Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1987), 313.

35 Gilbert Simondon, Individuation in Light of Notions of Form and Information (Minneapolis: University of Minne-
sota Press, 2020); Muriel Combes, Gilbert Simondon and the Philosophy of the Transindividual (Cambridge
(MA) and London: MIT Press, 2013).

36 Isabelle Stengers, “Introductory Notes on an Ecology of Practices.” Cultural Studies Review 11,1(2005), 187.
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Trans/individuation happens through the techniques of
learning, teaching, and designing.

In institutionalized higher education, pedago-
gy and didactics (as helpful as they can be in some cases)
are often subordinated to questions of efficiency. We are
urged to complete trainings in didactics to use our ped-
agogical methods purposefully, to give proper feedback,
and to learn how to grade. While it is important to reflect
on our power positions in educational contexts, we are
rarely taught in these trainings about the activist teaching
techniques of Black writers, workers struggle at the uni-
versity, liberation pedagogies of the Americas, or the ways
second-wave feminism organized learning and unlearn-
ing. With nocturne, we want to build on these traditions.
How to engage critically with the knowledge and affects
produced by the university and other institutions is at the
heart of the technique Bodystrike by the Feminist Health
Care Research Group. Situated in the feminist tradition
of self-organized health care, the technique offers way to
work with the bodily and affective knowledge often side-
lined in institutionalized processes of education.

Change the logistical university!

The logistical university is, as Moten and Har-
ney put it, a university of debt: Debt through student
loans and debt through credits to be earned.?” What the
students get for their debt is skill. Instead of facts, the
university teaches skills that can be used elsewhere, and

37 Moten and Harney, The Undercommons, 61.
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skills that travel and make the students travel through the
market economy. This flow of skills renders the university
and its students logistical. If we go back a few years, skills
training did not begin as a logistical fantasy but as a cri-
tique of the accumulation of facts (as described by Paulo
Freire in his “banking model“® method) and came with
the promise of increased freedom. In recent decades, the
teaching of skills has increasingly replaced a critical dis-
cussion of knowledge and its practices. In the logistic uni-
versity, skills are limited to their function as tools, which
can be seamlessly adapted to every situation of economic
production. If everything is transferable and applicable,
any reference to the history, situation, and emancipatory
politics of a technique is lost. When we engage in tech-
nique-sharing, we are not interested cookie-cutter appli-
cations that don’t engage with the situations from which
the technique originates. We call for techniques that en-
able collectivity, solidarity, and openness. Elke Bippus
and Monica Gaspar point out that the shift from content
to competence (and thus to technique) can also bear the
danger of feeding experimental ways of working known
from art into all realms of economic production and edu-
cation. Through collaborations between academia and the
arts, precarization of both fields occurs, and this is high-
ly based on self-exploitation. Creative techniques of the
arts are fed into the field of capitalist labor, rehearsing its
experimental character and accelerating precarious work-
ing conditions, which renders the arts as much as labor

38 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Bloomsbury, 2018).
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logistical.*® Yet a critique of neoliberalism should not be
conflated with a critique of creativity and experimentation
as such. We need to address the critical qualities inherent
in experimental techniques. In view of this development
as well as the increasing institutionalization of artistic re-
search in the sense of its scientification, we want to ask
how techniques can produce solidary and critical forms of
collective working. How can we rethink creative collabo-
ration starting from the techniques at work in a situation?
How can we foster speculative practices, which go beyond
use of goal-oriented techniques? We hope that the ex-
change of techniques of learning and unlearning can lead
to a revaluation of the concept of technique in a non-util-
itarian manner. Techniques de-essentialize learning and
knowledge through the focus on their processual and sit-
uated nature. Sharing these techniques must include en-
gagement with the situations from which they originated.
Like Everybody’s Toolbox** proposes for the field of perfor-
mance and dance, we think of techniques and instructions
as open-source. They are open to hacking, modification,
and speculative adaptation. Each technique on the plat-
form is an invitation to its reader to document their own
experiences, and share the techniques they work with.

The text was first published in: Anja Groten (ed.): First,
Then... Repeat. Workshop Scripts in Practice, Hackers &
Designers, Amsterdam 2022, pp. 126—135.

39 Bojana Kunst, Artist at Work, Proximity of Art and Capitalism (Winchester: Zero, 2015).
40 Seewww.everybodystoolbox.net


http://www.everybodystoolbox.net
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Alternative
education

Monika
Kwasniewska






Transformation process in Polish
theater schools

The Polish theater’s response to the international
#MeToo movement was ill-timed and initially unfocused.
The space where the movement resounded most broadly,
starting a process of structural changes, were public theat-
er schools; first, almost concurrently, the ones in Warsaw
and Krakoéw, then the one in £.6dz. In all three, the action
was initiated by students or alumni, who broadened the
scope of discussion on sexual harassment by shedding
light on other acts of psychological, economic and struc-
tural violence, which often stem from the ultra-hierarchi-
cal character of Polish theater institutions. The younger
generation’s dissent against the educational and creative
models that have been solidified by many years of practice
to normalize various kinds of oppression is significant,
and it brings hope for transformative processes to unfold.

By juxtaposing the initial response of the Alek-
sander Zelwerowicz National Academy of Dramatic Art
in Warsaw (ADA; and then also of the £.6dz Film School)
with the events at the Academy of Theater Arts in Krakow
(ATA), two different call-out strategies can be traced
alongside the institutional reactions provoked by them.
In the case of the Warsaw school, allegations against a pro-
fessor, who was said to have violated personal boundaries
of female student directors, were publicized in the media
in 2018 (Adamiecka-Sitek et al. 2018). In £.6dZ, a serious
discussion about violence started much later, in 2021, with
a public Facebook post by Acting Department alumna
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Anna Paliga, who listed instances of abuse experienced at
the school by her and her classmates (Paliga 2021). Both
call-outs induced an institutional reaction, with the re-
sponse of the L.6dz Film School being, I believe, less com-
prehensive. At the ADA, the complaint — which turned
out to be a symptom of a broader problem — began a long-
term transformation process. This included steps such as:
conferences and academic projects (eg. CHANGE NOW!
and Safe Space. Good practices and tools for the transfor-
mation of the Polish theater system) conducted in wide
networks of collaboration with people from the non-ar-
tistic academia (lawyers, sociologists and psychologists);
the implementation of new prevention procedures and re-
sponse protocols; training for students and teachers, etc.
Today, the ADA is undoubtedly a precursor of changes
and a space for creating and implementing good practic-
es for institutions of education and theater. In Warsaw,
one response to these institutional initiatives has been the
students’ art projects, which have taken advantage of the
expanded field of freedom and agency to search for new
models of creative work (Hymny), including the explora-
tion of the theme of violence (The Club).

At Krakow’s ATA (with its Dance Department in
Bytom and Puppetry Department in Wroctaw), the break-
through happened in the opposite order. The students’ ar-
tistic action — including their graduation and examination
performances — became a space for blowing the whistle
on abuse and mechanisms of violence in education and
artistic production. Although these call-outs did not have
the character of official claims, but were framed as artistic
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creations, it was difficult to detach them from the insti-
tutional context in which they were created, and which
they self-referentially invoked. In Krakéw, the turning
point that initiated real institutional action was a script by
Michat Telega, written as a class assignment and entitled:
The Actresses, or Sorry for Touching You (Telega 2019).
The author compiled his text from interviews with female
student actors, who testified to various forms of abuse
and discrimination they had faced at school and in artis-
tic work. In response, an Ethics Code and the role of an
Ethics Ombudsperson were implemented at the school.
Nevertheless, the changes at the ATA are decidedly less
systemic, less systematic and less transparent than at the
ADA. On the other hand, student art projects exploring
and pointing out the mechanisms of oppression, abuse
and boundary violation at their school are created with
striking regularity at the ATA, offering a framework for
the development of new, interesting artistic processes.’
One could perhaps conclude that the change at the ATA
has maintained its grassroots character.

Premise and research methods

In my current research on performances that
thematize the impact of the #MeToo movement on the
Polish theater, I look at such art projects created in theat-

1 Nevertheless, there have been occurrences of students at the ATA experiencing oppression by school au-
thorities for producing performances on violence in theater and theater education. Such was the case of the
performance Sfaby rok [The Weak Year] in the school’s branch in Wroctaw. There also have been incidents
such as a director’s behavior called “molestation without touching” during the production of a graduation
performance in Bytom. (See, respectively Waligéra 2019; Dzieciuchowicz 2021).
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er schools. I posit that, for their authors, they functioned
as ways to research the mechanisms, sources and conse-
quences of violence in educational and artistic processes.
Moreover, they have contributed to the rethinking, ver-
ification and modification of working methods, shifting
them towards devised theater. They have also involved
a self-analysis of their creators’ own mistakes made dur-
ing production — mostly regarding ethics. I consider these
projects as a type of theater education to supplement the
official curriculum.

Because I have already analyzed two such works
elsewhere?, I would like to cover more unusual cases in
this paper: The #Rape of Lucrece, Othello and Rok pierwszy
[Year One], produced at the ATA. My information on the
creative processes from which they emerged is based on
the performances themselves, MA theses written about
them, published academic papers, my interviews with
Martyna Wawrzyniak, Wiktor Baginski (the director in-
terviewed me before he embraced Islam on December
19, 2022; the text authorized on condition of this infor-
mation), Natalia Bielecka, Damian Sosnowski, Zdenka
Pszczotowska and Anna Oramus, and short texts written
by Katarzyna Nejman, Melania Grzesiewicz and Weron-
ika Warchotl on my request. During the production of
the performances analyzed here, almost all of the peo-
ple mentioned were students at the ATA. The exception
is Anna Oramus, who studied at the Academy of Fine

2 Ihave already written about Michat Telega’s Actresses, or Sorry for Touching You from the ATA in Krakow
and The Club, created by student actresses at the ADA and co-produced with the TR Warszawa — both of

which | consider model projects of this kind — and published my findings or submitted them to publishers
(Kwasniewska 2022; Kwasniewska forthcoming).
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Arts and participated in the academic life of the theater
school only when preparing exams with students of the
Department of Directing. This paper mainly encompasses
two perspectives: those of the directors/dramaturges and
those of the actors. Because the scope of this text does
not allow me to take advantage of the full potential of the
materials I have gathered, I do not assume the findings
presented here to be definitive. I am going to continue
this study in a book that will include testimonies from
a larger group of people.

Artistic research and collective creation

“Artistic research” combines the creative pro-
cess with cognitive-academic ones . Its objective is to pro-
duce and disseminate knowledge gained through creative
action involving a hybrid methodology. While formulas
of artistic research are varied, I mostly refer to its Pol-
ish branch, popularized by Paulina Brelinska-Garsztka,
Zofia Matkowicz-Daszkowska and Zofia Reznik (Brelins-
ka-Garsztka et al. 2022). The art projects I intend to de-
scribe here did not utilize this methodology intentionally.
However, in their production, they generated knowledge
and tools to later be made public in various performances
and artistic-academic forms. The creative practices that
emerged from these artistic research processes approxi-
mated horizontal rather than hierarchical collective crea-
tion (Green-Rogers 2016).3 Still, the creators did not aban-

3  |suggested abroader definition of devised theater, compiled from various sources, in my article
(Kwasniewska 2022 ).
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don their professional roles; rather, each person co-creat-
ed the performance by exercising their competencies in
their area of responsibility, and drawing conclusions from
their position in the theater. This formula gave both the
rehearsals and the performances themselves a polypho-
nous and poly-perspectival character.

1. The #Rape of Lucrece

The #Rape of Lucrece was made in 2018 as a grad-
uation performance at the Acting Department of the ATA
in Krakéw. It was directed by Marcin Liber, with drama-
turgy by Martyna Wawrzyniak — at the time, a student of
the Faculty of Theatre Directing at the ATA, specializing
in dramaturgy. The performance, which was originally in-
tended to be an adaptation of Shakespeare’s The Rape of
Lucretia confronted with documentary material on the
#MeToo movement (Wawrzyniak 2019), became a mon-
tage of scenes concerning rape culture. It also discussed
the type of theater education that solidifies gender role
stereotypes and operates on the basis of a set of crude,
sexual norms. The script emerged from the working pro-
cess, which relied on broad research and acting improv-
isation. Looking back, creators report that the process
turned out to be important both artistically and in terms
of their social consciousness.

The dramaturge Martyna Wawrzyniak, who
worked on the performance as a student of the Faculty
of Theater Directing, wrote an MA thesis entitled ,Gdy
tylko zaczynasz pisacé, wszystko staje sie fikcjg" Strate-
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gie i narzedzia dramaturga — miedzy doswiadczeniem
a zapisem [“As soon as you start writing, everything turns
into fiction” Strategies and tools of the dramaturge — be-
tween experience and recording], in which she analyzed
the dramaturgy of narrating rape in the context of revic-
timization and emancipation (Wawrzyniak 2019). In one
of the chapters, she described her work on The #Rape of
Lucrece. The unfolding performance became the field in
which she studied the #MeToo movement and self-analyz-
ed her own tools and dramaturgical decisions in its con-
text. During a 2022 conversation, she observed that the
performance opened her up to discovering and explor-
ing feminist themes in the theater — something that she
had previously found embarrassing, partly because it was
treated as surprising and unusual at theater school, when
she began her studies, that is, between 2013 and 2015.
The questions she posed to herself and other
participants in the process were mostly ethical in nature.
They concerned approaching the subject and the docu-
mentary material used in the performance in an honest
and conscientious way. The dramaturgical attitude that
Wawrzyniak developed in rehearsals stood contrary to
Shakespeare’s ornate poem describing the suffering of
a raped woman, and to the studied affectations of the
actresses who played her. In her writing, Wawrzyniak
was actively resisting stereotypical artistic representa-
tions of rape (Wawrzyniak 2019, p. 12) to later have her
intuitions confirmed by feminist literature (Wawrzyniak
2019, p. 15). Because she was firmly opposed to stag-
ing a rape scene, the director gave her a task of writing
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a monologue in which she would express her objections.
In this text, she drew on the knowledge she had gained
from actors in rehearsals. What emerged was a critical
discussion of issues such as the relationship between the
actor’s and the character’s bodies and psyches in scenes
of violence, coercing actors into transgression and the
sexually charged language used by some teachers at the
ATA (Wawrzyniak 20109, p. 19).

Shakespeare’s legacy became another research
problem, particularly due to its role in theater education
and his oeuvre’s relationship to rape culture. This ques-
tion gave rise to several more scenes of the performance:
the accusatory monologues of a dramaturg. The work-
ing process transformed into an autopsy of the legacy of
drama and theater, which is acquired non-reflectively by
many actors in their education process — even though
it can be considered a contribution to rape culture by
today’s standards.

This problem found its counterpoint in docu-
mentary material woven into the structure of the perfor-
mance: the fragments of an anonymous letter by a rape
survivor, which had been published in the media. The
necessity to edit the testimony for the script generat-
ed the question: “How to work on someone’s testimo-
ny in terms of dramaturgy?” (Wawrzyniak 2019, p. 17)
Wawrzyniak feared appropriating someone’s voice for
a show of acting skill. Her doubts problematized the ten-
sion between an ethical position and a theatrical effect
(Wawrzyniak 2019, p. 18). She later decided that adding
the fragments of the personal testimony had been a mis-
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take, although she did see the benefits of including an
expert’s voice for the cast and the audience.

The problem of representation also encom-
passed the possibility and viability of bringing the #MeToo
movement to the stage — because the movement had ini-
tially been mostly embedded in the aesthetics and dynam-
ics of the social media (Wawrzyniak 2019, p. 13). Inter-
estingly, in our 2022 conversation, Wawrzyniak decided
that the problem of the medium, although it still seems
significant, may have been related to her fear caused by
the risky nature of the project, one that - on top of this -
was critical of the institution legitimizing it. Conquering
this fear was an important experience for all the students
participating in the process. One issue discussed in re-
hearsals was what could be said from the stage and how,
and what risk was associated with disclosing one’s own
experiences in the theater. However, according to Waw-
rzyniak, the team was emboldened by the subject itself,
which activated self-analysis and reflection on their own
community, as well as by the sense of safety and artistic
freedom, which arose among the peers mostly thanks to
the director’s framing of the working process. Thematiz-
ing the behaviors which violate boundaries in the educa-
tion process was only possible due to a working process
that did not reproduce such behaviors. Moreover, Waw-
rzyniak considers it significant that the director had not
undergone a public theater education, and so the egali-
tarian and engaging working methods he suggested to the
team had been developed in alternative theater.

77 Alternative education



While Wawrzyniak’s research mostly pertained
to the question of representation, the solutions she even-
tually applied did not only stem from her own beliefs,
intuitions and explorations, but also from the knowledge
she had gained in her conversations with the cast. Writ-
ing the script involved negotiating the optimal versions of
stage solutions and content with the entire team, with the
assumption that anything that appears in a scene needs
to be accepted by the participants of the process, even if
compromise is necessary.

For the cast: Emma Giegzno, Melania Grzesie-
wicz, Emma Herdzik, Natalia Hodurek, Kamila Janik,
Katarzyna Nejman, Joanna Pocica, Weronika Warchol,
Dawid Chudy, Mikotaj Kubacki, Patryk Michalak, Ma-
teusz Paluch and Stanistaw Twarég, the working process
was an opportunity to rethink or change their attitudes to
the #MeToo movement. This resulted from an in-depth
research conducted by all the participants. As Melania
Grzesiewicz has observed, the confrontations of vari-
ous perspectives revealed dramatically different points
of view (e.g., between male and female actors), but they
also facilitated a discussion, giving hope for change. For
Weronika Warchot, this working method led her to initi-
ating her own research project at the ATA. Initially scep-
tical of public testimonies, Warchot — inspired by a video
she had watched on the Internet — put up a mattress at
school with the slogan #MeToo on it, encouraging stu-
dents to write their own testimonies there. In the perfor-
mance, she played the woman from the YouTube video,
telling her story; but she also spoke up as herself, the actor
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Weronika Warchol, presenting her artifact/document
covered in various testimonies.

Warchol’s action was one factor that contrib-
uted to the self-referential character of the performance.
Katarzyna Nejman, Melania Grzesiewicz and Weronika
Warchot* have pointed out that it served as an introduc-
tion to a conversation on abuse in the theater, which al-
lowed them to revisit the idea of boundaries in the artistic
process. Katarzyna Nejman said:

I currently carry inside me very intense feelings about
the final scene of our performance when the whole
cast confronted the audience with words we had heard
during the five years of our practice. They were the
words of young directors, our teachers, our colleagues.
I think this was a symbolic reckoning with and a good-
bye to these experiences within the four walls in which
they had been said. Looking back, I find it very brave.
What's interesting is that when we got handed this text
by Martyna Wawrzyniak in rehearsal (written based on
our conversations and the quotes we would drop), we
rebelled against adding it to the performance. “It’s too
pretentious..” I don’t think we wanted to judge anyone
with the performance; rather, we wanted to ask ques-
tions and possibly be some sort of a mirror. In rehears-
als, we often talked about boundaries that can be very

thin in theater and at work. Many times, this also raised

4 |wasable to speak to them about the performance and the working process immediately after the premiere
because they were in my theater studies class at the Jagiellonian University. In the future, lintend to contact
therest of the cast.
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questions about influence, about the possibilities of re-
acting, about where our boundaries lay and whether we
respect them in others. For me, personally, this was the
first “bomb” that was dropped concerning the abuse in

this community.

The experience is reflected in their attitudes to-
day. For example, Grzesiewicz writes: “In my professional
work, I am able to set a boundary and protect myself from
becoming a victim of abusive practices. ... Mobbing, body
shaming, physical and verbal abuse — all of these things
still happen among artists, but they are exceptions, and
the tacit acceptance is gone. The acceptance that used
to be there when I was beginning my studies” Weronika
Warchot admitted that working on The #Rape of Lucrece
enhanced her sense of agency in confrontations with un-
pleasant, sexist remarks by collaborators.

The model of working on this performance also
strengthened their sense of an actor’s creative freedom,
agency and safety.

What Marcin [Liber — M.K.] taught me was most of all
freedom in theater, but not only that. He gave us the
space to make mistakes, to be silly, to not know some-
thing, to search, check, speak up, [and] boldly present
out ideas.

First and foremost, the path to the final effect itself was
pretty unusual. [It was] firmly based on (the actors’) in-

5 Here and below: Katarzyna Nejman when asked by me to reminisce on the working process around The
#Rape of Lucrece and its later implications.
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spirations and reflections, but [they were] very wisely
guided and gathered together by Marcin Liber. I think
that this is quite an unusual combination — and an ac-
tor’s dream when they feel like a creator and may fulfil
themselves creatively while maintaining a sense of secu-
rity and a great satisfaction with the subject they broach.

2. Othello

Othello was created in 2019 as an examination
performance at the ATA’s Faculty of Theatre Directing in
Remigiusz Brzyk’s class by the student director Wiktor
Baginski and the team: actors Natalia Bielecka, Damian
Sosnowski, Alan Al-Murtathem and scenographer Anna
Oramus. It emerged from physical exercise, meditation
and guided actors’ improvisation in a long but irregular
working process after class hours. Baginski’s idea was
to intertwine fiction and reality, which was supposed to
bring the audience into a state of uncertainty. The feeling
was all the more painful and uncomfortable because the
uncertainty surrounded rape. Shakespeare’s play became
the point of departure for a work which — impacted by
the #MeToo movement among other things — centered
around sexual violence. A key scene in this performance
was Bielecka’s monologue, which later turned out to be
entirely fictional. Sitting very close to the first row, speak-
ing in an authentic, non-theatrical tone and using the real
names of her collaborators, she told the audience about
a rape supposedly perpetrated on her by her castmate
Damian Sosnowski. She also said that the director Wiktor
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Baginski persuaded her to forge the trauma into art (see
my description of the performance: Kwasniewska 2020).
The performance provoked reflection on a range of top-
ics: the line between fiction and reality in the theater, the
role of trauma and manipulation in the theatrical pro-
cess, nudity in theater (in one version of the performance,
Sosnowski stood naked over Bielecka, reading a recon-
structed narrative of the rape), and the reliability of a tes-
timony. The performance was staged twice, in two differ-
ent versions. They were accompanied by another kind of
clandestine and prolonged performative action. Baginski
had asked his team not to reveal to others what was true
and what was not — which generated more tension and
rumors. This performative action was terminated during
the Forum Mtlodej Rezyserii [ Young Directors’ Forum]
(a prestigious competition of performances by theater di-
rection students from public drama schools), as request-
ed by Baginski’s team, especially by Sosnowski. Baginski
opened the discussion after the show by revealing that
anything that just happened on stage was invented.

The aspect of “research and education” in
Baginski’s Othello is more ambiguous than with other
projects analyzed in this text. Despite this fact, I believe
that the project did build knowledge on various bound-
aries in the artistic process. It is significant that Damian
Sosnowski wrote about it at length in his M A thesis (Sos-
nowski 2021), and Wiktor Baginski is wondering whether
to pursue a doctoral project on the themes that Othello
initiated in his art. Thus, the two performances of Othello
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did present the findings from one stage of their explora-
tion — but not the final one.

Wiktor Baginski is — astoundingly — the only
Black Polish theater director, who graduated from a public
drama school. Blackness and racism have been key themes
in his art, often combined with sexual violence. Othello
set in motion a series of performances on that subject. In
his staging of Black Skin, White Masks that he worked on
almost simultaneously, Baginski included a scene analo-
gous to Bielecka’s monologue. Retrospectively, he is crit-
ical of his earlier artistic premises. He believes that, as
a Black Pole, he was trying to fulfil the needs of the white
audience and of the people who govern institutions, and
is considering writing a doctoral thesis about this. Today,
he considers it ethically problematic that they manipulat-
ed a fictional testimony to sound like the description of
the actor’s personal experience. In the context of the real
experience of sexual abuse by many women, he regards it
as a violation, which may have an adverse effect on the dy-
namics of the rape culture debate. His reflective self-anal-
ysis also encompassed the working process around Oth-
ello, encouraging him to reach out to the actors and ask
them about their wellbeing. Baginski concluded that such
risky art projects require psychological supervision. He
admits that his focus on the artistic effect reduced his
mindfulness of his own and others’ safety.

For Natalia Bielecka and Damian Sosnowski,
working on Othello constituted a significant event in
terms of exploring their boundaries and psychological
safety in their work as actors as well as regarding the di-
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rector’s manipulation. Their feelings after the project and
their conclusions seem contradictory at times, which is
symptomatic of such risky processes and important in
thinking about the necessity of individual approaches
in constructing safer working models. In Othello, con-
sistently with the director’s intention, Bielecka and Sos-
nowski consciously and deliberately explored the formula
of performative acting that blurs the boundary between
the person and the role. In Bielecka’s case, the process
was directed outward and did not involve personal iden-
tification with a rape victim. She created the character by
researching the topic, for example watching documentary
materials with testimonies by survivors of sexual abuse.
She first tried out her pseudo-documentary acting on the
director himself. Following his premise, in one rehearsal,
she told him a story of rape as her own. When she real-
ized Baginski believed her, she admitted to the deception.
This way, she was able to test the validity of her intuitions
on certain acting tools that she could use to mislead the
audience. On the other hand, with Sosnowski, the blur-
ring of the boundaries between himself and the role was
directed inward. The actor did not have a clear idea of
the boundary between himself as a person and himself
as an actor playing himself and Iago. He talks about the
role in terms of psychological “breaking’, thespian maso-
chism, fear and exploring extreme and dark states of mind.
He mentions a sense of guilt for a deed he had never com-
mitted, and physical reactions — such as vomiting — relat-
ed to psychological stress. He interrogates the relation-
ship between “acting out” these states and a real contact
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with them in the working process. These reflections seem
to demonstrate a destructive impact of this method on
an actor’s psyche, and to correspond to the popular myth
that good art comes from suffering. At the same time,
Sosnowski claims that the work on this examination per-
formance provided a good space for making risky choices.
He says Othello was a pivotal experience in his education
as an actor and an important component in the process
of self-knowledge, which resulted, for example, in the ac-
ceptance of his own body and a better understanding of
an actor’s function in performative theater. Nonetheless,
he would not like to repeat such an experience.

The expansion of performative action outside
the framework of a theatrical performance confirmed
the efficacy of the acting convention pursued in Othello.
The decision to conceal the fact that the rape narrative
was fictional could not have been in force without the
effect of believability in acting. The audience members
that treated Bielecka’s monologue as genuine (at least
in terms of an authentic experience of trauma if not in
terms of facts) said that the director’s strategy was ma-
nipulative. And although Bielecka considers such reac-
tions as patronizing, believing that they deny her agency,
both for her and Sosnowski working on Othello was vi-
tal for exploring the relationship between the actor and
the director. Both actors declare that the collaboration
proceeded in a good, friendly atmosphere of openness
to co-thinking and co-creating. Still, they have different
perspectives on working with Baginski. She noticed some
attempts at manipulation, but considered them so osten-
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tatious, so overt that they were not a problem. She regard-
ed the whole process as transparent and safe; as a result,
she could pursue risky performative gestures. By contrast,
Damian Sosnowski believes the process not to have been
transparent. In his Master’s thesis, he wrote that Baginski
had found a pretext to analyze his actors’ private person-
alities at an early stage, when he had asked them to write
internal monologues for characters from Pina Bausch’s
performances they watched together (Sosnowski 2021, p.
25). Sosnowski also decided that Baginski had contrived
the scene in which he was naked in a manipulative way.
The director had not expressed his expectation directly;
rather, he had alluded to it at a bar outing, insisting that
the scene was incomplete. When the idea to stage the rape
emerged in rehearsal, Sosnowski thought back to the sug-
gestion articulated in a personal conversation at the bar,
and assumed this was Baginski’s expectation. One should
add that although the director declares he never forced
the actor to be naked, he admits to expressing opinions
that nudity would boost the intensity of the scene.

For Bielecka and Sosnowski, working on Oth-
ello was a factor that made them more vigilant about di-
rectors’ manipulations. Consequently, they rejected these
types of working methods, even with people considered
prominent artists. For Sosnowski, who retrospectively
seems to have been more burdened by the process, it was
also a lesson in self-care in artistic practice. In this regard,
the moment of setting a boundary and making the deci-
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sion that it was necessary to publicly disclose the fictional
character of the story in the performance was an impor-
tant experience for Sosnowski.

3. Rok pierwszy

Rok pierwszy [Year One] was also an examina-
tion performance at the Faculty of Theatre Directing at
the ATA as an assignment for Michal Borczuch’s class in
2021. Although only Zdenka Pszczolowska was graded
for it, she co-created the performance in a lasting collab-
oration involving research, directing and dramaturgy with
Maja Wista-Szopiniska, who had been expelled in 2018.
Important contributions were made by the cast: Monika
Pawlicka, Aleksandra Samelczak, Michatl Balicki, Pawel
Charyton, Przemystaw Przestrzelski, Robert Ciszewski
and the production team: Anna Oramus (stage and cos-
tume design), Klaudyna Schubert (lighting design), Borys
Kunkiewicz (music). The project grew out of the fear of
being expelled in the first year of theater direction studies
— which used to be called “the selection year”. The per-
formance was autoethnographic in nature: Pszczotowska
and Wista-Szopinska started with their own experiences
of fear and expulsion to analyze the problem in a broader
context. The performance comprised three parts. In the
first part, the audience watched the behavior of students
waiting for the assessment of their etudes by the exam-
ination board. In the second part, the examination was
staged as a television game show. The third part present-
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ed some findings of a survey that was conducted for the
purposes of the performance.

Out of all the projects analyzed here, the work
on Rok pierwszy involved academic research in the most
overt manner. Preparing for the performance, Zdenka
Pszczotowska and Maja Wisla-Szopinska designed two
questionnaires on different aspects of studying and teach-
ing in the first year of the FTD. Each contained over 20
questions. In addition, the creators also conducted a num-
ber of individual interviews with people studying at the
FTD. The authors began their study with a diagnosis that
certain factors chronically heighten the stress, tension and
uncertainty that accompany the education of student di-
rectors and dramaturges. But the questionnaire replies
exceeded their imagination, indicating a lasting, systemic
problem. This was crucial because the debate on abuse in
theater schools in Poland (and especially in the Krakéw
one ) was underpinned by the conviction that the prob-
lem mostly affected acting departments. Moreover, their
research revealed that the anti-violence and anti-discrim-
ination action that had been undertaken two years earlier
at the ATA was insufficient. It should be stressed that the
authors of the survey did not only focus on negative expe-
riences, and designed the questions around emotions, im-
pressions and subjective judgements. This allowed them
to highlight the nuances of the subject and the ambiguities
of situations: the same people and situations that some
considered abusive were regarded as helpful by others.

The results of the survey were then deepened by
the next stage of the research, namely the directors’ inter-
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views with students. They found it especially puzzling that
people who — as far as Pszczolowska and Wista-Szopinska
knew — had considerable problems in their first year, often
downplayed their emotions and did not speak critically of
the school. Still, such attitudes were in the minority. Usu-
ally, the conversations — albeit challenging — were thera-
peutic: they created a platform to safely share difficult but
similar experiences and emotions. They made it possible
to view individual experiences as part of a bigger picture.

The findings were further deepened during the
production process in confrontations with a more diverse
group of people and explorations of other aspects of rela-
tionships at the school. The production team was assem-
bled based on their earlier interpersonal connections and
established trust, which fostered a sense of safety, open-
ness to debate and readiness for artistic risk. The script
emerged gradually as a result of a close collaboration
within the team. The first part unfolded out of improvi-
sation, which was relatively free but situationally framed
by Pszczolowska and Wisla-Szopinska. In these impro-
vised scenes student actors played student directors, thus
revealing their beliefs about them. This also confirmed the
existence of identity performances for different theatri-
cal professions — a diagnosis that had been put forward
several years earlier by director Weronika Szczawins-
ka, who was engaged in Polish theater transformations.®

6 These scenes confirmed Szczawinska's earlier observation: “Polish theatre is about fetishising one’s position,
one’s profession, in the arts factory that works hard and for the market. It's amechanism | remember very well
from drama school. We used to construct roles: how to be a director, an actress, a critic. A particular code
was associated with it — an outfit, a mode of behaviour, and first of all a demonstration of contempt for other
theatrical professions” (Szczawinska 2017).
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Pszczotowska was the only person who played themselves.
She was able to transcend the role of a director to combine
it with the role of a performer because Wisla-Szopinska
could provide notes as her co-director.

As a result of the teamwork and the sense of
mutual trust, new, unintended findings surfaced along-
side the intended ones. As the rehearsals drew to a close,
the actors expressed their disappointment with the fact
that they had not been asked to fill in the questionnaires.
Because there was no time to rectify this omission, the
complaint was included in the performance as part of
a closing speech by Michal Balicki. He said that collab-
orating on examination performances with student di-
rectors of the FTD was an important experience for stu-
dent actors despite it not being explicitly mentioned in
the curriculum. He emphasized that the actors were also
routinely affected by unpleasant remarks made by ex-
amination boards. Pszczotowska commented that while
she felt embarrassed by having forgotten about the ac-
tors in her survey, it was a symptomatic fact pointing to
their unwitting marginalization, which reproduced the
directorial practices prevalent in the school.” Whereas
the first part of the performance revealed the stereotypes
of directors as seen by actors, the final one-confirmed (by
omitting them in the survey) but overcame (by including
the complaint) a stereotype of actors “who are there to
act, not give their opinions”.

7  “lwastold that | was drawing too much from the actors and that it was wrong to be so interested in what they
had to say or suggest because it looked as if | didn’'t have my own idea” (Morawski, Wista-Szopa 2021).
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The emotions stirred within the director
throughout the creative process turned out to be another
area of research. Pszczolowska was risking the most: it was
her examination; she was a third-year student; she decid-
ed to collaborate with someone who had been expelled
based on assessments by her teachers; and the results of
most questionnaires whose randomly selected fragments
were to be presented during the performance were crit-
ical of the school, with some specifically naming certain
teachers. Thus, although Pszczotowska now looks back
on some of these fears as absurd, they remain completely
understandable. The tension was heightened by the air of
anxiety surrounding her production process, about which
she was told by her classmates. Today, she believes that
none of these emotions would have arisen if no one had
been aware of the existing problems. Despite her fears, she
did not resort to self-censorship. She was emboldened by
a sense of the importance of the subject that she shared
with her supportive teacher and her team, and the possi-
bility to broadly and profoundly analyze any decision with
them. The performance was well-received, and its evalu-
ation by the examination board was exemplary. Bringing
the problem to light mitigated it to some extent.

The answers to the questionnaire were partially
presented in the third part of the performance when the
actors, standing in a row, drew pieces of paper with re-
plies written on them out of jars they were holding and
read them out loud. The filled-in questionnaires were also
made available in their entirety to the audience during the
examination performance; however, because it took place
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during the pandemic, only a limited number of people
could see them. Pszczolowska and Wista-Szopinska also
talked about their survey in a published interview with
Piotr Morawski (Morawski, Wista-Szopa 2021). They are
planning to process and publish their findings — but it
would require a great deal of unpaid work and the acqui-
sition of new skills. Although the ATA approved the sur-
vey, it did not offer institutional support in processing its
results. The institution could prove immensely helpful in
solving some problems both among the teachers and the
students, and improve the communication between them.
This sort of institutional attitude is the polar opposite of
what the ADA does in Warsaw, not only encouraging stu-
dents to write their own expert’s statements (like the ac-
tors who produced the performance The Club in 2021),
but also commissioning specialist academic research on
school premises.

“l studied acting at the
Facultyof Theater Direction”

All the creative processes discussed above ex-
plored the problem of abuse in creation and education
from many points of view. While the exploration took on
different forms, it was always characterized by personal
involvement in the subject and entailed risks — which the
students were able to take with the help of competent ped-
agogical supervision, a sense of importance of the subject
and trust between creators. Close and egalitarian collab-
oration between student directors and student actors was
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key. Such collaboration is not provided for in curricula.
The student directors’ examination performances meant
unpaid work after class for the student actors, and “an op-
portunity” given to a dramaturg working on her degree.
Nevertheless, thanks to the collaborative action, the per-
formances developed through collective creation where
different perspectives met and were negotiated. This ne-
cessitated a flattened director-actor and student-teach-
er hierarchy with the concurrent maintenance of func-
tions, competencies and responsibilities (including the
framing of the creative process by the leaders). Similar
collaborations undoubtedly form during the production
of other examination performances in schools. However,
the self-referential character of the works discussed here
specifically encouraged the people involved to self-ana-
lyze and rethink their own tools, positions and working
methods, which impacted their later practices (albeit to
varying degrees).

Translated by Aleksandra Paszkowska
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In 2011, after two years of studies at the Insti-
tute of Polish Culture at Warsaw University, as a fresh-
ly appointed student of Theatre Directing Department,
I entered the building of the Theatre Academy in Krakow.
I expected to find myself in a structure resembling my pre-
vious studying experience. In the Institute of Polish Cul-
ture, I was used to a system in which the act of teaching
was understood as a Buberian process of establishing a di-
alogue between professors and scholars, where both sides
constitute themselves by participating in their encounter.
I perceived exams, tests and seminars at the Institute as
a realm where acquiring knowledge was equally impor-
tant to challenging pre-existing presumptions — our prior-
ity as students was not to learn facts, but to transmit our
singular perspective through creating our own narratives
based on theories and practical approaches we got to ab-
sorb. Then, we were confronting these presumptions with
our teachers, who would rarely dismiss our convictions
or judge them as misguided. The majority of professors
at the Institute were genuinely interested in the singular-
ity of reading anthropology proposed by a student and in
challenging existing preconceptions through the lens of
the next generation of cultural workers.

Much to my surprise, the Theatre Academy in
Krakow was ruled according to a set of drastically differ-
ent principles than the ones I got acquainted with at the
Institute of Polish Culture. Two main departments — Act-
ing and Directing — were placed in one building and filled
with students who were blinded by joy that, after beating
the competition, were chosen to study at these exclusive
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faculties. The temporary feeling of triumph was all that
was common for these two groups. The Directing Depart-
ment consisted mainly of students with previous academ-
ic experience, who often applied to the Theatre Academy
several times, but were usually aware that working in the-
atre was one of their options, not the only possible ca-
reer choice. On the contrary, the Acting Department was
filled with people who were younger, very often lacked
previous scholarly experience and knew that it was all
or nothing: unless they get accepted before they are 24 or
25, big dreams of reaching the acting stardom were over.

I quickly realised that despite the proclaimed
atmosphere of creativity and artistic freedom, the gener-
al spirit at the Theatre Academy was rather competitive
and authority oriented. Today I would even describe it as
highly patriarchal. Very soon I found out that during their
stay at the Theatre Academy, students of the Acting De-
partment were often isolated from information on their
learning process or their progress, which — compared
to the transparency of the Institute of Polish Culture —
struck me as almost unbelievable. Their time of studies
was therefore full of tension and uncertainty. What is
more, their position was in constant jeopardy, as at the
end of the first and second (and sometimes even third)
school year, behind closed doors, the academic board de-
cided whether each student proved to be fit for the acting
profession and could stay at the Academy. In our depart-
ment, we were also urged to accept the sway of authority.
As future directors and dramaturgs we were repeated-
ly encouraged to forget our interpreting habits that we
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learned at different departments at various universities,
and to rely exclusively on the expertise of the professor,
who taught a certain course.

In this article I am going to highlight how these
dynamics affected the distribution of power within the
broad realm of contemporary theatre production in Poland.
In the first part, I am going to focus on the challenges that
I recognised to be a result of a very hierarchical and often
non-inclusive methodology applied at the Theatre Acade-
my. I will scrutinise how the master-oriented structure con-
tributed to creating an atmosphere of distrust within many
rehearsal rooms, and made it almost impossible to question
and reshape the theatre system that has been founded on
dominance of a leader-figure. In the second part, I will ad-
dress the issues raised by Jacques Ranciere in The Ignorant
Schoolmaster (1991) in order to project a possible way out
of the authority-based teaching system. By referring to the
notion of translating or rewriting the knowledge (that — ac-
cording to Ranciere — does not reinforce the hierarchical
dynamics that the act of giving explanations does), I would
like to discuss an alternative model of introducing theatre
practice to students of artistic academies. The proposed
model follows Ranciére’s reading of Jacotot, who put in
question the “misleadingly self-evident equation between
authority and knowledge” (Citton). I argue that the wide-
ly-discussed concept of the “ignorant schoolmaster” has
potentially fascinating implications when applied in theatre
making — a discipline which is characterised by oscillating
between shifting ideas, strongly influenced by the current
socio-political context and being in constant motion.
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Against the familiar structure of masters

In 2013, together with the theatre scholar and
cultural worker Joanna Wichowska and the theatre cura-
tor Goran Injac, [ began working as a dramaturg with the
Croatian theatre director Oliver Frlji¢, who was commis-
sioned to stage Un-Divine Comedy by Zygmunt Krasinski
at the National Stary Theatre in Krakow. At that time,
I had been studying at the Theatre Academy for two years
and working as a playwright and dramaturg in theatres in
various Polish cities. The performance Frlji¢ was invited
to direct was my fourth job at the National Stary Theatre
in Krakow, a well-established and prestigious institution
that was known to cherish its long theatrical tradition and
to be a cradle of major theatre authors in Poland (such
as Konrad Swinarski or Krystian Lupa). However, this
work remained the first one that reshaped and reinvent-
ed my understanding of how the academic distribution
of knowledge and power influenced the structure of rep-
ertoire theatres.

Our premiere of Un-Divine Comedy. Remains
was suspended, and no one ever saw the outcome of 6,5
weeks of work, but the institutional consequences of the
process initiated in the Polish theatre by Frlji¢ remained
extremely visible and apparent for many years. The con-
troversy that finally led to thecancellation of the show by
the then artistic manager of the Stary Theatre, Jan Klata,
was connected to the topic of the unfinished production
(it was focused on the Polish anti-Semitism, and a blind
spot of the Polish citizens, who were implicated in the
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genocide of the Jews during the World War II), and to
the method of working proposed by Frlji¢. The Croatian
director came to Krakow with a set of political tools he
would put at the actors’ disposal and with a (deliberate)
lack of prior knowledge concerning the multi-layered net-
work of prejudices, biases and troubled relationships that
characterised the Polish society and its liaisons with other
ethnic groups. This realm of information became some-
thing he wanted to obtain in the process of rehearsing,
by talking to people involved in the project, and cultur-
al workers invited by the dramaturgical team to broaden
the context. Therefore, instead of imposing a narrative on
a certain group, Frlji¢ aimed at listening to a story this
group tells about themselves and reacting to it in a per-
formative way.

According to Frlji¢, theatre — an element of the
public sphere — is a political arena that can be occupied
with potentially transformative ideas. In most of the per-
formances these ideas come from a director or a play-
wright, whose ideology is imposed on actors that transmit
someone else’s voice. In that way, theatre cannot become
truly emancipatory as a medium, as the speaking subject
is expected to formulate and often agree with concepts
that are neither a result of their own consideration nor
remain in accordance with their standpoints. This type of
incapacitation is rooted already in the teaching method-
ology applied in theatre academies (that — as it turned out
— did not differ in Zagreb and Krakow), which was based
on the assumption, as Frlji¢ put it, “that students of the
directing department should learn how to manipulate ac-
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tors and students of acting department should recognise
directors’ manipulations and manipulate them instead”

10 years ago, emancipatory discourse on the
theatrical process of production was far from being wide-
spread or even present in Poland. Institutional critique
was relatively new and most of the works dedicated to al-
ternative modes of cooperation not based on the authority
of a singular artist were rather unknown. Works of theatre
collectives or groups such as Needcompany, The Woost-
er Group or Forced Entertainment constituted a point
of reference for students of theatre directing and festival
goers, but they were not taken into account as a possible
mode of cooperation. It was the outcome and the per-
formance that were considered to be inspiring by theatre
makers, not the process of production. The mere idea that
the stage presence of professional actors did not have to
rely on creating a character in a given play, and could be
derived from their own personal experiences and opin-
ions was highly uncommon in repertoire theatres. In my
view, both narrowing the practice of actors to performing
foreign texts and marginalising their own lived experience
were also rooted in the teaching method employed at the
Theatre Academy. Students of acting were taught by other
actors who rarely referred to other practices than staging
a classical or more contemporary play, and their methods
were based on handing over the so-called “craft’, not nec-
essarily on bringing out an individual approach towards
the staged material.

I have identified three strategies applied by pro-
fessors of the Theatre Academy that translated from class-
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room to rehearsal room and contributed to creating sys-

temic inequality and imbalance in the theatre structure.

These strategies belong to manipulative techniques, but

in my understanding they exceed a personal approach, as

they are grounded in the power structure of theatre acad-
emy, and strongly supported by it. I am far from claiming
that it was only the individual predisposition of teachers
that created the power dynamic that founded an oppres-
sive academic apparatus. [ argue that a highly hierarchical
and uneven system and a personal willingness to take the
top position within it were interconnected, and, as much
as some people benefited from being in a position of pow-
er, others were often unconscious about the harmful ef-
fects of the systemic discrepancies between teachers and
students. The most damaging mechanisms I identified in
the process of studying at the Academy and rehearsing for

Un-Divine Comedy. Remains were:

— keeping students in the dark about the assess-
ment criteria (the procedure I have described
above),

— perceiving members of the academic communi-
ty as a family,

— creating a structure that relies on masters and
their unquestionable authority
At the Theatre Academy the studying and teach-

ing community was often described as a family. Even re-

cently, on the website of the Theatre Academy in Krakow,
the Academy President Dorota Segda thanked the retiring
chancellor for his work and underlined that he “became

a member of Our Family forever” after years of “treating
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his co-workers as members of his own family” As a stu-
dent of the Institute of Polish Culture or Royal Holloway,
University of London, I never heard school representa-
tives describing the academic structure as a family. I un-
derstand that the family comparison was often used to
underline the closeness of the bonds created at the Acad-
emy, however, I consider it to be a tool that reinforces
the patriarchal structure of the school. Such a compari-
son has far-reaching consequences and implications, as
the studying environment itself does not resemble a fam-
ily: students and teachers usually are not related to each
other, students’ upbringings were not influenced by the
teachers’ influence, and in the face of a conflict or dissat-
isfaction with someone’s performance at the academy, the
relation between a student and a teacher can be brought
to a definite end. Encouraging professors to treat students
and co-workers as family members is also entangled in
the whole spectrum of understanding what a family is.
Among many associations this term evokes, there is the
patriarchal understanding of a family — which is the most
prominent model in Poland, where the father figure re-
mains the most powerful instance of control and authori-
ty. Additionally, as much as it is difficult to assess an exact
number of acts of domestic violence, The Polish Nation-
wide Emergency Service for Victims of Domestic Violence
report allows us to assume that it is constantly growing
since 2013. Therefore, claiming publicly that the family
is an intrinsic source of good, love and support is at least
misguided. I understand that in the act of comparing the
Theatre Academy to a family, these are not the statistics
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and analytic facts that play the most significant part. It is
about creating an affiliation that goes beyond professional
relationships, is difficult to measure and therefore grants
one agent an almost unlimited power over the other.

Another tool that reinforced systemic imbalance
was creating a master-oriented structure. When I started
studying, each group of students at the Acting Depart-
ment had its own tutor, whose official function was named
“A Group’s Master”. Established actors who were working
at this position had control over the general artistic di-
rection of the group they were teaching (they chose plays
that were staged at the end of the semester and decided
upon the program of studies), and influenced the students
with their acting technique. Students of acting were not
taught by theatre directors, and they had limited access
to theatre studies — they had only one class dedicated to
theory per year. Therefore, their main point of reference
remained the method of acting proposed by the “Master”
and other professors.

I witnessed how the family parallel and creating
a master-oriented system were translated to the institu-
tional structure of the Stary Theatre, where many actors
from the ensemble were also professors at the Academy.
During the rehearsals for Un-Divine Comedy. Remains. we
tackled the heritage of Konrad Swinarski, Polish theatre
director who died in 1975. Several actors from the group
played in his legendary performances, such as Dziady
(Forefathers’ Eve in 1973) or Nie-boska komedia (Un-Di-
vine Comedy in 1966). Frlji¢ was focused on tracing Polish
anti-Semitism back to the 1950s and 1960s — the post-war
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era when Polish society was heavily affected by the dam-
age, and at the same time troubled by recognising its own
implication in creating the anti-Semitic bias and facing
its consequences. Un-Divine Comedy has been described
as a work that contains anti-Semitic prejudice. The Polish
literary critic Maria Janion described Un-Divine Comedy
as a ‘masterpiece flawed by anti-Semitism’ (Janion 2009),
and already in 1970 she drew attention to the ideological
mindset that accompanied Krasinski. Janion pointed out
that there may be no disambiguation concerning the ideol-
ogy that influenced and coincided with Krasinski’s writing:

Krasinski’s anti-Semitism was nourished already in his
childhood and early youth. General Wincenty Krasinski
was publishing anti-Semitic comments in On Jews in
Poland. His private tutor was Alojzy Chiarini, a retired
professor of Eastern languages and the history of Catho-
lic Church at Warsaw University. Chiarini was instilling
his young ‘loving scholar’ with ideas about the calami-
tous role of Marranos [Spanish and Portuguese Jews].

(Janion 1970: 134)

According to Janion, the catastrophic perspec-
tive depicted by Krasinski was deeply rooted in his con-
viction that Jews represent ‘a destructive and subversive
force that aims at undermining the Christian order and in-
spires all revolutions’ (1970: 133). According to Krasinski,
revolutionary movements were inherently evil and fatal.
Janion does not question the significance and influence
of Un-Divine Comedy as a literary document of a certain
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era; neither does she diminish its artistic potential. How-
ever, in the light of her recognition it would be difficult
to omit the most problematic aspect of Krasinski’s work
in a staged adaptation.

When we confronted the actors who participat-
ed in Swinarski’s productions with a query concerning
the anti-Semitism of Un-Divine and Swinarski’s staging,
the discussion was quickly overshadowed by highly emo-
tional tone of those actors who claimed that even posing
a question concerning potential anti-Semitic content of
“their master’s work” was improper, unjust and absurd.
Their argumentation did not relate to the content of the
play nor the staging. It relied on the conviction that “such
a loving and honest director” as Swinarski could never
produce an antisemitic message in his work.

At that point I understood how disturbing and
dangerous the model of idolising “a master” was — it
eventually led to diminishing individual responsibility,
blurring political awareness and enforcing a hierarchi-
cal structure, in which only those in power are creating
the ideological realm. Others, who are in an inferior po-
sition, do not feel that they are required to contribute
to the ideological mindset, and bear no political liabili-
ty for the message they create. What is more, they may
often be completely unaware what idea they support by
participating in a certain project. At that point of our
work on Un-Divine Comedy, the most crucial question
was not whether Swinarski’s staging carried anti-Semitic
traits, but whether actors who were raised in the mas-
ter-oriented system were able to break the cycle and take
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responsibility for the content they create on stage, and
question the power of the director by introducing their
own political agenda.

Ignorant stagemasters

The process of working on Un-divine was
abruptly stopped due to the intervention of the former
manager of the Stary Theatre Jan Klata, who firstly sus-
pended the production and finally called it off. Neverthe-
less, the process initiated by Frlji¢ went beyond staging
a performance and opened a field for a debate on institu-
tional critique and the social and political implications of
theatre. Thanks to Agata Adamiecka, who was working at
that time in the Theatre Institute in Warsaw and organised
a panel discussion dedicated to the cancelled production,
and to the editorial board of “Didaskalia” magazine that
decided to publish statements and articles by members
of the Un-Divine team shortly after the cancellation, both
the process of rehearsing and the emancipatory approach
towards performing represented by Frlji¢ were broadly
described, discussed and scrutinised.

In my theatre practice, the tools given by Frlji¢
opened a new realm for reshaping the conventional the-
atre structure in which the director imposes their point
of view on the ensemble and co-creators. In describing
the process of reinventing the dynamic in the rehearsal
room, I will refer to Jacques Ranciere’s idea of “an igno-
rant schoolmaster” to illustrate my proposal on how to
reinvent the relationship between the director and the
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performers within the realm of repertoire theatre. I per-
ceive this platform as a prolongation of a classroom, espe-
cially the one I encountered while studying at the Theatre
Academy in Krakow. I firmly believe that in both cases,
i.e., in the academic and in the rehearsing framework, the
inequality between agents involved in the creative process
can be revisited and overcome.

In 1987 Jacques Ranciére published The Igno-
rant Schoolmaster. Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipa-
tion: his reflectionupon an experience of Joseph Jacotot
who in the first half of the nineteenth century worked as
alecturer in French literature at the University of Louvain
in the Netherlands. His students did not speak French
and he was unfamiliar with Flemish, therefore he decided
to conduct an experiment: he gave the students a bilin-
gual edition of Telémaque by Fénelon, and asked them to
read the original version with the help of the translation.
According to Jacotot, in this way students quickly mas-
tered not only the reading skill in French but were soon
able to write essays in the foreign language. Jacotot did
not teach them a new language — he facilitated their pro-
cess of learning. Jacotot’s experiment inspired Ranciére
to rewrite pedagogical theory in a provocative and revo-
lutionary way. At the very beginning of his essay, follow-
ing Jacotot’s thought, the French philosopher makes two
assumptions: a) the act of explaining is not crucial for the
process of learning, “understanding is never more than
translating, that is, giving an equivalent of a text, but in
no way its reason” (p. 9); b) there is no inferior and supe-
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rior intelligence, people are born with equal intelligence.
Or, as the French philosopher Yves Citton puts it:

[Ranciere’s] close reading of Jacotot revealed that "the
ignorant person" is never defined as such by a mere lack
of knowledge, but by an oppressive structure that trans-
forms a perfectly able intellectual agent into a powerless
recipient (supposed passively to absorb forms of knowl-
edge produced for him, but never by him) - an oppres-
sive structure that is perverse enough to masquerade its
very production of "the ignorant person” as a remedy

against ignorance! [Citton, p.30]

Following Ranciére’s recognition, I perceive the
procedure of rehearsing for a performance as a process
of learning. The difference between the academic way of
obtaining knowledge and doing it in the rehearsal room
relies on the distribution of roles. While in the academy,
the roles of students and professors are distributed and
defined in advance, in the repertoire theatre these parts
are not set, however, they remain in a power relation.
It is the director who is expected to have a higher under-
standing of the bigger picture, and who is allowed to share
his viewpoint with the outside (audience, critics, public
opinion). Nevertheless, if we look at the process of thea-
tre production as a course during which the knowledge is
being constantly exchanged between (equal) participants,
the pre-set dynamic of director “explaining” the idea to
the actors becomes disrupted.
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In order to introduce the system of mutual learn-
ing to the rehearsal room, one should resign from support-
ing the notion of authority in every possible way. Following
Ranciére, I argue that in rehearsalrooms of repertoire the-
atres in Poland and in the classroom of the Theatre Acad-
emy in Krakow, knowledge and authority are not interde-
pendent. For now, the process of education at the Acade-
my has been based on the presumption that students do
not have the knowledge concerning how to act, direct or
write for stage, and need to be taught by an authority. This
pattern is then translated to the process of theatre produc-
tion, where an authority in directing teaches actors what
to think and how to speak in order to transmit the idea of
the theatre maker. If only we undermine the necessity of
referring to an authority in the stage context, we are left
with a structure that relies on exchanging a wide range of
various experiences by people who share similar positions.

My personal experience suggests that opening
a realm for interchanging knowledge, and approaching
the theatre work as a field which is constantly rewritten
by agents who create it throughout the process of produc-
tion, can lead to a fascinating outcome. In that way, all the
people engaged in the production can identify with the
effect and do not treat the final work as foreign or separat-
ed from their artistic sensitivity or ideological standpoint.
What is more, having the voices of actors incorporated
into the script and contributing to creating the final score,
underlines the crucial aspect of theatre work: its commu-
nity dimension. I claim that by introducing an “ignorant
stage mastering” that is founded on translating one set
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of knowledge into another, the initial disparity between
different agents engaged in the artistic process may be
discontinued and replaced by a model of creating a com-
mon political platform within the contemporary artfield.
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In a seminar for political science, together with
around 30 students taking part in the course, we are sit-
ting in a U-shape in order to be able to talk more easi-
ly. Attendance isn’t compulsory, which is why often only
half of the seminar participants are present in the week-
ly sessions. Normally, this seminar on Politische Bildung
und Diskriminierung im Bildungskontext, which can be
translated with, “political education and discrimination
in educational context’, is attended by 60 students on pa-
per—a “smaller” seminar group should come as a welcome
change for the participants.

In two consecutive seminar sessions, we hear
impulse presentations from people who are going to work
as teachers, talks on Chandra Talpade Mohanty's “Un-
der Western Eyes®, and an excerpt from Christine Riegel’s
book Bildung—Intersektionalitdt—Othering, which can
be translated as Education—Intersectionality—Other-
ing. From the texts we learn about the entanglement of
feminist discourses with colonial discourses, and about
how education is involved in contradictory ways in pow-
er and dominance relations. Some of the students hear
about these contexts for the first time. This is what can
be deduced from the raised eyebrows and frowning fac-
es during the seminar discussion. Other students com-
municate that they feel carried along by what the texts
contain, as they find things that they, too, already have
thought about. Both presentation groups rush through
the summary of the texts in order to switch into the part
of the presentations that is dedicated to applying what has
been learned. Connecting with Talpade Mohanty’s analy-
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sis, one presentation group thinks that they want to clarify
how women live in the Global South. “In order to reduce
prejudice’, they say. They show images that depict women
from different countries in the Global South, and they put
forward different “modern” ways in which headscarfs are
worn by those women. Upon an objection from another
student - who says that these illustrations depict the wom-
en of the respective countries in a homogenized manner
- silence ensues. In order to activate the participants for
Riegel’s text, the other presentation group would like to
bring a video that can depict, to the participants, what
a racist situation can look like. The video shows a white
teacher in the act of insulting a group of racialized youth
in the classroom. “This video depicts an overstated ver-
sion of racism’, the group stress, “nevertheless it would
help to watch the video to understand racist actions be-
cause we haven’t been able to experience racism so far, in
the villages surrounding Frankfurt” Some of the seminar
participants agree while others are unable to come around
to what has just been proposed. I can feel a tension in the
room, and I see that the majority of the participants watch
me with some expectation. I have interrupted both pres-
entations — [ am the seminar teacher.

The force behind this desire to talk about the
otherness of racialized subjects in my everyday seminar
life astonishes me time and time again. This preference
finds its expression especially in seminars which tackle
topics such as governance structures, and power relations,
from a feminist-postcolonial perspective, and which want
research critical modes to understand societies. The em-
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phasis on otherness mostly isn’t put into place in order
to think in relative terms about the existence of the ad-
dressed subjects, or, which would be worse, to discrim-
inate against them, but more in order to be able to de-
scribe certain markers, actions, or ways of life, of racial-
ized communities*.

Embedded in a desire for truth, universality, and
scholarliness, the need to identify, to name, and to com-
pare the being-different of certain subjects increasingly
conflicts with my own subversive attempts to deconstruct
well-known notions in seminar discussions, and to draw
attention back to the texts themselves. But as the texts
I have selected often call on their readers to rethink nor-
mative constructions, and to rethink the supposedly binary
relationship of ‘known’ and ‘unknown;, ‘own’ and ‘foreign;
and ‘norm’ and ‘deviation; these attempts mostly meet
some skilful evasion—presumably because dealing with
what is already familiar usually seems to be more difficult.
I could observe a kind of resistance that comes into play
when dealing with texts that, from a historical perspective,
attempt to uncover imperialist and epistemic structures of
violence, and in my opinion, this resistance speaks of how
successful academic teaching and learning contexts are in
(continuously) covering up the role of scholarly disciplines
in the context of colonial power systems.

The focus of the first presentation group illus-
trates how we have learned to maintain a colonial dis-
course about the “other woman”. Instead of dealing with
Talpade Mohanty’s analysis of the image of the “Third
World woman” as a unified subject in Western feminist
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texts, and instead of elaborating on the critique of uni-
fied representations of women in the Global South, the
presentation group takes a different path, and uses argu-
ments that are similar to those of the scholars in the texts
that Talpade Mohanty seeks to expose. The presentation
group is looking for true-to-life examples, and they find
themselves, with the description of racialized subjects in
relation to “what we are used to’, on the terrain of self-rep-
resentation, and representation by others. By analyzing
the colonial gesture in Western feminist texts, Under
Western Eyes advocates against a methodical universal-
ism, and pleads for a differentiated view of the situation of
all women. In a similar manner, the second presentation
group, by addressing racism in the educational context,
prefers to show a video depicting an “exaggerated” racist
situation in order to focus on the racialized subject, and
to observe them in their experiences, instead of think-
ing together about how racist structures of domination
are inscribed in educational institutions, and how such
structures try to lock them in the position of the “oth-
ers”. Why do racialized subjects have to be brought into
victim positions in order for others to be able to identify
and name racist structures of domination? Which status
is given to stories of pain and violence in recognizing and
addressing racism?

In my search for a way of dealing with what was
said and not said by the presentation group, I remember
the beginning of my examination of postcolonial litera-
ture, postcolonial theories, and the postcolonial as an ef-
fective power: I try to find words for my emotions, to put
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together a productive sentence from my anger, despera-
tion, and speechlessness, knowing full well that the irrita-
tion itself is part of an important process. I see myself as
the one responsible to express the different levels of my
irritation in order to do justice to those in the room who
become targets of epistemic violence, and who have not
expressed their physical tension with words yet—at the
same time, I remember to stand back and listen when ex-
pression is found for this form of tension. In this context,
I am thinking about the fact that, as the one responsible
for the seminar, I decided for impulse presentations be-
cause I have to coordinate a group of 60 students on my
own, thus hoping for some time relief as a part-time em-
ployee. Now, I'm annoyed about the “cleaning work” that
I have to do after the presentations—maybe I could have
avoided this if I had introduced the text myself. I think it
would be worth talking about it with other teachers who
experience the same conflicts, and I correct my thoughts
at the same moment as I remember that my colleagues in
academic mid-level status are already too overburdened
anyway. In addition, if we sometimes manage to exchange
ideas, and to set up our own guidelines in order to be able
to structure our seminars better, I am noticing time and
time again that I am one of the few teachers of color.

For me, postcolonial education in this context
means continuously questioning and dissecting domi-
nant discourses by (re)learning in which ways colonial
continuities are (re)produced through the production
and transfer of knowledge, as well as through certain
practices. This means to draw attention to tension re-
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lations within the seminar on the one hand, and to put
together concrete counter-proposals on the other hand.
Postcolonial education must simultaneously mean un-
covering the material consequences of these discourses
in a global context, and identifying the contradictory po-
sition of a self within them.

Originally published as “Uber das Lehren und Lernen:
Ausziige aus dem Seminaralltag” (2021), in: bildung-
sLab* (Hg.): Bildung. Ein postkoloniales Manifest, Ber-
lin. Translated from German by Sheila Ragunathan and
Bernhard Siebert. Expressions marked with an asterisk (*)

are already English in the original.
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Roman Pawlowski: Good evening at TR Warsaw. It is my
great pleasure to welcome you to a meeting with
the actresses and creators of the play 7he Club,
which is a co-production of the Aleksander Zel-
werowicz National Academy of Dramatic Art in
Warsaw and the TR Warszawa. I will be leading
the discussion together with Agata Adamiec-
ka-Sitek, ombudsman for students' rights at the
Theatre Academy. Let me start by introducing
the participants. Please welcome the actresses of
the play The Club: Julia Biesiada, Julia Borkows-
ka, Maria Kozlowska, Katarzyna Lis, Adrianna
Malecka, Magdalena Sildatk, Bernadetta Statk-
iewicz, Monika Szufladowicz, Helena Urbarnska
and Emilia Walus. Also with us are the creators:
the show's director Weronika Szczawinska, the
author of the music Teoniki Rozynek, and the
director's assistant Marta Szlasa-Rokicka. To
this line-up we must also add the absent Do-
brawa Borkala, co-author of the stage concept,
who also works on the project as a therapeutic
and breathwork consultant, and Marta Szypuls-
ka, responsible for the space and costumes. This
is the entire, all-female team of The Club.

Let's start by asking about the origins of this pro-
ject. What was the need for this performance?
I know that it was not created within the stand-
ard procedures of the Academy as an acting fi-
nal exam. It was a grassroots student initiative.
Please tell us why you were determined to make
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an additional performance alongside your very
intensive work on your diploma performances.

Bernadetta Statkiewicz: Maybe it's worth starting with
how we felt at a certain point in our studies,
when we started working on our diplomas — be-
cause the impulse to act came from that feeling.
There was a moment when we got together and
collectively came to the conclusion that we all
felt that something was very wrong with our ex-
perience of studying. It was the frustration of
not having the chance so far in our acting work
to say what was important to us. We also felt
that we didn't have the same opportunities to
develop as our fellow male students. We were
not able to show our skills on an equal footing
with them and face equally important challeng-
es. There was a very clear disparity in what they
could play and what they could express through
their roles, and what we had to play. Our roles
were companion roles, secondary roles, lack-
ing autonomy — wives, sisters, mothers, lovers,
servants... We felt that we had no voice of our
own, that we were not working on the texts that
gave us our voice.

Roman Pawlowski: The male students had more proposals
and more important roles?

Bernadetta Statkiewicz: Yes, there were very clear dis-
parities, especially in the first diploma. And
it's not just about differences in the amount of
text, but also about the importance of the issues.
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If our colleagues were talking about God, poli-
tics, love, their emotions — and we were talking
about not having anything to wear, it was a se-
rious problem for us.

Helena Urbanska: This very frustrating sense of disparity
not only accompanied us when we were working
on our graduation projects. We actually strug-
gled with it throughout our studies. At some
point, we felt we couldn't accept it. That's why
we started looking for an opportunity to create
our own project that would give us a voice and
allow us to feel recognition.

Adrianna Malecka: The problem actually arises at the very
beginning. There are a lot of women enrolling
at the school, many more than men, but for the
following years there are usually more male than
female students. We've heard from the begin-
ning that it's better this way, because women
in theatre don't have as many important roles
to play as men anyway. That's the way it was, is
and will be in future... Well, no, we didn't want
to accept that. We wanted to work with a female
director, because all the directors of our diplo-
ma performances are men, on a female text that
would talk about things that are important to us.
It’s amazing that now we are here, on the stage
of one of the most important theatres in War-
saw, talking to you! A great many people helped
us and made it possible for our disagreement to
turn into something so very constructive.
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Roman Pawlowski: As I understand, the project came
from a strong need to empower you as female
student-actors, to have your own voice. I'd also
like to ask you about the context in which your
project came into being, because the Theatre
Academy in Warsaw has for some time been
carrying out very important activities — that
are visible in our community, to increase the
safety of students and to counteract discrimina-
tion and violence. It can be said that a systemic,
structural change has been underway for several
years in response to cases of violence and abuse
by lecturers revealed in the media. That’s why
I wanted to ask Agata Adamiecka-Sitek about
this process, and how it relates to the perfor-
mance The Club.

Agata Adamiecka-Sitek: I've been the Student Ombud-
sperson at the Academy for three years now, and
before I took on this position, I first participat-
ed in the process that led to the creation of this
function and the adoption of the Code of Ethics
at the Academy. Both of these things were new
to the Polish public theatre school system; pre-
viously, there were no solutions in place for the
safety of students. How did these changes come
about? First, there was a specific case related to
violence in the Directing Department publicised
by the press in 2018. At that time, an extreme-
ly important alliance took place: female grad-
uates of our Academy supported the students
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and said publicly that they too had experienced
violence from the same professor that the situ-
ation had been going on for many, many years
and had been tolerated by successive authori-
ties of the Academy. Rector Wojciech Malajkat
took the matter seriously and began a series of
discussions with students and graduates, as a re-
sult of which it became clear that the problem
was systemic and required a serious, long-term,
systemic reform. This was a special moment:
grassroots student resistance supported by the
theatre community was met with a very serious
response from the authorities. In such circum-
stances, real transformative potential arises, the
community matures to change the rules that gov-
ern it — those enshrined in bylaws and codes, and
the customary ones perpetuated by overwhelm-
ing tradition. Thus, we’'ve embarked on a series
of changes on many levels, from the creation of
appropriate procedures, to training and work-
shops on prevention of violence and discrimina-
tion for the entire community, to commissioning
in-depth sociological research to objectify the
forms of violence and boundary violations that
take place in the Academy, diagnose their causes
and make recommendations for change. This is
a very complex and intensive process.

The initiative of the fourth-year acting students,
who rebelled against the structural gender dis-
crimination they experienced during their train-
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ing process, was perfectly in line with this pro-
cess already taking place at our Academy. When
the students came to me and told me what they
wanted to do and why, I immediately under-
stood that it was an important initiative that
I wanted to support with all my might, because
it would give new energy to the changes we were
making. And so it happened. Girls, you came to
me just over a year ago, and it was like a differ-
ent era for our university, so much is changing!
Before we started working on the project it-
self, I asked you to describe your experiences at
Academy that you found difficult or violating.
This is how we came up with a very important
document, which we called The Diagnosis. Will
you tell us about it?

Julia Biesiada: Let me add the story of our meeting, be-
cause it shows a lot itself. We didn't know at all
that there was a student ombudsperson at our
school. We may have heard something about the
changes, but we were mainly absorbed in our
extremely intensive classes, and were not aware
that such reforms were being undertaken, and
perhaps we didn't believe that anything serious
could change at our school, so we didn't get in-
volved. We sought help outside the school; we
talked to the much involved, feminist-minded
director Anna Smolar, because we hoped she
would be willing to work with us. And it was she
who sent us to Agata. We all got together and
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I remember your first words when you heard us:
'T've been waiting for you since the beginning
of my term'. Even then we thought we would
probably succeed.

Julia Borkowska: Agata asked us to write down our experi-
ences, but first, in this regard, we had to read the
Code of Ethics, which had been in force at the
Academy for a year. We did that and it turned
out that every single one of its points had been
violated against each of us. We began to identi-
fy specific situations from our experience that
could be described in terms of breaches of the
Code of Ethics. It was difficult, but it made us
realise a great deal of things. Speaking out loud,
naming the experience of crossing boundaries
showed us that this violence is real, concrete —
and that it cannot be condoned.

Bernadetta Statkiewicz: I remember very well the mo-
ment we were writing The Diagnosis together.
It was very hot, we were sitting together in the
garden of the Ciao Napoli restaurant, we all or-
dered a pizza and then we started talking one
after the other about what was difficult in our
experiences. It was somehow pouring out of us,
flowing. I still have a yellow napkin, on which
[ wrote down these events, examples.

Helena Urbanska: Yes, it was very difficult. I have the
feeling that patriarchy uses such violent mech-
anisms that are often difficult to name, to grasp.
When working on The Diagnosis, every now and
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then we would wonder: is this violence? Mis-
conduct? Violation? We often had conflicting
opinions on this, because these are also very
individual issues. And this is where the Code
of Ethics was really helpful, because there are
specific principles, values, but also undesirable
actions written in it. But working on this docu-
ment was extremely tiring; I remember the ter-
rible headache it gave me.

Magdalena Sildatk: The interesting thing is that we talked
a lot with each other about whether specific sit-
uations were misconduct or not. We have dif-
ferent opinions, different sensitivities, we feel
our boundaries differently. But that's why this is
a conversation that should be happening all the
time in our circles, in the Academy communi-
ty. And it hasn't been there for years, it started
recently and that's why it's so difficult.

Julia Borkowska: Indeed, these conversations were turbu-
lent and what one saw as misconduct, another
one didn't at all. A big factor here was our very
strong emotions towards the educators who
taught us. It turned out that these reactions
were never lukewarm or neutral. They were al-
ways high end of the scale passions. Someone
felt very hurt by a professor who, for someone
else, was a source of great support. It gave me
a lot to think about, and I wonder if this sphere
could somehow be more safely managed in dra-
ma school, with some kind of greater mental hy-
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giene. I don't know. Of course, it's an extremely
engaging learning process; we work with our-
selves, our bodies, our emotions. But are there
any techniques, methods that give more stabil-
ity, security to these processes?

Brenadetta Statkiewicz: Bearing in mind that our perfor-
mance uses a different scale, we're still talking
about similar things there. Because in it we are
trying to show how difficult it is to name vi-
olence, how much happens in a grey area, or
in such a way that later we are not even able
to reconstruct it on a factual level. I know that
something happened, | remember the emotions,
I remember that I was in the corridor, that some
very hurtful words were said. But what specifi-
cally did I hear? How exactly did it happen that
I ended up vomiting or crying spasmodically in
the bathroom? I can't remember. And how am
I supposed to recount it now?

Roman Pawlowski: We're still in a Stockholm club, and yet
we're talking about the Warsaw Academy. May-
be it's time to ask why you decided to work on
the basis of Matilda Vos Gustavsson's reportage
"The Club. Sex-scandal in the Nobel committee'
and not, for example, start directly from The
Diagnosis, which you are talking about? This is
a question to Weronika Szczawinska, director
and author of the script.
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Weronika Szczawinska: Let me start with how I found my-
self in this project. I won a kind of casting call
for a director organised by actress-students of
the then fourth year of acting at the Academy.
It's a significant role reversal. I was immediate-
ly very excited about the situation, because the
process of change in theatre schools and the
theatre in general is a subject very close to my
heart. I was delighted that the impulse came
from female acting students, because I had the
conviction that it was there, among female act-
ing students, that such an initiative was particu-
larly needed. Directing had already set in motion
an emancipatory process; meanwhile, it was in
acting and towards female students that a great
deal of misconduct was taking place, which was
such well-known corridor knowledge. I wanted
it to be as much as possible a project of the ac-
tresses, so that their agency would be central to
it. So it was about making our meeting as much
as possible a response to their needs. Howev-
er, the truth is that actors and actresses in our
system are trained to be deeply subordinate to
directors. So we had to consciously design our
meeting differently right from the start. I intro-
duced myself as best I could, told them about
how I work, what I do in theatre, what I don't
do. I wanted the actresses to be as knowledge-
able as possible and to be able to make an in-
formed decision about whether they wanted to
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work. I also made a commitment that if I got
the job, I would present three text proposals of
my choice. I got the job, so I presented the pro-
posals: the first was an adaptation of Leonora
Carrington's feminist novel The Hearing Trum-
pet, the second was a play with classics — Shake-
speare or Chekhov with an all-female cast, and
the third was The Club.
The actresses chose The Club. It seemed the
best because even though it showed a differ-
ent scale, it essentially named the same mech-
anisms that were a problem in drama school,
while not being a direct work on the experiences
of actresses and not describing the difficulties of
our community. Together we came to the con-
clusion that we didn't want to make a call out
with this performance, but wanted to highlight
and disarm the mechanisms of violence against
women in the art world. However, this was not
a choice without doubts, as working on this text
also involved various risks. From the beginning
we talked openly about it and I treated these
conversations of ours as part of our joint work
on the dramaturgy; they set the direction for the
work on the script, which was partly written by
me and partly — in the part that consists of in-
dividual monologues — by the actresses in some
collaboration with me only.

Agata Adamiecka-Sitek: Weronika began to talk about
the work on The Club, immediately pointing out
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what is most important to me in this project,
which is a consciously developed alternative
model of working on a performance. This is an
example of what I call “art in action’, a situation
in which, while taking up a certain topic, we
simultaneously work through it at the level of
work organisation, communication, and pow-
er relations in the work process itself. This is
art that embodies the change it postulates at
the level of its message — something I find par-
ticularly valuable in artistic practice. This play
is not only about how difficult it is to name, to
defuse the non-obvious and often manipula-
tion-based mechanisms of sexual violence, how
difficult it is to name and find systemic help for
those who experience it, but it also transforms
reality itself — in this case the very concrete re-
ality of our school. With this performance, the
Warsaw Academy as an institution has taken
a concrete step on the path of change. The con-
sciously constructed work process transformed
the educational experience of the female stu-
dents, allowed them to empower themselves,
to transcend that sense of loss associated with
being treated unequally while still within the
walls of the school, and showed us all that such
a change in work, in the relationship between
the actresses-students and the director, who
is also a lecturer at the Academy, is possible.
That's what I wanted to ask you about now —
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this new working model. What was this con-
sciously different way of doing theatre?
Monika Szufladowicz: We started by agreeing on the prin-
ciples of our collaboration during the first re-
hearsal, i.e. we created a kind of contract for this
particular creative process. Weronika invited us
into the process. This was unusual, because it is
usually the case that it is the director who sets
the rules and the actors are expected to adapt.
Our contract also included quite non-standard
issues, important to us but never expressed be-
fore. For example, the fact that every idea that
is thrown around has to be tested on stage. This
gave us the chance to bring in our own ideas,
often with the rest of us working on the basis
of brainstorming, a free, intense exchange, and
then drawing out what we wanted to test. An-
other thing was the rituals, which are very im-
portant. We started each rehearsal with a circle
where each of us had a minute to herself. She
could talk about what she was coming with on
that day, how she was feeling, but she could also
be silent for that minute. It was a simple tool
and it brought mutual understanding, a focus on
each other. It allowed a good entry into the work.
We wrote down respect for each other's emo-
tions and our individual, fluctuating conditions.
Each of us could have a worse day, for example
her period, and then she could openly talk about
it and this was taken into account. This proved
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to be extremely important and it is hard to un-
derstand why this does not happen in every job.
It doesn't make it any more difficult; on the con-
trary, it makes the work more efficient, which
can be adapted to our condition.

Adrianna Malecka: It was very innovative to have a psy-
chologist on board. Dobrawa Borkata is a psy-
chologist and at the same time an artist in the
field of visual arts, and she works with breath in
both fields. Her skills greatly supported us in this
work. Dobrawa helped us to resolve tensions and
conflicts, she was also the one who brought in
these work ordering rituals and moderated the
process of constructing the contract together.

Weronika Szczawinska: Yes, Dobrawa's role was crucial.
She works with the breath as art, and at the same
time as a means of knowing and healing oneself,
of feeling one's own body. In this project and in
relation to the experiences of the actresses, in
relation to the theme, that was one of the most
important tools. As far as the contract is con-
cerned, it deals in many places with seemingly
obvious things that we all agree on, such as re-
specting each other at work or listening carefully
and being open about our needs. These rules are
usually not explicitly mentioned and that is why
they are so often broken. They are supposedly
part of some unwritten contract, but in practice
they are completely absent. Writing them into
the contract does change things. The grey areas
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where, for one reason or another, we allow our-
selves to normalise violent behaviour, disappear.
It is always possible to refer to such a written
contract directly, but this is often not neces-
sary because its very existence works. I'd like to
strongly emphasise that working with a contract
and being attentive to the condition of each per-
son in the process does not mean that now in
the artistic process we no longer face difficult
states and are only concerned with making our-
selves comfortable, as can sometimes be heard
from those opposed to change. Using these new
tools is often very demanding — it’s not easy, for
example, to be aware of one's condition, to be
able to communicate it and to take responsi-
bility for it to those with whom one’s working.
This way of working also exposes such fields of
discrimination, which have never been talked
about, but are now beginning to be taken into
account, by putting the body at the centre. We
are a group of women, and when we started to
communicate openly, it became clear how im-
portant it is to have a period. It was the first time
we openly said to each other how enormously
it affects the work. Never before in my theatre
experience had this question been posed. There
was no place for it in any of the processes. If we
never talk about it openly, we don't see certain
fields of discrimination.
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Helena Urbanska: Femininity, the female body was ex-
tremely stereotyped in our school experience.
Women's bodies were subject to being looked at,
but it was never important how they felt. You're
wearing stilettos, you're wearing sexy lingerie
and you're playing the mistress — the way the pa-
triarchal culture presents it, you're subject to be-
ing shaped by the male gaze, you have to be that
object all the time... Recently, an important edu-
cator from our school, who is also a well-known
director, told me that 'theatre without violence
is like vodka without alcohol'. This view is still
widespread. Therefore, I felt that our work was
something special, and at the same time I feel
very strongly that this is the future, that theatre
has to go in this direction. In my personal histo-
ry, this is a groundbreaking experience.

Emilia Walus: In this work, for the first time in my life,
I experienced that even if I came to rehearsal in
a poor state, I came out of uplifted. It's really rare
that work, sometimes very difficult, can be such
an empowering experience. I just felt that it was
a non-violent and respectful work for each of us.
[ didn't think it was at all possible in theatre that
the demands, discipline and sense of mutual ob-
ligation didn't have to have a violent component.
And then there was this sense that finally we wer-
en't just mothers, wives, lovers, unhappy, raped
sisters on stage — that we weren't just women to
men, we were talking about broader issues be-
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yond love, sex and domestic responsibilities. We
spoke up in an extremely serious, reality-chang-
ing discussion. We spoke up for our own cause.
Magdalena Sildatk: In this job, for the first time, I had the
feeling that I don't have to be constantly at my
best — that is, pretend to be at my best. If some-
thing bad has happened, if I feel worse, I can
come to rehearsal and say so, I can commit to
what I can commit to in that state, with full re-
spect for our work and for myself. It's a great
relief not to have to pretend that you are con-
stantly the best version of yourself. That's what
the best conditions for creativity are. Mean-
while, we're imprinted with the idea that, be-
cause there's such deadly competition, we have
to be constantly in top form. This is very dam-
aging. In working with Weronika, for the first
time I didn't feel obliged to do it. And the oth-
er thing, equally important, which I also expe-
rienced for the first time in this job, is that if
something doesn't work, it's not necessarily my
fault as an actress. Weronika was the first direc-
tor in my theatrical experience who was able to
say: 'listen, it's not working, looks like I've had
a bad idea, let's try it differently'. So far it's been:
"listen, you're doing it wrong, that's not what
I mean, you've got to try it differently” — and
then three months of waiting until you finally
meet the director’s vision. If you fail, it's your
fault. These new settings Weronika suggested
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were extremely freeing. It's a completely differ-
ent work dynamic.

Julia Borkowska: It was also important that in the course
of our work, at specific moments in the pro-
cess, people from outside of the project invited
by Weronika came to us and gave us feedback,
which was not an evaluation, but which allowed
us to broaden our awareness and opened up
interesting perspectives relevant to this stage
of our work. It was not an evaluation, more of
a conversation, a meeting.

Roman Pawlowski: I wanted to ask you about another di-
mension of agency that you managed to create in
this work, namely the whole sequence of mono-
logues, filling the second part of the performance
with solo scenes, whose authors, as I understand,
are you — the actresses. I have heard, Weronika,
that time was divided very strictly here.

Weronika Szczawinska: Yes, each actress literally had her
five minutes. I wrote the part of the script that
involved acting together — it's actually a special
kind of choreography for ten women. I often
work in such a way that, in a sense, the shape
of the group dictates the aesthetic shape of the
performance. Here, the essential figure was a po-
lyphony of actresses with different interests, very
different temperaments, pointing to different el-
ements as being particularly important to them
in the material we were working on. So I thought
it was my job to create a space for this polyphony.
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After the first collective part, the second one was
conceived as a series of individual statements
that the actresses developed independently, in
collaboration with me. It was important to me
that there should be no more important or less
important roles in the play, because it was a field
of painful experiences from school, hence such
a strict, equal division of time.

Agata Adamiecka-Sitek: Every theatrical work talks, at
some level, about the process by which it was
created. I think we should incorporate this reg-
ularity into our broader conversation about vi-
olence in theatre. We are deeply immersed in
a tradition that has taught us to admire the vio-
lence encoded in plays for the sake of its higher
purposes. This is also why The Club is such an
important phenomenon, not just for our school.
I feel that the story of consciously working with
power dynamics that we heard here is there to
be read from the structures of this production,
from the assumptions of the script, from the
movement and musical score formed by the
breaths of the actresses turned into a remarkable
collective song in the finale. The process behind
this work is present in its reception. I think it's
very important that we learn this way of looking
at art, so that it becomes one more channel of
communication that we activate when we come
into contact with theatre.
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Weronika Szczawinska: This is, after all, one of the im-
portant themes in Matilda Voss Gustavsson's
reportage and in our performance. Art as re-
ligion, as the most precious currency of social
distinction (something we experience not just
for the sake of experiencing it, but in order to
be someone), the condition of the artist based
on a special chosenness, actually a metaphys-
ical condition — all this is a perfect context for
violence, because it completely obscures the
reality of art-making, the process of its pro-
duction. This, moreover, is amazing about the
book and the whole story — that we have to
deal with this supreme symbol: The Nobel, the
Swedish Academy, the literal highest laurel that
descends on the chosen one. Yet here we sud-
denly see that behind it is a group of extremely
troubled people, who are stuck inside a terrible
problem, who are entangled in it, and it is sim-
ply a problem of a violent, misogynist culture,
which is a problem for all of us.

Roman Pawlowski: I have a sense that we are talking about
an extraordinary phenomenon. The Club is not
only an important play on an important subject,
but also a vehicle for building a new theatrical
practice. The question is: what should be done
for this practice to become widespread? And at
the same time, is the change you say is taking
place at the Theatre Academy deep enough to
significantly change the relationships not only
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in your school, but in the whole theatre system
in Poland?

Weronika Szczawinska: A caveat is necessary here. We
are neither the only ones nor the first. There is
already a whole movement of people in Polish
theatre, who work with these and other tools,
support each other, discuss how to work more
safely. I co-create the collective Institute for
Performing Arts together with Piotr Wawr jr,
Anna Smolar, Michal Buszewicz, Marta Keil
and Grzegorz Reska [https://www.inszper.org/],
where we talk a lot about these issues and try to
propose in our practice thinking about a differ-
ent institution, a different understanding of the
ensemble. We are developing a practice of con-
structive and empowering creative feedback,
something that is dramatically missing from
our theatres and theatre schools. But there are
also a whole range of male and female creators,
who are consciously and consistently testing
new tools and making real changes to working
models. This practice is present, though still not
treated as crucial in the hegemonic Polish reper-
tory theatre system. When entering institutions
with these practices, we often have to function
a bit like hackers trying to circumvent the secu-
rity system that protects the status quo.

Adrianna Malecka: Maybe in fact in the Polish theatre the
way we worked is not an absolute novelty, but
at the Wasaw Academy it was extremely inno-
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vative and for us a completely different activity
from previous experiences. It is well known, we
are in a process of change which, if it is to be pro-
found, must last. It will take years. But [ have no
doubt that the change is happening. We can see
it, we can feel it. We see the dialogue between the
Academy authorities and the students, and it is an
open conversation, even if very difficult at times.
In July 2021, a meeting of the entire acting fac-
ulty with the authorities was organised in War-
saw, where we spoke openly about the difficulties,
gave examples of specific situations, behaviours,
experiences. These things have been taken up
further by the school authorities, clarification
processes are underway. We are also thinking
together about how to change the school so that
such difficult situations do not happen again. The
change is resisted by people who know the other
theatre, and cannot imagine that it is possible to
create and teach without violence, but processes
and performances like ours are a tangible exam-
ple that it is possible. And I very much believe
that this is the future of theatre.

Translated by Aleksandra Paszkowska
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Shifting
L andscape 2:

Redefining Borders,
Writing New
Vocabularies.

Safe Space working
and the rise of
Intimacy Coordination

Hilary Jones






Introduction

On 7 October 2019, The Akademia Teatralna in
Warsaw hosted a conference deliberately targeted to ad-
dress what they considered a pervasive systemic violence
inherent in Polish Theatre. Invited to give the keynote ad-
dress* and joined by my colleague Vanessa Coffey and two
of our third year acting students Thomas Zachar and Mc-
callister Selva, we presented a three-hour lecture-work-
shop entitled: Shifting the Landscape: Privacy, Protocol
and the Profession: Why Changing Actor Training Mat-
ters in Light of the #MeToo Movement.

What began as a sharing of the consent-based
practice being pioneered by Vanessa at our own institu-
tion — The Royal Conservatoire of Scotland — became
a catalyst for unexpected revelation and the ensuing deter-
mination by our Polish colleagues to dismantle the power
dynamics which had normalised misogynistic brutality,
the driver for Erasmus: Change-Now!

The ball had been set rolling. But our world was
spinning off its axis. Within a few months of the orig-
inal Change-Now! conference the Covid-19 pandem-
ic was shutting down our industry and our lives. Barely
two months later, on 25 May 2020, the unlawful killing of
George Floyd in the United States triggered world-wide
condemnation and re-ignited the Black Lives Matter
movement, rightly forcing us to examine entrenched atti-

1 Hilary Jones and Vanessa Coffey, “Shifting the Landscape. Privacy, protocol and the profession: why chang-
ing actor training mattersin light of the #MeToo movement,” presented with Thomas Zachar and McCallister
Selva, Change-Now! (Warsaw: The Akademia Teatralna in Warsaw, 7 October 2019).

159 Shifting Landscape 2



tudes and inequities across all sectors of society and High-
er Education in particular. Over the past year, increasingly
biblical devastation wrought by climate change has seen
flood, fire, plague and pestilence wreak havoc across the
globe. And with the continued impact of Russia’s invasion
of and war with Ukraine, many countries around the world
have now been forced into a holding pattern while they
struggle to stabilize their political and economic situations.

Through all of this — and as a response to all
of this — Akademia Teatralna and its partner institutions
have held steadfast in their determination to pursue
a cultural shift in actor training that properly addresses
new ways of working. The resultant collaborations and
dialogues with our sixteen participants have been crucial
in examining current structures of performance training
and whilst it has not always been a comfortable journey,
the project remains rooted in a genuine respect for the
differences across race, culture, creed, gender identity
and generation.

As one of the most recent developments in ac-
tor training, Intimacy Co-ordination (IC) is not only at
the very heart of collaborative practice but is also dy-
namic in its response to societal change. This paper
seeks to build on the original conference presentation
given in 2019 and published in The Polish Theatre Jour-
nal® by examining how, where and why the formalisation
of Intimacy Co-ordination has been necessary: how in the

2  Hilary Jones and Vanessa Coffey, “Shifting the Landscape. Privacy, protocol and the profession: why changing
actor training matters in light of the #MeToo movement,” The Polish Theatre Journal. A New Landscape with
a Rainbow Change - now! Conference proceedings (January 2020).
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aftermath of the Harvey Weinstein exposé, IC has been
actively adopted by the film industry, where the challeng-
es currently lie — particularly in the context of live per-
formance and why IC training is now embedding into
drama school training in the UK. Via three interviews,
I examine its impact on, and influence in, an industry that
is determined to re-write the rules.

Recent History: the land before Covid

On 5 October 2017, the New York Times pub-
lished a powerful report by journalists Jodi Kantor and
Megan Twohey, revealing multiple allegations of sexual
harassment against Harvey Weinstein, arguably one of the
most powerful moguls in American cinematic history.?
Five days later, Ronan Farrow’s exposé of Weinstein was
published by The New Yorker.* Ten days after the first arti-
cle, actress Alyssa Milano declared her own experience of
Weinstein using the hashtag #MeToo and within twenty-
four hours #MeToo had been re-tweeted more than half
a million times and received more than 12 million posts
on Facebook.s Britain was also responding to this outpour-
ing of anger over decades of abuse in the industry. Vicky
Featherstone, Artistic Director of The Royal Court organ-

3 JodiKantor and Megan Twohey, “Harvey Weinstein Paid Off Sexual Harassment Accusers For Decades,”
The New York Times, 5 October, 2017, accessed 27 November, 2022, http://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/05/
us/harvey-weinstein-harassment-allegations..

4 Ronan Farrow “From Aggressive Overtures to Sexual Assault: Harvey Weinstein's Accusers Tell Their Sto-
ries,” The New Yorker, 10 October, 2017, accessed 27 November, 2022 https://www.newyorker.com/news/
news-desk/from-aggressive-overtures-to-sexual-assault-harvey-weinsteins-accusers-tell-their-stories.

5 Dino-Day Ramos, “Alyssa Milano Tweets “Me Too” Hashtag Insipired By Tarana Burke, Raising Awareness
Of Sexual Abuse,” Deadline, 15 October, 2017, accessed 27 November, 2022 https://deadline.com/2017/10/
alyssa-milano-me-too-hashtag-twitter-rose-mcgowan-sexual-harassment-awareness-1202188999/.
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ised a day of action on 28 October 2017, which elicited
150 anonymised reports of inappropriate sexual behaviour
(including rape) that had taken place in theatres. The day
after, Featherstone published a code of behaviour stating:

Thanks to the bravery, openness and desire to see change
happen from the people in our industry who have either
experienced abuse or are desperate to see it end, we have
been able to compose this document. We at the Royal
Court are adopting this today. It is an offering, it is a be-
ginning. We have to start somewhere.

Equity, the Actors Union, now stepped in. Al-
ready in the process of issuing their “Manifesto for Cast-
ing,” 7 a set of protocols designed to tightly regulate an
area of the industry notorious for abuse, Equity set about
creating “An Agenda For Change,”® which they issued one
month after #MeToo:

We are demanding a more professional working environ-
ment where our members and future members will not
have to endure or observe sexual harassment and where
perpetrators understand there is nowhere to hide.®

6  Royal Court Theatre, Preventing Sexual Harassment and Abuses of Power. An offering, a Provocation, A Hope
for Culture Change. A Code of Behaviour, 28 October, 2017, accessed 24 November, 2022, https://d19Ifig8h-
luhfw.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/06174357/A-Code-of-Behaviour-6Nov.pdf

7  Equity, “Manifesto for Casting” accessed 27 November, 2022 https://www.equity.org.uk/getting-involved/
campaigns/manifesto-for-casting/

8  Equity, Agenda For Change Report, accessed 24 November, 2022 https://www.equity.org.uk/media/1263/
agenda-for-change.pdf

9  Equity, Agenda For Change Report, accessed 24 November, 2022 https://www.equity.org.uk/media/1263/
agenda-for-change.pdf, p. 4
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This manifesto recognised the importance of in-
culcating change at ground level and contained significant
recommendations for UK Drama Schools,aiming to:

— Develop the Equity student deputy network of
student representatives

— Conduct an annual survey to review and im-
prove the relationship between the union and
students

— Encourage student deputies to report how bul-
lying and harassment policies operate in their
schools

— Maintain regular contact with and visits to vo-
cational educational establishments'®

Equity also called for safe spaces for castings
and auditions and proposed a number of ways to exert
pressure in order to ensure compliance, suggesting key
organisations such as the Arts Councils, Creative Scot-
land and the BFI use their leverage with companies and
projects they funded. Additional measures included ad-
dressing gender balance in the workplace, promoting ded-
icated helplines, declaring a zero-tolerance approach to
violence and sexual harassment at the start of every re-
hearsal process and ensuring that these policies became
part of a signed understanding on every contract.

Into this arena stepped a new voice. Ita O’Brien,
a movement director, had long been concerned with the
haphazard nature of directed sex scenes. By 2014, she
had formalized her approach to establish a specific way

10 Equity, Agenda For Change Report, accessed 24 November, 2022 https://www.equity.org.uk/media/1263/
agenda-for-change.pdf, p. 12
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of working that negotiated the issues of touch and con-
sent in scenes of intimacy. In 2017, O’Brien introduced
the Intimacy on Set Guidelines'* and by 2018, had begun
to train people as Intimacy Coordinators.

IC was slowly being introduced to the profes-
sion but many saw it as a threat both to directorial control
and to the spontaneous creativity of the actor. Andy Serkis
the ground-breaking actor/director and co-founder of The
Imaginarium,** a studio dedicated to performance capture
and next generation storytelling, was asked his opinion on
the growing call for IC to become an established way of
working. This was his reply when interviewed at the 2018

BAFTA awards.

I think that kind of censorship is censorship of creativi-
ty. It should be arrived at by the director and the actors
involved. They have to find a comfortable way of doing
it that will tell the story, because that’s what we are all
there to do.

It would be a shame if actors become so self-conscious
about relating to people. You're there to use your imag-
ination, to create a role. I don’t think that you should be

stopped from telling the story.*?

11 ItaO'Brien, Intimacy on Set Guidelines. Best Practice When Working With Intimacy, Simulated Sex Scenes, and
Nudity, accessed 24 November, 2022, https://www.itaobrien.com/intimacy-on-set-guidelines.html

12 Andy Serkis and Jonathan Cavendish, The Imaginarium, accessed 24 November, 2022 https://www.imagi-
nariumuk.com/

13 BBGC, “Sex scenerules would be ‘censorship’ star says,” BBC News, 19 February, 2018, accessed 24 Novem-
ber, 2022 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-43112055
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The statement was disappointing, though at that
juncture, understandable. Although it was not uncom-
mon for actors to have clauses relating to nudity in their
contracts, IC was still very much in its infancy. Ita O’Brien
interviewed on Radio 5 Live, attempted to clarify:

It’s not about no sex. It’s not about no kissing. It’s not
about no nudity. It’s actually allowing all of that to
happen but in a safe way that allows for authentic, be-
lievable, beautiful, juicy, passionate sex scenes. Many
directors create beautiful sex scenes in a really safe
way. There’s not a clear and understood template to go
through that everybody knows, in order to make sure
that everybody is safe.

That same year in conjunction with the agents
CaryDodd Associates, O’ Brien released a film explaining
the purpose and function of IC in order to establish that
‘clear and understood template.**

Vimeo embedded in this article: Sex Scenes on Set

On the other side of the pond and in parallel to
O’Brien’s work, the American fight director and chore-
ographer Alicia Rodis was developing her own take on
Intimacy Co-ordination codifying systems to address the
performance of nudity, simulated sex and intimacy. Now
established as industry standards in the US, Rodis, along-
side her work for HBO, has been educating faculty and

14  Carey Dodd Associates, Intimacy Coordination & Industry Guidelines, accessed 24 November, 2022
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students at major performing arts institutions Including
Julliard, Yale and Columbia University, embedding prac-
tice that empowers everyone to expect — and demand —
appropriate working methodologies.

IC slowly but surely began to embed into the
industry and as importantly, was gaining traction as
a new form of practice in drama schools both here and
in the USA.

And then, the pandemic broke. By 16 March
2020 the United Kingdom was in lockdown. All teaching
across the UK — including training at Drama Schools, was
reconfigured for online delivery. We became “key work-
ers.” The phrase “Intimacy Co-ordination” was supersed-
ed by “social distancing” and “self-isolation” The fear of
inappropriate and abusive contact was replaced with the
reality of no contact at all. O’Brien’s training programme
was immediately suspended. And all live performance
was banned.

On the 16th July 2020 — three months after the
first lockdown began, Equity produced a statement de-
claring its support for Intimacy Co-ordination.

The three guideline documents can be accessed
here: https://www.intimacyforstageandscreen.
com/guidelines.htmly#

At the same time they issued a new hashtag

#This Is Not Working, in protest at the British Govern-
ments lack of action on their previous recommendations.
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No-one of course had any concept of how long
the pandemic would last or what its impact on our industry
might be. By the late summer of 2020, the film sector was
cautiously re-opening: cast and crews were “bubbled” into
special “isolation villages” where they would remain for
the duration of the shoot and a whole new raft of Health
and Safety measures were introduced. Under the aegis of
“The Covid Marshall,” policed sets ensured rigid mask wear-
ing and constant PCR testing. Weeks of filming were lost if
someone tested positive and actors often found themselves
isolated abroad if they contracted Covid-19 whilst on set.
But at least this sector of the industry was fighting back.
When the RCS (along with the majority of accredited UK
drama schools) attempted to resume in-person teaching,
it was under the new concept of “blended learning” deter-
mined by the constraints of complex space planning and
enforced social distancing. Governed by rigid protocols,
mandatory mask wearing and bi-daily lateral flow testing,
the one-way systems, hygiene stations, split cohorts and
severely restricted access meant our buildings were like
the ghost ship Marie Celeste. All plays had to be directed
with social distancing as a pre-requisite. Live audiences re-
mained forbidden and thousands of pounds were spent on
creating a hybrid form of performance where the social-
ly distanced acting onstage was filmed for livestreaming.
England’s National Theatre had pioneered this approach
since 2009 with highly successful broadcasts of its own
productions but drama school output also had to compete
with streaming services readily available from terrestri-
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al giants such as Netflix, HBO, Discovery, National Geo-
graphic and Warner.

At 6.31am on the 8 December 2020 the UK saw
its first citizen receive the new Covid jab,15 but whilst
the advent of vaccinations gradually allowed live per-
formance to resume, the longed-for epiphany as thea-
tre experienced a post-covid renaissance, simply did not
happen. The immense costs incurred during the pan-
demic meant a huge reduction in output. Many venues
that closed never re-opened and even the toe-tapping
West End musicals were forced to shut their doors early.
And with the key risk mitigation for Covid-19 being social
distancing, it was assumed — well, the actors aren’t actu-
ally touching anymore are they? — that Intimacy Co-or-
dination was no longer a necessity and certainly a luxury
that few drama schools and theatres were able to afford.
This was a fundamental misconception. IC in response
to Black Lives Matter, growing debate surrounding gen-
der identity politics and the exponential crises in mental
health largely- though not exclusively triggered by the
pandemic, was evolving and had become about so much
more than the choreography of simulated sex.

Right here, right now.

As I embarked on the writing this paper in July
2022, the media and my newsfeed were once again head-

15 NHS England, “Landmark moment as first NHS patient receives COVID-19 vaccination,”
accessed 24 November, 2022, https://www.england.nhs.uk/
2020/12/landmark-moment-as-first-nhs-patient-receives-covid-19-vaccination/
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lining issues around Intimacy Co-ordination. Sean Bean
— one of the most high-profile British actors of his gen-
eration and renowned internationally for his role as Ned
Starck in Game of Thrones, had dismissed Intimacy Co-or-
dination declaring it removed spontaneity and was a form
of censorship. His response was virtually identical to that
of Andy Serkis, four years earlier.

“It would inhibit me more because it’s drawing attention
to things,” Bean said of having an intimacy coordinator
in the room. “Somebody saying, ‘Do this, put your hands

there, while you touch his thing..”

“I think the natural way lovers behave would be ruined
by someone bringing it right down to a technical exer-
cise,” he added, comparing his experience to the raunchy
1993 adaptation of “Lady Chatterley’s Lover;,” in which
he starred opposite Joely Richardson.

“Lady Chatterley’ was spontaneous,” Bean said in his in-
terview with the U.K's Times Magazine. “It was a joy. We
had a good chemistry between us, and we knew what
we were doing was unusual. Because she was married,
I was married. But we were following the story. We were
trying to portray the truth of what D H Lawrence wrote.”

Bean also decried the censorship of his work at the
behest of TV companies or advertisers, citing the re-
cent “Snowpiercer” TV series in which he stars where

he filmed a scene naked alongside Lena Hall. In the bi-
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zarre Season 2 scene the duo become intimate with the
aid of a mango (as in the fruit). But Bean said “I think
they cut a bit out actually. Often the best work you do,
where you're trying to push the boundaries, and the
very nature of it is experimental, gets censored when
TV companies or the advertisers say it’s so much. It’s
a nice scene, quite surreal, dream-like and abstract. And

mango-esque.’

When the interviewer pointed out that intimacy coordi-
nators can help to protect actors in the wake of #MeToo,
Bean responded: “I suppose it depends on the actress.
This one [referring to Hall] had a musical cabaret back-

716

ground, so she was up for anything’

I make no apology for the length of this quote.
In unpacking Sean Bean’s statement, I hope to illustrate
how the current remit of IC has evolved since 2017 and
to examine the intransigence and hostility that still sur-
rounds this subject.

Intimacy Directors International offers a good
introduction to the role and function of Intimacy Coor-
dination with an approach centred around what they call
“the five pillars:””

CONTENT Before any choreography can be
considered there must first be an understanding of the

16 K.J.Yossman, “Games of Thrones' Star Sean Bean Says Intimacy Coordinators ‘Spoil the Spontaneity,’ De-
cries Censorship,” Variety, 8 August, 2022, accessed 24 November, 2022, https://variety.com/2022/tv/news/
sean-bean-intimacy-coordinators-1235335687/

17 Intimacy Directors International, Pillars of Safe Intimacy: Rehearsal and Performance Practice, accessed 24
November, 2022, http://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/924101_924a4af5ad7d47aa9d357d70450de14f.pdf
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story and the given circumstances surrounding a scene
of intimacy. This creates safety, eliminates the unexpect-
ed and ensures intimacy is always in service of the story

COMMUNICATION which suggests frank and
continuous discussion between director, intimacy direc-
tor, stage management and actors. and an openness to
dissent any actions in the process. With avenues for re-
porting harassment available to the entire ensemble.

CONSENT which must be established before
any scene of intimacy can be addressed and which ac-
knowledges that consent can only be given by the per-
son receiving the action, Choreography must start from
a place of understanding consent ensures that all parties
are clear and provides actors with the agency to remove
consent at any time.

CHOREOGRAPHY where each scene of in-
timacy must be choreographed with that choreography
strictly adhered to for the entire production

CLOSURE at the conclusion of every rehearsal
or scene of intimacy, actors are encouraged to develop
a closing moment between them to signify the ending of
the work. It is a moment to leave characters, relationships,
and actions from the work behind, and walk back into real
lives. They suggest too that all parties (including outside
eyes) exercise proper self-care during and after the run or
filming of intimate projects.

I'd like to begin at the end with “Closure” as the
attention given to issues of mental wellbeing by IC is be-
coming increasingly important. Let’s be clear about the
role of Intimacy Co-ordination. No IC “tells” an actor —
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or director to “do this” The choreography of an intimate
scene is a carefully negotiated set of conversations be-
tween the actors to determine their level of comfort and
consent and the director to ensure their creative vision
for that intimate moment genuinely translates for the au-
dience. O’Brien uses the following analogy, arguing that

There is an inherent risk in un-choreographed sex
scenes; a risk of trauma, and a risk of sexual harass-
ment.... Any scenes involving fights or stunts are dis-
cussed in advance and mapped out to avoid anyone
sustaining injury. It could be argued the emotional and
physiological injury sustained in a poorly directed sex
scene could have much longer lasting implications, and

cause much more hurt, than any physical injury.*®

No fight director in their right mind would hand
daggers to actors untrained in armed combat and instruct
them to “have a go.” The risk of life-threatening injury
would simply be too great. Yet the “having a go” approach
has often been the sole direction for scenes of an intimate
nature. With no guidance or reference, actors do what
they have done for generations: draw on their own per-
sonal sexual experiences.

In 2010, the University of Lancaster initiated
aresearch project “Making Sense Differently — Narratives

18 Laurence Cook, “After Weinstein, a New Way to Approach On-Set Sex Scenes,” Backstage, 25 Jan-
uary, 2018, accessed 24 November, 2022, https://www.backstage.com/uk/magazine/article/
weinstein-new-way-approach-set-sex-scenes-2186/
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of Learning and Teaching about Mental Health** As art-
ists with research backgrounds in “Performance Stress,’
Mark Cariston Seton (then a research fellow at the Uni-
versity of Sydney, Australia) and I were invited to begin
a dialogue exploring the fine line between the demands of
actor training and the medically recognised parameters
of sustaining good mental health.

Our starting point interrogated the tradition
of actor training which — in most UK Drama schools —
is largely rooted in the “affective memory” approach of
Stanislavski, a system that requires the actor to recall
memories of similar emotional import to those of the
character they are portraying. Theatre literature demands
actors explore some of the darkest territories of the hu-
man psyche and re-live some of its most brutal experi-
ences. Mark Cariston Seton in his article “Post-Dramatic
Stress — Negotiating Vulnerability for Performance” re-
fers to the “psychological hazards of the theatre” and is
clear that our responsibility as educators is “to provide
our acting students with the interpersonal resources to
incorporate the experience of performance in as resilient
manner as possible”>°

What Cariston Seton and I both acknowledged
twelve years ago was a fundamental lack in drama school
training of protocols that allowed actors to fully process
and integrate the worlds they were inhabiting so that the

19 Projectled by Jill Anderson Senior Project Development Officer Mental Health in Higher Education Depart-
ment of Applied Social Science Lancaster University

20 Mark Cariston Seton, “Post-Dramatic’ Stress: Negotiating Vulnerability for Performance,” accessed 27 No-
vember, 2022 https://www.academia.edu/242592/_Post_Dramatic_stress_Negotiating_Vulnerability_for_
Performance
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play/film could not act as a trigger for prior trauma. That
in order to ensure mental wellbeing it was vital to manage
the world of the character and the reality of the actor’s life
as distinct and separate entities. With “recall” and “reliv-
ing” traumatic experience cited by psychologists as poten-
tial triggers in mental health breakdown, the unstructured
“have a go” approach of intimate scenes risked conflating
the actor’s personal sexual experiences (and I include pos-
sible experience of abuse as well as pleasure here) with
the world of their character. Seton’s reccommendation that
actors be given interpersonal resources to build resilience
is now an integral and increasingly necessary part of Inti-
macy Co-ordination.

A fight director will always risk assess a knife
fight in order to minimize the chances of physical injury.
IC’s also “risk assess” the potential emotional and men-
tal impact of an intimate scene. The Risk Assessment is
arecorded document submitted to the producer/director
in advance of the shoot and will contain clear guidelines
about what has been agreed in terms of boundaries and
the level of consent and what is expected in order to pro-
tect both cast and crew. Closed set practice - established
for many years in the film industry, is now being adopted
in drama schools with only necessary staff and production
students permitted. Wardrobe will immediately robe the
actors after a take and extensive use of prosthetics such as
nipple shields and penis sheaths ensure direct genital con-
tact is reduced if not eliminated entirely. Respect is a given
and that courtesy is extended to crew as well as cast.
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Risk assessment also navigates the likely long-
term impact of Intimate scenes. In his book 7he Body
Keeps the Score, neuropsychologist Bessel Van Der Kolk
explored the myriad ways in which human physicality re-
tains the emotional impact of trauma.* Even though, on
a conscious level an actor playing Medea recognizes they
are not actually killing their children, the deep psychologi-
cal connection realised in performance through the power
of text in action, “imprints” a hyper reality. IC‘s now ac-
tively employ “De-roling” — literally coming out of a role
— using a series of exercises at the end of each rehearsal
/shoot to ensure actors are supported in the separation
of “self” and “character”. It is an essential part of the IC’s
toolkit and customary to hold further check-ins with the
actor/s in the days following a difficult scene in order to
ensure their continued processing and well-being. Men-
tal health first aid training is now an established part of
learning to be an IC and crucial if we are to eliminate the
type of experience described here by Nicole Kidman.

For her turn in Big Little Lies, Kidman took on
the role of Celeste, a mother of two who often engaged
in rough sexual acts to please her abusive husband Perry
(Alexander Skarsgéird). One scene in episode 7 particu-
larly stood out for Kidman.

“I remember lying on the floor in the bathroom ... and
I just wouldn’t get up in-between takes,” she recalled.
“I was just lying there, sort of broken and crying, and
I remember at one point [director Jean-Marc Vallée]

21 Bessel Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score (London Penguin Random House, 2014)
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coming over and just sort of placing a towel over me
because I was just lying there in half-torn underwear
and just basically on the ground with nothing on and
Iwasjust, like [gasps]”... The effects of those feelings were
hard to shake when the cameras stopped rolling though.
“I would keep on a very brave face at work and then
I would go home and I didn't realize how much it had
penetrated me,” she said. “It affected me in a deep way.>*

But let’s return to Sean Bean’s statement. Whilst
Bean notes he and Joely Richardson “knew that what we
were doing was unusual” and refers to the “good chemis-
try”* between them, such positivity has not always been
the experience of actors.

Alongside de-roling, IC has introduced other
innovative approaches to support the separation of self
and character.

IC and New Vocabularies

The use and choice of language has become
a key strategy. Active employment of vocabulary rooted
in medical terminology creates a psychological distance
from the intimate language of real-life sexual encounter —
no “touch his thing” here. By using description that names
body parts — vagina instead of pussy, penis rather than

22 Dave Quinn, “Nicole Kidman Felt ‘Deeply Humiliated’ Filming ‘Big Little Lies’ * Abuse Scenes: ‘It Affect-
ed Me in a Deep Way” People, 29 June, 2017, accessed 24 November, 2022, https://people.com/tv/
nicole-kidman-deeply-humiliated-big-little-lies/

23 K.J.Yossman, “Games of Thrones' Star Sean Bean Says Intimacy Coordinators ‘Spoil the Spontaneity,’ De-
cries Censorship,” Variety, 8 August, 2022, accessed 24 November, 2022, https://variety.com/2022/tv/news/
sean-bean-intimacy-coordinators-1235335687/
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cock, inter-gluteal cleft in preference to bum-crack, lan-
guage used in the choreography of an intimate scene helps
defuse tension caused by unfamiliarity or uncertainty (ac-
tors rarely know each other before working together) and
blocks inappropriate comment. Actors are encouraged to
adopt this terminology and taking ownership reinforces
their consent-based practice. This process actively under-
pins the world of the character rather than the reality of
the actor and allows each actor agency in expressing their
own personal boundaries.

In describing the mango scene in Snowpiercer,
Bean refers to censorship “at the behest of TV companies
or advertisers.” The script is unavailable so it is difficult
to comment on the intricacies of what might have been
filmed, but Bean’s comment on Lady Chatterley which
references the heart of his work as an actor is also at the
heart of IC: “We were trying to portray the truth of what
D H Lawrence wrote”.

That surely is the point of all storytelling.
To uncover the essence of the narrative and tell it is authen-
tically as possible. Any editing process is highly skilled and
complex: choosing the best shots to portray key moments,
revealing multiple possibilities, a character’s innermost
thoughts. Much of what is filmed ends up on the cutting
room floor. Perhaps the mango moment did not enhance
or advance the storyline and whilst this might be pure con-
jecture, it illustrates another facet of this work as Intimacy
Coordinators don't only help craft a scene, they advocate
for the actor’s truth.
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If a scene is considered gratuitous by the actors,
IC will open up a discussion on its actual relevance. This
is not censorship but genuine enquiry, allowing all parties
— actors, directors, crew and the production company to
create the best possible film. Such an approach also enables
actors to come out of their comfort zones where it is appro-
priate: no one would disagree with Bean’s point that push-
ing the boundaries and being experimental often results in
the best work. The point of establishing clear boundaries in
IC means that you know how to push them safely.

This clear sea change — the active questioning of
the relationship between a moment of intimacy and how
it might serve the plot line, is a deliberate and long over-
due attempt to rein in the inclusion of gratuitous sexual
content. The stories of directors requesting unnecessary
“rehearsals” involving unexplained nudity or personal sex-
ual revelation are legendary and sadly still happening but
will become much less likely as IC embeds into all areas of
our industry. Bean’s closing comment elicited a vehement
response on social media: “I suppose it depends on the
actress. This one [referring to Hall] had a musical cabaret
background, so she was up for anything.” Whilst it might
be construed as admiration for Lena Hall’s openness, it
could also be argued that it reflects a historical misogyny
that assumes the very nature of acting involves some de-
gree of performative promiscuity.

Lena Hall responded by saying: “Just because
[ am in theatre (not cabaret, but I do perform them every
once in a while) does not mean I am up for anything. Se-
riously does depend on the other actor, the scene we are
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about to do, the director and whatever crew has to be in
there to film it”>* Hall also defended Bean saying he is “an
awesome actor and made me feel not only comfortable
but also like I had a true acting partner in those bizarre
scenes... If I feel comfortable with my scene partner and
with others in the room then I won't need an intimacy co-
ordinator. BUT if there was any part of me that is feeling
weird, gross, overexposed etc I will either challenge the
necessity of the scene or I'll want an IC”

The inevitable backlash provoked a flurry of
counter-interviews and opinions, but the overwhelming
response was in favour of IC and thoughtfully expressed
by Rahul Kohlu who tweeted the following at 8.44pm on
8 August 2022:

I've worked with a few intimacy coordinators now and
while ever so slightly embarrassing at first are essential
for protecting our safety, making us comfortable and
opening up constrictive dialogue between the actors
and director when scenes call for “intimacy” At 36 I'm
still uncomfortable with my body and the social anxiety/
awkwardness of scenes that call for nudity/lovemaking
etc. I can only imagine just how terrifying it is for young-
er actor and I'm glad that we now have a system in place
to protect them.>

24 K. J. Yossman “Sean Bean's ‘Snowpiercer’ Co-Star Lena Hall Responds to Intimacy Co-
ordinator Comments,” accessed 27 November, 2022 https://variety.com/2022/tv/news/
sean-beans-snowpiercer-co-star-lena-hall-responds-to-intimacy-coordinator-comments-1235336761/

25 Wikipedia, RahulKohli,accessed 24 November,2022 https://enwikipedia.org/wiki/Rahul_Kohli#:~text=Rahul%20
Kohli%20(born%2013%20November,and%20Midnight%20Mass%20(2021).
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Intimacy Coordination remains in the media
spotlight and continues to polarise both the public’s per-
ception and the opinion of actors themselves. Those with
status in the profession are able to write their own rules.

In 2019, Alicia Vikander described her own ap-
proach to sex scenes to Harper’s Bazaar.

“I probably did my first sex scene at 20 and it’s
always been technical, as it should be,” she said at the time.
“It should never be anything but technical” She added
that she implements a personal rule to ensure the cast
and crew are focused on efficiency while filming. “I tell
the crew it’s a one-taker;” she said, “that way, everybody
on set is on point because you have to get it done in one
take. ... I think that’s the way to do it because then every-
one feels comfortable and then hopefully — although it is
super strange and uncomfortable — a little magic comes
through a lens and people will be convinced”>

I love this statement. It comes from a place of
empowerment and a recognition that both the actor and
the crew are doing a job and that everyone should be re-
spected. But for those new to the profession and less able
to call the shots, Intimacy Coordination is vital in ensur-
ing their wellbeing. Phoebe Dynevor, one of the young
stars of hit Netflix series Bridgerton noted how much time
and preparation went into blocking the seemingly effort-
less sex scenes with Regé-Jean Page:

26 Naomi Gordon, “How Alicia Vikander takes control in sex scenes: | tell the crew it needs to be done in one
take” Harper's Bazaar, 13 November, 2019, accessed 24 November, 2022 https://www.harpersbazaar.com/
uk/culture/culture-news/a29754427/alicia-vikander-sex-scene-netflix-earthquake-bird/
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It really was like shooting a stunt, it looked real, but
we've got padding on... | mean, I've shot intimacy scenes
before in the past without any of that. And I can’t believe
really how new this all is, because it just changed the
game...we felt super safe and it just meant that when we
got on set, we already knew exactly what we’re doing....
so it just meant that there wasn’t any room for a director

to go, ‘Oh, I want to see this now.*

The film and television industry has wholeheart-
edly embraced IC with companies such as Netflix invest-
ed in training new generations of Intimacy Coordinators.
Theatre clearly recognises a need but is often at the mercy
of budgetary constraint and after a series of abuse allega-
tions involving leading companies (including the Boston
Ballet).”® the dance world has also begun to engage Inti-
macy Coordinators as part of their creative team. Scottish
Ballet pioneered the use of IC in their Spring 2022 pro-
duction of Mayerling® and the Royal Opera House — ac-
knowledging that much of its classical repertoire recounts
stories of sexual abuse, recently employed Ita O’Brien to

27 Andrew Pulver, “It was amisuse of power’: how screen sex scenes have been forced to change,” The Guard-
ian, 29 January, 2021 accessed 27 November, 2022 https://www.theguardian.com/film/2021/jan/29/
it-was-a-misuse-of-power-how-movie-sex-scenes-change-keira-knightley

28 Derek Hawkins, “Former Boston Ballet star and her husband sexually abused young dancers, lawsuit alleg-
es,” The Washington Post,10ctober, 2021, accessed 25 November, 2022 https://wwwwashingtonpost.com/
nation/2021/10/01/dusty-button-ballet-lawsuit/

29 Brian Ferguson, “Scottish Ballet brings in ,intimacy coaches’ for first time in its history,” The Scotsman,
3March,2022,accessed25November,2022https://www.scotsman.com/whats-on/arts-and-entertainment/
scottish-ballet-brings-in-intimacy-coaches-for-first-time-in-its-history-3594096
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work with their cast on its reimagining of George Frederik
Handel's Theodora.*

However, this recognition by live performance
and the film industry that IC safeguards both company
values and their employees is countered by pockets of re-
sistance from performers themselves. For genuine change
to be effected, cultural shifts need to happen at grassroots
level. So how are drama schools connecting with this rad-
ical new approach?

To find answers I interviewed three people who
have a vested interest in IC. All are working actors and
all would describe themselves as activists and advocates.

Sharon Mackay — a recent graduate of The Roy-
al Conservatoire of Scotland now works as an IC across
theatre, film and television. She has a particular interest
in engaging with young (child) actors and part of our
discussion focusses on her approaches to establishing
a “safe space” for both child and adult performer. She
talks eloquently about her own experience as a student
when her first acting role required her to play a sex work-
er, how this propelled her into IC and continues to shape
her own advocacy.

Interview 1: Sharon Mackay
https://on.soundcloud.com/rHd8d

30 Nadia Khomami, “Royal Opera House hires intimacy coordinator for sex scenes,” The Guardian,
29 January, 2022, accessed 24 November, 2022 https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2022/jan/29/
royal-opera-house-hires-intimacy-coordinator-ita-obrien-handel-theodora-sex-scenes
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Mercy Ojelade is a highly respected actor, col-
league and now Associate Head of Acting at the Royal
Conservatoire of Scotland. She begins by relating a re-
cent professional experience where another cast mem-
ber assumed he could kiss her without any discussion or
seeking her consent. In recounting this incident Mercy
echoes much of the testimony I have already referenced
citing actors who think IC is irrelevant. She also shares her
brilliant and inspired approach to using consent-based
practice within her acting classes, ensuring creativity is
at the forefront in the exploration of boundaries in or-
der to serve the narrative of the text. Describing Intimacy
Coordination as “another form of storytelling” there is
a quiet insistence that a second narrative should always
run in parallel — that of open dialogue between the actor
and director.

It is these two approaches embraced in tandem
that she feels will help flatten the hierarchies of power —
and ultimately of abuse. Mercy’s phrase — “the etiquette
of asking” is a perfect addition to the new vocabularies
established by IC and again echoes one of the key proto-
cols of all consent-based practice- the normalisation of
saying “no”. In the final section of this interview, Mercy
comments extensively on the environment young, inex-
perienced actors face when they first enter the profession
— a theme also explored in the third conversation held
with Maureen Beattie who recently stepped down after
four years as President of Equity — the Actors’ Union of
Great Britain.
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Interview 2: Mercy Ojelade
https://on.soundcloud.com/8qVe6x

Maureen was the driving force behind the orig-
inal safe space statement issued by Equity in 2017, the
Agenda for Change referenced earlier and the collabora-
tion with and promotion of Intimacy Coordination. She
talks frankly about her own experience as a drama student,
the pervasive culture of “droit de seigneur” which over-
shadowed her early experiences as a young actor, Equity’s
response to the Weinstein exposé and the impact of abuse
on the mental health of actors. Maureen and I begin our
conversation by asking ourselves why we — as women of
an older generation — never felt empowered enough to
call out those in the industry who had objectified and har-
assed us. Her final comments — a brutally honest take on
the humiliation and rejection so often experienced by new
drama school graduates as they vie for employment in an
overcrowded profession, answers that question.

Interview 3 Maureen Beattie
https://on.soundcloud.com/xJbXy

Conclusion

The financial challenges of our post-Covid-19
world mean that Equity’s original recommendations for
every drama school to adopt and report on the use of IC
protocols, have been re-shaped. The Royal Conservatoire
of Scotland has a policy of employing IC when produc-
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tions require it and in addition holds training sessions
so that every acting student understands consent-based
practice and the concept of boundaries. Vanessa Coffey
with whom I began this journey, has recently trained as-
sociate RCS staff to become Intimacy Coordinators as the
expectation is that demand for this work will grow and
as importantly, runs courses for production crew so the
new vocabulary of IC becomes a common language. This
reflects the publication of 20 specific guidelines by the
Intimacy Coordinators Guild supported by Equity and
published in July 2022,** which aims to educate and em-
power Equity’s membership along with cast and crew of
associated unions (such as BECTU) into “the etiquette of
asking” and an expectation and acceptance of IC support
when appropriate.

The role of Intimacy Coordination has seen sig-
nificant expansion in its responsibilities and now encom-
passes certification in bystander intervention, equality di-
versity and inclusion Law, anti-harassment and bullying
awareness, power dynamics (navigation of on-set culture
and understanding of on-set etiquette), allyship (particu-
larly with and for the LGBTQI+ community), anti-racist
awareness training and mental health first aid. Alongside
the original requisites of movement skills, masking tech-
niques, choreography, experience in, and understanding
of, the industry and an awareness of on screen sexual and
intimate storytelling, IC continues to pioneer innovation

31 Equity, “Equity supports Intimacy for Stage and Screen Guidelines” accessed 24 November, 2022 https:/
www.equity.org.uk/news/2020/july/equity-supports-intimacy-for-stage-and-screen-guidelines/
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in artistic practice and no doubt will further evolve in re-
sponse to the geo-politics of our ever-changing world.

As I share these final thoughts and as 2022 draws
to an end, British cinemas are screening She Said - the true
story of Meghan Twohey and Jodie Kantor’s determina-
tion to bring down Harvey Weinstein. Earlier this autumn,
National Theatre Live screened the highly controversial
play Prima Facie in which Jodie Comer played a work-
ing-class lawyer who calls out a colleague for date rape. All
showings were accompanied by an infomatic supporting
“The Schools Consent Project™> a grassroots organisation
founded by young female lawyers who works specifically
with schools to call out inappropriate behaviour and in-
troduce consent-based practice. It is not in the re-telling
of abuse that the eradication of abuse will happen but in
the empowerment that is engendered when those who
have experienced abuse and knowing they are not alone,
find support in commonality and a collective voice of pro-
test. The extraordinary impact witnessed in the aftermath
of #MeToo bears testament to this, and its legacy is the
rise of IC.

I'd like to leave the last word on the subject to
Michaela Coel, actor, activist and author of the breathtak-
ing BAFTA award winning consent-based drama I May
Destroy You.

I want to dedicate this award to the director of
intimacy, Ita O’Brien. Thank you for your existence in our
industry, for making the space safe. For creating physical,
emotional and professional boundaries, so that we can

32 Schools Consent Project, https://www.schoolsconsentproject.com/ accessed 25 November, 2022
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make work about exploitation, loss of respect, about abuse
of power without being exploited or abused in the process.?

33 Halle Kiefer, “Michaela Coel Dedicates BAFTA TV Award to | May Destroy You's Intimacy Coordinator,” Vul-
ture, 6 June, 2021, accessed 25 November, 2022 https://www.vulture.com/2021/06/michaela-coel-ded-
icates-bafta-award-to-intimacy-coordinator.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThank%20you%20for%20
your%20existence,0r%20abused%20in%20the%20process.%E2%80%9D
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Good afternoon

My name is Hilary Jones and I represent the
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. I'd like to thank my
colleagues here in Warsaw for hosting this conference
and to introduce my co-presenters who have been par-
ticipating in the Change-Now! project: Molly Quinn and
Meryem Sengun.

I've titled this brief presentation Intimacy Co-
ordination: A Tale of Rights, Resistance and Revolution
because it’s those three elements that have defined the
journey of IC during the past five years.

When I first introduced this subject at the in-
augural Change-Now! conference in 2019, it was with joy
and relief that finally- finally- we had developed tools and
a system that would help safeguard, call out and dismantle
the long decades of abuse that had been normalised by
our industry. I had no idea of the enormity of its impact.
I also had no idea our world was about to be shut down by
Covid. Few of us could have predicted the seismic societal
shifts we have undergone in the past four years — not just
as a result of a worldwide pandemic, but in response to the
killing of George Floyd and the Black Lives Matter move-
ment, the invasion of Ukraine by Russia and the resulting
destabilization of global economies or of the cataclysmic
fires and floods wrought by climate change. Through all
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of this and in response to all of this, the Change-Now!
project has continued to interrogate how we might shift
our thinking and re-shape the myriad ways in which we
train the next generations of performers.

In 2014 when Ita O Brien first formally intro-
duced Intimacy Co-ordination as a specific technique
in the UK this new movement-based practice was seen
as a specific means to enable choreography of intimate
scenes where safety and consent were paramount. Today,
the training of Intimacy coordinators not only requires
knowledge of movement techniques but demands:

— negotiating and communication skills that ref-
erence an understanding of cinematography,

— knowledge of modesty garments and related
prosthetics,

— certification in allyship for the LGBTQI+
community,

— ant-racist training,

— Equity Diversity and inclusion

— advocacy,

— boundary and consent-based practice

— the use of medical-based vocabularies that help
establish and underpin safe working practices.

— mental health first aid including de-roling tech-
niques and the ability to risk assess the impact
of intimate scenes.

IC — more than anything else I can think of —
acts as a mirror to societal change. A more in-depth anal-
ysis supporting this argument will be published as part of
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the proceedings of this project later this summer, but as

we only have twenty minutes to present this afternoon, I'd

like to focus on three key aspects;

Rights: embedded through boundary training and con-
sent-based practice as part of their drama school
experience to enable and empower future gener-
ations of actors.

Resistance: both to the concept of IC shown by members
of the profession and of IC itself to the perpet-
uation of abuse by the industry and the quiet

Revolution that is now taking place in the fields of Opera
and Dance.

So, without further ado, I'd like to invite Molly
Quinn to talk to her own experience of IC. (Molly spoke
about her own journey as an acting student at the RCS —
Please note a more detailed overview of how The Royal
Conservatoire of Scotland employs IC’s on its productions
and includes this work as an inherent part of the actor’s
training is written about in the upcoming paper: SHIFT-
ING LANDSCARPES 2: Redefining Borders, Writing New
Vocabularies — Safe Space working and the rise of Intima-
cy Co-ordination).

Resistance is defined by the English Oxford dic-
tionary as ‘a situation in which people or organizations
fight against something or refuse to accept or be changed
by something’ When I began writing my paper for this
project last summer, Sean Bean — a high-profile British
actor best known for his role as Ned Starcke in Game of
Thrones was dominating the newspaper headlines for his
resistance to the use of Intimacy Coordination. His claim
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that IC ‘was a form of censorship and denied creativi-
ty’ was identical to that of fellow actor Andy Serkis (best
known as the voice of Golem in Lord of the Rings) who
four years earlier at the BAFTA awards had also decried
IC. A month ago Sir lan McKellen — another highly ac-
claimed and garlanded British actor in an interview with
our poet laureate Simon Armitage claimed Intimacy Co-
ordinator’s ‘got in the way and ruined the purity of theatre’

Each of these attacks elicited a vehement re-
sponse from two sectors who actively support the use of
IC: actors who identify as female and younger generation
actors who identify as male. So, the obvious question to
ask here is whether resistance is an issue of gender and
generational expectation? Well — yes. But it is also an is-
sue of hierarchy in an industry that has so long been con-
trolled by powerful men. Three weeks ago, the BBC aired
an amazing documentary created as part of the Storyville
series. Simply titled Sex On Screen, it consisted of film
clips and interviews stretching right back to the advent
of the movies. In analysing the mid-2oth century change
in Hollywood censorship from “romance without sex” to
“sex without romance’, the documentary made clear that
from Jane Fonda’s frank admission to being drunk in or-
der to cope with the exploitative nudity in Barbarella to
the recent litany of reported assault by Weinstein that our
industry had found a way of normalising inappropriate
behaviour. Again and again we hear the same stories and
it all boils down to one thing, Abuse of power.

Sean Bean, Andy Serkis and Ian McKellen have
one thing in common. They are lauded and highly ac-
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claimed actors — major players in the industry and that
gives them power. Intimacy Coordination is there to ad-
vocate for and protect those who do not. But resistance is
a two-way process and the collective voice in support of
Intimacy Coordination- actors who refuse to be exploit-
ed any longer, their advocates — the ever growing army of
trained IC’s along with progressive and respectful direc-
tors, crew and producers and those in allyship, are equally
determined to create a stronger tide of resistance to en-
sure young actors just out of drama school have the right
and the courage to demand safer spaces and an environ-
ment where consent-based practice is a given. I'd now like
to invite Meryem Sengun to take the floor.

Hello (again),

my name is Meryem Elise Sengiin and I am here
today to talk about the way Intimacy Coordination is be-
ginning to be embraced by the dance world.

I began dancing at the age of four, won a schol-
arship to the Dance School of Scotland at the age of 11 and
then did my degree studying modern ballet at the Royal
Conservatoire of Scotland.

Being a dancer requires a lot of strength: phys-
ically, mentally and emotionally. This all starts from an
incredibly young age. As ballet dancers we have to wear
very tight clothing for the aesthetic of the lines and shapes
we create, which ultimately results in our bodies being ex-
posed. Touch is an important part of the learning of tech-
nique particularly for the safety of pas de deux, which is
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usually male/female partnering and always taught by male
teachers who need to ensure the lifts are positioned cor-
rectly. During my training [ was lucky enough to be taught
predominantly by female teachers, yes I did have a few
male teachers, but not once did I bat an eyelid to question
whether or not being touched was an absolute necessity.

Ballet is an art form rooted in centuries of tra-
ditional teaching and extremely hierarchical in its struc-
tures. The world is familiar with the stories of abuse in
the film industry. But it wasn’t just the film world call-
ing out people: the international ballet world has also
been rocked by a series of high-profile scandals in recent
years. Some of these include major ballet companies and
schools such as the Boston Ballet and New York City Bal-
let in America, and in the UK: English National Ballet and
Ballet West where the abuse was so profound that the
entire school and company were shut down. It is deeply
ingrained in the dance world to say yes and not to say no.
If you speak out about anything you're not comfortable
with, you fear that you will be looked at in a different light
and deemed difficult to work with. However, the advent
of IC means that dancers’ voices are now being heard
within the companies.

Dance is an extremely expressive art form, un-
like actors and singers, we don’t use our voice to tell sto-
ries, we use our bodies and facial expressions. The dance
world is now recognising that for certain productions, it
is a necessity to include IC’s on the creative team to en-
sure the companies’ safety. As part of their 2021—22 sea-
son, Scottish Ballet, Scotland’s National dance company,
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performed The Scandal at Mayerling, based on the true
story of Crown Prince Rudolf of Austria, known for his
extreme sexual appetites and violent behaviour. Scottish
Ballet brought in IC’s for the first time as the narrative
included scenes set in a brothel and rape.

I was curious to know how this innovation had
been received and for the purpose of this presentation,
spoke to newly promoted first artist, Harvey Littlefield on
his experience working alongside the ICs. I asked him the
question — How do you feel about intimacy coordinators
coming to work on productions? He answered ,1 feel that
is an important part of training to keep the dancers safe,
especially with hard hitting ballets that involve a lot of
touch and the enactment of sexual acts. The idea for the
ICs is not to change the choreography but to make sure
that the dancers speak to each other about consent and
boundaries and if they’re comfortable with doing certain
moves. We as dancers want to respect the choreography
and choreographers but in order to do so we must have an
understanding of IC and the ability to take this knowledge
and make it a safe environment.

I then asked Harvey — Do you feel that having
Intimacy Coordination workshops whilst training in Voca-
tional Dance Schools would be beneficial?

He replied: , I think it’s more important for IC to
start at a young age because then those dancers will have
those tools when they’re moving away from home so if
unacceptable things happen, they know how to deal with
the situation and feel able to talk about it. Even though
I believe boundary training and consent should start from
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a young age it’s still beneficial to have workshops on in-
timacy coordination, even if you're in your first year of
a company or your tenth year, it’s important that all danc-
ers learn about it and not only the dancers, but ballet mas-
ters, ballet directors and anyone in the environment of the
company, because it’s not just the people who are physical
that can abuse their power”.

I am now hoping to train as an IC with the aim
of using my dance background to promote a better under-
standing of this work in the early years of dance training.
Harvey is right and I agree wholeheartedly, that the best
way to prevent abuse is to open up the culture of ballet
and create a shared understanding and vocabulary that
allows dancers to feel safe.

It is heartening to see all sectors of our profes-
sion seriously engaging with Intimacy Coordination. Not
just as a means to avoid potential litigation, but in genuine
respect for the physical and mental wellbeing of every-
one involved in the industry. With major Streaming giants
Netflix and HBO routinely training IC’s, programmes are
also being rolled out to everyone involved in production:
from DOP’s to directors, fight choreographers to foley
artists and first AD’s, IC is being embedded, understood
and embraced by all.

Safety and creativity are not enemies but bed-
fellows. Without IC we would not have had the extraordi-
nary success of international hit series such as Bridgerton
or Sex Education.

From the whisper networks to the howls of pro-
test, the voice of IC is getting louder.
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Post-script

Since writing this paper, Mountview Academy
of Theatre Arts in collaboration with Ita O Brien (and sub-
ject to validation by the University of East Anglia) have
announced they will be offering the first MFA in Intimacy
Practice to start in September 2023.
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“With no knowledge
or conversation,

we felt like we were
INn a horror movie".

Intimacy coordination
INn the theater and in
theater schools

Katarzyna
Waligora






Sex Education, directed by Michal Buszewicz at
the Szczecin Contemporary Theater (premiere in 2022),
opens with a scene of Helena Urbanska talking about her
debut. The actress asks questions: “Is there a membrane
in the human body that breaks when you first enter the
stage?’, “Does the first time hurt?’, “What if you don’t have
a catharsis?” Urbanska is using the metaphor of a the-
atrical debut and a theatrical performance in general to
talk about sexual initiation and sexual intercourse. She
concludes her monologue with the sentence: “When we
started maturing, with no knowledge or conversation, we
felt like we were in a horror movie” This is clearly a refer-
ence to the long-standing, grievous lack of sex education
in Polish schools and the general inability to hold con-
versations about sex and sexuality. The scene can also be
viewed differently: the stage and sexual debuts may look
surprisingly alike if we consider that most actors regularly
participate in kissing and sex scenes.

I have quoted Buszewicz’s Sex Education be-
cause of several similarities between sex education and
the subject of this paper: intimacy coordination, especial-
ly in the variant that I would like to describe here. One
such connection is a broader aim of increasing agency
and facilitating informed decisions on what happens to
people’s bodies. Like sex education, intimacy coordination
normalizes sex and sexuality, provides the language for
discussing this aspect of human (and theatrical) experi-
ence, breaks barriers of shame, fear and anxiety, and offers
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accurate knowledge, where people have previously relied
on dubious sources and makeshift solutions. I would ar-
gue that both also make these acts — whether on stage or
in the bedroom — safer, more enjoyable and satisfying.

2.

Since April 2022, I have been working on the
funded project Safe Space. Good practices and tools for
the transformation of the Polish theater system, led by Ag-
ata Adamiecka-Sitek at the Aleksander Zelwerowicz Na-
tional Academy of Dramatic Art in Warsaw. The project,
financed by the Science for Education program of the Pol-
ish Ministry of Education and Science, aims to introduce
changes in theater school education and initiate a broad-
er shift in the Polish theater community. It is rooted in
the report The (Non-)Consent to Boundary Violations,
written by a team of sociologists from the University of
Warsaw, based on research commissioned by the Acad-
emy of Dramatic Art to diagnose the presence of abuse,
discrimination and boundary violations in the school. As
one of the tasks of the Safe Spaces project, student actors
(and soon also student directors and their teachers) par-
ticipate in a four-hour intimacy coordination workshop.
The workshop is run by Kaja Wesolek-Podziemska (who
often goes by her maiden name) — psychologist and inti-
macy coordinator.

Wesotek debuted in this role when the Polish
producers of the series Sexify for the streaming platform
Netflix were required to employ someone to facilitate
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scenes of intimacy. When Netflix introduced intimacy co-
ordination as a standard for all of its productions, it was
the very first time that a specialist like that was sought in
Poland (Kurek 2021). Wesolek was a good candidate as
a licensed psychologist, who had already worked on film
sets as a consultant for difficult scenes involving minors.

I had the opportunity to observe four workshops,
for students of the third and fourth year, and separately
for students of the first year, which took place on June
9,12, 13 and 15, 2022 in Warsaw. Izabela Zawadzka and
Malgorzata Jabloniska were observers at the other work-
shops that have been conducted so far (two in Bialystok
and one in Warsaw, respectively). During our project team
meetings, we talked about the course of those workshops
multiple times. I also have access to my colleagues’ notes.
In this text, with their approval, I cite articles and books
we found together as relevant to this project.

3.

Several terms are used to refer to the profession
discussed here, not all of which exist in the Polish lan-
guage. In the United States, they are: “intimacy profes-
sional” — anyone who specializes in working with scenes
of intimacy both in theater and in film; “intimacy direc-
tor” — someone who works in the theater and with other
live events; intimacy coordinator” — someone who works
on film and television sets; and “intimacy choreographer”
— an older expression concerning mostly the specific task
of choreographing intimacy scenes. The phrase “intimacy
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designer” is sometimes used; for example, Kate Busselle’s
school is called Heartland Intimacy Design & Training. In
Poland, “intimacy choreographer” has the same meaning
as in the U.S,; “intimacy coordinator” refers both to film
and theater, while “intimacy director” is not in use. In this
text, I have chosen to apply the Polish terminology.
Intimacy coordinators are typically invited to
film sets for scenes of kissing and nudity as well as any
scenes involving sex, including arousal (e.g., masturbation)
andsimulated intercourse (both consensual sex and rape).
Claire Warden from the Intimacy Directors and
Coordinators (IDC) school proposes that the job of an
intimacy specialist involves three types of tasks. Firstly,
they advocate for actors. Intimacy coordinators make sure
that the performers maintain the full capability to decide
about their bodies and to give or not give consent to an-
ything that may be happening. Secondly, they interface
between different production departments (e.g., they con-
tact people responsible for preparing the costumes and
arrange the purchase of special underwear, or inform the
marketing department which of the actors’ images can
and cannot be used). Thirdly, they plan the choreography
of intimate scenes, telling the story of a sexual encounter
through gesture and movement as well as effects such as
breath and sound (Everything to Know 2021). These three
tasks overlap with three ways of protecting actors listed
by intimacy coordinator Sarah Lozoff: obtaining informed
consent (including making sure that everyone knows what
it is), creating working protocols aimed at the maximum
comfort of the performers (ones that define, for example,
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who will be responsible for covering the performers after
a nude scene) and composing the choreography of inti-
macy (Sex Scenes 2021).

In her workshops, Kaja Wesolek explains to stu-
dents that a scene of intimacy is a story told with move-
ment. Therefore, when making one, professionals estab-
lish what the scene means for the characters in it. The first
kiss is different from a kiss after seven years of marriage,
and different from a kiss to start an extramarital affair. Em-
bedding the scene in its context and maintaining it in the
framework of fiction is important because it relieves the
actors of the necessity to refer to their own experiences —
and thus of discussing their own intimacy. Wesolek says
that a scene of intimacy needs to be explained as if the peo-
ple involved in it have never even kissed anyone. However,
she adds thatshe often hears phrases on sets like “and you
know what happens next” instead of detailed descriptions.
Such quasi-instructions assume that actors have sexual ex-
periences that they wish to share — which is exclusionary
and oppressive. As Sarah Lozoff comments in an interview:

We don’t go: “Show me what it looked like the last time
you were in a bar fight”.. “When was the last time you
were in a sword fight? Oh, sorry, you can’t do this” None
of us have that experience! Right? And, somehow, when
it comes to this extremely private, vulnerable, intimate
thing, we rely on what we actually do in our bedrooms.
Oooh, I don’t want to do that! “Let me show you what
I do at home” — that’s super creepy, it’s very inappropri-

ate and it’s going to be boring. (Sex Scenes 2021)

2 07 With no knowledge or conversation



The task of an intimacy coordinator, apart from
advocating for the actors, is to understand the objectives
of a film or theater production and the director’s vision to
then help in its implementation. Therefore, “choreogra-
phy” is only one of the 5Cs: the five commonly accepted
pillars of intimacy coordination, developed by the now-de-
funct organization Intimacy Directors International (IDI).
The other four are: consent; context — the intimate scene
always functions in the context of other scenes and the
broader narrative of the work; communication; and clo-
sure — the necessity of introducing a “de-roling” practice
(of leaving the character) and a clear divide between work
and private life.

4.

It is very difficult to tell a consistent history of
intimacy coordination and choreography. In their doctor-
al theses, both Jessica Steinrock (co-founder of IDC) and
Kari Barclay indicate that the term “intimacy choreogra-
phy” was first used in a 2006 MA dissertation by Tonia
Sina (Steinrock 2020; Barclay 2020). Working as a martial
arts teacher, fight scene director and choreographer, Sina
realized the need to treat intimacy scenes similarly.

Working on her degree in 2006, Sina was looking
for a term to define actions that she and others had tak-
en much earlier. What we know as intimacy coordination
today has emerged from many years of work by choreog-
raphers, fight scene directors, stunt doubles and film and
theater school teachers. In their introduction to a set of
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texts on intimacy coordination published in the Journal of
Dramatic Theory and Criticism, Joy Brooke Fairfield has
pointed to some less obvious factors of influence, such as
dissenting actors who redefined traditional techniques (es-
pecially those based on the Stanislavski method), theater
pedagogy by Black teachers attempting to fight race-based
discrimination and queer BDSM communities, who cre-
ated mechanisms such as the safe word, which was later
borrowed by intimacy professionals. Fairfield also writes:

Indeed, consent practices formalized by intimacy cho-
reographers for the process of staging simulated sex are
informed by the cultural work done toward normal-
izing negotiation of consent within scenarios of actu-
al sex, efforts that have been historically led by survi-
vors of sexual violence, sex workers, porn performers,
sexuality activists, and members of kink communities.
(Fairfield 2019, 68)

Tonia Sina has worked in many theaters, Stein-
rock writes, and, with time, some started to list intima-
cy specialists as co-creators of performances with the
role often being combined with a fight scene coordinator
(Steinrock 2020). One such institution was the New York
Flea Theater, which hired Yehuda Duenyas as a “sex cho-
reographer” for Thomas Bradshaw’s Fulfillment in 2015
(Barclay 2020). According to Barclay, The Chicago Trib-
une and The New Yorker wrote about Duenyas’s work in
the production, and the term “sex choreographer” stirred
some interest on social media (ibid.).
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Intimacy coordination would not have reached
today’s popularity if it had not been for two events. The
significance of the first one was largely limited to the Unit-
ed States: in 2016, cases of abuse and sexual harassment
were uncovered at the Profiles Theater in Chicago (Lev-
itt, Piatt 2016). In response, representatives of the theater
industry established the organization Not In Our House,
which published its Chicago Theatre Standards defining
the guidelines of safe theater work. Among them were
the requirements to pre-determine the details of intimate
scenes, and obtain consent at every stage of work (Chicago
Theater Standards 2016). The second event was global: in
2017, allegations against the film producer Harvey Wein-
stein led to the emergence of the #MeToo movement and
to revealing much abuse in the film and theater industry.
Both events increased the demand for the techniques that
intimacy coordination had to offer. In their aftermath, the
idea of consent entered the vocabulary of intimacy coor-
dination. A staple today, the term had not been used by in-
timate scenes choreographers before 2016 (Barclay 2020).

In 2016, Tonia Sina and two other intimate
scenes choreographers: Alicia Rodis and Siobhan Rich-
ardson created the organization Intimacy Directors Inter-
national (IDI) to strengthen the position of an intimacy
coordinator. In 2019, the organization dissolved upon con-
cluding it had fulfilled its task. By that time, there had been
23 intimacy directors affiliated with IDI (Barclay 2020).

Steinrock contends that the New York Times arti-
cle entitled Need to Fake an Orgasm? Theres an “Intimacy
Choreographer” for That (Laura Collins-Huges, 2017) was
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the watershed moment for intimacy coordination. The text
not only explained the responsibilities of an intimacy co-
ordinator, but it also popularized the name of the profes-
sion itself. Other national and industry media followed suit
(Steinrock 2020). As more people became interested in the
profession, the demand for intimacy coordinators grew
— and, consequently, so did the demand for appropriate
training. When the pandemic had left many in the industry
without work, they found the time to expand their skills.

But even before the pandemic erupted, another
breakthrough moment happened. Actor Emily Meade re-
quested the employment of intimacy coordinators for the
second season of HBO's The Deuce — a series on the golden
age of porn. Alicia Rodis’ work on set proved so successful
that in 2018 the network prescribed the mandatory pres-
ence of intimacy coordinators for all intimacy scenes in
all of its productions (Steinrock 2020). Other streaming
platforms soon followed its example (Hilton 2020). One
can suspect that production companies use services of in-
timacy specialists so eagerly not only because they desire
to ensure the safety of their actors, but also because they
fear legal and public consequences of sexual harassment
on sets in the post-#MeToo era. This hypothesis is sup-
ported by the circumstances of Rodis’ employment with
The Deuce. At the time, the series was being criticized for
hiring James Franco, whom several actresses (neither of
which worked for The Deuce) had accused of inappropri-
ate sexual behavior (How intimacy coordinators 2020).
It is hard to tell whether Meade’s request would have been
met so enthusiastically in other circumstances.
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Decisions made in the headquarters of powerful
American corporations were valid all over the world. This
was how intimacy coordination reached Poland. As I have
mentioned, the series Sexify was the first production to
engage Polish intimacy professionals: Kaja Wesolek, Anna
Zabrodzka and Agnieszka Laskowska-Ziemian.

Currently, there are several people working as
intimacy specialists in Poland. They have been trained at
different courses in various countries. Their most frequent
engagements are on film and television sets (especially of
those companies that mandate intimacy coordination).
They have only worked in theaters a handful of times.

No legal requirements have been designated for
intimacy coordinators — neither in Poland, nor anywhere
else in the world. As a result, anyone can pursue the pro-
fession now, even without any specialist training — which
may potentially lead to dangerous situations. Although
the Screen Actors Guild — American Federation of Tel-
evision and Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA) has published
its Standards and Protocols for the Use of Intimacy Co-
ordinators, where they have listed the training required
of an intimacy coordinator (including psychological first
aid, anti-racism training, anti-mobbing training, informed
consent training, mediation training), the document is in
no way legally binding (Standards 2021). Ilthough several
schools offer a certification process, the matter is further
complicated by the fact that: the training is very expen-
sive; it takes place in distant countries; it often requires
at least some in-person participation; it is conducted in
English; and the number of places for students is very
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limited. Moreover, not everyone agrees that the certifica-
tion process should be globally standardized. For example,
Chelsea Pace (2020) argues that such standardization may
lead to exclusion and limit cultural diversity.

5.

Kaja Wesotek’s four-hour intimacy coordination
workshop at the Academy of Dramatic Art in Warsaw is
certainly not intended to prepare students for working on
stages and sets in that capacity. However, it is supposed to
provide some basic knowledge that can help participants
protect themselves and their scene partners in the future.

The workshops have a fixed structure, with
some modifications based on a group’s attitudes and
needs. The meeting starts with personal introductions
and establishing some working rules. Next, Wesotek asks
each participant to articulate their expectations for the
workshop, which usually takes over an hour because the
trainer responds to any of the students’ questions right
away. A large part of the theory is presented this way,
including: the definition of an intimate scene; the role of
an intimacy coordinator and how they can help actors;
the basic principles of communicating with directors and
scene partners; the basics of self-preparation for an in-
timate scene and of coping with emotions; information
on how to identify one’s boundaries and the idea that the
boundaries need to be respected regardless of the hierar-
chy in rehearsals and on sets.
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Questions asked by students are very diverse.
They can be divided into several categories which helpful-
ly map the areas of uncertainty and curiosity. First, there
are questions on coping, often asked by people who have
not had the opportunity to engage in an intimate scene:
“How to cope with stress before such a scene?”, “How to
cope without insecurities involving physical appearance?’,
“What to do to conquer embarrassment?” Another area
pertains to relationships with other people involved in the
creative process. Here, actors are especially vocal about
their fear of opposing their director, displeasing producers
and being considered “difficult” Some questions are: “How
to talk to the director about why nudity needs to appear in
a scene?’, “What to do if [ say ‘no’ and the director doesn’t
accept my refusal?”, “How do I speak without seeming ar-
rogant?”. Students are also interested in the relationship
with a scene partner: “How to talk about intimate scenes?’,
“How to help a partner who'’s nervous?” Some questions
reveal the underlying deep issues that plague the film and
theater industry: “What to do if I don’t want to act in
an intimate scene with someone who’s intoxicated, when
I know that my partner cannot act without getting drunk
or high?” Questions in the third group concern the role
of an intimacy coordinator and what can be expected of
them. Lastly, the fourth category are questions on the pro-
duction and construction of a sex scene. Many of them
are detailed and technical, such as: “What should chang-
ing look like on set?”, “What happens between takes in
sex scenes?” The most interesting questions are the ones
that start a discussion about the line between fiction and
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reality during sex scenes: “Can actual penetration happen
in a sex scene?’, “Are all sex scenes acted?’, “Do actors
French kiss?” Although the participants are of different
ages and have had different experiences (from never hav-
ing acted in a scene involving intimacy to having already
worked with an intimacy coordinator), uncertainty about
what may happen at work is universal. In addition, the
young actors are resistant to the idea that a sex scene can
be a choreographed, technical encounter of two profes-
sionals rather than an emotional experience. Some fear
that if they rely on their craft for such scenes, the quality
and believability of their work will suffer. Moreover, even
senior students admit that although they have had expe-
riences of sex scenes, they have never been provided the
tools to discuss them and conduct them safely. The theo-
retical part is concluded with a presentation of modesty
garments for scenes of intimacy.

In the next part of the workshop, after a short
warm-up, the students are asked to do three exercises, in-
spired by Chelsea Pace’s 2020 book Staging Sex: Best Prac-
tices, Tools, and Techniques for Theatrical Intimacy (with
a contribution by Laura Rikard). Addressed to students,
teachers and intimacy coordination trainees, the book
is currently one of the most valued sources of practical
knowledge on creating intimate scenes. Kaja Wesotek says
that the exercises she selected for the workshop are “safe”.
The students do not attempt to create intimate scenes, and
touch is only involved in one exercise.

In the first task, the participants stand in a cir-
cle and ask each other to trade places. They test different
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replies. The objective is to try out the soft refusal method
and make the actors aware that any training they have
undergone so far relied on their unconditional “yes” to
every request.

In the next exercise, they work in pairs and stand
at a certain distance from each other. Then, one person
approaches the other slowly until the partner says “wait”.
The exercise is aimed at establishing the students’ comfort
zone and sensitizing them to their body’s reactions as it
signals the crossing of intimate boundaries.

The third exercise is the most complex. The stu-
dents consider it the most important (which is reflected
in their many favorable opinions). Again, they work in
pairs, taking turns. One person points to places on their
body where they can be touched (excluding their geni-
talia and breasts). Then, they ask to take their partner’s
hand and touch the places that they have marked as safe
with it. The goal is first for the students to examine their
own bodies, second to prepare the bodies for touching,
and third to show their partners where, how and with
what pressure hands can be placed on it. The exercise can
be done as a warm-up before rehearsal or a performance
involving a scene of intimacy. The students quickly realize
that the more they leave their comfort zone, the better
the exercise works.

In the final part of the workshop, Kaja Wesotek
discusses the choreography of intimate scenes, includ-
ing dynamics such as touch of varying intensities, breath,
closeness and domination. Due to the students’ many
questions and the four-hour limit, not much time is left

21 6 Change — Now!



for intimacy choreography. However, one objective of the
Safe Spaces project is to develop a syllabus for classes on
intimacy coordination which may be permanently includ-
ed in the curricula of theater and film schools.

The workshop ends in a very short de-roling ex-
ercise: the students act out taking off an imaginary diver’s
suit. This is how Wesolek encourages them to develop
their own routines of leaving the character, and the goal of
the exercise is to mark the difference between the private
and the professional life. This is consistent with one of the
5Cs of intimacy coordination I have mentioned: closure.

Kaja Wesolek’s workshop at the National Acad-
emy of Dramatic Art or even participation in a full-length
university course will not render the presence of intimacy
professionals in rehearsals and on sets any less necessary.
Neither will it be the magic wand to solve all problems of
abuse and violations. Still, there are several reasons why
such solutions should be implemented in theater schools.

First and foremost, intimacy coordination class-
es have the potential to impact the dynamics of what hap-
pens inside schools. They give students and teachers the
necessary tools to do so. In the wake of a wave of call-outs
and revealed testimonies of abuse that has recently rolled
through Polish media, the need for a profound reform of
theater education has come to light. As the authors of
Staging Sex diagnose:

Acting school is an exercise in saying yes to everything.
(...) The message they internalize is that they can'’t ruf-

fle any feathers, ask any hard questions, or say no. They
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believe saying no, or even questioning a direction, might
make them “hard to work with” The “Easy to Work with
Myth” is pervasive. By sending the message that an ac-
tor is a person that says “yes,” and takes risks, it comes
through loud and clear that a person looking to pro-
tect themselves and says no isn’t cut out to be an actor.
(Pace, Rikard 2020)

This is confirmed by Susanne Shawyer and Kim
Shively in their paper Education in Theatrical Intimacy as
Ethical Practice for University Theatre. The authors intro-
duce a helpful distinction between a boundary as some-
thing that must never be crossed, and a barrier, such as
the fear of failure, which may significantly limit the devel-
opment of young actors. Learning to say “yes” is intended
to help bring down barriers, but in fact it often violates
boundaries. Shawyer and Shively write:

The question remains: How does one help an untrained
actor remove emotional barriers if they do not under-
stand the difference between a boundary and a barrier?
If the teacher is simply replicating what they experi-
enced in actor training without an awareness of the dif-
ference themselves, an attempt to remove barriers might
easily lead to circumstances where boundaries become
blurred or crossed (Shawyer, Shively 2019, 95)

Because of this, the researchers consider the in-
troduction of some aspects of intimacy coordination to
theater education as an ethical task.
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Another reason why classes similar to those of-
fered by Kaja Wesotek should be introduced in theater
schools results from the recognition that what intimacy
coordination teaches is not limited to scenes of intimacy.
Examining one’s own boundaries, managing them, saying
“no” as well as respecting the needs and limitations of
a scene partner are useful skills for many professional sit-
uations. Intimacy coordination also adds new acting tech-
niques to the actors’ toolkit: intimacy choreography cre-
ation methods and specific, direct, unashamed language
to talk about acting in sex scenes. Even if some students
would never apply these skills in the future, there are no
disadvantages to having them just in case.

However, some time will pass before intimacy
coordination becomes the standard on all Polish stages
and sets. Students who come to the workshop, regardless
of whether they are in their first or fifth year, usually do
not know about the existence of safety protocols, have
fears of acting in sex scenes, and need specific, substan-
tive advice. The earlier they get it, the better prepared they
will be for doing their jobs. The workshop also spreads
awareness about the role of the intimacy coordinator and
what the actor can expect of them. It encourages actors to
request a coordinator’s presence in their workplace. Con-
sequently, actors and directors become aware that they
can ask for help and benefit from professional support.

The knowledge that such classes provide may
prove vital in deciding to accept or decline a job offer. Rec-
ognizing their own boundaries, predispositions and the
challenges they are willing to face allows young actors to

2 1 9 With no knowledge or conversation



deliberately carve out their creative path. As Kaja Wesotek
explains to students, some directors suggest risky working
methods, and some actors love that working style. And
this is okay too — as long as they make an informed and
voluntary choice. However, in order to make one, actors
need to explore their own preferences, ideally in the safe
conditions of their school.

Translated by Aleksandra Paszkowska

The text was first published in: https://didaskalia.pl/pl/
artykul/nauka-scenicznej-intymnosci
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Decision to be queer.
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becoming with
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1. A decision to be queer

It starts with a decision. According to Richard
Ford (2007)*, queer is “a political and existential stance,
an ideological commitment, a decision to live outside
some social norm or other” Born either straight or gay,
“one must decide to be queer”. Queer(ness) would be “by
definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the legiti-
mate, the dominant’, as David Halperin proposed? (1995).
In this essay, | am going to situate queerness as a relational
and non-universalizing modality, rooted in the lived ex-
perience of bodies, transversal and abundant in its mani-
festations. It is a cultural project that centres process and
becoming, intimacy, sex and sexuality, and as such cannot
be pinned down to one thing, be it a label or an identity.
It speaks of difference, whether sexual, cultural or reli-
gious and it sits with the tensions that difference creates.
Keeping in mind this expansive understanding of queer-
ness [ want to deliberate on queer positionality (and its
implications) as a strategy of choice in various aspects
of pedagogy across the performing arts education and
theatre sector in Poland and in The Netherlands, where
my practice primarily takes place.

When — or how — have I decided to be queer
and how does it relate to my unfolding positioning in the
theatre context? I am thinking of the paths taken and oth-
er paths I started to follow but discontinued along the
way. My early experiences of working in a professional

1 Ford,R.T.(2007), What's queer about race? South Atlantic Quarterly, 106(3), p. 477-484.
2 Halperin, D (1997), Saint Foucault: Towards a Gay Hagiography, Oxford University Press, p. 62
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theatre were experiences of an amateur and autodidact.
As an aspiring theatre journalist and student in the hu-
manities with an individual trajectory, at the age of 20
[ was only just starting to become familiar with the land-
scape of Polish and international theatre at large. Sud-
denly, together with a friend, I won an open call for a de-
but-project in a major venue. Overnight I turned into an
emerging artist, and was now wrestling with the (thea-
tre)machine and its customs for the first time. Ever since
theatre became my occupation, I have been overcoming
my ignorance. Initially it was coated with self-deprecat-
ing shame, but eventually, I started wearing my ignorance
as a badge of honour and to consider it a resource. Not
knowing is a matter of epistemic humility. Ignorance be-
comes a resource when not assuming allows others to
open horizons that are not accessible to us first-hand.

Having entered the so-called theatre “market”
through the open-call backdoor, I started a practice as
a dramaturg. At the time, the role of the dramaturg was
perceived as rather vague, mystified and confusing to oth-
ers in the field. It was one that needed no diploma to get
in, and yet the dramaturg always had to justify their rea-
son for existence.

I never studied at a theatre academy in my coun-
try of origin, and so I have always found it hard to re-
late to the specific, first-hand, affective experiences that
animated my student-colleagues. My proximity to fe-
male identifying students of the directing department in
Krakéw gave me an insight into the theatre academy as
a residue of male privilege, with its normative violence
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and sexism, and the persistence of unchallenged ideas on
how theatre making should be practised and by whom.
The authorial position of the theatre director was domi-
nant, with directors standardly amassing most of the cred-
it for the collective labour that is theatre, not to mention
being granted the greatest authority and highest remuner-
ation. A couple of star-directors would serve as role-mod-
els to be followed by students, without much discernment,
not to say blindly. It seemed to me that an endorsement of
a masterful mentor was a prerequisite to success. I myself
had not found an individual mentor I could look up to,
to the exclusion of others, but I had found many I want-
ed to learn with and from: people modelling other ways
of theatre-making. I benefited the most from observing,
participating, or being actively involved in the working
affairs of such women theatre curators and programmers
active in Poland like Agata Siwiak, Anna Lewanowicz and
Marta Keil.

I had and still have a love-hate relationship to
what can be habitually called “straight” theatre. The con-
ventional kind. The theatre as a mirror. Plus well-made
and not-so-well-made-plays full of heterosexual romance.
Or, occasionally, the normal staging but this time with
more spice, which is whenever heterosexual theatre di-
rectors would go for something somewhat “gay”. Some-
thing progressive, inclusive, socially relevant. Liberal — yet
never liberating. I have often dreamt of “quitting it” or
“escaping it”: “straight” theatre. I will come back to this
yearning later on, in the last part of this essay.
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Before you read further, perhaps you could take
a moment to stop and imagine — what is “straight” theatre
or “straight theatre” or “normative theatre” for you?

When I think of “straight” theatre, the first for-
mal aspect that comes to my mind is a clear, unproblem-
atized separation of audience and performance space.
Staging prewritten scripts, especially from (the national
canon of) dramatic literature, is common if not preferred
in “straight” theatre. There is likely a plot, characters and
probably a subtly pervasive claim of universality. “Straight”
theatre is invested anthropocentrically in the category of
the “human” or “the human experience’, but one that is
never interpellated. There is a performance of compulsory
heterosexuality expected of the cast, and a societal pre-
sumption for the audience to be made up of heterosexuals
or addressed as such. (“Straight theatre” is not paranoid,
is it?) “Straight” theatre is internalised, the audience is
to be on its best behaviour. “Straight” theatre reproduc-
es normativity even if it’s made by gay-identifying direc-
tors. Moreover, it incentivizes them to keep their (sexual)
identity out of view, in private. After all, we are told, pri-
vate identity is secondary to the art which is primary and
transcendental, so why should we allow the identity of
the maker to spoil the reception of art(istic experience)?.
(Who can “afford” disclosure and what it means is a ques-
tion that has been haunting me for a while).

When I moved out of Poland to pursue my Mas-
ters studies at DAS Theatre in Amsterdam in 2016, I did
not call nor position myself as “queer” nor did I yet un-
derstand myself as “cis-bodied”. A low income gay would
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do; which is to say: I am of a millenial generation from
Eastern Europe, second-handedly witnessing the emer-
gence of homonormativity (Lisa Duggan’s concept?) and
the increasing social acceptance of (white, monogamous)
gay men via American, streamable television. Despite hav-
ing migrated, I certainly saw myself reflected among many
of us, LGBTQ+ people becoming increasingly dehuman-
ised by a polarising Polish right-wing, populist, nationalist
government and discarded by the unprogressive, shock-
ingly indifferent liberals that just lost political power. Only
when I left Poland, realizing how an identity can be weap-
onized against me and my non-biological kin, I started to
perceive myself as queer, politically speaking, and have
been wondering since how this positioning will inform
my creative practice and choices related to it.

2. Becoming HIV-positive

John Bell: There seems to be some kind of political phi-
losophy imbedded in Quotations [of a Ruined City].
Could you describe it?

Reza Abdoh: I believe that one has to not be a victim.*

Settling down in the Netherlands was as pre-
carious as it can get despite a starter scholarship from
the motherland to keep me afloat: months living out of
a suitcase, staying on other people’s floors and sofas before

3 Duggan, L (2003), The Twilight of Equality? Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on Democracy.
Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

4 To Reach Divinity Through the Act of Performance”: An Interview with Reza Abdoh, Reza Abdoh and John
Bell, TDR (1995) 39 (4).
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finding a temporary woning. The first one I pettily called
a “student prison”; the second was as big as a two-person
mattress. I was counting every eurocent and waited as
late as possible to register in the country, as long as my
European Health Insurance card from Poland was still
valid. Periodically I took cheap flights back to Poland in
order not to lose important = paid projects, keeping up
with my dramaturg-abroad job in Krakéw and living my
not-so-well-protected mid-2o0s in style.

The moment of disorientation came not with
the aforementioned movement within the Schengen zone,
but about when I quietly left my dramaturgical post in the
wake of the new Ministry of Culture institutional takeo-
vers in Poland. I found myself starting the second year of
my Masters studies broke and uninsured and then, right
after, I was diagnosed with HIV.

Sara Ahmed writes about experiences of disori-
entation as “bodily experiences that throw the world up,
or throw the body from its ground®” Hil Malatino aptly
points out that such experiences, as “they bear on ques-
tions of liveability and survival®; characterised by an “af-
fective gradient of unsettling to shattering”, can also be
vital and reorienting or as they persist, they enable a shat-
tering self to find itself in a permanent crisis. I have ex-
perienced HIV diagnosis as disorienting because I found
myself being navigated through a healthscape in a foreign
country with a useless if not outdated set of cultural and
social preconceptions of the illness coming from another

5 Ahmed, S (2006), Queer Phenomenology, Duke University Press, p. 156.
6  Malatino,H, (2022) Side Affects. On Being Trans and Feeling Bad, The University of Minnesota Press, p. 51-52.
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place. Late diagnosis is commonplace in Poland, so it goes
for the migrants hailing from the region of Eastern Europe
and Central Asia (EECA)” when entering HIV care in the
Netherlands. I expected first to crash, skin and bones, and
then rise like a Lazarus, but I was just weaker than usual,
confused. To understand the contemporaneity of living
with HIV, I simply needed to live it. After the disorienta-
tion of diagnosis, this is how I relate to reorientation: first,
as a path towards embodiment — the acknowledgement
of material and political proximity of my body and HIV;
second, as a way to be in community with other bodies
and to gravitate towards spaces where there is acceptance,
care, knowledge and intimacy with the problem of HIV.
A phrase that encapsulates a mission of a New York based
collective What Would an HIV Doula Do? poignantly
speaks in this direction: “Since no one gets HIV alone, no
one should have to live with HIV alone®

I was held, supported and admittedly privileged
enough to avoid falling into the downward spiral. My pro-
cess of reorientation — personal and professional — was in-
extricably tied up with the process of becoming HIV-pos-
itive. I took a leap into studio work to pose my questions.
“My theatre won’t cure HIV. What can it do?’, I asked first.
I learned that practising theatre can be transformative.
It can move me and my witnesses into knowing. ART® is
therapeutic — immunising, restorative — I would laugh at
times as I was getting better.

7  According to trends analysed in the reports by HIV Monitoring Foundation (SHM) in the Netherlands.
8  Website of the WWHDD: http://hivdoulawork/
9 “ART”is an abbreviation for antiretroviral therapy.
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Second question: “I am not the first one nor the
last to live with HIV. What is my relationship to the virus?”.
I discovered that the dramaturgies of living with HIV (and
dying of AIDS) I knew so far did not fit with my experi-
ence. The detection of this virus inside made me reflect
on the level of our very ontology in a more-than-human
perspective’®. Our co-existence is now facilitated by a bi-
omedical complex. One pill a day keeps a virus at... bay.
The premise is to live with the virus, perhaps to age despite
it being curable or not, instead of having the prospect of
dying from a complex illness looming over me. Through
performative work with the artist Billy Mullaney, I have
been exploring this limbo-esque status quo through phys-
ical theatre tools, articulating mutual dependence onstage
by multiplying the relationships that are at stake when the
virus and a body are involved. Billy — in solidarity with me
— has been conjuring and manifesting a virus in my di-
rection, so I could do the work of relating, becoming, and
healing — and reveal it eventually in front of an audience.

Adam J. Greteman in “Queer Thriving” (2018)
reminds us of the notion of “becoming” as one of the cen-
tral occupations in queer theory: “Becoming, as an ac-
tive verb, holds open a process that is both never ending,
but also rooted in its own time and place. Becoming is
wrapped up in histories and presents while also engaged
in the futures it may or may not touch” For me, becoming
HIV-positive meant being engrossed in the genealogies

10 Here,lam pointing towards an evolutionary and epigenetic aspect of human becoming on the planet, which
involves viruses and other forms of life and non-life. It has been a balancing act for myself to avoid anthropo-

morphization of the virus both conceptually and practically, as in working onstage with a form of non-live that
cannot be perceived by the naked human eye.
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of responses to HIV/AIDS, navigating the present and
starting to chart the future with the virus in body-mind.
It is not a specifically queer thing to be HIV positive, but
to be HIV positive feels queer.

“What does it mean for this body to be HIV-pos-
itive, today and in a forever changing world”?  was — and
still am — becoming-HIV right in the wake of the “unde-
tectable era’, which has been followed by a wider roll-out
of PrEP across the richest countries of the Global North*'.
The premise of undetectability creates a situation that
renders bodies with HIV safe to others as long as they are
medicalized and medically surveilled in order to main-
tain this status. It is hard to think about the problem of
HIV without mentioning hegemonic neoliberal subjec-
tivity*2, which places the responsibility on the individual
while leaving behind unsuccessful ones to face the con-
sequences alone.

In this context, I found myself engaged with HIV
in a threefold manner: rehearsing the roles of patient, cit-
izen (activist), and artist. I have come to assert HIV and
its related culture as part of my identity as a way to over-
come auto-stigmatisation. By disclosing my serological
status through a theatrical performance I wanted to coun-
ter the trauma of infection that has been passed down,
informing the livelihoods of generations of gay men like
me worldwide. However, disclosure itself was not a merit

11 PrEP stands for pre-exposure prophylaxis: medicine taken to prevent getting HIV.

12 Elizabeth Houghton, Becoming a neoliberal subject, https://ephemerajournal.org/contribution/becom-
ing-neoliberal-subject, accessed 7 February 2023.
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of my artistic work*. It is the perceived non-universal per-
formativity of becoming HIV positive with its materiality
and relationality, the double process of disorientation and
reorientation in the aftermath of HIV diagnosis, which
performance as a medium hopefully allowed me to con-
vey. Notes by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick on queer performa-
tivity are instructive, as my wish was familiar: “to offer
some psychological, phenomenological, thematic density
and motivation” In this usage, “queer performativity” is
the name of a strategy for the production of meaning and
being, in relation to the affect, shame and to the later and
related fact of stigma.

While working with HIV as a theatre maker who
became part of formal and informal HIV networks and
communities, I found myself in a curious position. In the
performing arts context in the Netherlands I was a fresh
graduate who came from Poland and was talking about
a chronic health issue with an urgency that created a cog-
nitive dissonance to people whose youth was in closer
proximity to the AIDS crisis than mine. A Dutch dram-
aturg of a production house in Amsterdam in conversa-
tion about programming the performance shortly after
my graduation in 2018 disclosed to me that her friends
are living with HIV as well and they are doing just fine.
What is the problem, then? They moved on. What about
you? Here, I refuse to see my interlocutor’s myopia as sin-
gularly classist and ableist. It is a tenet of neoliberalism

13 Itisworth annotating the isolated performativity of the act of HIV disclosure and the way itis constructed via
secondary performances in the press, media, etc.

14 Kosofsky Sedgwick, E (1993), “Queer Performativity: Henry James's The Art of the Novel”, A Journal of Les-
bian and Gay Studies 1(1).
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to reduce systemic analysis to interpersonal affects and
to demand inward reflection “upon one’s own position-
ality within systems of oppression, focusing on individual
lived experience™s. It is to individualise suffering, which
later on can be marketised and commodified by a suc-
cessfully resilient self.  would argue that in the landscape
of performing arts in the Netherlands, heavily altered by
neoliberalist policies, financial cuts and general scarcity,
individualisation at large has had a depoliticizing effect
on the scene. A culture of urgency created a heightened
sense of an individual that would stand-in for whole com-
munities, national and ethnic identities, all in the name of
diversity and inclusion.

Chi Chi Shi (2018) observes that contemporary
turn to trauma, suffering and victimhood as a function of
(and in reaction to) neoliberalism results in a potentially
new form of collectivity, based on reification of trauma as
outwardly politicised identity. A coalition of sufferers is
however more occupied with fighting symptoms, the re-
sults of oppression vs. domination, rather than with draft-
ing a pathway to a future leading to a common under-
standing of shared human complexity. Drawing on future
collectivity, Chi Chi Shi critically asks about the agency:
“How can subjects negotiate their desire for recognition
with the necessity of transforming what it means to be
recognised?” I propose it is precisely the transformative
aspect of artistic practice that is both resisted and fet-

15 Chi Chi Shi (2018), “Defining My Own Oppression: The Neoliberalism and the Demands of Victimhood”, Histor-
ical Materialism, 26 (4).
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ishized within the neoliberal model in culture. Recogni-
tion without transforming what it means to be recognised
is like diversity and inclusion without social justice.

To Poland, I would be returning as the first per-
forming artist to identify as HIV positive I know of. While
asking around who would present my work, I had found
myself quickly re-drawing the map of potential allies.
Disappointments and unexpected surprises. Who would
support HIV-related performance was a painful exercise.
Hurting from rejection, at times I would no longer be able
to distinguish between myself and HIV.

On the other hand, in the world of HIV response
my performance work felt out of place. I was an empow-
ered patient who happens to be very artistic and philo-
sophical. And that’s not easily measurable when you speak
to workers from diagnostic centres, scientific researchers
or those speaking in languages of advocacy and mobili-
sation. This is why I think my practice in the recent years
turned towards queer pedagogy and artistic research —
another reorientation — where I am in consideration of
co-creating conditions to live and work together with oth-
ers instead of trying to fit in. I have come to accept and
recognize living and becoming with HIV as partial identi-
ty. To close this section, I would like to offer words by Chi
Chi Shi, to meditate on collective and individual beyond
the neoliberal conditioning:

The ‘we’ that engages in collective action is not a pre-ex-
isting object but is created in the course of acting. To

challenge the foreclosure of collective identity is to re-
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open the relationship between the particular and the
universal, the individual and the collective, in a way that
neoliberalism has purportedly excluded. The invisible
universal of an unembodied agent and the visible par-
ticular that demands recognition are the multiplicity of

the potential human.*¢

3. Doing theatre in a (gay after) queer way:
In Pursuit of Otherwise Possibilities

Aforementioned notions of orientation and dis-
orientation, as part of the Ahmedian queer phenomenol-
ogy toolbox, can too be considered as strategies of choice
for queer theatre and performance makers. It is not to
say that any unconventional attitude towards, for exam-
ple, theatrical set-up is instantly a queer one. Nor is it
fortunate to equate experimental with progressive'’; the
proliferation of forms of artistic expression in late capi-
talism is an obvious observation to make. Moreover, there
is also a heightened awareness of art-like products and
related phenomenons such as greenwashing or pinkwash-
ing. We are attempting to quit “straight theatre” thinking,
remember?

In my understanding, something else is happen-
ing when queerness is part of the mix, or is one of the de-
parture points in the politics of creation. hen presenting
her associations with queer performativity (and shame),
Eve Kosofsky Segwick doubted whether there is anything

16 Ibidem.
17 LaurenF (2022), Autotheory as Feminist Practice in Art, Writing, and Criticism, The Mit Press, p. 52.
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that differentiates them from features of all performativi-
ty. However, what appears are “the torsions or aberrances
between reference and performativity, or indeed between
queerness and other ways of experiencing identity and
desire”®. Doing theatre in a queer way can be about ex-
periencing bodies present in the room, their materiality
and how they take up space, and bodies evoked in nu-
merous ways through the content of the work. Queering
can take the form of playing with the address implicitly or
explicitly. Who is seen and by whom? Some artists would
propose direct, welcoming gestures to recognize varied
gender identifications and expressions in the room, oth-
ers could problematise the position, role, identity or gaze
of a spectator in the work through dramaturgical choic-
es. Another approach could be about self-presentation,
chosen aesthetic or references that may point to specific
experiences, communities or scenes. Similarly to Segwick,
I find it counterproductive to discern whether particular
artistic practices and strategies are queer or not, instead
I prefer to focus on ways queerness manifests itself in the-
atre and what happens then. Here, I am also driven by
questions we practise within the practical research pro-
ject into queer performance pedagogy and feedback, /n
Pursuit of Otherwise Possibilities (IPOP)* which is also
discussed in detail by my colleague Elioa Steffen in her
essay for this volume.

18 Kosofsky Sedgwick, E (1993), “Queer Performativity: Henry James's The Art of the Novel”, A Journal of Les-
bian and Gay Studies 1(1).

19 Bi-vocally developed and artistically coordinated with Elioa Steffen since 2021.
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How is this work of art/performance/
theatre piece gueer?
What is queer about it?

Inquiry into the legibility of a queer perfor-
mance is misguided if an air of objectivity is involved.
With nearly three decades of queerness and its academic
institutionalisation (at least in the Anglo-Saxon context),
there is a growing body of scholarship that critically nu-
ances a variety of genealogies of queer performance (Tavia
Nyong’o, Amelia Jones, among others). Queer and trans
performance practitioners may now be more likely than
ever before to be celebrated and recognized. Some are
having a foothold in major institutions, while some are
withdrawing to sub-scenes. A question whether queer
performance as such is thriving nowadays would neces-
sitate a deeper and situated research. Nevertheless, I find-
an argument by Gregg Bordowitz regarding “queer struc-
tures of feeling” timely and useful in approaching the idea
of the legibility of queer performance. As he puts it in the
collection of essays The AIDS Crisis is Ridiculous: “A par-
ticular work is queer if it is viewed as queer, either by
queers or bigots.”> Within our work at IPOP we have been
struck by the realisation that at times, our task as queer
pedagogues working alongside intentional peer-commu-
nity of LGBTQ+ identifying artists in Amsterdam, is sim-
ply to offer conditions where a particular artistic proposal
is being held by the group as queer or trans. Nurturing

20 Bordowitz, G (1993), “The AIDS Crisisis Ridiculous” in: Queer Looks: Perspective on Lesbian and Gay Film and
Video, eds. Martha Gever, John Greyson, Pratibha Parmar. Between the Lines, p.211
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and affirming each other’s midway, vulnerable creations in
a communal setting would be no less, if not more relevant
than offering direct feedback.

Through my ruminations on positioning and
becoming (HIV positive), queer theatre and “straight
theatre”, disorientation and reorientation I have been
drawing a conceptual map for myself to articulate how
I came to understand and have been practising “doing
theatre in a queer way”. Alyson Campbell and Stephen
Farrier when setting an intention to a general desire be-
hind their rich volume entitled “Queer dramaturgies’,
proposed to rephrase Nikolaus Miiller-Scholl’s idea of
“doing theatre in a political way” so as to examine “doing
theatre in a queer way” in various international contexts.
This particular chain of reference leads back to Jean Luc
Godard’s distinction on political films that accept the
given frame of representation and films that are pro-
duced in a political way, where the very frame that makes
the film itself is in question..

In this last part, I would like to dwell on the
queer theatre making/dramaturgical practice I am devel-
oping and to think along the idea of doing theatre gueerly.
At the beginning of this text, I pointed to Richard Ford’s
proposal behind “a decision to be queer”. While emerging
out of the lockdown phase of the pandemic, resuming
in-person activities and travel, I would begin to reexam-
ine my professional ties to the Polish theatre scene, en-
riched by the experiences from my artistic and activist

21 SFarries, S, Alyson Campbell (2016), Queer Dramaturgies. International Perspectives on Where Performance
Leads Queer, Palgrave Macmillan, London, p. 15
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engagements with HIV. I have acknowledged my person-
al process as post-traumatic growth, my transformation
after trauma felt almost complete. Then, embracing my
own queerness during the pandemic was “reorienting by
disorienting kind of experience’, as my partner Willem
would put it, while they supported me during the writing
of this text. Not knowing Ford’s notion then, I am now
aware I have taken it pretty much literally in terms of my
professional trajectory. When in Poland, I will have de-
cided to focus on working with (and supporting) fellow
queers about queer experiences and issues they wanted
to speak about. I even started to conversationally address
this personal as much as professional project as “my own
LGBTQ+ agenda”

My sense of individual agency has been clearly
informed by being anchored in the Netherlands. When
in Poland, I was there on my own terms — contrary to my
collaborators for whom it was not a viable option — [ was
able to leave the country anytime. This is also to observe
an experience of returning to a native place as a guest, fa-
miliar and estranged one. Likely, this is an instance of the
next generation of queer (I'd underline its white working
class aspect) mobility, one following a movement from
rural to urban areas studied by Dider Eribon in the second
half of XXth century>: to migrate from a city in the queer-
phobic country of origin to one of the top-equality scor-
ing countries of the richer West. Places literally soaked
in “LGBT ideology” or “rainbow propaganda” (pick your

22 Eribon, D (2004) Insult and the Making of the Gay Self, Duke University Press.
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favourite) as Polish, Hungarian or Russian ruling class and
conservatives would put it. However, admittedly, I left in
2016 to pursue my studies, right before queerphobic and
transphobic discourse would become so present. So I find
myself next performing a split as an artist operating be-
tween Poland and the Netherlands in the context of a de-
veloping, radicalised politicalization of LGBTQ+ people.
I would become a transmitter of trendy ideas and rightful
attitudes, I'd be seen as a brave messenger from an ide-
alised land of social progress, I would be the lucky one
who did leave, I'd become ignorant for either side.  would
carry some nostalgia and some counterfeit with me, too.

These tensions have been both productive and
somewhat defining for the two theatrical projects from
“my LGBTQ+ agenda” Both works were developed in
2022 with Wojtek Rodak, a student of theatre directing,
collaborator, fellow queer traveller. We worked as a di-
rector-dramaturg duet and gave a Polish premiere of Ca-
nadian play Marc Michel Bouchard’s Tom at the Farm’
in TR Warszawa and then co-directed and co-scripted
queer performance with LGBTQ+ young adults, entitled
Kolorowe sny [“Colourful Dreams/”Dreaming in Col-
our”] in Teatr Polski [Polish Theatre] in my hometown,
Poznan. A number of supporting questions would arise
while working on these performances:

Can practising queer dramaturgy be thought
of as a contribution towards queer activism? How can
I practise my queerness with others and in relation to oth-
ers? Where and with whom exactly? What is queer about
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my values? How to manage the interlocalities of different
queernesses? How to be queer in the peripheries without
looking up to the centre too much?

We have been devising a Polish staging of
Tom at the Farm within the criteria of “straight theatre”.
A play by Marc Michel Bouchard is a handsome, well-
made piece for a quartet of actors of two genders. It cen-
tres a gay protagonist from a big town whose beloved
just died in a tragic bike accident. He ventures to a far
away milk farm, to the village where his partner grew up,
escaped from and where he is now going to be buried.
Family of the deceased misrecognized Tom as a friend.
Someone else, someone female would be interpellated
with the right to grief as the crux of this drama in “twelve
images”. During our rehearsal process, in a digital meet-
ing with Bouchard, the author disclosed that this fabular
construction was based on the lived experience of one
of his friends. A man was denied the inheritance of his
late, life-long partner. Although Bouchard’s strategy is
not explicitly autofictional, we have mobilised a rehearsal
process around personal accounts of grief, about experi-
encing loss and restrictions in mourning over our queer
friends, and spoke about our shared grievances for being
raised gay in Poland.

With staging Tom at the Farm we spoke of do-
ing theatre in a “gay after queer” sort of way. This is to say
that the play — which developed in early 2010s by a gay
writer of an older generation, who witnessed a new era of
gays and lesbians acquiring civic rights in Canada — is not
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in line with our lived experience and a current momen-
tum of queer culture at large in the 2020s. Polish society,
regardless of how resistant it is to a political inclusion of
LGBTQ+ people, is undergoing a tectonic, Z-generational
shift, which results in, among others perceived chang-
es, an increased visibility of non-binary, genderfluid and
trans folks. Contemporary political representation in the-
atre in a country where LGBTQ+ movements and queer
political activism only took off “for real” recently, is a good
example of the way in which the liberal idea of progress is
not necessarily a teleological process. By doing theatre in
a “gay after queer” way, I mean working from the convic-
tion that — even without being inscripted in the law as “the
new normal” — white cis gay men wield more access to vis-
ibility, resources for expression and (auto)representation
than anyone else in the alphabet. It is also an operative
assumption that we cannot speak today of homophobia
without mentioning transphobia, queerphobia, racism
and ableism. My last argument in this regard is that we
should strive for an expansion of the ways that LGBTQ+
experiences are represented: to look for the complexity in
narratives and embodiments onstage that no longer cap-
ture us as dehumanised, victimised and powerless.

In the case of Tom at the Farm’ we made two
interventions in this direction. Firstly, in agreement with
the author, based on the motif of a (fictional) gay mem-
oir in the play, we superimposed a broader selection of
Polish LGBTQ+ testimonies (autofictional), consensually
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acquired from its editors and authors 3. These texts are
read from sight , directly from the book in which they
were published. Rounding a thousand pages volume with
its sheer materiality speaks of the gravity of its contents.
In its size, the book may too be mistaken for a Bible. The
reading performance of the testimonials by Maria Maj,
who is playing the role of the mother of the deceased
suspends the action of the play temporarily. Interesting-
ly, Maria who is undoubtedly, and publicly in allyship to
LGBTQ+ people, was initially very reserved about this
artistic choice: thinking that the realm of the fiction would
have been sufficient enough to convey the author’s point.
As makers, we observed her visible resistance to perform-
ing the reading as one that colours the interpretation of
the material, standing in the way of emotional access to
it. With time, we realised that we proposed this materi-
al onstage way too late for Maria to reconcile it with her
own artistic process (even if these fragments were intro-
duced at the very beginning of the rehearsal process and
they somehow haunted this work). Later, Maria changed
her mind and her performance of reading reminds her of
her personal, externalised kind of allyship. This particular
scene is like a test for the audience. Observing the crowd
numerous times, assuming as little as possible, I would
see clearly that this one is for the queers. We cry when we
hear stories so intimately close to ours and so rarely voiced
in public. It would be the straights who would complain

23 Caftasita, jakg czerpie na zycie. Swiadectwa, relacje, pamietniki osob LGBT+w Polsce, (2022) ed. Julia Bednarek,
Piotr Laskowski, Sebastian Matuszewski, Lukasz Mikotajewski, Michat Sobczak, Karakter, Krakow.
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about the artistic choices (that were not theirs to make)
instead of being there to listen. Two months after the pre-
miere of Tom... we were invited to stage a public perform-
ative reading of the testimonies as part of Warsaw Pride
celebrations. Notably, the event was initiated and funded
through the bureau of a mayor of the Warsaw-Center dis-
trict, which proves the liberal and pro-European direction
of the authorities of Polish biggest cities**. The reading this
time was a collective performance, a number of invited
LGBTQ+ professional actors were joined by some of the
authors from the anthology?.

The second gesture has to do with the play’s
original finale that leaves room for interpretation. Tom is
about to repeat a violent act of disfiguration, the same act
that the brother of the deceased committed towards the
first lover of his younger sibling in the past. Whether it
happens and how is up to the makers?¢. Our decision with
Wojtek was to make it clear that Tom will not be another
instance of a gay victim in the play. In the end, in our ren-
dering, he kills the deceased’s brother with a shovel in the
back of the stage, and right after that he dances in front
of the audience with a self-liberatory twist to a song by
Canadian artist Orville Peck called “Turn to Hate”*” be-
fore turning off the light. Revisiting this particular scene

24  Itis worthwile to think of this example in connection to the ongoing debate on “LGBT free zones” and success-
ful endeavours of queer activist from the “Atlas of Hate” project, whose work lead to European Commission
freezing funding projects for areas who took up anti-gay resolutions.

25 Documentation available here.

26 Inadapted for cinema version of the play, directed by Xavier Dolan (2013), the titular character manages to
escape the farm and the viewer is left to imagine what really has happened to the brother or to the character
of Sarawho was pretending to be the girlfriend of the deceased.

27 Youtube link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vR-4I15M_MQ8
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reminds me of a certain drawback of “straight theatre”:
its normativizing, psychological convention. Bouchard’s
play with all of its complexity, and in-depth portrayal of
grief uses — after all — classical, recognized literary tropes
to paint, this time, a gay perspective to be valid like any
other. The play is not a call to action, nor does it offer
a language for a queer grief, queer militancy or queer
justice. I felt that our end choice to make the killing of the
brother known without the repetition of this particular
facial disfiguration was a way to avoid its homophobic
register, yet what emerges is a figure of a Gay Avenger.
I prefer to think that Tom kills to survive. The killing of
the one who looks like the love object (the shadowy twin
of the love object) could also signify a step towards ac-
ceptance, the very last stage of grief. It is this figurative
way of resolving the Bouchardian psychological knot that
allows Tom to move on.

In the reading I am proposing for our adaptation
of the play, what is being “killed” in fact is (familial) homo-
phobia. Even the character of the mother, in this rendition
carried out with the utmost attention, eventually releases
herself from the kinship to her violent son. I was par-
ticularly driven by a notion of gay sensibility proposed by
Walt Odets, which describes the “man’s internal experi-
ence of himself, and his characteristic external expression
of self to others”®. These two aspects constitute a “sensi-
bility” that is often different from that of heterosexual men
as Odets would put it. Understanding homophobia as

28 Odets, W (2019) Out of the Shadows: Reimagining Gay Men'’s Lived, Penguin, p. 40
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social pathology is a powerful contribution that I wanted
to convey from Sarah Schulman in her “Ties that Bind”.
With it, next to Guy Hocquenhem’s canonical text on “The
Homosexual Desire” (spoiler alert: there is no such thing,
there is just “desire”)  armed myself to unpack Bouchard’s
play in the Polish context.

However, when adapting the play for a public
theatre in Warsaw, I found it tricky to address its ho-
monormative dimension. I have considered this text
from the start as a product of a gay sensibility that dif-
fers from current Polish socio-political reality. It is an ex-
ample of cultural production that still feels aspirational
from the perspective of the post-soviet side of the Euro-
pean Union. In my observation, only the (liberal, cultur-
al, political, financial) elites in Poland can live out their
Western-like homonormative fantasy without having to
leave the country (think of neoliberalism, class, inequal-
ity divisions, political oppression). There is a critical po-
tential in exploring grief from a gay perspective through
Bouchard, and gay shame as in working-class upward mo-
bility through the novels of Edouard Louis staged in Po-
land by female-identifying directors, because it reminds
us that such voices have not emerged much from Polish
literature. Especially in the French speaking-world, we can
trace a long lineage of gay-male writing. Except for the
number of singular Polish gay authors like Witold Gom-
browicz, Miron Biatoszewski and most recently Edward
Pasewicz and Jacek Dehnel, it is only in recent years that
LGBTQ+ perspectives in Polish literature have been given
more prominence thanks to the transhistorical antholo-
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gy Disorientations’(2022). This is why I have reservations
whenever Polish theatre directors choose to import texts
that have already resonated in the West, starting from
seminal rendition of Tony Kushner’s Angels in America”
by Krzysztof Warlikowski (2007), Anna Smolar’s The End
of Eddy (2020), to the most recent staging Paul Preciado’s
Apartment on Uranus (2022) by Michat Borczuch.

Our Tom at the Farm’ — with the two previously
described interventions of multiplying testimonies of Pol-
ish contemporary LGBTQ+ people and the figure of the
Gay Avenger — is after all not much different from other
theatrical examples. It is still wrapped up in an institu-
tional fold of Polish “straight theatre”: the conventional,
text-based and organised around permanently employed
acting ensemble. In the end, in times of homonormativ-
ity without equality, we made a solid piece of “straight
theatre” with a twist of gay sensibility, one that is arising
among the queer awakening in the country.

My experience with devising the following
performance with Wojtek was significantly different.
Kolorowe sny that premiered in Teatr Polski in Poznan®
in December 2022 was from the beginning imagined to be
a co-production of a local public theatre with Stonewall
Group, a Poznan-based association fighting for the rights
of the LGBTQ+ people, which also has its commercial
outlets, such as a hostel, mental and sexual health clin-
ic and a popular bar called Lokum. To this constellation
we invited a third party to cooperate: a queer media and

29 Thisis also another instance of direct funding of the LGBTQ+ culture by the local municipality, which can
again speak of political atmosphere in the traditionally more West-leaning city of Poznan.
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culture collective-platform called pozqueer who brought
their expertise on practising safer space and nonviolent
communication. We were given creative freedom in pro-
posing a performance that involves LGBTQ+ young adults
from the town and its vicinity.

Explicit partnership with LGBTQ+ oriented or-
ganisations and promoters allowed us to both establish
and legitimise this production as a queer production. By
“queer production” I mean in this case a theatrical per-
formance which holds its address not within the “general
public’, but with the multiplicity of people and identities
behind the LGBTQ+ abbreviation. To make a queer pro-
duction is to showcase a variety of queer lived experiences
in the language of theatre while holding critical awareness
of how an act of representation is conveyed — without
the stink of universality. In the essay “Operative Assump-
tions”, Bordowitz writes that the “general public” is “a fic-
tion established to organise consumers around purchasing
products” If I apply his observations on television and
advertising to theatre, it is easy to observe that audiences
are not homogenous, but people in the auditoriums are
often addressed as such. There is a danger that if we are
being treated like we are all the same, many people will
come to believe this, and expect this of others?*. However,
I find it rather subversive, at least in Poland, to address the
LGBTQ+ community as “the target audience” of the per-
formance through artistic means, at least. Let me explain

30 Bordowitz, G (1993), “The AIDS Crisis is Ridiculous” in: Queer Looks: Perspective on Lesbian and Gay Film and
Video, eds. Martha Gever, John Greyson, Pratibha Parmar. Between the Lines.

31 https://medialecticwordpress.com/2013/10/24/operative-assumptions-gregg-bordowitz/
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this further. Even if I am of influence in how the work is
being presented through the PR channels of the theatre
as a maker, I do not hold this responsibility. I am not re-
munerated for it. Performing arts centres, such as public
theatres, have their own (mostly neoliberal) ideology and
communication styles. At best, a queer production can
and probably should problematize and challenge practic-
es that are normative and normativizing. An experience
of working on Kolorowe sny has been one of learning by
doing in terms of communication. Clearly, the institution
that hosted our production did not own an expertise on
how to actually present and market LGBTQ+ work. Em-
ployees relied on preferences expressed by the creative
team and input from pozqueer. and Stonewall. They in-
tended no harm, they stated whenever they felt incompe-
tent and often double-checked the proposed content with
us before distributing it. But how to incentivize public cul-
ture workers to familiarise themselves with queer culture
in a way that is not extractive, but actively supports the
needs of LGBTQ+ communities? More progressively de-
clared public theatres in Poland have championed virtue
signalling and performative activism? to increase their
social capital and relevance to liberal audiences, rather
than being committed to a cause, and therefore in a posi-
tion to be transformed in relation to it.

I can name a chilling example of performative
activism from Teatr Studio where I worked for two sea-
sons as a dramaturg, from 2020 to 2022. Chilling — be-

32 https://www.bmc.org/glossary-culture-transformation/performative-activism
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cause it involved my queer self seeing a rainbow coloured
banner on a magnificent Palace of Culture and Sciences
in Warsaw where the theatre is located, with a text per-
formatively announcing “The End of Violence” [“KONIEC
PRZEMOCY”]. I am not sure whether this banner was
adjacent to the promotional campaign of the aforemen-
tioned The End of Eddy or whether it was a statement of
values professed in this institution. In any case, it is diffi-
cult to read this statement apart from the anti-LGBTQ+
right wing campaigns, epitomised by two violent events:
the arrest of non-binary activist Margot in Warsaw in the
summer of 2020 (arrests and police brutality towards oth-
er activists); and the Pride March in Bialystok in 2019
which was met with open hate and utmost hostility. Re-
paratively, I could read this banner as a symbolic pro-
jection that another future is something that we should
demand. A future without violence — enough! — just stop
being violent. I cannot help but find this statement lu-
dicrous, ignorant and simply problematic. For me, what
it signals is actually an erasure of responsibility. Who is
speaking? Who can command that violence to stop? Who
is violent and to whom? Can we just be good to each oth-
er? One of the reasons I am no longer working for this
venue is in fact that as an openly queer and HIV positive
person I felt that my contributions, informed by these
perspectives were shunned and discouraged and at times
deemed not worthy enough. Circling back to a critical
question by Chi Chi Shi, my very desire for recognition
(and what follows it) was denied on numerous occasions.
Interestingly, some of my “progressive” ideas made it to
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the official plans of the institution as part of the coming
multi-year program (which contributed to securing the
management of the venue its next term), but there was
no place for me and what I embody there anymore. I felt
strongly that in this particular institutional context, with
its power asymmetries, its post-soviet legacies and inter-
nalised rampant neoliberalism and elitism, I cannot find
space and nourishment to practise my queerness without
getting hurt. If the subject cannot negotiate, what is left
is to quit that “straight theatre”

4. Doing theatre in a queer way

To be able to come back to the idea and practice
behind doing theatre in a queer way it felt necessary to
sketch out, however briefly, the institutional framework
of producing theatre in Poland in relation to LGBTQ+ is-
sues (albeit without engaging in a complex conversation
regarding accessibility needs for example) before mov-
ing to the core interests of this article. My answer to the
question of how we can do theatre in a queer way lies
in how we approach production, artistic and social pro-
cess of devising theatre in relation to posed and practised
values. To organise my thinking, I would like to follow
a conceptual triad posed by the scenography and trans
performance scholar, Rachel Hann?*. In my understanding
of her proposal, adapted for the purpose of auto-analysing

33 Thanks to Carly Everaert for pointing me to Rachel Hann’s work. Hann published a brief manifesto on the
future of performance on 15 November 2019 on her personal Facebook account, inspired by Tanja Beer’s
production model for ecoscenography, among others.
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the process of making of the Kolorowe sny, a conventional
order of pre-production, production and post-production
is substituted with the following: co-creation, celebration
and contribution.

Co-creation is about the process of being/mak-
ing with/for. In the case of Kolorowe sny seven queer and
trans young adults invited through an open call and in-
troductory workshop were joined by two actors and
a creative team, including a safer space facilitator (Dag-
mara Torlop from pozqueer.) The social process behind
this project was explicit in creating a space for queer and
trans expression and sociality that differs from school and
from home. Theatre in my understanding was to serve as
a third space, both as a space of becoming and as a space
for transformation. Here, theatreconnotes a literal site
as well as the interpersonal and material exchanges that
come with occupying that site. Social process, in the case
of a performance with and by queer and trans people,
was for all of us an opportunity for an intergenerational
transmission of queer experience. As Millennial gener-
ation gay/queer identifying artists, Wojtek and I want-
ed to convey the process as a platform towards queer
adulthood for the Z generation that we ourselves did not
have. Importantly, our role was also not to project our
nostalgia nor to patronise the participants but to listen,
support, and empower people younger than us. One of
the crucial practices for establishing both the artistic
and social processes was an act of collaborative contract
making. We workshopped such questions as: How do we
want to work together? How do we want to live together?
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What do we want to create together? Through this doc-
ument, signed by everyone participating in the produc-
tion, including the stage manager who was to look over
its execution, respective parties could express desires,
needs, goals, values, access and communication needs.
Our “colourful contract” enumerated responsibilities and
constraints within particular roles. For example, as direc-
tors of the performance we expressed our limitations in
supporting private matters of the participants, reserved
the right to be wrong and underlined our own ignorance
— as everyone else, we too are in the process. The contract
was a consensual and willingly signed document. It also
contained cues on how to state personal (and physical)
boundaries. The right to say “no” was also stretched to the
question of individual contributions and authorship. As
we worked with lived/personal experience as a perform-
ative material, our collaborators could then withdraw,
replace, redo or resign from their offerings. Within the
social aspect, we practised our check-in and check-out rit-
uals in order to be intentional and present in shared space.
Co-creation in such a process can be seen as an artistic
strategy that holds space for multiple agencies. What will
be made, would not happen without every single person
involved. It is worthwhile to point out that co-creation is
not about nullifying or challenging hierarchy in this case.
It is rather to make hierarchies, obligations and aspirations
as visible and transparent as possible in order to negotiate
and transform the set conditions if necessary. I would like
to note that no social and artistic process is free of con-
flict, violence, miscommunication and misunderstanding.
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In Kolorowe sny, we experienced a challenging and hurt-
ful instance of internalised homophobia externalised onto
one of the team members in the stressful period before
the premiere. The situation was handled through a prac-
tice of an accountability circle, resourced from the tool-
box of transformative justice. This situation was painful
and I do not want to downplay its complexity and ignore
the damage it caused to the person harmed. What was
important to me was that the conditions for repair were
brought to the table and the contract we signed all to-
gether served to call out unwanted behaviour and to take
action. This particular moment of crisis additionally re-
vealed the precarity of making a queer production in the
“straight theatre’, as the situation unfolded in the moment
of a collective and laborious preparation of the set design.
We vividly experienced a lack of sufficient support in this
production and repeatedly felt like a second priority to
the success-driven management of the venue. This is not
to point out bad intentions, but rather to the systematic
lack of care and indifference to the issues around unpaid
labour. The above problems have been addressed and fed
back to people bearing responsibilities.

Celebration is to be joyful and queer and seen.
To be held and to be heard. Thinking of performance
as celebration invites us to approach the final outcome
shared with an audience as something we are proud of.
Something that we were capable of. Something we felt is
enough. Celebration in the context of queer performance
is to celebrate each other on both sides of the stage, invit-
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ing a queer gaze in as a healing gaze, as dragtivist, peda-
gogue and friend Taka Taka would say.

This is how I want you to see me would be one
of my core prompts to performers in the piece. In devis-
ing material for stage, I suggested to the queer and trans
cast that beyond their own uniqueness and complexity,
there may be a degree of identification with their par-
ticular experiences from the audience members. Some-
one out there could also have had a homophobic parent
or a transphobic sister. Someone out there could also be
in the process of transition. In sculpting with them their
performances of auto-representation I was making them
sensitive to the theatrical frame which captures lived ex-
periences as representations. For someone in the audi-
ence they may become a representation of a lesbian or
a non-binary person, even if we are stressing that we are
here “on our own terms”. However, it is also potential-
ly empowering for them to speak on stage, not as role
models but as someone akin to others and with whom
they could relate. And perhaps such spectators could also
imagine themselves taking the stage. Additionally, while
working with trans and non-binary performers it was im-
portant for me to keep problematizing and addressing my
own cis-ness as potentially standing in the way of their self
outlook. Here, I found it useful to dwell on my embodied
experience of becoming HIV positive — finding affinity
and empathy with our trans performers navigating both
healthcare as well as societal reservations and preconcep-
tions around their bodies and lives.
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Lastly, contribution is to be regarded as some-
thing that is given in-communality. It is precious and
valuable in relation to others. It is thought in defiance
of capitalistic (or neoliberal by extension) production of
value. It is not about making an achievement, and with
queer production in mind, it is to resign from the desire
to innovate or keep up with the progressive pipeline. With
Kolorowe sny, 1 see it as a contribution to enrich the lives
of everyone in the process personally, hoping that this
performance as an experience touches their close ones
and the communities they are otherwise part of, not to
mention individual audience members. Having in mind
artistic and social process our contribution is a gesture
towards queer sociality through the medium of theatre.
From a pedagogical perspective, contributing to a theat-
rical site as a space of becoming is to allow growth and
change on a personal, and maybe then on a societal level.
Theatre here would be an intermediary space, where the
performance of an identity or gender can be tried out and
rehearsed; looked after, cared for by others, held and af-
firmed by the group.

In this context, I find it relevant to note the jour-
ney of our two trans performers: each of whom was barely
6 months into the process of starting to transition when
we started up a rehearsal process together. One of them
wore high-heels for the very first time that particular day,
and a second person kept us updated on their required
transition psychological assessments. We all waited for his
first hormone injections and cheered when it happened
after the premiere. Contribution is also about what you
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can give and what you take. Through our rehearsal process
we encouraged reciprocity in devising prompts for every-
one to offer their knowledge to others through skill-shar-
ing or experience-based sharing. So the lessons we gave
to one another were both intentional and prepared with
the time set aside, and they were also spontaneous, in-
terpersonal. In devising queer production, I found a new
outlook on the resources available at the “straight theatre”.
Public theatre institutions maintain to an extent an em-
ployment of secondary staff who are necessary for each
evening of theatre to go through. Through our produc-
tion we forged relationships with in-house make-up art-
ists who generously shared their knowledge, skills and tips
with our performers experimenting with their gender ex-
pression and performance in their daily life. The support
of the workers positively influenced the personal and the
fictional realm reiterated on stage.

The contribution of queer production to the
“straight theatre” context (the work mainly produced
and distributed by Teatr Polski) is also about setting its
own conditions and boundaries. The safer space facilita-
tor, Dagmara created an alternative signage system, in-
cluding stickers that overruled gendering of the toilets
in the venue. For the duration of our performance pres-
entations these rules were temporarily in place. Dagma-
ra additionally trained audience management workers
in first response and support for people who could have
found our performance triggering. The performance itself
starts with collectively recorded access information about
behaviour in the space, rules of being together and the
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vulnerabilities of our performers who are about to take
the stage. This work, similarly to queer-minded nightlife,
prioritised people from the LGBTQ+ community, un-
apologetically. Kolorowe sny was additionally charged by
a political momentum regarding the ongoing politicisa-
tion of schooling in Poland. In a way, our performers were
giving a masterclass on what it is like to be a young queer,
non-binary and trans person in Poland in the present mo-
ment. In fact, the performative materials we devised to-
gether, based on their lived experience, can be considered
as manuals that are shared generously with the audience
members. Usually these blueprints had been implicitly or
explicitly addressed to, among others, a parent, teacher,
peer, doctor, university chancellor.

I see this contribution — thinking through en-
acting conditions for a queer performance — as posing an
alternative to the implicit and unchallenged conditions of
presenting and producing in conventional theatre. Queer
identifying makers may often find themselves expecting
the preexisting structures to be practically on the same
page as them in terms of equity and inclusion. That is still
rarely the case and so the weight of communication and
education may be assumed as a responsibility of the indi-
vidual artist(s) entering a particular institutional setup. In
the example of Kolorowe sny we attempted to create and
maintain a space in the theatre for and by queer and trans
people. From the collective act of inhabiting the venue, we
could begin to discern how this structure can really serve
us or not, and to enact creative boundaries to ensure the
way we need to be.
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Outside the Fire Light,
Queer abundance

INn IPOP’s Feedback
Session

Elioa Steffen






Introduction: Looking for Otherwise

Queerness is the poetics of abundance. This is
no totalizing definition. Queerness is antithetical to rig-
id definitions. Instead, this is a dust mote in the fertile
field of the undefined.-By poetics I suggest a kind of flow,
a movement of performativity, of doing, and meaning.
Queerness offers precision in and maybe through the un-
definable, incoherent, the odd, or, dare I say, gueer. Abun-
dance overflows the boundaries and courses set for it. It
pushes beyond, demands and carves space for, over and
over, things we are told could never be, must never be.
It is glorious, monstrous, abject, and other. It is the pos-
sibility of more than we have been taught is possible to
even imagine is possible.

This is where I find myself as I consider the first
year of In Pursuit of Otherwise Possibilities, Queer Perfor-
mance Pedagogy and Feedback [IPOP], an educational ar-
tistic research project founded by Szymon Adamczak and
myself within the Academy of Theatre and Dance [ATD]
in Amsterdam. IPOP was created to respond to limited,
disjointed queer educational resources within the ATD.

One of six academies of Amsterdam Univer-
sity of the Arts, the ATD attracts a large mix of Dutch
and international students. Within the Dutch system of
higher education, the ATD is a “hogeschool,” best trans-
lated into US educational system as college or vocational
school, which offers Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees for
those who wish to become professional, working artists.
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As such IPOP primarily draws people who identify as ar-
tistic makers of some kind.

It is important to acknowledge that several
queer pedagogical efforts were at play in the ATD when
we began IPOP. Carly Everaert’s class “Radical Thinking”
(Scenography Department) and the curriculum of the
School for New Dance Development (SNDO), including
the work of Joy Mariama Smith, Aster Arribas, and the
“Thinking through Gender” block. However, as we looked
at these opportunities, we saw queerness being siloed in
specific classes and departments.

IPOP attempts to bring queer pedagogical prin-
ciples to the whole school, and to connect queer people
and ideas from various departments. The program was
designed to sit between departments, fostering collabora-
tion and cross-pollination including between the Master’s
and Bachelor’s programs. Although some departments
are more represented than others, there have been par-
ticipants from 12 departments of the ATD as well as sev-
eral outside universities in the Netherlands and abroad:.

IPOP’s first year was made up of three main el-
ements. “Research Assemblies” were a way of exploring
queer theory through various reading practices. “Practical
Workshops” invited teaching artists engaged with queer
art making to offer workshops. For the practice “Feed-

1 IPOP has had participants (including current students, alum, teachers and staff) from DAS Theatre, DAS Cho-
reography, DAS Creative Producing, THIRD, School for New Dance Development, Expanded Contemporary
Dance, Theatre Directing, Scenography, Mime, Theatre in Education, DAS Research and the Social Justice
and Diversity in the Arts research group as well as current and past students from Gerrit Rietveld Academie,
Utrecht School of the Arts, Maastricht University, Utrecht University.
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back Sessions’, we gathered a cohort of eight artists and
researchers to explore queer performance feedback?.
Within this structure, IPOP posed two main re-
search questions. One, how can the ATD, and universi-
ties more broadly, better support LGBTQ+ students in-
cluding their well-being, artistic growth, and education
development? In IPOP, these issues of development are
understood within an analysis of normativity, by which
we mean to invoke the interlocking systems of control
bell hooks calls “white supremacist capitalist patriarchy”
(hooks, 1997), and their mutually reinforcing mechanism
of conformity?®. Within these structures, development is
predicated on increasing the ability of students to access
capital within the art market. This might include notions
of personal productivity, quality art, and learning par-
ticular forms of research and articulation. IPOP does not
scorn these understandings of improvement. However, we
seek to hold room for queer constellations of personal and
collective development, which may or may not function
well within capitalist educational and artistic systems.
The second question was about the curricu-
lum. How can the ATD and other institutions of high-
er learning incorporate queer artists, and thinkers with
their practices, theories and histories, into the pedago-
gy and what can queer ways of thinking and being offer
to artistic education generally? How might universities
make space for queerness to challenge normative ideas

2  Foramoredetailed exploration of IPOP programme please see our website at www.atd.ahk.nl/das-research/
projects/ipop/

3 Foramore in-depth exploration of white supremacist capitalist patriarchy and its pressure for conformity,
see Morales’ examination of the relationship between colonialism and education in western pedagogies.
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of success, growth and learning? How can queer ways
of making, knowledge sharing and relating improve and
problematize educational goals and outcomes?

For its pilot year, IPOP took on artistic feed-
back. This came out of our personal experiences within
the DAS Theatre Master’s program, with its focus on its
feedback method. The DAS Arts Method, as their system
is called, is an artistic feedback protocol that has had a sig-
nificant influence both locally and throughout Europe.
IPOP is indebted to DAS Theatre and its method. It has
served as a valuable jumping-off point, and we understand
our own explorations in conversation with it. For [IPOP we
were interested in building an approach to feedback that
was both more flexible and personal than the DAS Arts
Method as well as putting more attention on clearly ar-
ticulating the underlying assumptions and politics at play.

Feedback also made sense as a place to start,
since it plays such a prominent role in many artistic ped-
agogies within Western educational systems. Feedback
is also the site of much harm, when it comes to queer
students and makers, where straight values, expectations
or knowledge systems are often imposed onto queer art.
This is true of many artists, who work from perspectives
outside the mainstream, and includes demands that per-
formances be easily understandable to “all’} that the art
conforms to mainstream morals, especially around sexu-
ality, and not to mention outright discrimination on the
part of teachers and classmates. Feedback is also of great
interest to man