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The book takes a multifaceted approach to immersive theatre and its dramaturgies to explore the forms of emersion rendered possible by immersion in a number of cases from international and Danish performances. The edited collection examines how theatre in the 21st century finds adequate forms that allow it to both entertain and stay socially relevant. The chapters build on each other, developing a specific way of thinking about and analysing dramaturgies in immersive theatre, as well as offering tools for dramaturgical analysis.
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PREFACE

A seven-year research project into immersive theatre performances in Denmark conducted by staff members of the Department of Dramaturgy and Musicology, School of Communication and Culture, Aarhus University, Denmark and affiliated PhDs, present the results of their investigations.

The point of departure is an interest in scrutinising immersive theatre as an important new form of theatre in search of what kind of inherent values emerge. The focus is upon the dramaturgies of immersive performances, understood as “the work of the work of actions” in the situated and staged encounters between performers and audience. Such dramaturgies of immersion combine specific modes of aesthetic experience and specific modes of creative production through their singular poetics. In the range of examples observed in this study, there seem to be much more at stake in immersive theatre than the experience of immersion in itself. Something emerses through immersion. The meaning of these experiences of immersion and emersion depends on the different social horizons of the participants. We cannot predict the meaning of these experiences for the individual participants, but we can interrogate the values inherent in the dramaturgies. There are different stakes within society and different stakes for different participants. We push these differences to the margins in order to focus on the dramaturgical operations of the poetics in practice. The question then is “seen from the perspective of the values reproduced by the poetics, what is at stake in the immersive situation for the participants, artists, and for society?”





1DRAMATURGIES OF IMMERSIONAn introduction

Janek Szatkowski and Thomas Rosendal Nielsen
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In recent years, the concept of immersive theatre has been a warm topic in artistic and academic discourse, designating a development within 21st-century theatrical poetics. Definitions of immersive theatre abound, but a common denominator is the indication of a theatre that invites the audience to physically step into the staged reality.

Nevertheless, the concept remains contested. Some artists declare their use of immersive strategies in their performances, promotion, and reflections while others doing comparable work express strong reservations towards the theoretical adequacy and ideological connotations of the concept. Some even do both. In academic circles, immersive theatre performances have been praised for their bold and pertinent experiments, but at the same time criticised for manipulation of the audience and appeasement with neoliberal pressures. And of course, there is also the claim that there is nothing new under the sun: what about medieval theatre, what about the historical avant-garde, what about process drama etc. A cynical observer might claim that these kinds of conceptual polemics provide bread on the table for academics who are no less caught up in the neoliberal competition for producing the best obsolete argument of tomorrow than the artists are caught up in following the hype and claiming their originality at the same time. Instead of giving in to this cynicism, let us dare assume that something important is at stake in these practices and discussions.

In this book, we argue that the fuzz about immersive theatre is not just a terminological quarrel. It concerns the question of how theatre in the 21st century finds adequate forms that allow it to both entertain and stay politically and socially relevant in a society marked by political polarisation, widespread psychological distress, and environmental catastrophe. In our current mediatised society, theatre is a marginal cultural activity. This position in the periphery makes it urgent for artists and scholars to explore how theatre can present society to society in an engaging way. Poetics since Aristotle have been concerned with this question of why and how to do this. The development of contemporary theatre poetics is characterised by a broad range of experiments, ranging from investigations of digitalised formats, decolonising the classical repertoire of the West to making theatre with non-human actors. Immersive theatre is one such strand of contemporary experimental poetics. The concept has even become a successful marketing term that makes it possible to connect very different forms of experimental theatre and popular entertainment1 by a label that provides some clarity of expectation to the audience. We aim to contribute to a critical discourse that interrogates the implicit value assumptions and affordances of selected immersive theatre practices. It is our intention to emphasise how dramaturgies of immersion create very specific predicaments of the problems and concerns of contemporary society.

Analysing dramaturgies of immersion

The six studies presented in this volume do not have one firmly established methodology or epistemology in common. They are, however, the product of a long-term collaboration in a research group at the Department of Dramaturgy and Musicology, School of Communication and Culture at Aarhus University, and they do reflect an attempt to synthesise and develop a perspective on immersive practices that supersedes individual contributions. Central to our mode of investigation is the orientation around the concepts of dramaturgy and poetics. Both require specification, since both concepts have a rich and ambiguous history.

The concept of dramaturgy has had a revival in the past 20 years or so, with several important international publications on the topic, most of them moving beyond the narrow colloquial understanding of dramaturgy as simply the structure or composition of a dramatic text or narrative fiction. The more expanded conceptions of dramaturgy often play on the etymology of the word, the two Greek roots dran and ergon, meaning action and work, respectively. In this way, Eugenio Barba famously described dramaturgy as “actions at work” already in 1985, marking the inclusion of non-textual and non-narrative elements in processual compositions. More recently Konstantina Georgelou, Efrosini Protopapa, and Danae Theodoridou in 2017 defined dramaturgy as “working on actions” marking the reflective and sometimes subversive practice of the makers. Coming from a University department, which since the 1960s has used the word as the name of its broad and constantly evolving subject, we hesitate to settle on one fixed definition of the word, even though we are closely aligned with not least Barba’s definition. This wide idea of dynamic and inclusive compositions of action is one sense of what we are suggesting with the word “dramaturgies” in the title. More theoretically stated – and coupling to the etymology – one could perhaps phrase the object of our interest more precisely by moving to a second-order perspective on dramaturgy as “the work of the work of actions”, corresponding to a similar idea of dramaturgy as a science on “communication of communication” (see Szatkowski, 2019). What we aim at here is not a formalistic description of the aesthetic qualities or potentials of a given performance, but the values of the workings of the doings so to say. Dramaturgy would then be the theory-in-praxis that aligns and in some cases disturbs or displaces the relations between core artistic values, programmes for rehearsal and creation, and modes of distribution and experience.

In this sense, our approach to analysing dramaturgies is closely related to the tradition of theoretical poetics; the tradition of observing and describing the relationship between the artistic, social, and political values and the means of an artistic practice. Aristotle’s famous theory of tragedy thus ascribed a specific social value or purpose to tragedy, namely catharsis, and systematically accounted for the techniques through which this purpose was achieved through the drama. The methodological standards of modern scholarship and science required the development of a distinction between normative and descriptive poetics, thus distinguishing between poetics as the hierarchical artistic programmes developed and articulated or implicated by artists, and a ‘heterarchical’ (i.e. not binding results in advance to decided valid principles) poetics (or poetology) as the theoretical accounts and critique of such programmes by academics. This distinction is not as easy to uphold as it may sound, neither is it universally acknowledged by academics that it should be. Is Martin Esslin’s famous account of the Theatre of the Absurd thus a normative or a descriptive poetics? In addition, how about Josephine Machon’s book on Immersive Theatre? It is neither our task nor intention to solve this mess (nor to judge whether it needs be solved). In this book, we are not interested in providing an artistic programme, a declaration for or against certain immersive theatre practices. We are interrogating how the immersive practices are programmatic in themselves, how they are developing, and differentiating immersive poetics as response to general or specific social predicaments. One of the benefits of this focus on the differentiation of immersive poetics is that it relieves the inclination towards making too strong genre generalisations and causal inferences between form and effect, and replaces it with the task of describing as precisely as possible the configuration of values, forms of communication, modes of making and modes of experiencing in relation to specific practices.

Janek Szatkowski has in his recent book, A Theory of Dramaturgy (2019), described this relation between dramaturgy and poetics in further detail in the form of a “poietic hierarchy”. The idea is that the (implicit and explicit) values of the poetics are governing and emerging from specific modes of making (poiesis) and experiencing (aisthesis), and the dramaturgy is the form of communication, the theory-in-praxis, through which this pyramidal triangle of values, production, and reception is unfolded and held together. Poetics (in the plural) take form as dramaturgy (in the plural) and vice versa. So what we are trying to offer here is both an expanded view on different dramaturgies of contemporary immersive theatre practices (such as the dramaturgy of SIGNAs immersive performance The Open Heart) and on the different poetics (such as a poetics of intimacy through immersion) that emerges across these practices.

Critical discourse

Existing research has had its core in studies of particularly English productions that have unfolded in the past 20 years or so. The precarity of public theatre funding in England have left its mark on the field of immersive theatres (Bucknall, 2023, p. 219). A divide between the commercial successful (e.g. London-based Punch Drunk) and the non-commercial (e.g. Cross Collaboration or ZU-UK) has created debate and even a manifesto for a ‘post-immersive theatre’ (Ramos & Maravala, 2020) arguing for new groups of audiences and alternative ways of immersion. However, it is not only a question of economic struggles. It also involves important differences in the ‘how’ of theatre of immersion. British researchers (Alston, 2016; Biggin, 2017; Frieze, 2016; Jarvis, 2019, Machamer, 2017; Machon, 2013; White, 2012) have analysed and commented upon works of companies such as Shunt, Punchdrunk, Zecora Una Theatre and many others, which have been explored in detail. The Canadian Theatre Review has published a special issue on immersive theatre (Willis & Alvarez, 2018).

In his latest book, Gareth White (2023) has continued the important discussion of scholarship on participation in immersive theatre. He does so by introducing nine authors of recent publications on the subject. It is an inspiring landscape and White affords a focus on the crucial investigation of how immersive performances generate a field for negotiation of meaning. Commenting upon Machon (2013), White emphasises how the notion of embodied physical meaning-making constitute the ground for anything conscious or conceptual, for which Machon uses the concept “worlding”.2 Worlding takes place in the immersive theatre, understood as a fusion of what is sensed and what is understood. Lavender (2016) reminds of the double experience of “being in play” and “experiencing ourselves having an experience”, which he frames as mise en sensibilité. This double experience3 is actualised as an event with the spectator inside the play situation.

The diversity of forms of immersive theatre, however, makes it important to qualify these common denominators in order to qualify critical observations. One important example was Alston (2016) pointing to the dichotomy in immersive theatre not only as being accordant with forces in neoliberal economy and experience economy, but also as having the potential of disruption. By being deeply involved in the ‘experience machine’, the spectators may come to re-know themselves in the particular moment, but also to re-know the conditions that embed the work and how it implicates the single participant. The estimation of whether immersive theatre is affirmative or disruptive of neoliberal economy would, according to White, require the aesthetic experience to invite “A reflexive participation that makes the process of engagement into a problem, thus exposing the economic assumptions that it embeds and echoes” (p. 21). This marks an epistemological question of the possibility of consciousness being able to be simultaneously in immersed mode and in reflective mode. The question is also raised by Royona Mitra (2016) who approaches the concept of immersion from the ideas in the Sanskrit dramaturgical treatise Natyashastra (compiled between 200 B.C.E and 200 C.E). The position is described as:


… immersion can also be theorized and experienced as an embodied, psycho-physical state that transpires interstitially between any audience, any artist and any art that is primarily premised on gestural dimensions of communication, and regardless of interactivity.

(Mitra, 2016, p. 89)



In this sense, all spectatorship is immersive. It should not be regarded as a specific trait for a theatre form. Mitra questions – in a discussion with Gareth White – whether spectatorship in a full sensorium immersion allows members to “retain their ability to effectively critique and remain ‘outside’ of the event” (p. 94). White answers by suggesting that the contradiction, which Mitra addresses could be better used by embracing it as such and use it to explore the critical potential in participatory performances.

Sruti Bala (2018) investigates the participants who run against what the performance demands and expects, those who are ‘unruly and counter-intuitive’. Bala suggests that they produce diverging meanings in a ‘process of becoming’. To what degree does the dramaturgies of immersive theatre provide possibilities for such diverging actions, and just as important how are such actions already positioned by the poetics.

Nicolas Ridout (2015) describes the theatre event as a form of life where people are not working but still labouring passionately with a thing that produces nothing, and that does not matter in the sense that most labour otherwise matters. Ridout does not consider theatre molested by ‘false excitements of joining in’ as the best condition for a critical theatre. Here a distinction between the concepts ‘critical’ and ‘affirmative’ aligns to the discourse in Alston (2016), where the possibility for immersive theatre to be disruptive was propounded. Again, White reformulates it as the problem of how the ‘mundane’ is brought into the theatre, and how it is then treated as ‘not mundane’ and how this enables the participants to ‘sense themselves sensing’.

In the current debate between the commercial and the non-commercial forms of immersive theatre, White underlines his position by stating that even the most ‘culinary’ immersive performances are dependent on deferred meaning, emergence, and incompleteness. Even though these elements are allied to an experience economy, it does not devalue them entirely. It is obvious that it also contains the question of funding. Funding is of crucial importance for theatre as it is price heavy in wages, making the cost per spectator very high. Public funding or funding by ‘festivals’ can to some degree lessen the dependence on huge audiences willing to pay considerable amounts to be entertained. However, public funding also comes with strings attached. There are major differences in the cultural politics of European countries, and this might explain some of the differences in the evolution of immersive theatre.

White defines and maps contradictions inherent in this new theatrical poetics. However that is not enough. The German sociologist and philosopher Theodor W. Adorno developed a dialectic critical theory, where he declared that the autonomy of art is made possible only through art’s character as commodity, since it is only in bourgeois society that the artist gains the status of an independent player in the exchange market. In Minima Moralia, Adorno (1997) advocates the idea of a ‘true consciousness’ as an educational goal that should not be forgotten in order to sustain the perspective of the concept of an autonomous and mature human being capable of resisting the repetition of Auschwitz. White adapts Adorno’s approach, where contradictions are not simple seesaws of alternatives, neither are they a continuum between contrasting poles.


In his [Adorno’s] conception, a shift in balance leads to something unpredictable, a new formation, or allows something hidden within a situation to emerge; each thing contains its opposite in surprising forms, rather than simply negating it or being transformed by it.

(White, 2023, p. 25)



With contradictions as starting points, White’s analysis heads towards conflicts hidden within these contradictions themselves. White makes it clear that contradictions do not form or identify a genre or style, neither are they describing an emerging canon, but they represent an “under explored and untapped potential in participation” (p. 26).


That, in some cases the outcome of the contradiction that emerges from participation, seems ultimately to contradict the apparent intent of the performance, which is appropriate to the strategy that I am exploring: an immanent contradiction of what a performance might seem to have assumed of and for itself, not to its detriment or the discredit of the artists concerned, but in evidence of the depth of possibility concealed in performance participation.

(White, 2023, p. 27)



Critical thinking thus provides White with the arguments to identify discrepancies between what the work sets out to do and what immanent meanings its deliberate strategy releases. This ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ allows White to select a row of meanings contradicting the apparent intent of the performance. For the analysis of immersive theatre, the communication of meaning in any given case remains pertinent as all works of art are part of social communication (even if the leading approach to performance analysis is no longer semiotics). How does the immersive theatre performances, as works of art, position the agents in dramaturgies that allow negotiations of values to take place implicitly or explicitly? What are the underlying values and assumptions, be they of aesthetic, psychological, sociological, or political concern that orientates the conditions of these negotiations?

Such issues are also explored outside the anglophone research. Karina Rocktäschel (2023) demonstrates how immersion can be described with Sara Ahmed’s (Ahmed, 2007) queer phenomenology. That we all are already immersed in the world has been acknowledged by phenomenologists (Weiss et al., 2020). They describe lived life experience as unreflective or unproblematised immersion in the world. Post-phenomenologists, however, accentuate lived experience as always already orientated by “prereflective sensorimotor and affective body becoming oriented in the world with others” (Rocktäschel, 2023, p. 279 quoting Whitney, 2020, p. 191). The way in which we understand this immersion as being-in-the-world is of importance for how we posit immersive theatre as an active component in a critical discourse (Hass, 2019). This interrogates the implicit value assumptions and affordances of selected immersive theatre practices.

The Affective Societies centre at Freie Universität Berlin4 has also contributed with valuable knowledge on immersive theatre and performance from the German-speaking region (Kolesch et al., 2019; Mühlhoff & Schütz, 2019; Schütz, 2020, 2022). Theresa Schütz (2020, p. 345) propose a demarcated definition of immersive theatre as genre:


Immersive theatre encompass work outside the institution theatre. It manifests an experiential space that opens up a multi sensorial gestalt, which follows an underlying fiction. The fiction is established relational and in multiple modalities and is asserted as a closed representational system. The participating spectators becomes visitors in the existing fiction and are in many different ways involved in the actions and are thus active as accomplices in bringing the fictional world to life. (…) Immersive theatre use targeted dramaturgical and affective strategies of uncertainty, disorientation, and sensual, narrative, and/or emotional overload.



Art is able to remind us that the realm of the possible is not yet depleted. In this way, art establishes a liberating distance to reality. Art may reactivate repressed possibilities. Schütz points to a sensorial gestalt of the world formed by uncertainty, disorientation, and emotional overload with the spectator/visitor as accomplice. What should the experiencing being accessory to a cruel world then generate? Every experience of meaning offers a wealth of further possible experiences. One might ask how the work of art interferes with the structure of consciousness and its values. Schütz suggests further elements (e.g. fiction and specific dramaturgical and affective strategies) as parameters to apply in order to judge something as immersive theatre.

In order to choose the works informing this book, we agreed upon the minimal definition of theatre that invites the audience to physically step into the staged reality. The use of the concept of genre is contested. It may be considered to be too essentialist and normative and to be blind for important differences in the works congregated under a common term. It is an old European struggle to find the balance between whole and part, generalisations and the specific – a futile struggle one might add, if the only purpose is the satisfaction of classification in itself. However, the information carried by conventions of genre do function to align the audience’s expectations. Differences, familiarities, and crossovers between genres amounts to complex ecologies through which a multitude of poetics evolve. Genre is all about genesis. Still, immersive theatre as a genre label risks becoming an umbrella term shadowing for the diversity within aesthetic forms (Kolesch, 2021). Rethinking immersive theatre through the concept of poetics offers the challenge to think, differentiate, and distinguish.



Social, conceptual, and cultural contexts

As already stated, the core ambition of this book is to analyse and discuss different implicit and explicit value assumptions that are at stake in selected immersive dramaturgies through the perspective of poetics and how these respond to current social predicaments. The following sections provide context to these discussions. First, in the current section, we introduce two concepts from cultural theory that have been critical to our understanding of the contemporary society in which these practices take part. Then, we introduce some of the conceptual and artistic genealogies that often silently inform current practices and discourses on immersive theatre. After that we give a relatively detailed account on the specific geographical and cultural context in which our cases are located, i.e. Denmark, as we will argue that theatre practices are at once very internationally and very locally situated. Critical differences are often lost if one assumes too much about the general state of the ‘global village’ in which they take place. After introducing these three contexts, we will end this introduction by pointing to some of the recurring motifs in the chapters of this book.

Theatre participates in society’s perpetual observation and description of itself as society – to evoke a core topic from the systems theory of the German sociologist Niklas Luhmann (1998) – in a historical situation where the means and rate of the production of such self-descriptions have immensely multiplied and accelerated. Society is, however, not the context of theatre. Theatre is one of the forms of communication and perception through which society reproduces itself as society. Theatre is a ‘fold’ in society; society folds and unfolds itself through every singular theatrical performance, and it is in this regard that the case studies in this book can claim to say something about society by describing how immersive theatre practices are examples of how society is giving form to itself. The following investigation of the dramaturgies of these practices aligns its observations with two central concepts from contemporary social and cultural theory that we will introduce: mediatisation and singularisation.

Mediatisation

Mediatisation in the broad sense of the word is the cultural process through which ‘the media’, in plural and including both mass media and interactive media, emerges as an important institution in society, and simultaneously becomes an integrated part of nearly every other cultural sphere5; from the big commons such as politics, economy and religion, to the most trivial everyday activities and intimate social relations – shopping, training, coordinating, dating etc. In a narrower sense, mediatisation is the adaptation of social memory and communication to the changes in the general media matrix. The media matrix is the unified forms of communication available for a society at a given time. When new crucial media forms are introduced, the function of social memory and communication changes to accommodate to the new media matrix. Immersive theatre is in this sense a new form of mediation of society in and to society.

The introduction of the Greek alphabet enabled a transition from a primarily oral society to a society where scripture allowed storing memory and communication, and this heavily influenced the way society reflected upon itself. The Greek theatre, from which we conventionally trace Western histories of the theatre, is but one of the rings that spread from this ancient revolution of the media matrix. The reproduction and circulation of text made possible by the printing press invented in the 15th century made it possible to constitute new forms of administration and new national and international publics, and was thus a pivotal precondition for the development of society through reforms and revolutions into what we today describe as Modernity. Modern theatre took the form of more and more institutionalised and commercialised reproductions of a text-based repertoire that not only convened, entertained, and educated their audiences, but also provided forms to the imagination of common personal and social situations and transformations. The electronic mass media of the 20th century, i.e. radio and television, provided both an opportunity and a challenge to the status and function that theatre had established during the 19th century. Theatre migrated into studios and living rooms through electromagnetic waves and radio and picture tubes, and became radio drama, movies, and TV shows, leaving the ‘traditional’ theatre makers to either build on the synergies with mass media or offer alternatives to the convenience of the televised dramas.

Immersive theatre can be seen as one such alternative, but it emerges on the background of the latest revolution in our media matrix, which commenced around the 1990s, when digitalised communication using the simple binary (0/1) alphabet and the development of computers enabled global networks and advanced algorithms to handle communication of all that may be represented digitally. The new media matrix has changed the conditions of social communication and put pressure on all the ‘old’ media to adapt. The current digital network-based media matrix developed from military and industrial experiments with telecommunications in the United States during the Cold War and turned from the 1990s into an explosive evolution of computers, digital infrastructure, and applications in both public and private sectors connected by a “World Wide Web”. This was not primarily driven by common interests – e.g. Tim Berners-Lee’s vision of The World Wide Web as a global democratic network for sharing knowledge – but was led by commodification of the internet-system, not at least by colossal amounts of pornography and a new gaming industry.

Digital virtual realities, already established in science fiction, became a feasible model of immersion in the new media matrix (Ryan, 2001, 2015). Computer games and massive multiplayer platforms allow the player to identify with an avatar as a representation of him- or herself in an imaginary reality sometimes alone, other times together with (in theory) millions of other users, even though they are separated in space throughout the planet. The affordances of these platforms differ, and so do the motivations of the users,6 but the quantitative success off the phenomena is noteworthy: it is estimated that in 2021 there were a worldwide 3.2 billion video gamers, providing a $178.73 billion US$ market.7

The question is whether audiences that have experienced digitalised immersion will find such experiments in ‘real life’ theatre attractive. This is probably the anticipation of some of the many companies and groups that venture into experiments with immersion. For other makers the reason might be the exact opposite, as they try to lure us away from the electronic screens and interfaces that pervades our everyday modes of experience. The changes of the media matrix are not the only important precondition of the emergence of immersive theatre. Another broad and dynamic social precondition to this emergence might be captured by the concept of singularisation.


Singularisation

Singularisation is a concept which attempts to give an ambitious and unitary characterisation of the situation that Western society finds itself in at the turn of 21st century. Here we have been inspired by German sociologist Andreas Reckwitz’ theory on the society of singularities. According to Reckwitz (2017), modernity has moved past a turning point beyond which the dominating logic of society is no longer rationalisation, but rather what he describes as the logic of the singular.

The transition from industrial modernity to late-modern society involved a major shift in social beliefs. Up until the 1970s, the belief in central relations between a social logic of the general and the common, and another logic of the ‘special’ or the ‘separate’ was predominantly ruled by a general normative ideal of social progress. Since the 1970s, this belief has been consistently challenged – not least, but not only by post-modernist ideas of the “decline of grand narratives”. The basic problem is that the ideal of social progress has produced very different results for diverse groups. Accordingly, Reckwitz (2020 & 2021) argues that the modern orientation towards the future has been replaced by a late-modern, radical insistence on the affectivity of the moment, the exceptional and the singular. The new media matrix, we have just described, is extremely adaptable to this orientation towards the affectivity of the moment. However, from a little further distance, the turn is experienced as a crisis.

Reckwitz points to three different areas of crisis. The first is a crisis of social recognition stemming from a polarisation between highly qualified educated labour, considered of great importance, and the unrecognised labour of the ‘less qualified’. Inherent to this is a cultural polarisation between lifestyles. The new lower classes experience a devaluation of their labour and their lifestyle characterised by settled residences and normative standards, and one might add that the drifting lifestyles of the precariat described by Guy Standing (2014) are not better off. The second crisis concerns the culturally dominant core determined by the ‘successful self-realisation’ of the new middle class. Here, Reckwitz describes the search for the experience of autonomy and the satisfaction of needs as a systematic generator of disappointments. The burden of being unique, efficient, and singular is a heavy cross to bear, often leading to depression and other psychological challenges. The third crisis identified by Reckwitz is political and related to the fact that the ability of national states and governments to regulate and control their populations has decreased in a globalised society. Even the centralised democratic sovereign state is bound to evolve ever more intricate forms of management and governance to maintain what the French philosopher of power Michel Foucault called the ‘conduct of conduct’. Political debate is developed in separate enclaves and characterised by extreme positions from religious fundamentalism, identity-focused essentialism, and national populism. Appeals to a common rationality or science are disappointed by the decline of the idea of universally valid knowledge, paradoxically coupled with a constant demand from decision-makers for facts, evidence, and analysis to support or delay action. In the cultural context, this dismantles a classical notion of a society with a strong political system safeguarding social development and a public sphere with rational communication. The longing for rational order, egalitarian societies, and well-balanced personality structures is framed as nostalgia by this same logic of singularisation.

Reckwitz’ assertive generalisations arguably call for critical discussions, but in the present context it shall suffice to note that it resonates with the stakes of many of the immersive theatre practices, we observe here. Reckwitz characterises the post-industrial economy as a form of cultural capitalism that produces affective goods that offers emotional effects and possibilities of identification. Following his line of thought, we can ask what kind of affective goods immersive theatre practices offers and to what kind of demand or desire these goods are responding.

Supplementing his theoretical framework, we can also address how the figure of the common constantly resurface in relation to the singular. Sarah Ahmed (2010) have described how the cultural economy of contemporary society is also based on common affective motives such as “the promise of happiness” with reference to the promises of positive psychology and the affordances of the “happiness industry”. Affect is not only a medium for the singular moment of satisfaction, but also something that is to some extent instrumentalised and rationalised as common entitlements and obligations. Relatedly, in her Cruel Optimism (2011), Laurent Berlant analyses cases where the “affective infrastructure of the ordinary” (2011, p. 49) turns into a common impasse of sustained stress and disappointment. Immersive theatre practices can probably not escape the logic of the market of singular affective goods, but the question is how they align with or deviate from such general affective dispositifs, and to what extent they offer some kind of return of the common.

A thread running through this book is thus, how immersive theatre practices under the current social and media conditions confirm or counteract singularisation as well as rationalisation. What forms of rationality and singularity is produced, suspended, confronted, or reversed through poetics of immersion in the new media matrix?


Genealogies of immersion

The word immersion has a long history closely connected to different sociological époques. We have already provided a very basic definition of immersive theatre as theatre that invites the audience to physically step into the staged reality, and accordingly we generally use the concept of immersion to describe this physical movement of the audience into the staged reality. The existing literature (not least Josephine Machon and Gareth White) provides detailed discussions of the concept, and some of the chapters in this book will also engage in these. At this point, we find it relevant to expand a little on the genealogy of the word immersion and on the traditions of theatre that came to relate to this word. Our intention is to expand the semantic8 richness of the concept beyond its colloquial metaphorical meaning.

With the proper warnings not to take this as admissible scientific evidence, but only as a help to illustrate the development of the uses of the word, it appears from the peaks of the N-gram graph that the story of immersion could be told as one of an evolution from astronomy over medicine, theology and pedagogy to leisure time (Figure 1.1). This story emerges when consulting the books of the different periods. The words immersion and emersion were originally used in relation to astronomical observations of the time of the sun, moon and planets disappearing (immersion) and reappearing (emersion). These observations led to new understandings of the variations of night and day, winters and summers, and led Galileo Galilei and others to challenge the Aristotelian worldview with our planet Earth as the centre of the universe. The idea of the sun disappearing into darkness and rising again next morning refreshed and renewed, by analogy linked to the bodily experience of immersion into water. Therefore, the use of baths, hot and cold, as remedies for curing and refreshing the body were topics of early medicine. The study of water and its ability to make for instance salt ‘disappear’ leaving no visual signs, and waters ability to transform from solid to liquid to air, made this vital element an image of transformation. These experiential, perceptive elements in the observation of nature could then be transferred by analogy to the sphere of religion. The heated debates upon what kind of practices to be used in baptism, explains the expansions of the early uses of the word immersion. In the diagram, it explains the peak around 1650s and 1720s. Should the body be completely immersed or could a few drops on the forehead do? The religious practice was a concretisation of the body and spirit being immersed into the Kingdom of God. The visible, sensuous experience should commemorate what could not be seen or encountered in physical form. It was a ‘binding back’ of the concrete to the transcendental and invisible Kingdom.

[image: Diagram showing Frequency of the word IMMERSION in English texts from 1600-2020. Google n-gram viewer.]
FIGURE 1.1 Frequency of the word IMMERSION in English texts from 1600 to 2020. Google n-gram viewer.



The next peak (1830–1860) of immersion as a concept is connected to its use in the educational system, referring to the technique of learning foreign languages by ‘immersion’ in the culture where the language was spoken. Now immersion involved communication. Presence, participation and interactivity are identified as important elements in this basic educational strategy. You have to be present in the specific culture, to take part in everyday life, and interact, i.e. communicate with the ‘others’.

This educational application of immersion is also a central mark of the movement of the educational use of drama and theatre. In England and the United States of the 1930s, the influence of a pragmatic approach to education (summarised by the slogan “learning by doing”) stimulated experiments with improvisation and production strategies from theatre in schools. The idea of letting pupils learn by producing plays is a tradition that can be followed back to schools of the Middle age, where the elder boys in the Latin schools were given specially written plays to perform. Some on Latin, some on their mother tongue to be performed at the market or in front of the church. The next evolution of drama and theatre in schools took upon itself to expand the methods from producing plays, to framing improvisational plays and games, which build upon children’s own play-activity. The evolution of the improvisational strategies and methods of immersion was vivid and might be part of the last peak around 1950s. In the 1960s, it led to experiments with ‘teacher-in-role’ improvisations, where the teacher framed an imaginary reality, where pupils all had roles to play and the teacher improvised together with pupils, thus able to stimulate absorption, engagement, and sincerity in the improvisation. Some of the few mentions of this root of Immersive Theatre are White (2013) and Sterling and McAvoy (2017). They demonstrate how the semantics of immersive theatre practitioners have common traits with those of important drama-in-education first movers.

Outside of schools and educational systems, the last half of the 20th century also saw the dawn of a movement of formalised role-playing games as leisure activity. Tabletop Role Playing Games developed from war games around 1970 and spawned into Live Action Role Play and video games already in the late 1970s. Gamers immersed themselves either sitting around a table, telling stories and throwing dice, or they entered the woods and parks dressed up in homemade costumes and carrying latex weapons to explore and perform fantastic narratives. Industry was quick to pick up on this and produced manuals, costumes and other accessories to the movement. It was an important forerunner to the conventions of immersive strategies in digitalised form in computer games and virtual reality.

In modern theatre, there is affinities between the concept of immersion and the idea of a mental transposition into the imaginary world of the theatrical fiction or ‘the shoes’ of a theatrical character. Whether as ‘illusion’ or ‘imagination’ we register the staging of an imaginary reality as a “possible world”, in which we can experience empathy with the characters. In many languages we find empathy described by words equivalent to ‘living into’ Einleben German, indlevelse Danish, but in French (as in English) you will need to redescribe it: le fait de se mettre à la place de quelqu’un: the effort of placing yourself in the place of somebody else. The theatre of illusion of the 19th century with its spectacular theatre machinery and its transparent fourth walls made it possible to mentally immerse yourself into the imaginary reality, ‘as if’.

The avant-garde movements and alternative theatre of the 20th century broke in a decisive way with this ‘theatre of illusion’ but involved the audience much more directly in the theatre in many other ways. One such example could be Jacob Moreno (1889–1974) and his 1920s experiments in Austria with improvisational theatre: Stegreiftheater, a “Theatre of Spontaneity” (Moreno, 1924). It was a forerunner to the psychodrama experiments where re-enactments of scenes from autobiographical life were used to stimulate self-reflection. All this began with Moreno’s unique combination of psychoanalysis and sociology, which he started with his work with prostitutes in Vienna 1913–1914. Bertolt Brecht’s Lehrstücke from the 1930s similarly involved the audience directly in the staged reality, by letting groups of youth experiment with performing texts with specific didactic and political form and content to be scrutinised. This was further developed by the Brazilian theatre pedagogue Augusto Boal in his forum theatre of the 1970s. Another relevant forerunner is Richard Schechner’s experiments with Environmental theatre of the 1960s. A lot of other examples could be mentioned, the point is not to make a complete genealogy, only to bear in mind that what we now call immersive theatre is not just a 21st century translation of a concept from computer game theory into theatrical formats, but the product of a very complex cultural heritage that is now adapting to the new media matrix.


Immersive theatre in Denmark

Another intention of this book is to perform an expansion of the geographical horizon of existing knowledge on different immersive theatre practices into a Danish theatre and performance landscape.
OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover Page



		Half-Title Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		List of Contributors



		Preface



		1 Dramaturgies of Immersion: An Introduction



		2 Emersive Immersion: Emersive Poetics in Immersive Theatre in Denmark



		3 Intimate Immersion: Moralities in the Poetics of Cantabile2



		4 Ecomimetic Immersions: Anticipating the Future with Eyes Closed



		5 Sloppy Immersion: Sloppy Immersion: On the Potential of Emersion-as-Immersion in the Work of Sisters Hope and Lena Bondeson



		6 Resonant Immersion: Immersive Staging of Homelessness in Performances by Fix&Foxy, SIGNA, and Aarhus Theatre



		7 Uncanny Immersion: The Mythologisation of Suffering in SIGNA’s Det Åbne Hjerte



		8 Immersive Research Methodologies: Analysing Dramaturgies of Immersion and their Poetics



		Index











Figures





		Figure 1.1 Frequency of the word IMMERSION in English texts from 1600 to 2020. Google n-gram viewer.



		Figure 2.1 Carte Blanche: Empty Space. Photo by Bo Amstrup.



		Figure 2.2 Wunderland: Phoenix. Photo by Michelle Bach.



		Figure 2.3 Secret Hotel: Walking Lecture. Photo by Lotus Lykke Skov.



		Figure 4.1 Aarhus Teater: A story about Blindness. Simon Matthew. Director. Christian Lollike. Photograph by Emilia Therese.



		Figure 4.2 Wunderland: Twisted Forest. Photograph by Jacob Stage.



		Figure 4.3 Himherandit: Garden. Photograph by Allan Høgholm Henriksen.



		Figure 5.1 Still from Something Else Matters. Karoline Amalie Severinsen squatting James Hetfield, Thomas Diepeveen squatting Kirk Hammet and the rest of the Monster Squat (out of frame) are paraphrasing a scene from Some Kind of Monster. Film by Lena Bondeson.



		Figure 5.2 Sisters Hope: Sisters Hope Home. Seen from the gate entrance. Photo I Diana Lindhartt.



		Figure 5.3 Sisters Hope: Sisters Hope Home. Photo: i Diana Lindhardt. A staff member (The Timer) lets in the sunshine on blindfolded inhabitant.



		Figure 6.1 Fix+Foxy A Doll’s House. Photo by author.



		Figure 6.2 SIGNA: Det åbne hjerte. Arthur Köstler, Larysa Venediktova, Stine Korsgaard. Photo by Erich Goldmann.



		Figure 6.3 SIGNA: Det åbne hjerte. Nora_Scherer. Photo by Erich Goldmann.



		Figure 6.4 SIGNA: Det åbne hjerte. Simon Salem Müller. Photo by Erich Goldmann.



		Figure 6.5 SIGNA: Det åbne hjerte. Photo by Erich Goldmann.



		Figure 7.1 SIGNA: Mikkel Lystbæk and Ea Melissa Herbst Gjedde Christiansen in Det Åbne Hjerte produced by SIGNA and Aarhus Festuge. Photo by Arthur Köstler.



		Figure 7.2 SIGNA Markus Schmon and Anne Sofie Skovlund Nielsen in Det Åbne Hjerte produced by SIGNA and Aarhus Festuge. Photo by Arthur Köstler.



		Figure 8.1 Nodes and concepts in research of dramaturgies of immersion. © Szatkowski and Nielsen.











		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



























































































































































































































































































































































		Cover Page



		Half-Title Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		List of Contributors



		Preface



		Start of Content











OEBPS/images/fig1_1.jpg
JoauaeR -
oa0rz0n-
000060 -
. Immersion






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DRAMATURGIES OF
IMMERSION

Analysing Poetics of Immersion

and Emersion

EDITED BY
Janck Szatkowski and
Thomas Rosendal Nielsen

R





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
é Routledge

Taylor & Franci Group
ONDBON AND NEW YORK





