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INTRODUCTION

We are always already entangled in webs of narratives. They are
integral to the world that precedes us, and they make it possible for us
to develop into subjects who are capable of narrating their
experiences, sharing them with others, and telling their own versions
of the stories they have inherited. Each cultural and historical world
functions as a space of possibilities that encourages certain modes of
experience, thought, and action, and discourages or disallows others,
and stories play a constitutive role in establishing the limits of these
worlds—both enabling experience and delimiting it.

(Hanna Meretoja, The Ethics of Storytelling: Narrative Hermeneutics,

History and the Possible)

MOE 1It’s all real.
All of it.
Everything bad is real.

And this is where the roads meet. This is an inevitability.

And I don’t care what happens to me.
But you’re in this. You’re involved.
(Alistair McDowall, Pomona)

The title of this thesis contains three key elements: ‘aporetic experience’, ‘speculative theatre’
and ‘utopian thinking’. These terms denote the embodied practices of three different but
interconnected concepts: aporia, speculation and utopia. The definition and application of
these concepts have gone through a long process of transformation. Despite the emergence of
dominant theories and interpretations in certain parts of the world or during specific historical
periods, ‘aporia’, ‘speculation’ and ‘utopia’ remain relevant in contemporary society, not by
providing claims of certainty but by their ability to accommodate contradictions and
stimulate critical reflection. In linking the three concepts, this thesis examines how
speculative theatre of the twenty-first century reconfigures utopianism by embracing aporia;
simultaneously, it strives to elucidate the implications of this paradigm shift in utopian theory

and practice on the question of theatre’s social and political engagement.

The urge to speculate, to envision different worlds, is perhaps as old as the human
imagination itself. The plausibility of what is speculated or imagined does not determine its
political relevancy. The significance of the speculating act lies in its capacity to explicitly or
implicitly interrogate the status quo, through the content and form of the narratives but also

through the reception and interpretation of these narratives at a particular time. In other words,
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speculation, as understood in this thesis, denotes a participatory act that occupies a fictive or
in-between space neither wholly removed from reality nor a mere extension of existing
conditions. The traditional theatre medium, due to its performative nature, its emphasis on the
materiality of the body and the stage as well as on representation, is said to be representative
of this state of in-betweenness.! Accordingly, the theatre presents itself as one of the most
suitable media and venues to explore the expressions and implications of speculation. Within
the field of contemporary British theatre alone, in the last five years, there have been many
articles discussing various aspects of speculative fiction seen on stage, which attests to the
growing interest in the topic among playwrights, the audience and critics alike.? Nevertheless,
to my knowledge, there has yet to be any study that attempts to unify these aspects under the
inclusive category of ‘speculative theatre’. As a result, this thesis is written in the hope of
enriching and corroborating existing critical works while also suggesting future directions for

the studies of ‘speculative theatre’.

All nineteen contemporary British plays selected for this research fall under the
encompassing and loosely defined category of speculative fiction, which comprises many

genres and subgenres in various media rather than the kind generally taken to be anonymous

1 Michel Foucault specifically mentions theatre as an example of heterotopia in his lecture note: theatre
‘has the ability to juxtapose in a single real place several emplacements that are incompatible in
themselves’. Michel Foucault, ‘Different Spaces’, in Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology, ed. James
Faubion, trans. Robert Hurley, vol. 2 Essential Works of Foucault 1954-1984 (New York: The New Press,
1998), 181.

2 See for instance, Merle Tonnies, ‘The Immobility of Power in British Political Theatre after 2000:
Absurdist Dystopias’, Journal of Contemporary Drama in English 5, no. 1 (2017): 156-72; lan Farnell,
‘Utopian Dreams, Dystopian Realities in Lucy Kirkwood and Anne Washburn’, Foundation 46, no. 128
(2017): 38-47; Dan Rebellato, ‘Of an Apocalyptic Tone Recently Adopted in Theatre: British Drama,
Violence and Writing’, Sillages critiques 22 (2017); Carlo Vareschi, ‘The Discreet Charm of Apocalypse:
Caryl Churchill’s Escaped Alone at the Royal Court’, Skene. Journal of Theatre and Drama Studies 3, no.
1 (2017): 181-92; Kelly Jones, Benjamin Poore, and Robert Dean, ed. Contemporary Gothic Drama:
Attraction, Consummation and Consumption on the Modern British Stage (London: Palgrave McMillan,
2018); Ian Farnell, ‘Science Fiction and the Theatre of Alistair McDowall’, Contemporary Theatre
Review 29, no. 2 (2019): 121-37; Dorothee Birke, ‘(Play)Houses of Horror: Addressing the Anxieties of
the Housing Crisis’, Journal of Contemporary Drama in English 7, no. 1 (2019): 89-106; Trish Reid, ‘The
Dystopian Near-future in Contemporary British Drama’, Journal of Contemporary Drama in English 7, no.
1 (2019): 72-88; Ian Farnell, ‘Science, Science Fiction, and Nick Payne’s Elegy: A Conceptual Third
Way’, Studies in Theatre and Performance 40, no.2 (2020): 206-23; Eckart Voigts and Merle Tonnies,
‘Posthuman Dystopia: Animal Surrealism and Permanent Crisis in Contemporary British Theatre’, Journal
of Contemporary Drama in English 8, no. 2 (2020): 295-312; Hoda Salem, ‘Science Fiction on Stage:
Dystopia in Caryl Churchill’s Far Away’, European Journal of English Language and Literature Studies 9,
no.2 (February 2021): 33-39; Aleks Sierz and Merle Tonnies, “Who’s Going to Mobilise Darkness and
Silence?”: The Construction of Dystopian Spaces in Contemporary British Drama’, Journal of
Contemporary Drama in English 9, no. 1 (May 2021): 20-42 (the whole 2021 issue Performing the Future
in general). Going back a little further, there is Ralph Willingham’s Science Fiction and the Theatre
(Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994), which is a historical survey of science fiction drama that
catalogues 328 plays.



with the novel. Theatre critics and researchers have sometimes characterised these plays as
dystopian, science fiction, psychological thriller, alternative history, apocalyptic or post-
apocalyptic. While these labels are not inaccurate, it appears that by overcoming the division
based on generic conventions, we may reach a more comprehensive understanding of the
aesthetic, ethical and political implications of a particular type of theatre as heterogeneous as
it is consistent. The playwrights included in this thesis occupy very different standings in
British theatre: some are well established, others emerging; some more vocal about the
political and ethical implications of their plays, others prefer to leave the interpretation to the
audience; some frequently associated with speculative writings, others less. In other words,
there is no conscious collective attempt at creating a movement known as ‘speculative
theatre’, and it would be erroneous to assemble these playwrights under any one label, even
though a corpus of speculative plays can still be delineated. It is important to stress that the
selected plays converge at several major points, which makes it possible to consider them an
evolving category whose ‘becoming’, emergent and subversive nature corresponds to

Raymond Williams’s notion of a ‘structure of feeling’.?

One of the most noticeable characteristics of these plays is a return to narrative and
fiction, which puts a strong emphasis on language rather than on theatre’s visual imperative.
This does not signal an atavistic movement since the return to the dramatic in contemporary
speculative theatre is at once non-prescriptive and non-logocentric. These plays’ commitment
to language does not reinforce existing power relations inherent in language use but unsettles

and undermines these relations by exposing language to the force of deconstruction.

Second, the extreme conditions of life and unlikely circumstances in many
speculative plays give the impression that this type of theatre embraces an escapist mindset,
dwelling on the imaginary instead of actively discussing struggles and problems of the
present. Current political and social contexts are invoked, but obliquely, through a process of
abstraction, and it is this abstraction that gives these plays a surreal, futuristic appearance.
Furthermore, the lack of a coherent message contributes to the claim that speculative theatre
is apolitical or, at the very least, striving for a relative and often ambiguous political stance.
To reach a fair assessment of contemporary speculative theatre’s political commitment, it is
crucial to keep in mind that the definition of political theatre in the twenty-first century is no

longer limited to that of the post-war era—that is, ‘a kind of theatre that not only depicts

3 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).
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social interaction and political events but implies the possibility of radical change on socialist
lines: the removal of injustice and autocracy and their replacement by the fairer distribution
of wealth and more democratic systems’.* The utopian dimension of political theatre from the
late 1950s to the 1980s is unmistakable. Not only that the possibility of radical changes
leading to a better, fairer society is affirmed, but there is also a strong sense of conviction and
confidence in theatre’s own ability to instigate such changes by supplying the public with

revolutionary inspiration.

This type of political theatre, written and performed with organised certainty and
didactic intents, has been in decline since the 1990s; thereupon, the form of political theatre
has become much more diverse, its message less direct, positive or imposing. Among these
new forms is verbatim theatre, which has often been chosen by dramatists with a clear
political agenda. At first glance, verbatim theatre seems to stand at the opposite end of the
spectrum compared to speculative theatre, at least in two aspects: current political issues are
tackled head-on and the narrative contains well-researched, reliable information that best
reflects reality.> However, even in its most explicit political manifestation, verbatim theatre
refuses to commit the same mistake as the political theatre in the post-war era by refraining
from spoon-feeding the audience with any readily drawn conclusion or political lesson. In
this respect, verbatim and speculative theatres are on the same page, and it would be more
accurate to consider these two types of theatre as supplementing rather than opposing each

other in their political commitment.

It is my contention that speculative theatre constitutes another form of political theatre
in the twenty-first century, which is not entirely cut off from the traditional Marxist theatre in
terms of its utopian aspiration even though it is not usually perceived as utopian at first sight.
In many speculative plays, the possibility of radical social restructuring is negated, either
because revolution is impossible in the context of systematic oppression (Edward Bond’s The
Chair Plays, Dawn King’s Foxfinder, Tamsin Oglesby’s Really OId, Like Forty Five) or
because even a successful revolution is incapable of producing sustainable, meaningful
changes (Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the Door). However, it does not mean that

speculative theatre completely renounces utopian thinking or prefers to convey a pessimistic,

4 Michael Patterson, Strategies of Political Theatre: Post-War British Playwrights, Cambridge Studies in
Modern Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 3-4.

5> We should keep in mind that what verbatim theatre presents to the audience, far from being the definitive
Truth, is an intersubjective version of truth, which has been constructed by all those who are involved in
the process of creating and performing any verbatim play.
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hopeless outlook about the future. On the contrary, the mode of utopian thinking exemplified
by speculative theatre envisions a space of openness for unknown potentials and critical

reflection, made possible through the experience of aporia.

This leads to the third and central feature that unites the plays included in this
research: speculative theatre is traversed with the question and expression of aporia on the
levels of form and content. In this thesis, aporia is understood as both process and product. At
times, it is used as a rhetorical device and a mode of enquiry, other times, characterised as an
impossible experience, a moment of suspension of judgement, a space in which paradoxes
thought of as irresolvable contradictions can be articulated, or an affective expression that
resists the binary logic of opposition.® Through its engagement with all these aspects of
aporia to create an aporetic encounter, speculative theatre gives rise to a utopian vision that
neither delineates a concrete project nor pronounces a clear break between the present and the
utopian future. Unlike traditional utopian thinking (both religious and secular, as in the case
of messianic Marxism), speculative theatre’s utopian thinking does not identify with
perfection, prosperity or social vitality, much less with the redemptive paradigm. Instead of
focusing on identifying, defining or measuring utopia, this process of utopian thinking does
not have a definitive goal to achieve because the utopian aspiration is invested in the
commitment to this mode of thinking rather than any subsequent outcome. Such a utopian
practice is political precisely because it negates the status quo and, despite the lack of
specific political messages, it does constitute a call to action, starting with imagining
radically different modes of existence, social organisation and relationality.

It must be noted that the utopian vision of speculative theatre does not strive to
establish its dominance by dismissing other modes of utopian thinking, such as realistic or
concrete utopia. In the same way that contemporary political theatre can accommodate
incompatible approaches, some more widely accepted than others, utopian thinking should
not be limited to only one direction. Here, it is important to make a distinction between the
respect for multiplicity and differences—which is a distinct feature of the postmodern
perspective—and absolute relativism. Itself an oxymoron, ‘absolute relativism’ is another
form of tyranny that renders meaningless the quest for meaning and denies the possibility of
truth since all truths are relative. With absolute or infinite relativism, the appearance of a

society of tolerance and cohabitation conceals the reality of divided, isolated groups and a

6 In this thesis, | will focus on examining these aspects of aporia in the sophistic tradition and the writings
of Jacques Derrida. See Chapter 1—I11 for more details.
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dangerous void of responsibility. What emerges is a precarious situation in which discourse is
foreclosed, the need for criticism eliminated—a culture of stagnation that leaves the status
quo unchallenged. It is not unusual for contemporary speculative theatre to be accused of
being relativist on many accounts, especially concerning ethics. The extreme circumstances
that form the context of many speculative plays are often seen as premise and justification for
violence and immoral behaviour. On the one hand, excessive representation of violence is
denounced as encouraging voyeurism and participating in the vulgarisation and
commercialisation of suffering. On the other hand, in blurring the demarcation between
victim and perpetrator, right and wrong, these plays seem to communicate a message of

ethical ambiguity that precludes judgement and accountability.

These critiques are essential in the sense that they emphasise the need for theatre to be
constantly preoccupied with the question of ethics within the context of the widespread
popularity of a detrimental form of relativism known as post-truth. However, rather than
accusing speculative theatre of being complicit in the normalisation of violence and the
equivocation of responsibility, I would suggest acknowledging its emphasis on uncertainty as
a sign of theatre’s self-awareness and an attempt at negotiating the aporia of social
engagement faced by artistic practices. Speculative theatre gives no illusion of being outside
the social and cultural contexts it is dramatising and, because of this implication, it cannot
provide any meaningful insight into existing problems without incorporating these problems
into its content and form.” That is not to say that speculative theatre condones the unethical
practices encouraged in our advanced capitalist society. In addition to exposing the
entrenched ideology of neoliberal capitalism and the emergence of postfascism in a fictive
setting, the plays included in this research also propose strategies of resistance that are prone
to failure or being reincorporated into the hegemonic system but nonetheless signal a moment
of possibility. These strategies range from replacing graphic violence with linguistic violence
(Caryl Churchill’s Far Away and Escaped Alone, Philip Ridley’s Mercury Fur), performing
multidirectional temporality (Alistair McDowall’s X and Nick Payne’s Elegy), employing the
meta-theatrical device of role-playing (Alistair McDowall’s Pomona, Chris Thorpe’s Victory
Condition and Jennifer Haley’s The Nether) and invoking the modern gothic sensibility
through the use of the double (Thomas Eccleshare’s Instructions for Correct Assembly),

haunted domestic space (Lucy Kirkwood’s The Children, Philip Ridley’s Radiant Vermin)

" For instance, in its criticism on the commercialisation of the myth of the apocalypse, speculative theatre
also takes part in this very cultural economy.
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and the gothic pastoral (Thomas Eccleshare’s Pastoral and Stef Smith’s Human Animals).
Together, they form a series of dramaturgical experimentations converged at the notion of
uncertainty. It is not the sort of debilitating uncertainty that impedes thought and action; on
the contrary, it is a space of uncertainty instilled with a sense of urgency. This aporetic
experience, in which the need to suspend judgement and the imperative of decision are
equally palpable, is emblematic of the mode of utopian thinking that characterises
contemporary speculative theatre. While aligning with the current ‘processual turn’ in
utopian studies, speculative theatre’s utopian expressions give rise to a kind of hope
particular in its aporetic nature—a hope that is sceptical and lacks confidence but nonetheless

demands nurture.

In terms of methodology, this research strives for an inclusive approach that combines
literary and dramaturgical analysis, performance studies and scenography. Even though my
primary approach is text-based, | also work with archival sources such as video recordings of
several plays available at the Victoria and Albert Theatre and Performance Archive,
photographs and reviews of different productions, as well as published interviews of
playwrights, directors and stage designers. One obvious benefit of this approach is that it
allows me to take into consideration the richness of speculative theatre’s visual and
performance vocabulary even though, paradoxically, there is strong resistance to theatre’s
visual imperative in representing crisis, catastrophe and violence. | believe that the tension
between the visual and the audible, between the play text and the performance, further
contributes to the affects characteristic of speculative theatre’s aporetic and utopian

experience.

The body of this thesis is organised into four chapters. Chapter 1 serves as an
extended introduction that contains more detailed background and theoretical information. To
begin with, I will trace the development of the term ‘speculative fiction’ to contextualise
‘speculative theatre’. This is followed by an overview of British speculative theatre, in which
I will demonstrate that speculation, far from being a modern phenomenon, has always been
an element of British theatre, even though the approach to language and formal
experimentation during each historical period remains different. The third part of this chapter
summarises the various definitions and applications of ‘aporia’, which inform my usage of
the concept in this research. In addition, I will briefly address recent developments in utopian

studies to demonstrate the presence of an emerging utopian ‘structure of feeling’ which
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closely, actively engages with the notion of aporia and whose expression can be clearly

observed in contemporary British speculative theatre.

Moving on to the main analysis, Chapter 2 explores the prominence of myth in
contemporary speculative theatre and the particularities of its mythopoeic operation. The
entire chapter is devoted to the topic of myth, first, because of the historical connection
between theatre and myth, which persists well into the twenty-first century. Second, it is to
show that contrary to the claim of a decline in contemporary society, the power of myth has
never been more perceptible, its presence more ubiquitous than in the present day. Myth-
making is a process that converges with utopian thinking at many points. It is by exploring
the ways speculative theatre engages with myth—not only the content of the myths it alludes
to, which myths are made, unmade or remade but also how these myths are framed and
structured—that we can gain a better understanding of the new mode of utopian thinking that
underscores many speculative plays. In particular, 1 will examine how speculative theatre
reconfigures the myth of the Apocalypse through strategies that interrogate the possibility of
a definitive end; how it discloses the mechanism of the modern mythological machinery in
politics and, more specifically, in the socio-economic sphere; and how it denaturalises
mythical speech by deconstructing the mythical object and the hero figure. What emerges
from speculative theatre’s approach to myth is a utopian impulse characterised by
indeterminacy, multiplicity, and a desire to overcome the limitations of fixed identity

categories.

The interruption of the mythical speech is crucial for a new mode of living-together to
emerge, and it is towards the exploration of this utopian mode of existence that Chapter 3 is
directed. In the twenty-first century, crisis, real and imagined, identified and yet to be
recognised, is no longer an exception but has become an integral part of normality. The
pervasiveness of crisis in speculative theatre is not simply an affirmation of this
normalisation but a reminder of the danger inherent in the concept of perpetual crisis. In
particular, speculative theatre unveils how such an understanding of crisis serves as
justification for violence, both systemic and individual, in the way ordinary people relate to
themselves, others and their environment. Heavily charged with the question of ethics,
speculative theatre pushes forward with an aporetic-utopian vision concerning the agency of
the marginalised and the dispossessed, the process of working through trauma and loss, and
the possibility of new interpersonal relationships within the family and the community. What
speculative theatre proposes is not simply a reversed hierarchy of power structures or the
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erasure of all boundaries—between the human and the nonhuman, perpetrator and victim, the
self and the other—but the possibility of a nonidentity and dialogic community characterised

as idiorrhythmic.®

While chapters 2 and 3 place a stronger emphasis on textual analysis, Chapter 4
explores the particularities of the theatre medium in instigating the spectator’s ‘experience of
the impossible’® or the ‘ordeal of the undecidable’.’® The visual language of speculative
theatre, whether impoverished or excessive, is invariably imbued with meanings. In the same
way meanings of the play text are destabilised to carve out a space for resistance, reflection
and freedom of imagination, the visual language of the actor’s body on stage and of the stage
setting draws the audience in, inviting them to interpret the signs but simultaneously refusing
any fixed or dominant interpretation. From the staging of the postmodern subject who is at
times split into body and voice, at times the embodiment of multiple voices/identities, the
representation of the gothic pastoral that problematises the notion of hospitality and the
power relation between human beings and nature, to the disorganisation of space and time in
interwoven temporal and spatial structures, speculative theatre presents itself as a theatre of
diversity. While this diversity is a result of openness to differences, it must be noted that this
openness contains a strong element of scepticism since it is extended towards considering and
interrogating different claims rather than accepting all claims as equally valid. Against the
backdrop of post-truth politics in the twenty-first century, this theatre of scepticism engages
the audience in a parrhesiastic (truth-telling) game!! that promotes a form of critical thinking
already attuned to emotions, a way of communicating and relating built upon the ethics of
care. In bringing into relief the complexity of the network of relations, speculative theatre
draws our attention to the role of the implicated subject and the question of responsibility that

emerges from acknowledging one’s implication in systemic injustice and violence.

In an age already plagued by uncertainty and anxiety, people turn to arts and cultural
products for comfort and reassurance. As such, it seems counter-intuitive for speculative

theatre to exacerbate the situation by imposing on the audience an aporetic experience that is,

8 Roland Barthes, How to Live Together: Novelistic Simulations of Some Everyday Spaces, trans. Kate
Briggs (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013).

9 Jacques Derrida, ‘Force of Law: The “Mystical Foundation of Authority’”, in Deconstruction and the
Possibility of Justice, ed. Drucilla Cornell, Michel Rosenfeld, and David Gray Carlson (Routledge, 2016),
15.

10 1bid., 22.

11 Michel Foucault, The Courage of Truth (The Government of Self and Others IlI)—Lectures at the
College de France 1983-84, ed. Frédéric Gros, trans. Graham Burchell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2011).
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more often than not, disorienting rather than guiding. Nevertheless, by the end of this thesis, |
hope to have demonstrated how contemporary British speculative theatre fulfils its social
responsibility through its contribution to the reconfiguration of utopianism, its insistence on
remaining a ‘theatre of questions’ that is heuristic, not didactic or propagandist. The
complexity of current and coming social, political, environmental and ethical problems
urgently calls for solutions, but it is neither theatre’s capability nor function to come up with
these solutions. What theatre is capable of, however, is to provide a space where the
implicated spectator can rehearse strategies for change and resistance—in short, a space of

utopian speculation.
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CHAPTER 1. BACKGROUND AND THEORIES

I. CONTEXTUALISING SPECULATIVE THEATRE

To better understand the particularities of speculation in contemporary British theatre,
it is essential to first look at the broader picture of speculative thoughts and practices,
specifically in literature. In this section, I will examine how the definition of ‘speculative
fiction’ has evolved from a subtype to a genre and then a manifestation of a structure of
feeling. It is my belief that speculative theatre can only be meaningfully situated once it is
made clear that it reflects the utopian structure of feeling that characterises contemporary

speculative fiction of various media.

In the twenty-first century, the term ‘speculation’ has frequently been associated with
disparaging meanings: as a conjecture or surmise that is, most times, opposed to fact or
action, otherwise, as a financial practice of a dubious ethical connotation.'> A conclusion
based solely on speculation holds little validity and, therefore, can be casually dismissed in
any rational debate where facts are valued and required. Even though it is true that
speculation is not entirely devoid of reason, the manner with which it engages reasoning is
usually characterised as hypothetical at best, fanciful thinking at worst. Consequently, many
come to view speculative thoughts, unaccompanied by proofs or plausible explanations, as
having no practical use if the goal is to initiate palpable changes based on newly acquired
knowledge. This is especially true in the area of scientific enquiry, where the margin for error

and uncertainty is to be reduced as much as possible, if not eradicated altogether.

In economic and financial contexts, speculation has remained a continuous target of
criticism because of the detrimental effects it may produce. In 1774, speculation was first
used to indicate ‘engagement in any business enterprise or transaction of a venturesome or
risky nature, but offering the chance of great or unusual gain’, even though the practice it
describes has a much older history.'® Ethically, the distinction between speculation and

regular trading or investment is similar to that between usury and normal business interest.

12 ‘Speculation, n.”, in OED Online (Oxford University Press), http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/186113.

13 In Politics, Aristotle recounts the story of Thales, who, expecting a large olive harvest, gained control of
all the olive presses in the region in advance. At harvest time, as demand for the presses was increased,
Thales rented them out at high prices and acquired large profits. Aristotle considers Thales’ gains as
‘unnatural’ and ‘justly censured’. See Aristotle, The Politics, trans. Thomas Alain Sinclair (New York:
Penguin, 1981), 90. In fact, speculative trading or investment is historically linked to the market system
and the practice must have come into existence as soon as humans started exchanging goods and money.
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As summarised by James Angel and Douglas McCabe, speculation is condemned by those
who argue that speculators produce nothing, that their action hurts both consumers and
producers, making the market more volatile, creating bubbles that are unjustified by any

economic fundamental or that speculation is just gambling.1*

At first sight, both the practice of speculation and its potential consequences, despite
different semantic registers, are imbued with negativity. Yet, the driving force behind this
kind of speculation is anything but negative. Whether used as a statement, in an argument, or
on the market, its ultimate goal is to affirm, to gain something. When one raises a claim based
on speculation, it is one’s intention to disprove one’s opponent and assert one’s position at
the same time. Even when there is no adversary, speculation is typically performed in the
belief that a new proposition previously unthought-of is being formulated and, in a certain
way, the action contributes to the advancement of knowledge even if later on it is to be
proved completely erroneous. In a similar fashion, financial speculation may not produce
anything, but the speculator’s eyes are definitely set on the expected gain. In the economic
context, speculation undergoes further distortion as it is turned into a solely future-oriented
activity, even though initially the term has no temporal specification. This is but another
example of capitalism’s (mis)appropriation of concepts in its endeavour to monopolise time
and, more specifically, the future. All things considered, the intention behind speculation is
always positive and derives from self-interest. This self-interest presents itself as individual
most of the time, but underlying the seemingly private phenomenon is a collective mentality
that captivates all human activities under the spell of affirmationism and progress.

It is not my purpose to dwell on this type of speculation. The subject of my
investigation is a different kind of speculative practice, one that does not seek to affirm but to
disrupt and challenge the dominant structures and established ideologies. Rather than
destructive, this type of speculation is better characterised as deconstructive. In bringing
together the known and the unknown, the knowable and the unknowable, reason and fantasy,
it occupies a fictive space in which the preoccupation with progress and knowledge is
momentarily relieved. What emerges from one’s engagement with this mode of speculation is
an experience of instability and uncertainty that makes it possible to think about the

possibility of a radically different future to come. It is in this sense that speculative fiction in

14 James J. Angel and Douglas M. McCabe, ‘The Ethics of Speculation’, Journal of Business Ethics 90, no.
3 (1 December 2009): 279-80.
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general and speculative theatre, in particular, fulfil their social function, against the charges

of nihilism, escapism or political paralysis.

The first appearance of the term ‘speculative fiction’ dates back to 1889 when it was
briefly mentioned in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine, even though it is Robert A. Heinlein
who is usually given credit for popularising it in his 1947 essay ‘On the Writing of
Speculative Fiction”.'® Heinlein writes:

In the speculative science fiction story, accepted science and established facts are

extrapolated to produce a new situation, new framework for human action. As a result of this

new situation, new human problems are created—and our story is about how human beings
cope with those new problems.

Based on this conception, the ‘speculative’ quality of science fiction is restrictive in two
aspects. First, the story must be grounded in ‘accepted science and established facts’. The
process of extrapolation, which distinguishes science fiction from hard science, refers to ‘the
technique of basing imaginary worlds or situations on existing ones through cognitive or
rational means’.}’” In short, Heinlein’s definition of speculative fiction effectively excludes
fantasy, horror and all other non-mimetic genres that feature various systems of intellectual
and practical activities aimed at understanding the physical and natural world but do not
conform to scientific facts or rational deduction. From the epistemological point of view, the
emphasis on known and proved knowledge as well as on rationality in Heinlein’s definition,
ironically, resituates speculative fiction in a position both inferior to and dependent on
scientific development. Imagination is allowed, provided that it remains a mechanistic

extension of realism.

We should note that Heinlein conjures up ‘speculative fiction” not only to draw a
boundary between science fiction and the fantasy or horror genre but also to distinguish the
so-called ‘simon-pure science fiction story’ from a ‘fictionalized essay’ or a ‘straight
adventure story’ disguising under ‘pseudo-scientific double-talk’. Edward Bellamy’s Looking

Backward (1888) is named by Heinlein as the prime example of a fictionalised essay in

15 Earlier, in 1941, Heinlein already used the term ‘speculative fiction’ in his address in the World Science
Fiction Convention. See Gary K. Wolfe, Critical Terms for Science Fiction and Fantasy: A Glossary and
Guide to Scholarship (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 122.

16 Robert A. Heilein, ‘On the Writing of Speculative Fiction’, in Science Fiction Criticism: An Anthology
of Essential Writings, ed. Rob Latham (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), 19.

17 Gary K. Wolfe, ‘Coming to Terms’, in Speculations on Speculation: Theories of Science Fiction, ed.
James Gunn and Matthew Candelaria (Maryland: Scarecrow Press, 2005), 16. Wolfe also notes that the
term ‘extrapolation’ is probably derived from ‘interpolation’, which is used by statisticians to refer to the
process of predicting a value beyond a known series by detecting patterns within the series.
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which human beings and their problems are not the focus of the narrative but rather
secondary elements used to illuminate a fictionalised framework about the future of
technology. Another type, one which Heinlein regards as pulp science fiction, contains stories,
despite being set in different worlds, different eras, filled with different technologies and
conditions, fail to present any novelty in the way human beings encounter emerging
problems. '8 In comparison, speculative fiction, identified as a first-rate subset, places
emphasis not so much on the new situation per se but on ‘coping with problems arising out of
the new situation’.!® Heinlein’s insistence on the importance of human behaviour marks the
second debatable point in his definition of speculative fiction. In exhibiting an overt
anthropocentric world view, the author intentionally overlooks all nonhuman agents that
necessarily participate in the process of creating and solving problems. In a sense, such
attitude reverberates the age-old belief that takes humans to be the master of the world and

the only existence worth consideration.

Based on Heinlein’s definition, many plays included in the corpus of this thesis would
fail the speculative check. For one thing, they do not contain any science-related elements
and, even when they do, the science is often represented unscientifically. Thomas
Eccleshare’s Instructions for Correct Assembly, for instance, stages an alternative world in
which common people can purchase humanoids as conveniently as we purchase furniture
from IKEA. Despite this very science-fictional premise, the play violates rather than
affirming ‘accepted science and established facts’. In one scene, the human character simply
removes the chip from the humanoid and put it in his head, thus transforming himself into a
cyborg through a simplistic self-performed operation. The unexpected mixture of high and
low technologies—a sophisticated robot whose appearance and speech (when he does not
malfunction) are indistinguishable from human beings on the one hand and, on the other, the
use of an almost archaic device like a physical remote control to regulate this robot—betrays
the imperative to construct an imaginary situation based on an existing one ‘through
cognitive or rational means’. There are, however, some exceptions. Nick Payne’s Elegy and

Jennifer Haley’s The Nether seem to correspond quite well with Heinlein’s conception of

18 Commenting on this type of science fiction, Heinlein writes, ‘Change the costume back to now, cut out
the pseudo-scientific double-talk and the blaster guns, and it turns out to be straight adventure story,
suitable, with appropriate facelifting, to any other pulp magazine on the news stand.” Heilein, ‘On the
Writing of Speculative Fiction’, 19.

19 1bid.
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speculation. Among the five defining requirements for a speculative science fiction story,
Heinlein emphatically stresses the last point, which demands that
no established fact shall be violated, and, furthermore, when the story requires that a theory
contrary to present accepted theory be used, the new theory should be rendered reasonably
plausible and it must include and explain established facts as satisfactorily as the one the

author saw fit to junk. It may be far-fetched, it may seem fantastic, but it must not be at
variance with observed facts.?

In Elegy, Payne incorporates knowledge in neuroscience to describe a procedure in the future
that can cure all mental illnesses and degenerative diseases, with the only setback being parts
of the patient’s memory are removed in the process. Several scenes of the play revolve
around a doctor explaining, in highly technical terms, the various aspects of this new
procedure. It is in these scenes that we find the most recognisable manifestation of
extrapolation: some details in the explanation are drawn from existing research while others
are rationally fabricated. Compared to Elegy, The Nether does not present much technical
information; nevertheless, it follows the same methodology of extrapolation in its exploration
of the evolution of the Internet into the Nether—a virtual reality, immersive space in which
people pursue legal activities such as learning and working but can also seek to fulfil their
forbidden desires. In both plays, the imaginary worlds and situations are not real, but it can be

agreed that given enough time, it is highly probable for them to become a reality.

To return to the timeline of speculative fiction, in 1966, Judith Merril proposed
another definition, one that focuses considerably less on the scientific element and reverses
the hierarchy previously set by Heinlein. As a result, the term is elevated from a subtype to a
genre, a mode of writing in which the essence of science fiction lies. According to Merril, the
objective of speculative fiction is ‘to explore, to discover, to learn, by means of projection,
extrapolation, analogue, hypothesis-and-paper-experimentation, something about the nature
of the universe, of man, of “reality”’.21 While still making use of the traditional ‘scientific
method’ including observation, hypothesis and experimentation, speculative fiction also
‘introduc[es] a given set of changes—imaginary or inventive—into the common background
of “known facts,” creating an environment in which the responses and perceptions of the

characters will reveal something about the inventions, the characters, or both’.?? Merril’s

20 |bid.

21 Judith Merril, ‘What Do You Mean: Science? Fiction?’, in SF: The Other Side of Realism—Essays on
Modern Fantasy and Science Fiction, ed. Thomas D. Clareson (Ohio: Bowling Green University Popular
Press, 1971), 60.

22 |bid.
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definition attempts to lift the limitation imposed on imagination by Heinlein; at the same time,
it advocates the hybridisation of ‘scientification’ and the Lovecraftian elements, the latter of
which has often been excluded from standard discussions on science fiction. Among the
plays included in this research, Alistair McDowall’s Pomona and X are perhaps most
remarkable in the attempt to weave together scientific and fantastic imagination. Pomona,
while realising the Mobius strip through a dramatic structure in which role-playing games
and reality entangle, also makes extensive references to Lovecraftian horror, the most
obvious of which being the presence of a character wearing a Cthulhu mask. X is set in a
post-apocalyptic future, in a research base on Pluto, where five astronauts are stranded and
restlessly waiting for rescue. The gravity of the situation skyrockets as it is discovered that
the main clock of the base has malfunctioned. Things get stranger when a huge bloody X
suddenly appears outside a window, and one of the crew encounters a mysterious girl with an
X at the place of her mouth. In both plays, the exploration of human’s temporal and spatial

perception in extreme conditions cannot be separated from the horror and fantastical elements.

The move toward blurring generic boundaries proposed by Merril, while being
enthusiastically embraced and put into practice by many, most notably by those associated
with the New Wave ‘movement’?® of the 1960s and 70s or female writers like Ursula K. Le
Guin, Doris Lessing and Margaret Atwood, is met with resistance from writers and critics
belonging to the science-fetishizing pole. Isaac Asimov, for instance, shows strong
disapproval against the intention to replace ‘science fiction” with ‘speculative fiction’, not
only because ‘speculative’ ‘seems a weak word’ that is ‘four syllables long and is not too
easy to pronounce quickly’.?* His greatest concern lies in the fact that in allowing the cross-
breeding between traditional science fiction and horror or fantasy, the term ‘speculative
fiction’ can be exploited and become a mere tool ‘seized on by a number of people who know
very little science and who feel more comfortable speculating freely and without having to
raise a sweat by learning the rules of the game’.? In the like manner, academic and author
David Ketterer remarks that the term ‘has been used somewhat confusedly’ and considers the

act of grouping together works of fantasy and science fiction as blurring ‘a vital

2 To describe New Wave as a movement, however, is not completely accurate. The American New Wave
was ‘no more than a concatenation of talent occurring at the same time and bringing new ideas and new
standards to the writing of sf’. See Edward James, Science Fiction in the Twentieth Century (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1994), 127. As for the British New Wave, even though it is composed of writers
associated with the magazine New Worlds with a particular programme, many of those writers reject the
label since it was usually used to denote a subgenre of science fiction.

24 Isaac Asimov, Asimov on Science Fiction (New York: Doubleday, 1981), 24.

25 |bid., 301.
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distinction’.?6 However, Ketterer later suggests that instead of defining speculative fiction as
an encompassing category, we could retain the term to describe ‘those works on the
bordering areas between SF and other aspects of the apocalyptic imagination or, indeed, of

the fantastic and mimetic imaginations.’?’

Here, | do not want to fall into the trap of generalisation by hastily expounding how
the gender issue is implicated in the debate, even though it is true that there seem to be many
more female writers who promote the inclusive approach while the opposing group is
comprised mostly of male authors and critics. For the simple reason that numerous male
authors did support the progressive definition, one of whom is J. G. Ballard—probably the
first to be associated with the New Wave. At the beginning of his career, in the second half of
the 1950s, Ballard sat uncomfortably in the science fiction mainstream because of his
outspoken inclination to challenge the status quo. In an interview with George MacBeth in
1967, Ballard defines as following the ‘new science fiction’ in comparison to the ‘extrovert,
optimistic literature of technology’ that is normative science fiction:

I think the new science fiction, which other people apart from myself are now beginning to

write, is introverted, possibly pessimistic rather than optimistic, much less certain of its own

territory. There’s a tremendous confidence that radiates through all modern American science
fiction of the period 1930 to 1960; the certainty that science and technology can solve all
problems. This is not the dominant form of science fiction now. | think science fiction is
becoming something much more speculative, much less convinced about the magic of science

and the moral authority of science. There’s far more caution on the part of the new writers
than there was.?®

The speculative quality of Ballard’s ‘new science fiction’, like Merril’s definition of
speculative fiction, situates the author in a humble position when it comes to knowledge, not
because they are incapable of grasping or explaining a certain scientific principle but because
science itself is a much less certain discipline than the image it projects through traditional
science fiction narrative. The call to shift the emphasis from scientific accuracy to literary
style, to rethink the nature of speculative writing as a whole, is not illegitimate and would
have gained the term ‘speculative fiction’ more currency if it had not been for the dismissive
tone it incorporated. In a counterargument, Ballard identifies as fantasy the overestimation of

and certainty in the power of science.

%6 David Ketterer, ‘Science Fiction and Allied Literature’, Science Fiction Studies 3, no. 1 (1976): 65.

27 |bid., 66. Emphasis mine.

28 J. G. Ballard, ‘The New Science Fiction’, in The New S.F.: An Original Anthology of Modern
Speculative Fiction, ed. Langdon Jones (London: Hutchinson, 1969). Emphasis mine.
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In a sense Asimov, Heinlein and the masters of American SF are not really writing of science
at all. They’re writing about a set of imaginary ideas which are conveniently labelled
‘science’. They’re writing about the future, they’re writing a kind of fantasy-fiction about the
future, closer to the western and the thriller, but it has nothing really to do with science.?

Such a serious claim undermines the whole premise of traditional science fiction and proves
to be problematic. It appears that Ballard, while promoting a new speculative science fiction,
has yielded to the risky practice of denouncing the genre’s tradition completely.® It is true
there were certain restrictive aspects in the conception of science fiction in the 1960s; still,
one cannot deny the fact that even the most conventional science fiction narratives have
continued to be a source of inspiration for young people to explore science or that, thanks to
these narratives, science fiction was able to claim a place in literature, no matter how
marginal that position remains to be. It is this wholesale rejection of tradition that contributed
to the failure of speculative fiction to replace science fiction as a genre when the New Wave
movement failed to achieve popularity and eventually died down by the end of the 1970s.%!

The whole episode of the 1960s reflects the radical revolutionary spirit of the era. On
the one hand, there were established writers who preferred to maintain a high degree of
clarity in categorisation. On the other stood the emerging voices who strived to upset the
accepted norms, to revitalise and experiment with new narrative modes by incorporating
unconventional elements. Such intensified friction between the old and the new is not
something that pertains to science fiction alone but can be found in the historical
development of almost any literary genre. In fact, this antagonistic movement is the

underlying force that creates dynamics in all disciplines of the humanities and science alike.

The failure to define speculative fiction as a genre is not only predictable but also
preferable, as it maintains an openness that has allowed much more diversity in the

reconceptualisation of the term since the 1990s. At present, speculative fiction is increasingly

29 J. G. Ballard, quoted in Jannick Storm, ‘An Interview with J. G. Ballard’, Speculation 21 (February
1969): 5.

%0 Ballard’s remark falls in line with Csicsery-Ronay’s argument, which holds that ‘exaggeratedly
rationalistic theories ignore SF’s fundamentally playful performance of scientific thinking’. Csicsery-
Ronay further adds, ‘Most SF writers, far from pushing an agenda of scrupulous respect for scientific truth,
toy with it, making it a source of metaphors, rationalized by realistic representation, and embedded in
quasi-mythic narrative traditions that express social concerns.” See Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, The Seven
Beauties of Science Fiction (Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 2008), 112.

31 1t is important to note that the New Wave did produce many positive results that remain till today, such
as ‘a more profound awareness of the political and moral complexities of the world, a more sophisticated
and self-conscious literary approach, a more realistically pessimistic attitude to human nature and to the
ability of technology to improve the human condition’. See James, Science Fiction in the Twentieth
Century, 127.
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identified as a conceptual framework, a manifestation of a ‘structure of feeling’ that is not
limited to the realm of literature but extended to other media such as graphic novels, film,
television, computer game and indeed, theatre. In Marxism and Literature, Raymond
Williams explains the notion of ‘structure of feeling’ as ‘social experiences in solution’*? and
changes of presence which can be emergent or pre-emergent but do not have to ‘await
definition, classification or rationalisation before they exert palpable pressures and set
effective limits on experience and on action’.3 Based on Williams’ explanation, speculative
thinking and practice qualify as and remain a structure of feeling as long as they demonstrate
a reluctance to be moulded into a precise definition. Consequently, the elusiveness of the
term ‘speculative fiction’, in denying the satisfaction usually found in the seeming certainty

of traditional literary genres, prevents it from becoming another fixed and dominant paradigm.

It is for this reason that speculative fiction in the twenty-first century has been
increasingly identified not for what it is but for what it is not. As a blanket term, it includes
not only the super-genres of fantasy and science fiction but also

[...] utopia, dystopia, eutopia, horror, the gothic, steampunk, slipstream, alternative history,

cyberpunk, time slip, magic(al) realism, supernatural romance, weird fiction, the New Weird,

(post)apocalyptic fiction, myth, legend, traditional, retold, and fractured fairy tale, folktale,

ghost fiction, New Wave fabulation, and other interstitial genres as long as they are informed

by the non-mimetic impulse—that is, by the broadly conceived departure from verisimilitude
to consensus reality. %

One may be alarmed by the number of genres and subgenres mentioned in the above list and
for the right reason. After all, there is no practical use for a label if it is to encompass almost
anything. In formulating a definition on the basis of negation, the contemporary conception
of speculative fiction appears to adopt a counter-intuitive approach that deliberately
associates itself to vagueness rather than to clarity. In the same manner that speculative
narratives aim to create cognitive dissonance in the reader/audience, the looseness of the
category’s definition preconditions a feeling of frustration for those who seek to pin down the
shared characteristics among the composing elements, which, in reality, do not exist most of
the time. It is not what they have in common that unifies these seemingly distinct modes of
narrative under one blanket, but what they refuse to be a part of—‘the verisimilitude to

consensus reality’. In this sense, the term ‘speculative fiction’ negates not to exclude or

32 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 133.

33 Ibid.

34 Marek Oziewicz, ‘Speculative Fiction’, Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Literature, 29 March 2017,
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.013.78. My emphasis.
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privilege any particular genre, nor does it intend to conjure up a new operational definition.
At the same time, as a multi-generic category, it invites a relative rather than definite
individual generic definition, which does not completely erase boundaries but simply
transforms these boundaries into something much more flexible in their recognition of
intersection. ‘Speculative fiction’ is indeed a convenient and useful term to denote a territory
‘free from the legacy of genre wars and hostile taxonomies’.® Furthermore, by shifting the
focus from hierarchy to relationality, it calls attention to other non-mimetic expressions that
have not been adequately recognised because they do not conform to the traditional Western
non-mimetic mindset, such as speculative visions formulated from a postcolonial or minority
perspective or those found in ‘world literature’. In other words, the term not only
accommodates diverse genres or subgenres but also sets the condition for a multicultural
approach to thrive. Last but not least, speculative fiction, in its willingness to acknowledge
otherness, brings into relief the importance of nonhuman agents and expands the scope of

narrative beyond an anthropocentric concern.

As enticing as it may sound, there are lingering questions that need to be tackled. The
problem being, even when speculative fiction is embraced as a broad category for its
inclusiveness, we cannot help but wonder about the function of a narrative whose main goal
is claimed to be the representation of various modes of being that oppose to the general
understanding of ordinary reality. To put it differently, what does speculative fiction aim to
achieve through the process of challenging the established norms, exposing the porousness of
the present and resisting definite closure? How can this be of any relevance in today’s world

of perpetual crisis?

It is tempting to view speculative fiction as a sort of premonition, to warn us against
the future so that we can make appropriate adjustments to avoid the undesirable
consequences to come. A large part of speculative narratives radiates with a predictive light
in the sense that they present visions of possible futures. As a result, they have been
identified as future-oriented, and the plausibility of these predictions has become a subject of
retrospective scrutiny, which is extremely common in the case of hard science fiction or

dystopian narratives.3® This tendency to attribute specific practical values to speculative

3 Ibid.

3% Such is the problem with Margaret Atwood’s definition of speculative fiction. In her attempt to
distinguish speculative fiction from science fiction, she claims that while the former treats ‘things that
really could happen but just hadn’t completely happened when the authors wrote the book’, the latter deals
with ‘things that could not possibly happen’. In focusing on the probability of the plot of speculative
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fiction brings us back to the problematic dynamics between ‘extrapolation’ and ‘speculation’.
According to Brooks Landon, there exist three different constructed relationships between
them. The first posits extrapolation and speculation as opposite binaries, ‘with the former
term suggesting the fidelity to known and possibly even existing science and technology [...]
and the latter suggesting the more sociologically focused and less obviously plausible
narratives of H. G. Wells’.3" The second and third relationships position the two terms as
sequential stages, one starting from speculation and then becoming the baseline for
extrapolation, the other in reverse.®® In actual usage, however, it is not always possible to
identify a single clear relationship, for ‘as frequently as they are cast in opposition to each
other, they are used as if they are interchangeable.”®® To further complicate matters, Stanley
Schmidt defines extrapolation as ‘speculation based on extensions, developments, and
applications of well-established knowledge’,*® which effectively views speculation as a
broader category to which extrapolation belongs. While it is true the two terms cannot be
separated completely, a crucial distinction must be made to gain a better understanding of the
function of speculative fiction. There is no denying that extrapolation conveys a defiant
willingness to go beyond the known and the present. Unfortunately, the manner in which it
engages with existing knowledge already forecloses the possibility of arriving at anything
truly new, as it simply reinforces and perpetuates the present. From a political point of view,
extrapolation monopolises the future by posing it as a seamless extension of present
conditions. It is against this form of structural violence that speculative thinking seeks to
contest. If speculative fiction is to be used as a subversive instrument against hegemonic
ideologies that exploit growth, security and stability as excuses for oppression, domination or
reification, it needs to steer away from identifying itself as an attempt to govern the
unpredictability of the future. Speculative narratives are not a crystal sphere through which

one can get a glimpse of things to come.

Consequently, many contemporary speculative plays, whether set in the future or a

fictional present, employ various strategies to resist foreclosing the future. Chris Thorpe’s

fiction becoming reality in the future, Atwood invests in works belonging to this category a predictive
power, which may cause them to be interpreted as a warning and/or a call for change. Once again, this
proves to be a restriction in imagination for speculative writings. See Margaret Atwood, In Other Worlds:
SF and the Human Imagination (London: Hachette, 2011), 6.

37 Brooks Landon, ‘Extrapolation and Speculation’, in The Oxford Handbook of Science Fiction, ed. Rob
Latham (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 24.

38 Ibid.

39 Ibid.

40 Stanley Schmidt, ‘The Science in Science Fiction’, in Many Futures, Many Worlds: Theme and Form in
Science Fiction, ed. Thomas D. Clareson (Ohio: Kent State University, 1977), 30.

28



Victory Condition makes an interesting reference to the simulation theory, which
hypothesises that reality as we know it is but a simulation run by some higher form of
intelligence. However, rather than conveying a pessimistic outlook of a helpless subject
caught in a predetermined world, the play puts a strong emphasis on the possibility of choice,
starting with something as small as deciding whether one should help a homeless woman
when one steps out of the theatre. Caryl Churchill’s Far Away and Escaped Alone expose
language to the force of deconstruction to test the limits of its meaning-making function,
while Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the Door invokes the carnival sense of the world and
incorporates various aspects of Menippean satire, all to ensure that the futures they depict are

free from any ideological constraint.

As part of the attempt to preserve the openness of the future, it also follows that
speculative theatre and speculative fiction often refrain from communicating any clear
political message. It would be erroneous to equate this refusal to take a stance within a binary
framework with an attempt to escape from reality and responsibility, either through laughter
or despair. Within the process of cultural production, the object of speculation and how it is
speculated have always been influenced by the external conditions at the time the act of
speculation is performed. In contemporary speculative theatre, for instance, no matter how
extraordinary or far-fetched the imaginary worlds and situations appear to be, they always
echo or reflect concerns very much familiar to the audience: the immigration crisis (Edward
Bond’s The Under Room), the danger of nuclear power (Lucy Kirkwood’s The Children),
ecological crisis (Stef Smith’s Human Animals and Thomas Eccleshare’s Pastoral), the
ageing population (Tamsin Oglesby’s Really Old, Like Forty Five), the housing crisis (Philip
Ridley’s Radiant Vermin), biological warfare or civil war in general (Philip Ridley’s Mercury
Fur), and the proliferation of post-truth politics (Edward Bond’s Have | None and Chair, as
well as Dawn King’s Foxfinder). Just because these plays do not directly tell the audience
how to think or what the solutions to these problems should be, does not mean that they are to

be judged as lacking political commitment.

To understand the function of speculative fiction, we need to turn to its contemporary
definition as a ‘structure of feeling’. From the juxtaposition of ‘structure’ and ‘feeling’, one
can already perceive the contradiction inherent in the notion. Raymond Williams
acknowledges this oxymoronic word choice: the experience the term denotes is ‘as firm as

“structure” suggests, yet it operates in the most delicate and least tangible parts of our
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activity’.*! According to Williams, structures of feeling are most readily accessible in the art
and literature of a specific period. The emphasis on historical specificity should not be
mistaken as a claim for deterministic structuralism, which denies art its autonomy and agency,
even though it is true that a work of art does not exist in a vacuum, nor the artist outside of
society. A structure of feeling is always a process, a trajectory of the power struggle between
the totality and the particular, between the hegemonic ideology—also known as the official
consciousness or ‘common sense’—and the subversive thought articulated in a form that has

not been fully worked out but is nonetheless perceptible.

Speculative fiction, theorised as the manifestation of a structure of feeling, is not
apolitical precisely because of its emphasis on non-mimetic imagination. Its lack of a unified
form of articulation attests to its commitment to remain a process rather than a final product,
while its insistence on addressing unthinkable crises rather than presenting solutions for
existing problems stems from a high degree of reflexivity and awareness of its function as a
symbolic representation. If the interests of capitalism lie in productivity, control and concrete
results, speculative fiction’s disinterestedness in these matters is, paradoxically, proof of its
political responsibility. The seeming indifference of speculative narrative in solving social,
political or ethical problems, therefore, should not be mistaken for escapism or nihilism. In
the like manner, the focal point of speculation is not the future, despite its frequent futuristic
setting. As a structure of feeling, speculative fiction is an attempt to unveil the hidden aspects
of the present. It would be more accurate to characterise speculative fiction as ‘afformance
art’, which ‘locates the political in perception itself, in art as a poetic interruption of the law
and therefore of politics”.*? In short, speculative fiction functions as a form of self-reflexive,
suspensive and pervasive negation that not only undermines the status quo of the present by
exposing its vulnerabilities and inconsistencies but also interrogates the ideological framing

of negation as associated with revolutionary aspiration and novelty.

It is within this framework of speculative fiction that | would situate contemporary
British speculative theatre. As a component of an encompassing category, speculative theatre
shares the defining characteristic of all speculative works, which is the rejection of mimetic

realism. At the same time, the manner in which it demonstrates its non-mimetic dimension is

41 Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution [1961] (Ontario: Broadview Press, 2001), 64.
42 Hans-Thies Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, trans. Karen Jurs-Munby (London & New York:
Routledge, 2006), 6.
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distinct compared to other mediums. I will now turn towards the history of British speculative

theatre in my examination of the particularities of theatre’s approach to speculation.
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II. AN OVERVIEW OF BRITISH SPECULATIVE THEATRE

1. Proto-Speculative Theatre

Even though this thesis focuses on speculative theatre in the twenty-first century, it
must be noted that speculative elements (myth, utopia, dystopia, fantasy, science-fiction, to
name but a few) have always been part of the theatre. My purpose in reaching back to
examine some British plays written in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, such as those
by William Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe and the lesser-known Thomas Shadwell, is
not only to disclose these elements and illustrate a sort of continuity in the speculative
tradition of British theatre but also to highlight the distinction between these proto-
speculative plays and contemporary ones due to the evolving conceptualisation of

‘speculation’.

In his 1973 volume of essays, Strong Opinions, Vladimir Nabokov conveyed his
dissatisfaction with the tendency to identify a writer or a literary creation through generic
labelling, claiming that ‘if we start sticking group labels, we’ll have to put the Tempest in the
SF category, and of course thousands of other valuable works.’*® Nabokov’s scorn for the
category SF is quite evident, and it is implicitly understood that being characterised as
science fiction is demeaning to ‘valuable works’. Putting aside this problematic point for the
moment, we cannot help but acknowledge that, written in 1610-1611, Shakespeare’s The
Tempest already incorporates elements which, under retrospective consideration, qualify it as
a speculative play. For instance, early readings of The Tempest usually bring into relief the
utopian aspiration epitomised in Gonzalo’s speech concerning the creation of an ideal
commonwealth. On the other hand, more recent interpretations, especially those from a
postcolonial perspective, have focused on the dystopian dimension, with Caliban as the
oppressed native and the whole play as an allegory of European discovery and colonisation.**
Moreover, while the presence of magic, witchcraft and supernatural spirit situates The
Tempest in the fantasy genre, the play also presents proto-science fiction tropes that continue
to be a source of influential inspiration in various forms of artistic production. From Aldous
Huxley’s Brave New World (1931), the 1956 film Forbidden Planet, to the highly acclaimed

series Westworld (2016-present), the explicit reference to the figure of Prospero or the

43 Vladimir Nabokov, Strong Opinions [1973] (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 87.

4 Some examples of the post-colonial interpretations include Aimé Césaire’s Une Tempéte—a 1969
theatrical adaptation, or Jonathan Miller's groundbreaking 1988 production of Shakespeare’s play in which
Prospero is presented as a white colonist and Caliban a black slave.
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discovering and conquering theme that is central to The Tempest has been widely
acknowledged. What distinguishes these modern narratives from Shakespeare’s is simply the

replacement of magic with science.

It would be an unfortunate omission, however, to overlook the extent to which science
was textually incorporated in Shakespeare’s work. More than just foregrounding the structure
of modern science fiction narrative, many of his plays demonstrate the playwright’s
awareness of new scientific discoveries and his intention to communicate them to a larger
audience.* Shakespeare’s knowledge touches upon anatomy, botany, physics, astronomy and
early forms of ‘social sciences’ such as geography, history, anthropology, psychology or
political science.*® Yet, it is crucial to note that since the methods of what comes to be known
as ‘science’ today were still largely under construction during the sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries, the idea of art and science as opposing domains of knowledge practice
must have been unfamiliar to Shakespeare. As noted by Carla Mazzio, the term ‘science’ at
the time ‘was not yet distinguished from artisanal practices and technologies through which
cultural artefacts, be they words or things, were made, and through which various aspects of
nature were subject to scrutiny’. *’ Accordingly, it may be strenuous to claim that
Shakespeare’s interest in science and the speculative was an attempt to blur the boundary
between empirical and artistic knowledge, as that division was still very much in the

making.*® The juxtaposition of fantastic elements and scientific facts in Shakespearean plays,

4 The connection between Shakespeare and science has garnered interest from many scholars in recent
years. Shakespeare & Science, the 2009 special double issue of the South Central Review, edited by Carla
Mazzio, has come to be regarded as a seminal study on the topic. Other notable publications include The
Science of Shakespeare: A New Look at the Playwright’s Universe (New York: Thomas Dunne, 2014) by
science journalist Dan Falk, or Spectacular Science, Technology and Superstition in the Age of
Shakespeare (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017), edited by Sophie Chiari and Mickael
Popelard.

%6 For additional reference, see Edward Tabor, ‘Plant Poisons in Shakespeare’, Economic Botany 24, no.1
(1970): 81-94; Marcus Nordlund, ‘The Problem of Romantic Love: Shakespeare and Evolutionary
Psychology’, in The Literary Animal: Evolution and the Nature of Narrative, ed. Jonathan Gottschall and
David S. Wilson (lllinois: Northwestern University Press, 2005), 107-25; Frangois Laroque, <’Old
Custom”. Shakespeare’s Ambivalent Anthropology’, Actes des congrés de la Société francaise
Shakespeare 33 (2015); or Natalie Elliot, ‘Shakespeare’s Worlds of Science’, New Atlantis: A Journal of
Technology & Society, no. 54 (Winter 2018): 30-50.

47 Carlo Mazzio, ‘Introduction: Shakespeare and Science, c. 1600°, South Central Review 26, no. 1/2
(2009): 3.

8 In her introduction to the issue, Mazzio notes that ‘science’ in Shakespeare’s time was significantly
different from the modern understanding of the word: ‘Whereas it is now common to distinguish between
the arts and sciences within university curricula, as a disciplinary rubric, “science” was often used
interchangeably with “art.” That the “seven liberal arts” were also called, in the Renaissance, the “seven
liberal sciences” [...] indicates a great deal of fluidity between the “arts” and “sciences” at the basic level
of terminology.” See Mazzio, ‘Introduction: Shakespeare and Science, ¢. 1600°, 2. She also carefully
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which renders them the speculative quality, was not a subversive operation; rather, it should

be considered as something that came up naturally in the playwright’s creative process.

Written two decades before The Tempest, Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus
(1588-1593) presents a different approach to theatre’s scientific engagement, which has
prompted many scholars to regard it as the archetype of the modern ‘science play’. The
epistemological shift, from the Renaissance’s conception of knowledge in which art and
science were used interchangeably, to fact-based scientific knowledge that marked the
departure of science from art, did not occur at once but was a process that was already under
way by the end of the sixteenth century. Even though the demarcation between science and
art remained ambiguous and would continue to be so for another century, the move towards a
clear disciplinary division was far from being imperceptible. Many artists were keenly aware
of such a movement, and Marlowe was perhaps one of the first to bring the issue to the
forefront. Unlike many Shakespearean plays, in which science is employed as a mere
metaphor for political problems and, therefore, assumes a secondary place, Doctor Faustus
focuses on science as a problem in itself, as a subject matter, with the figure of the ‘scientist’
occupying a central place. The target of criticism in Marlowe’s play is not the emerging
realist epistemology but human weaknesses. It was not science per se but greed and hubris in
the name of science that drove Faustus to bargain with the Devil and fall into the trap of
illusionistic practices.*® Consequently, the play demonstrates not so much a suspicious,
antagonistic attitude towards science’s claim for knowledge and progress, as sometimes

misinterpreted, but a warning against the potential danger of pseudo, sham science.

In the like manner, Thomas Shadwell’s The Virtuoso (1676) should not be read as a
blanket indictment of the Royal Society or experimental philosophy but, as noted by Joseph
M. Gilde in his close reading of the play, ‘Shadwell is in fact in general accord with the
principles of the Royal Society’ and the institution, ‘far from being the object of the play’s

satire, provides a standard for judging the follies of the two principal fools’,>® namely Sir

underlines the fact that acknowledging the fluidity between art and science in terms of terminology in
Shakespeare’s time is not synonymous with conflating the two in an act of retrospective superimposition.

49 Faustus prides himself for having mastered all human forms of knowledge and dismisses philosophy,
medicine, law and religion as studies worthy of further investigation. While it is true that the desire for
more knowledge is usually considered admirable, the case of Faustus presents an extreme, distorted aspect
of intellectual pursuit. As noted by Ladegaard, ‘Faustus’ story is not the fall of a noble soul, but the drama
of a mind traversed by unbounded material desire.” See Jakob Ladegaard, ‘The Comedy of Terror:
Ideology and Comedy in Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus’, Textual Practice 31, no.1 (2017): 179-195.

%0 Joseph M. Gilde, ‘Shadwell and the Royal Society: Satire in The Virtuoso’, Studies in English Literature,
1500-1900 10, no.3 (1970): 469.
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Nicholas Gimcrack and Sir Formal Trifle. The case of Shadwell’s play demonstrates that
theatre’s interest in science and their mutual relationship manifests itself not only in
canonical works but also in plays written by lesser-known playwrights. In its early days, the
Royal Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge, founded in 1660, was less
intellectually homogeneous than is sometimes thought. Richard Foster Jones makes an
important distinction between mechanical philosophers and experimental philosophers, who
were all active participants in the scientific movement during the second half of the
seventeenth century. For the mechanical philosopher, ‘the purpose assigned to scientific
activity [...] is consistently and emphatically declared to be the satisfying of intellectual
curiosity’, against the experimental philosopher’s belief that ‘their own observations and
experiments would furnish aid to the practical activities of their humble associates’.>! In other
words, the former kind of philosophers is devoted to knowledge as an end in itself, while the
latter places a strong emphasis on the utilitarian aspect of their intellectual pursuit. The
coexistence of these two groups generated many disputes surrounding the practical
implication of science; however, it is far from being the only debatable issue within the Royal
Society. Its motto Nullius in verba, which means ‘take nobody’s word for it’, represents the
Fellows’ determination to ‘withstand the domination of authority and to verify all statements
by an appeal to facts determined by experiment’.®>® Yet, the manner in which the Fellows’
experiments were displayed was fraught with problems. On the one hand, the theatrical,
spectacular dimension of these presentations unfortunately fed into popular distrust and
prompted many to condemn the Society for its hypocritical claim of fact abiding. On the
other hand, the unnecessary complex language employed by many members betrayed the
institution’s aim to ‘withstand the domination of authority’ by morphing it into an
authoritative organisation that excluded women and all those without a privileged

background.>3

Shadwell’s attitude towards the Royal Society is more nuanced than initially thought,

for he does not ridicule the institution as a whole but only pokes at specific problematic

51 Richard F. Jones, ‘The Rhetoric of Science in England of the Mid-Seventeenth Century’, Restoration
and Eighteenth-Century Literature: Essays in Honor of Alan Dugald McKillop, ed. Carroll Camden
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), 16-20.

% ‘History of the Royal Society | Royal Society’, accessed 19 September 2021,
https://royalsociety.org/about-us/history/.

53 According to Tita Chico, in fraught tension with the virtuoso, the Royal Society’s theory of the modest
witness ‘envisages a category of identity that works to render its privileges both invisible and paramount, a
fantasy of self-control, gentility, and prestige’. See Tita Chico, ‘Gimcrack’s Legacy: Sex, Wealth, and the
Theater of Experimental Philosophy’, Comparative Drama 42, no. 1 (2008): 46. To be a modest witness,
one needs wealth, leisure, and being male.
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aspects in the discursive and experimental practice within the early scientific community,
including its use of language, dogmatism and the departure from utility in scientific enquiry.
The Virtuoso, therefore, strives to present a constructive criticism that does not seek to
undermine the Society’s validity but to implicitly advocate the desirable direction it should
follow to be taken seriously. Even though it is true the material for ‘scientific’ discourse in
The Virtuoso is drawn from three main sources—Thomas Sprat’s History of the Royal Society
of London (1667), Robert Hooke’s Micrographia (1665) and Philosophical Transactions, the
Society’s journal, first published in March 1665°*—we should not overlook the fact that the
target of criticism in Shadwell’s play is the virtuoso—a figure that, by the time the Royal
Society received its charter in 1662, had come to be associated with ‘futile and indiscriminate
study’, to be distinguished from the ‘Men of Gresham’—a reference to the Society’s
members, whose study was deemed selective and useful.>® Ironically, the argument for utility
was employed by Margaret Cavendish, often considered one of the most prominent virtuosi
of the time, to attack experiments conducted by some members of the Society, most notably
Hooke’s work with the microscope.®® Shadwell’s satirical use of the Society’s abstruse
scientific language, like Cavendish’s critique, is a clear indication of the problematic and
heterogeneous nature of early attempts to establish the discipline of science as we know it

today.

Nevertheless, unlike Cavendish’s writings, which assign significant values to
speculation, > Shadwell’s The Virtuoso treats the notion as something undesirable and
detrimental. The audience first encounters Sir Nicholas Gimcrack in his study, where he is
learning to swim on a desk. Yet, when asked about his plan for practising in water, he scoffs
at the idea, arguing that ‘I content myself with the speculative part of swimming; I care not

for the practice. | seldom bring anything to use, ’tis not my way. Knowledge is my ultimate

% Claude Lloyd, ‘Shadwell and the Virtuosi’, PLMA 44, no. 2 (1929): 475.

% David Walton, ‘Copernicus or Cheesecake? Faultlines and Unjust Des(s)erts: Notes towards the Cultural
Significance of the Virtuosa’, Cuaderno de Filologia Inglesa 9, no.2 (2001): 48.

% See Margaret Cavendish, Margaret Cavendish: Observations upon Experimental Philosophy, ed. Eileen
O’Neill, Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).

57 Cavendish writes, ‘experimental and mechanic philosophy cannot be above the speculative part, by
reason most experiments have their rise from the speculative, so that the artist or mechanic is but a servant
to the student.” Ibid., 49. Many scholars have noticed the role of ‘fancy’ in Cavendish’s approach to
science. See Sylvia Bowerbank, ‘The Spider’s Delight: Margaret Cavendish and the “Female”
Imagination’, English Literary Renaissance 14, no. 3 (1984): 392-408; Lisa T. Sarasohn, The Natural
Philosophy of Margaret Cavendish: Reason and Fancy During the Scientific Revolution (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2010).
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end’ (11.ii.84-86).%8 Here, ‘speculative’ is used mockingly to denote the opposite of utility,
practicality. Shadwell portrays it as a sort of negation that breaks with reality to affirm itself
as superior to all mundane worldly concerns. The privileging of abstract theory over praxis
and the obsession with minutiae and trifles prevent Gimcrack from perceiving the obvious
phenomena around him, and this ignorance of men and manner eventually leads to his
financial, sexual and social demise. As his niece Miranda rightly remarks, the virtuoso is one
‘who has broken his brains about the nature of maggots, who has studied these twenty years
to find out the several sorts of spiders, and never cares for understanding mankind’ (1.i.7-13).
Being ‘the finest speculative gentleman in the whole world’ (1.1.269), Gimcrack is also the
most absurd, laughable figure in Shadwell’s play because of his questionable priority. As
knowledgeable as he is about insects, he is completely clueless when it comes to human

connection and observation.

While it is true the history of British speculative theatre is closely linked to the history
of science plays, we should be aware that not all science plays belong to the speculative
category. Shadwell’s The Virtuoso is a good example of plays that mobilise discourses of
science but do not qualify as speculative drama, for the simple reason that its conception of
speculation is in disaccord with the characterisation this thesis aims to expound, namely
speculation as a subversive practice that unsettles established norms and calls for a
reconsideration of the binary opposition between rationality and imagination. Contemporary
plays such as Nick Payne’s Elegy, Jennifer Haley’s The Nether, and Thomas Eccleshare’s
Instructions for Correct Assembly incorporate elements in the fields of neuroscience, virtual
reality technology, robotics and artificial intelligence. These plays are engaged in a
speculating operation that interrogates rather than simply affirming the superiority of
rationality in constructing our understanding of reality. For instance, in Elegy, the scientist
Miriam’s conception of love clearly demonstrates the limit of scientific enquiry in the face of
abstract notions.

MIRIAM From a neurological point of view, love affects the brain like, for example,

anger, or fear, or grief. Like cocaine. You take a hit, and it lights up. The amygdala, you

remember we talked about the, it’s the almond-shaped, the epicentre of fear, and some would
say, though I’'m sceptical myself, that falling in love sends the amygdala haywire, but—

LORNA Hold on, this is, is ridiculous. Isn’t it? Either she does or doesn’t, how can
you—

%8 Thomas Shadwell, The Virtuoso [1676], ed. Marjorie H. Nicolson and David S. Rodes (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1966).
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MIRIAM Carrie would certainly attest to loving you, yes. But as to whether or not that
may be true, it’s impossible—I can look at the available evidence and deliver the most likely
hypothesis, for example, but I don’t—Because if I can’t tell you what something is, then |
certainly can’t testify to its existence.>®

Miriam’s refusal to testify the existence of love because she cannot define what it is draws
the audience’s attention to the problematic aspect of the empirical principle of knowledge and
the obsession with certainty and precision, which are often said to be foundational in
scientific inquiry. On the contrary, the act of ridiculing the speculative nature of Gimcrack’s
experiments in Shadwell’s The Virtuoso presages and indirectly contributes to the
consolidation of the Royal Society’s theory of the modest witness—the prototype of the
modern scientist, in contrast to the virtuoso or the amateur. In other words, the prevailing
understanding of science and scientists as associated with credibility, transparency,
reflexivity and objectivity can be traced back to the late seventeenth century’s emphasis on
the virtue of modesty.®® As Donna Haraway reasons, the reconfiguration of modesty marks
the emergence of a highly privileged modern scientific culture in terms of gender, class and
race. It enhances the epistemological agency of the white upper-class males, renders their
power invisible and, therefore, gradually thought of as natural. Haraway explains how
damaging this can be to other groups in their attempt to enter the scientific scene.
Depleted of epistemological agency, modest women were to be invisible to others in the
experimental way of life. The kind of visibility—the body—that women retained glides into
being perceived as ‘subjective’, that is, reporting only on the self, biased, opaque, not
objective. Gentlemen’s epistemological agency involved a special kind of transparency.
Colored, sexed, and laboring persons still have to do a lot of work to become similarly
transparent to count as objective, modest witnesses to the world rather than to their ‘bias’ or

‘special interest’. To be the object of vision, rather than the ‘modest’, self-invisible source of
vision, is to be evacuated of agency.®

Shadwell’s The Virtuoso, in its satirical critique of speculation, indirectly endorses the model
of the modest witness and, as such, participates in the establishment of a dominant structure
against which contemporary speculative theatre seeks to challenge. It is safe to claim that,
despite the presence of speculative elements and discussion on speculation, British theatre
from Shakespeare to Marlowe and Shadwell failed to engage with the concept fruitfully and

tended to overlook its political potentials and ethical implications.

%9 Nick Payne, Elegy (London: Faber & Faber, 2016), 24.

60 ‘Female modesty was of the body; the new masculine virtue had to be one of the mind. This modesty
was to be the key to the gentleman-scientist’s trustworthiness; he reported on the world, not on himself.’
Donna J. Haraway, Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium. FemaleMan©_Meets_OncoMouse™: Feminism
and Technoscience (New York & London: Routledge, 1997), 30.

&1 Ibid., 32.

38



2. The Rise of Speculation in British Theatre

It was not until the early twentieth century, with George Bernard Shaw’s Back to
Methuselah (1921), that the speculative started to be employed as a subversive strategy in
British theatre. The series has critics divided, not only because of its unprecedented length (a
full performance of all five plays included in the cycle can last up to eight hours), its
ambitious scope (the first play In the Beginning: B.C. 4004 (In the Garden of Eden) starts
with Adam and Eve while the last As Far As Thought Can Reach, staying true to the title,
depicts events in the year AD 31920) or its philosophical burden, but mainly because of
Shaw’s controversial position on evolutionary science. In his Preface to Methuselah, Shaw
outlines his commitment to Creative Evolution and the Life Force—the two concepts he
developed based on theories set forth by Buffon, Lamarck, Samuel Butler and Henri
Bergson—against Darwinist and Neo-Darwinist theory of mechanical ‘Natural Selection’.
Unfortunately, his contemporaries found him easy to dismiss, and his biological argument
was never taken seriously.®? Such a critical opinion is quite understandable, for despite
proclaiming himself a ‘great biologist’,%® Shaw was ill-informed on the subject of evolution
and the fact that he presented his argument as a valid scientific idea while simultaneously
attributing a mystical quality to it only gains him more criticism from the scientific

community.5

Shaw’s theory of evolution in Methuselah, incoherent and inconsistent as it may be, is
not without significance. Firstly, it functions as a source of inspiration for themes and plots of
speculative fiction. Shippey points out that while ‘no science fiction author accepts Shaw’s
solution of Bergsonian or quasi-Lamarckian belief in an élan vital’, they do ‘accept and take
seriously his question whether any ethical sense can survive the universe of pointlessness,
cruelty, and “blind chance” apparently revealed by Darwin’.%® The thesis on longevity and

evolution raised in Methuselah continues to be tackled and explored by writers in the

62 Commenting on the long-livers in Part 5 of Back to Methuselah, J. B. S. Haldane makes an austere
remark, ‘To a biologist they are unconvincing’, while Peter J. Bowler claims that ‘Shaw seems to have felt
that he was part of a new wave of support for Lamarckism, but in fact his claim that it represented the
spiritual salvation of the evolution movement was no longer fashionable even outside science.” See J. B. S.
Haldane, The Causes of Revolution (London: Longmans Green, 1932), 165; Peter J. Bowler, The Eclipse of
Darwinism: Anti-Darwinian Evolution Theories in the Decades Around 1900 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1983), 105.

83 Bernard Shaw, Bernard Shaw and H.G. Wells, ed. J. Percy Smith, Selected Correspondence of Bernard
Shaw (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995), 147.

64 See Tom Shippey, ‘Skeptical Speculation and Back to Methuselah’, Shaw 17 (1997): 199-213.

% Ibid., 210.
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following decades, even though their solutions and approaches can differ considerably from
Shaw’s. Despite its departure from materialism, Methuselah is a major landmark in the
development of an important theme: ‘speculation about powers of mind and its place in the
workings of the universe’.%® It is also one of the first dramatic works to introduce the figure
of the automata. Even though Shaw was probably unaware of Karel Capek’s R.U.R. (1920),
his automata and Capek’s robot share the same fundamental feature: they are intelligent
beings with no souls. Once again, this theme of artificial intelligence and the possibility of
creating nonhuman consciousness will be taken up with enthusiasm by the next generation of

speculative fiction writers.

Secondly, Shaw’s speculative approach to immortality is crucial to the emergence of
speculative theatre at the beginning of the twentieth century. According to J. O. Bailey,
Shaw’s unconventional take on the issue acts as an attack on two Victorian orthodoxies, ‘the
Darwinian conception of evolution as chance mutation and survival of the fittest’ and ‘the
creeds of the churches that a personal God observes, rewards, and punishes human
behaviour’.%” Shaw’s Life Force is, as such, a subversive force that seeks to contest the
established hegemony in both science and religion. Like Shakespeare, Shaw juxtaposes
science and fantasy; however, the changing status of science in the twentieth century sets the
two playwrights apart regarding the political implication of their artistic decision. Unlike
Shadwell, Shaw takes speculation seriously since he is aware of the possibility its theatrical

expression holds—the kind of possibility that cannot be realised through satire alone.

Lastly, the manner in which Shaw involves language anticipates the future tendency
of speculative theatre to place a strong emphasis on verbal expression instead of action or
visual representation. In Methuselah, language plays a pivotal role in the successful transfer
of Shaw’s grandeur vision onto the stage. The task of representing long life in a manner that
simultaneously engages the audience and maintains the theatrical, speculative dimension of
the play is made possible through syllogistic progression. To effectively render the passage of
time perceptible to the audience, to accentuate the chronological separation between different
groups of characters, Shaw resorts to a successive demonstration of epistemological
superiority through conversation. In Play One, Adam and Eve investigate a dead deer in their

first introduction to the concept of death, which establishes their inferior position compared

% Susan Stone-Blackburn, ‘Science and Spirituality in Back to Methuselah and Last and First Men’, Shaw
17 (1997): 197.
67J. O. Bailey, ‘Shaw’s Life Force and Science Fiction’, The Shaw Review 16, no. 2 (1973): 49.
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to the audience’s experience. Next, the character of the Serpent appears and explains to
Adam and Eve things that the audience already knows. Into Play Three, ‘the characters who
are most like the audience are the ones who must have things explained to them.’® As the
newly emerged supermen demonstrate their superiority over the President, the audience
learns that these supermen are far beyond them as much as they are beyond Adam and Eve in
Play One. The process is repeated with a young superman, a middle-aged superman, the
Ancient, and back to Lilith, who began life before Adam and Eve.®® Shaw's verbal strategy of
persuasion brings to the stage beings thirty thousand years into the future and millenniums
into the past without stripping them of their mysterious quality, nor does it succumb to the
technical constraints inherent in the theatre medium. Such is a valuable achievement, as the
play now ‘forces the audience, if they wish to understand the performance, into an

exploration and reassessment of the boundaries of what is conventionally thought possible’.”®

Methuselah is, without doubt, a great attempt at speculative theatre. Yet, its impact
remains limited because of Shaw’s insistence on not only challenging but also superseding
the Darwinian conception of evolution.”* A decade after Methuselah, however, he seems to
have come to terms with the speculative aspect of his vision. Shaw tones down his early
conviction of the Life Force from religious/scientific truth to an uncertain possibility: ‘I do
not present my creed of Creative Evolution as anything more than another provisional
hypothesis. All the provisional hypotheses may be illusions; but if they lead to beneficial
conduct they must be inculcated and acted on by the Government until better ones arrive.”’? It
is fair to say that the 1930s marks a turning point in Shaw’s engagement with speculation.
The departure from the rational and the expected becomes more and more prominent in his
later plays and culminates in The Simpleton of the Unexpected Isles (1934)—a part of the trio
‘Plays Extravagant’ published in 1936. Like Methuselah, Simpleton received mixed critiques:

Edmund Wilson judges it a “silly play’, Bernard Dukore defends its structure, while Frederick

8 John Barnes, ‘Tropics of a Desirable Oxymoron: The Radical Superman in Back to Methuselah’, Shaw
17 (1997), 159.

89 Barnes concludes: ‘The ascent from naive humanity (in Part 1) to ordinary humanity (in Part 2) through
the occasional superman (in Part 3), the dominant superman society (4), and the superseded superman (5)
is abruptly extended, in the last part of Lilith's closing monologue, into a vision of several more levels
stretching beyond the Ancients until finally all that can be said is that there is something beyond.” Ibid.,
160.

70 Ibid., 156.

" Tronically, Shaw insists that his argument for extended life in Methuselah is not ‘fantastic speculation: it
is deductive biology’. See Bernard Shaw, Back to Methuselah: A Metabiological Pentateuch [1921]
(Penguin, 1987), 15. For someone who holds an anti-scientific stance, his claim does sound as if he is
seeking validation from the scientific community.

2 Bernard Shaw, 'Preface of On the Rocks’, Prefaces by Bernard Shaw (London: Constable, 1934), 366.
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McDowell praises its ideas.”® What makes the play of special interest to my investigation of
speculative theatre is the way it anticipates absurdist theatre, a point raised by Rodelle
Weintraub and Daniel Leary. While Weintraub analyses the dream-like structure of the
narrative,” Leary focuses on Simpleton’s engagement with Nothingness and nakedness. The
play demonstrates three characteristic aspects of absurdity: a breakdown of structural logic,
space-time continuum, and traditional moral and ethical codes.” The flattening out of planes,
climaxes and values in Simpleton leads to the unexpected that defies knowledge and
rationality. It appears that Shaw has got rid of his earlier obsession with overturning
dominant scientific theories with some newly constructed concepts, as can be seen in
Methuselah. His thesis in Simpleton is far more radical and paradoxical in comparison: a
heightened consciousness does not come from the accumulation of empirical knowledge but
from embracing the void of being. Embracing the void—the ultimate act of capitulation—
does not condone nihilism but, on the contrary, asserts the possibility of the future on the
basis of Nothingness. As remarked by Leary, ‘[the characters] are simpletons not because
they lack reason but because they rely on reason and so despair and become cynics and
pessimists. They have not lost themselves. The play informs us that we do not begin to live

until logic gives way.’’®

Shaw’s engagement with absurdity and uncertainty in Simpleton brings him quite
close to Samuel Beckett, even though their approach to language remains distinct. Beckett is
a figure of particular interest to the twenty-first-century speculative theatre. First, his
conception of time and space in some of his most celebrated theatrical works, such as
Waiting for Godot (1953), Endgame (1957) and Happy Days (1961), remains influential to
contemporary apocalyptic, dystopian and utopian imagination. Among the plays included in
the corpus, Thomas Eccleshare’s Pastoral perhaps shows the clearest traces of the Beckettian
absurdity. One can see a parallel between the waiting for an Ocado man in a chaotic world
invaded by vegetations and the waiting for Godot, the only difference being the delivery man

eventually shows up and is later murdered and consumed. Second, the noticeable tension

3 See Edmund Wilson, The Triple Thinkers: Ten Essays on Literature (New York: Harcourt, 1938), 195;
Bernard F. Dukore, ‘Shaw’s Doomsday’, Educational Theatre Journal 19, no. 1 (1967): 61-71; Frederick
P. W. McDowell, ‘Spiritual and Political Reality: Shaw’s The Simpleton of the Unexpected Isles’, Modern
Drama 3, no. 2 (Summer 1960): 196-210.

4 Rodelle Weintraub, ‘Bernard Shaw’s Fantasy Island: The Simpleton of the Unexpected Isles’, Shaw 17
(1997): 97-105.

5 Daniel J. Leary, ‘About Nothing in Shaw’s The Simpleton of the Unexpected Isles’, Educational Theatre
Journal 24, no.2 (1972), 140.

78 Ibid., 142.
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between the visible and the audible in all of Beckett’s plays is also a feature frequently
observed in speculative theatre. On the one hand, characters are forced to face the
predicament of inescapable spatial and temporal confinement. On the other hand, we have
narratives that actively resist closure and fixed interpretation. Third, Beckett’s
‘deconstructionist’ approach to language and identity, his use of the absurd to highlight social
awareness, as well as his commitment to uncertainty are inherited by many contemporary
playwrights whose works are characterised as speculative. The most valuable element of
Beckett’s legacy to speculative theatre, however, lies in the proposal for another kind of
political theatre, one that does not directly address various existing problems but nonetheless
manages to fulfil its political and ethical function through formal experimentation. In this
thesis, even though | do not provide a close reading of any of Beckett’s plays, his presence

can still be perceived at many points.

A list of British speculative plays up until the end of the twentieth century would be
incomplete without Michael Frayn’s Copenhagen (1998). As noted previously, not all science
plays are speculative, nor do speculative plays necessarily deal with scientific issues. Yet,
Copenhagen appears to be one of the few in which science and speculation complement
instead of cancelling each other. While being warmly received in the UK, in the US,
Copenhagen was attacked by many academics for misinterpreting the historical figure
Heisenberg.”” It appears that in their quest for factual accuracy, Frayn’s critics forgot that
Copenhagen is, first and foremost, an artistic venture. At best, the play was an approximation
of events in 1941, when the Nazi collaborator Heisenberg visited his mentor, Bohr, in
Copenhagen. The motivation of the visit and the content of their discussion remain a
historical mystery. Frayn’s dramatisation of the event, being fully aware of its
representational status, appropriately makes use of the Uncertainty Principle of quantum
mechanics to highlight the contingency shared by theatre and science. As Heisenberg and
Bohr replay the same event in different forms throughout the play, the audience is constantly
reminded of the indeterminacy of truth and the impossibility of objective history.
Copenhagen, as such, fulfils the function of speculation in its resistance against closure and
the fixing of meaning. Uncertainty is a predicament but also an opportunity to explore an

indefinite number of possibilities, as the character Heisenberg explains:

" For instance, Jonothan Logan complains that Copenhagen ‘tames’ history, ‘altering the facts and
rearranging the moral landscape the real Bohr and Heisenberg inhabited’. Jonothan Logan, ‘A Strange
New Quantum Ethics’, ed. Michael Frayn, American Scientist 88, no. 4 (2000): 356.
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I’'m your enemy; I’m also your friend. I’'m a danger to mankind; I’m also your guest. ’'m a
particle; I’'m also a wave. We have one set of obligations to the world in general, and we have
other sets, never to be reconciled, to our fellow-countrymen, to our neighbours, to our friends,
to our family, to our children. We have to go through not two slits at the same time but
twenty-two. All we can do is look afterwards, and see what happened.”

Heisenberg’s statement conveys an image of passive acceptance that may lead many to
interpret it as unethical or cowardly. On the contrary, | concur with Alain Badiou in his claim
that passivity in the face of the impossible requires courage, not the courage to live
dangerously, but one that endures: ‘Passivity is in effect nothing but the dissolution of the
“I”, the renunciation of any subjective identity. In the end, in order to cease being a coward
one must fully consent to becoming.”” It is this same trait of passivity that can be seen in

many contemporary speculative plays.

Before moving on, | would like to conclude this rough historical survey with three
remarks. First, British speculative theatre, far from being a modern phenomenon, can be
traced back to the beginning of the playhouse in London. While Christopher Marlowe,
William Shakespeare and Thomas Shadwell, each in their own way, address the notion of
speculation, their works can hardly be considered speculative drama at the time of writing
since their speculative vision lacks a disruptive quality that renders it politically and ethically

relevant.8

Second, the so-called list presented here is non-exhaustive, and the plays mentioned
in this overview are but the most crucial landmarks in the trajectory of British speculative
theatre. For instance, after Simpleton and before Copenhagen, there exist many other notable
speculative plays. These include Shaw’s Farfetched Fables (1948), most of Samuel Beckett’s
theatrical works, Howard Brenton’s The Churchill Play (1974) and Greenland (1988),
Edward Bond’s War Plays (1985), Caryl Churchill’s The Striker (1994), or some of the
‘science plays’ like Tom Stoppard’s Hapgood (1988) and Arcadia (1998). Shaw’s Farfetched
Fables contains a series of six Fables, which immediately recalls Methuselah’s structure. Not
only so, Fables can also be seen as Shaw’s final return to the idea of the Life Force and the

evolution of the human race in his 1921 play. We may read it as proof of Shaw’s undying

8 Michael Frayn, Copenhagen (London: Methuen Drama, 1998), 78.

9 Alain Badiou, The Century, trans. Alberto Toscano (Cambridge & Massachusetts: Polity, 2007), 125.

8 If speculation is to be understood as the manifestation of a structure of feeling, at the time of writing,
these plays could not be identified as speculative theatre. Nevertheless, staged in the twenty-first century,
Shakespeare’s and Marlowe’s works are as speculative as any play included in the corpus of this research.
It is my belief that whether a play can be characterized as speculative depends on the chosen criteria, be it
the time in which it is written or that of performance.
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preoccupation with certain aspects of life sciences, including neuroscience, nutrition and
artificial reproduction, but also as a failure to break away from a certain prescribed mode of
future imagination. On the other hand, in Fables, it appears that Shaw has become much
more sceptical about the idea of relentless progress, which he endorsed in Methuselah. The
despairing tone of Fables is understandable, considering the shadow of World War 1l was
still looming over Europe. Yet, the year 1948 should have given Shaw more reason to rejoice,
as it witnessed the birth of the National Health Service, one of the greatest achievements of
the early English welfare state. Shaw’s pessimism at this defining moment, thus, disrupts the
linear world view of history and situates Fables in an interstitial space between utopia and

dystopia.

Turning to the science-speculative plays, it is noticeable that Tom Stoppard’s
Hapgood (1988) and Arcadia (1998) share many common characteristics with Copenhagen.
As Mark Berninger neatly summarises, these plays (1) all investigate the significance of
scientific discoveries in the past, (2) they pay special attention to ‘the process of how history
is constructed in the present and can therefore be termed metahistorical plays’, and (3) they
adopt metadrama and juxtapose scenes set in the past and scenes set in the present.®!
Nevertheless, Stoppard’s plays fail to adhere to the non-epistemological approach that
speculative theatre upholds. In Hapgood, Stoppard engages closely with quantum mechanics;
however, he opts for a simple, definitive solution to resolve the play’s conflict and betrays the
principles of indeterminacy and uncertainty. Similarly, his take on chaos theory and historical
reconstruction in Arcadia portrays an Enlightenment attitude, especially when he suggests
that rationality may assist the historians (Bernard and Hannah) in their task. Unlike
Copenhagen, which manages to translate the aporia of speculation into a theatrical form,
Hapgood and Arcadia delve into speculation, but their speculative power is inhibited by an

eventual closure of possibilities.?

This leads to my third and last observation. Early speculative plays such as Shaw’s
Methuselah and Simpleton, despite being subversive in terms of ideas and plot, continue to
adhere to the fixed structure of meaning in language. Frayn’s Copenhagen ventures further in
its reflection on language and, in so doing, demonstrates a more radical approach to

speculation. Nevertheless, it does not mean that we can or should establish a scale to measure

81 Mark Berninger, ‘A Crucible of Two Cultures: Timberlake Wertenbaker’s After Darwin and Science in
Recent British Drama’, Gramma: Journal of Theory and Criticism 10, (2002): 110.

82 See Daniel Jernigan, ‘Tom Stoppard and “Postmodern Science”: Normalizing Radical Epistemologies in
Hapgood and Arcadia’, Comparative Drama 37, no.1 (Spring 2003): 3-35.
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speculative commitment, a fixed list of criteria to determine which play qualifies as
speculative drama more. The different approaches to speculation simply show the diversity in
speculative imagination and representation, which contributes to maintaining the openness
and flexibility of speculative theatre. It is also important to note that with Back to
Methuselah, Shaw has pioneered a type of speculative theatre whose utopian impulse is
characterised by a desire to undermine the binary way of thinking, be it science versus
spiritualism or textual versus visual representations. As noted by Susan Stone-Blackburn, the
relationship between the spiritual and the scientific in Shaw’s Methuselah tends to trouble
science fiction scholars who find it necessary to embrace the materialist emphasis of science
while excluding the mystical elements deemed unscientific.®% Within the space of speculative
fiction, however, these two seemingly incompatible aspects can coexist comfortably since the
focus of investigation no longer lies in scientific accuracy but the freedom of imagination. In
the same way that Shaw uses concepts such as the Life Force and Creative Evolution to
encourage more imagination in confronting the problems of mortality and evolution, many
contemporary speculative plays approach the issue of ecological crisis through a fantastic
lens. Caryl Churchill’s Far Away, Thomas Eccleshare’s Pastoral, and Stef Smith’s Human
Animals present the audience with three different worlds all turned upside down as
vegetations and animals propagate out of control and even natural phenomena are mobilised
for war. Despite the lack of any logical explanation, these plays still effectively draw the
audience’s attention to the reality of environmental destruction in the real world. At the same
time, the implausibility in their vision of the future resists capitalism’s obsession with
curbing risks and foreclosing possibilities that are radically different from the present. This is
but one example of how British speculative plays defy the binary logic that continues to
govern most aspects of contemporary life. In the next section, I will introduce the theoretical
framework used in this thesis to analyse the conditions of uncertainty and openness in
speculative theatre and explain how these aporetic conditions may constitute another mode of

utopian thinking.

8 Stone-Blackburn, ‘Science and Spirituality in Back to Methuselah and Last and First Men’, 185.
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III. APORIA AS A UTOPIAN METHOD

At first glance, it is undeniable the prevalence of dystopian motifs in contemporary
British speculative theatre. From the surveillance state (Caryl Churchill’s Far Away, Edward
Bond’s The Chair Plays, Dawn King’s Foxfinder) and its opposite extreme, the state of
anarchy (Phillip Ridley’s Mercury Fur and Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the Door), to
eco-dystopias (Thomas Eccleshare’s Pastoral, Caryl Churchill’s Escaped Alone and Stef
Smith’s Human Animals) and a wide range of accelerating socio-economic crises—the
housing crisis (Philip Ridley’s Radiant Vermin), problems of an ageing population (Tamsin
Oglesby’s Really Old, Like Forty Five), the inhumane sex industry (Alistair McDowall’s
Pomona), the nuclear threat (Lucy Kirkwood’s The Children) or the condition of alienation
and information overload (Chris Thorp’s Victory Condition). Even among the plays that seem
to present technological utopias, such as Jennifer Haley’s The Nether (virtual reality), Nick
Payne’s Elegy (neuroscience), Thomas Eccleshare’ Instructions for Correct Assembly
(robotics and artificial intelligence) and Alistair McDowall’s X (Space science), the audience
is constantly reminded of the discrepancy between progress in science/technology and
humans’ emotional, ethical development, which tends to result in tragic outcomes. The
pervasiveness of these dystopian motifs in speculative theatre can be said to be a truthful
reflection of the sceptical view of the world and its future, as well as the anxieties that
characterise life in the twenty-first century. However, it would be erroneous to equate this
manifestation with a complete abandonment of utopian aspiration. The mode of utopian
thinking exercised in the plays included in this research resists the simplistic positive-
negative paradigm that has long characterised utopian studies. Instead of inscribing in binary
logic, the utopian method of contemporary speculative theatre is thoroughly informed by the
notion of aporia. As a result, the utopian vision that emerges from these plays neither
delineates a concrete project nor pronounces a clear break between the present and the
utopian future but rather sustaining a space of openness in which paradoxes thought of as
irresolvable contradictions can be articulated. Within this space, it is possible to imagine the
impossible, as various social, economic, political, moral determinants that impede

imagination are brought into question.

The term ‘aporia’, first used consistently by the Eleatic Zeno and later appears in

writing in Aristotle’s Physics 1V,8 comes from the Greek aporos that translates as a

8 Richard Beardsworth, Derrida and the Political (London & New York: Routledge, 1996), 32.
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‘deprivation of path’. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the noun ‘aporia’ refers to
a speaker’s doubtful attitude or a perplexing difficulty,®® while the adjective ‘aporetic’ is
defined as ‘inclined to doubt, or to raise objections’.2® As I will subsequently demonstrate,
‘aporia’ is a term that resists a clear, definitive definition. The long history of ‘aporia’
invariably implies that the use and meaning of the word have gone through many alterations.
Occupying a crucial position in Western philosophy and acting as a prominent method of
enquiry among ancient philosophers and influential schools, from the Presocratics, Socrates,
Plato, Aristotle, Plutarch, Alexander of Aphrodisias, to Academic sceptics, Pyrrhonian
sceptics, Plotinus and Damascius,®’ ‘aporia’ is an essential topic in philosophical discourse.
The more interest the term gathers, the more contesting views it gives rise to and the more
complex the whole matter becomes. It is beyond the scope of this short section to mention
every figure who has contributed to the conceptual evolution of ‘aporia’. I have decided to
focus on the first generation of the Sophists and Jacques Derrida, as their treatment of aporia
is most relevant to my application throughout this thesis. My goal in this section is to identify
the two different ways contemporary speculative theatre engages with the notion of ‘aporia’
and elaborate on how each mode of engagement contributes to the formulation of speculative

theatre’s utopian vision.

1. Rethinking Sophistic Aporia

The Sophistic movement is an intellectual movement of the fifth century BC that
emerged in a community based on direct democracy and oral procedure. Sophists of the first
generation, such as Pythagoras, Gorgias, Hippias and Prodicus, are essentially performers, in
the sense that they would travel from place to place to give lectures and performances, mostly
to elite young people. Gorgias, a Sophist well-known for his anti-foundationalist views,
makes extensive use of parody, artificial figuration, theatricality and the venue of the festival
to engage his audience in the practice of critical thinking.®® Compared to Gorgias, other
Sophists may be less obvious in their association with the theatre. Still, it should be noted that
all of them are acutely aware of the power of spoken language as well as the political

8 <“Aporia, n.’, in OED Online (Oxford University Press), accessed 12 January 2020,
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/9384.

8 <Aporetic, Adj.’, in OED Online (Oxford University Press), accessed 12 January 2020,
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/9382#eid615612.

87 See George Karamanolis and Vasilis Politis, eds., The Aporetic Tradition in Ancient Philosophy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

8 Scott Porter Consigny, Gorgias, Sophist and Artist (South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press,
2001).
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potential of performativity and, consequently, their performances are carefully devised to best
realise these power and potential. There are two reasons that make the Sophists and their
practice of particular interest to my research on contemporary speculative theatre. First, the
kind of shared agenda that marks sophistic thought is similar to that of speculative theatre of
the twenty-first century. According to Rachel Barney, ‘the sophists are concerned to
disentangle the contribution of the subjective and the socially constructed from the natural or
objective, and to work out the implications of that analysis’®; at the same time, despite this
fundamental common ground, sophistic thought is essentially anti-dogmatic, as it tends to
philosophise in a critical, self-undermining way. In other words, like contemporary
speculative theatre, the sophistic practice engages the audience in an interrogation of the
binary logic that conceals injustice and enables violence while maintaining its status as a
‘structure of feeling’ rather than being institutionalised or fully organised into a dominant

ideology.

The second reason, which is closely linked to the first, has to do with the kind of
experience emerging from the encounter between the audience and the performance. In both
the sophistic performance and contemporary speculative theatre, the goal is not to
communicate objective truth but to encourage people to practice a kind of critical thinking
already attuned to emotions.

Gorgias’ parodic performances are an integral part of this pedagogy, for by displaying the

rhetoricity of every text, he shows his audience that all arguments, including his own, are

contingent, situated fabrications that are ‘true’ only insofar as they are endorsed by specific
audiences. Gorgias’ objective is not to transmit objective truth or to inculcate universal moral
principles, but to encourage people to become engaged in the agons of their culture. For it is

by engaging in these agons that people are able to liberate and empower themselves, while
fostering solidarity in the Panhellenic community.%

The above commentary on Gorgias’ pedagogy can be said to be characteristic of the Sophists
of the first generation. It values the same hermeneutic indeterminacy that underlines
contemporary speculative theatre’s utopian aspiration. Such an aporetic experience may seem
disorienting at first, as the audience is left to ponder upon the unsolved problems with which
they are presented. However, its political potential lies in the possibility of a community
sustained not by shared values and similarities but variety and respect for individual rhythms.

In the words of Rachel Barney, the sophistic movement has ‘what we might call dialectical

8 Rachel Barney, ‘The Sophistic Movement’, in A Companion to Ancient Philosophy, ed. Mary Louise
Gill and Pierre Pellegrin (Oxford: John Wiley & Sons, 2009), 79.
% Consigny, Gorgias, Sophist and Artist, 30-31.
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unity: the unity of a debate or tradition, with both the commonality and the diversity, indeed

conflict, it implies.”%

It is interesting to note how the Sophists not only practice and encourage hermeneutic
indeterminacy or epistemology relativism but themselves have become the embodiment of
aporia. Since very few of their writings survive, most of what is known about their ‘teachings’
exist in the form of citations in the writing of others. This explains why already in the fifth
century BC, ‘though associated with the words for wisdom (sophia) and wise man (sophos),
and originally meaning simply an expert or teacher, sophistés had begun to take on
connotations of intellectual deviousness,’ % considering how influential Plato’s writings were
and how unsympathetically he portrayed the Sophists. At the same time, it is because of this
scarcity of first-hand sources and the subsequent uncertainty surrounding their thoughts that
the Sophist can accommodate various interpretations and are constantly viewed as ‘our
contemporaries’ — ‘whether that makes them Enlightenment rationalists, eminent Victorians,
cynical fin de siecle perspectivists, analytic moral philosophers, or, most recently of all,

postmodernists.’®®

It is perhaps in Plato’s writings that we can see most clearly the violence imposed on
sophistic practice and the consolidation of a binary logic through the two figures of the
Sophist and Socrates. Like the Sophists, Socrates had no writings of his own, and all that is
known about his method is made available through the accounts of his students and
contemporaries: Plato, Xenophone, or the playwright Aristophanes, for instance. The variable
and sometimes contradictory sources of his life and philosophy give rise to the Socratic
problem that effectively makes Socrates himself an aporetic figure par excellence and, more
specifically, of hermeneutic aporia. It is widely accepted that one of the most defining
characteristics of Socrates, as seen in Plato’s early dialogues, is his systematic use of aporetic
discourse to undermine his interlocutor’s claim of knowledge and certainty by constructing a

space where opposing, irreconcilable opinions can be scrutinised.

Despite the similarity in their method, the Sophists and Socrate, through Plato’s
writings, are made into symbols of two opposing types of aporia—the destructive ‘sophistic
aporia’ and the generative ‘philosophical aporia.” As Gareth Matthews remarks, aporetic

dialogues disappear in the middle period of Plato’s creative activity, and the fictional

91 Barney, ‘The Sophistic Movement’, 94.
9 Ibid., 77.
% Ibid., 78.
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Socrates is allowed to develop theories and support positive conclusions rather than leaving
the perplexity unresolved.®* This makes it look as if, having established that Socrates is a
philosopher who speaks the truth, Plato moves on to hijack Socrates’s voice to support his
own ideology. In the Platonic dialogues of the late period, in particular the Parmenides and
the Theaetetus, perplexity (aporia) is once again given a central significance. Yet, it is far
from being the same kind of perplexity that permeates the early dialogues. Socrates’s
interlocutors are no longer people whom he randomly meets on the street nor hostile Sophists
whose reputation is at risk because of Socrates but intellectual, friendly individuals who are
already willing to learn (and be persuaded) from the beginning. The content of the exchange
also differs from that of the early dialogues. First, these exchanges revolve around a
particular theoretical problem—Plato’s Theory of Form—rather than ethical questions.
Second, they are highly technical, filled with details destined for a more limited audience,

such as those belonging to the Academy.

This shift in the usage context of aporia marks the emergence of the image of Socrates
as an intellectual midwife and brings attention not only to the kind of aporia that Socrates and
Plato pursue but also to the kind of aporia that they deem detrimental and, therefore, should
be eradicated—the sophistic aporia. Sarah Kofman recognises the evolution of Plato’s use
and conception of aporia throughout his writing career as part of a larger scheme to establish
the Platonic hierarchies. It has been generally agreed that Socrates’s systematic use of aporia
in the early dialogues frequently draws him criticism since it closely resembles the method
employed by the Sophist—the antithesis of the philosopher. We can interpret Plato’s move to
focus on a different kind of aporia in the later dialogues as an attempt to further distance
himself from the ambiguous space that the historical Socrates occupies and introduce a
decisive division between the Sophist and the philosopher through the fictional Socrates. In
“The Simile of the Cave’, the Republic Book VII, the captives experience the sophistic aporia
in darkness, but it is the philosophical aporia associated with light that promises to rescue
them. Sarah Kofman elaborates on this point:

[T]he only thing that can save them is an aporia; only an aporia can make visible the chains of

pleasure and of the sensible world, which bind their souls to their bodies and prevent them

from thinking; only an aporia can make them aware of the aporetic state into which they were
initially plunged without realizing it. [...] The fearful aporia comes about because the soul is

% Gareth B. Matthews, ‘Perplexity in Plato, Aristotle, and Tarski’, Philosophical Studies 85, no. 2 (1997):
218.
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troubled and bewildered by the darkness. If, on the other hand, it is dazzled by the light, one

should, he says, rejoice at one’s perplexity, at one’s aporia’.%®

This hierarchical relationship between the sophistic-dark-paralysing aporia and the
philosophical-light-stimulating aporia, as Kofman aptly points out, ‘is consistent with all the
Platonic hierarchies, which privilege the visible at the expense of the sensible, above at the
expense of below, and which make light dominant over darkness, male over female’.%
Aporia, thus, becomes an important site where the Platonic and later Aristotelian positive
epistemologies consolidate, at the cost of the Sophists and their rhetorical method being
maligned.®” George Pullman succinctly summarises the systematic violence imposed on the

Sophists in the following passage.

[...] Platonic and Aristotelian rhetorical theory disciplined the sophists’ extravagant practices,
substantiated their unsubstantiated claims, and transformed their dithyrambic, mythic,
magical, poetic discourse into a logical, rational theory of argumentation. In other words,
Plato and Aristotle transformed mythos into logos; thus they were the ‘fathers’ of rhetoric
insofar as rhetoric was a respectable techné for the production of reasonable discourse.®®

While concurring with this traditional thinking, Pullman contends that there exists an
underlying cause for the systematic vilification of the Sophists, which is linked to politics and

derived from the fear that sophistic rhetoric ‘would foster unstable governments’:

If one promotes antithetical reasoning or denies the possibility of absolute judgments, then
one instils a profound sense of the futility and arrogance of single-minded interpretations of
the world. Hierarchical assumptions about thought and social organizations are called into
guestion, and multiple voices are granted equal consideration. Such a way of thinking and
living could easily have led to the breakdown of the Athenian hegemony, hence the Athenian
suspicion of those who taught what Plato called misology.*

Sophistic practice, being a way of talking and writing ‘designed to change the world’1%

rather than a way of describing it, is undoubtedly a form of anti-foundational epistemology
that threatens the stability and hegemony of power in ancient Athens and, as a result, marks

itself a target for the ruling class.

% Sarah Kofman, ‘Beyond Aporia?’, in Post-Structuralist Classics, ed. Andrew Benjamin, trans. David
Macey (London & New York: Routledge, 2017), 21-22.

% Ibid., 22.

9 George L. Pullman, ‘Reconsidering Sophistic Rhetoric in Light of Skeptical Epistemology’, Rhetoric
Review 13, no. 1 (1994): 51.

% bid., 50.

%9 Ibid., 66. On a similar note, Sarah Kofman writes, ‘[...] in order to safeguard reason from madness, and
in order to master a mimesis that cannot, ultimately, be mastered, Plato makes a salutary distinction
between good and bad mimesis, between noble and base sophistry, between dog and wolf; this is why he
attempts to distinguish between philosophical aporia and sophistical aporia, which are as alike as rival
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Pullman is not alone in his reappraisal of the Sophists.!®* Recently, there has been
renewed interest in sophistics among contemporary rhetoricians and thinkers, many of whom
are associated with feminist writing. Sarah Kofman, who was briefly mentioned above, holds
the opinion that while Plato’s distinction between the good (philosophical) and the bad
(sophistic) aporia falls victim to dualistic thinking, it simultaneously invokes an uneasy
awareness of the inevitability and necessity of the paralysing aporia of the Sophist. %2
Adopting a more radical attitude, Barbara Cassin, in her thought-provoking book entitled
Sophistical Practice: Toward a Consistent Relativism, argues for a new perspective to look at
the history of philosophy that focuses on the sophistic history of ‘neglected and repressed
traditions, of alternative paths’.1%® Her book considers sophistic texts as ‘the paradigm of
what was not only left to one side but transformed and made unintelligible by their
enemies’1% and, in so doing, the Sophists are made to occupy the status of the ‘others’ in the
quest for real knowledge. Paradoxically, this also means that these ‘others’ can never be
wholly eradicated, as the doctrine of the Sophists is ‘an operator that serves to circumscribe

and define the scope of philosophy’.1%®

Like Pullman, Cassin contends that the systematic discreditation of the Sophists in
ancient Athens is politically motivated. Sophists are devalued on all grounds because they are
representative of a consistent relativism that impedes the establishment of power, in
particular, the power of language in terms of fixed meaning.

The entire rhetoric of the sophists is thus a vast performance which, time after time, by means

of praise and counsel, produces the consensus required for the social bond. This consensus is

minimal, even minimalist, because far from requiring a uniform unity, the sophistical
consensus does not even require that everyone think the same thing (homonoia) but only that

everyone speak (homologia) and lend their ear (homophénia). In this way, it is hinted that the
final motor (ressort) of political discourse is homonymy [...].1%

Cassin’s statement quoted above makes sophistic rhetoric (and consequently, sophistic

aporia) a matter highly pertinent to my investigation of speculative theatre. The kind of

101 It must be noted that the ‘rehabilitation’ of the sophists started in the nineteenth century, with thinkers
such as G. F. Hegel, George Grote, and Friedrich Nietzsche.
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aporia that emerges from sophistic practice is grounded in performativity: its subversive
power resides not in what is said but in the manner the exchange between the sophist and
their interlocutor resists closure and fixed interpretation. In this sense, speculative theatre can
be said to be a sophistic practice. First, in terms of language, speculative plays such as Caryl
Churchill’s Far Away and Escaped Alone consistently destabilise fixed meaning. Take an
example from Escaped Alone, in which two different meanings of the word ‘float’ collide in
one sentence: ‘Yawls, ketches, kayaks, canoes, schooners, planks, dinghies, lifebelts and
upturned umbrellas, swimming instructors and lilos, rubber ducks and pumice stone floated
on the stock market.”'%” In finance, the verb ‘float’ is used for a currency that ‘fluctuate[s] as
regards its international exchange rate’,% which has nothing to do with the common usage of
the term—‘to rest on the surface of any liquid’.!%® Here, the language game or lexical
ambiguity makes it impossible to determine which meaning of ‘float’ is to be prioritised. The
fact that the sentence starts with a list of things that rest on the surface of any liquid only to

end with a reference of the stock market defies the audience’s expectation and certainty.

Second, in terms of form, binary oppositions are called into question in various ways.
Jennifer Haley’s The Nether, Alistair McDowall’s Pomona, Chris Thorpe’s Victory
Condition and Caryl Churchill’s Escaped Alone exploit the heterotopic nature of the stage to
juxtapose two dramatic worlds in a single space. The Nether interrogates the ‘realness’ of
virtual reality, where sexually deviant people (paedophiles) are allowed to live as their true
selves without causing harm to any actual children. Pomona problematises the boundary
between real life and game by interweaving a Lovecraftian role-playing game and a young
woman’s search for her sister on a mysterious but also existing island in Manchester. Victory
Condition and Escaped Alone weave together apocalyptic scenarios and the quotidian life of
common people. Another set of binary oppositions can be found in Tamsin Oglesby’s Really
Old, Like Forty Five and Thomas Eccleshare’s Instructions for Correct Assembly. These two
plays put to the test the supposed distinction between human and nonhuman, inorganic beings,
not only through the practice of using human actors for robot roles but also by invoking the
unstable power relations between humans and artificial intelligence. The third binary set
addresses the tension between showing and telling in the theatre medium. Philip Ridley’s

Mercury Fur and Radiant Vermin resist theatre’s visual imperative by replacing graphic

107 Caryl Churchill, Escaped Alone (London: Nick Hern, 2016), 12.

108 ‘Float, v.”, in OED Online (Oxford University Press), accessed 13 January 2021,
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representation of violence with story-telling even when dealing with the subject matters of an
apocalyptic crisis or serial murders. Last but not least, Alistair McDowall’s X and Nick
Payne’s Elegy, in their treatment of the experience of memory loss, interrogate the past-
present delimitation in temporal perception.

In all these examples, speculative theatre engages the audience in a sophistic practice,
a theatre experience that ‘promotes antithetical reasoning’, ‘denies the possibility of absolute
judgments’ and attacks the ‘arrogance of single-minded interpretations of the world’.**® The
audience is encouraged to revise their hierarchical assumptions on reality and fiction, the
human and the nonhuman, seeing and hearing. Against the apolitical charge due to its
fantastic and futuristic narratives, speculative theatre presents itself as another form of
postmodern political theatre, one that resists direct association with any political messages.
Marvin Carlson writes:

Instead of providing resistant political ‘messages’ or representations, as did the political

performances of the 1960s, postmodern performance provides resistance precisely not by

offering ‘messages’, positive or negative, that fit comfortably into popular representations of

political thought, but by challenging the processes of representation itself, even though it
must carry out this project by means of representation.!!

Like the Sophists who are ‘more interested in fallacies and puzzles than in proofs and
solutions, more comfortable with paradox and satire than with dogmatic assertion’, 2
contemporary speculative theatre demonstrates its subversive quality by relying on sophistic
aporia (hermeneutic indeterminacy) to maintain the openness of dialogue between theatre and
its audience—an openness that sustains discourse and points towards the possibility of a more
ethical mode of relationality.

2. Derridean Aporia—Impossible Theatre, Impossible Community

In the twenty-first century, parallel to the effort to rehabilitate sophistic aporia, we
continue to witness a critical attitude towards sophistic practices. Those who reject modern
‘sophistry’ argue that the practice endorses ideas detrimental to the progressive
epistemological project, such as relativism—the shift of the focus of enquiry from objective
and obtainable Truth to truths, or the emphasis on contextualised interpretation of

representation rather than on meaning.

110 Pullman, ‘Reconsidering Sophistic Rhetoric in Light of Skeptical Epistemology’, 66.
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The modern sophists are those that, in the footsteps of the great Wittgenstein, maintain that
thought is held to the following alternative: either effects of discourse, language games, or the
silent indication, the pure ‘showing’ of something subtracted from the clutches of language.
Those for whom the fundamental opposition is not between truth and error or wandering, but
between speech and silence, between what can be said and what is impossible to say. Or
between statements endowed with meaning and others devoid of it.!*®

The modern sophists, according to Alain Badiou, are still perceived as ‘the singular adversary
of philosophy’. However, rather than promoting anti-sophistic extremism—the desire to
eradicate the sophist, Badiou acknowledges the sophist’s role as the ‘perverted double of the
philosopher’ who must ‘only be assigned to his place’.}'* It appears that Badiou here carries
on the Platonic project of maintaining the existence of the sophist as a scapegoat or ‘other’
against which the philosopher construct their identity. Among the contemporary sophists
mentioned by Badiou, Jacques Derrida makes a frequent appearance, despite the fact that in
his later texts and interviews, Derrida emphatically controverts the widespread belief that
‘deconstruction amounted to nothing more than an update on ancient sophistical themes or a
bag of crafty rhetorical tricks with absolutely no regard for reputable, truth-apt standards of
debate’>—the sort of belief put about by John Searle and, to some extent, Badiou. In the
field of performance studies, the broader perception remains that ‘deconstruction is
incompatible with any metaphysical language or categories, and incapable of producing
meaningful practical vocabularies’.!*® This has resulted in hesitation or outright rejection of a
deconstructionist approach among performance theorists. Philip Auslander, despite
acknowledging the potential application of Derrida’s critique of language and fixed meaning
to the interrogation of grounding concepts in performance such as the playwright’s vision, the
director’s concept or the actor’s self, also claims that ‘for Derrida, the play of difference is all
there is’.1}” Other performance theorists, including Johannes Birringer, Sue-Ellen Case and
Jeanie K. Forte, are much less enthusiastic about engaging with the deconstructionist method,
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New York Press, 1999), 116-17.
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citing its supposedly unlimited textual play and its structural closure as factors that impede
any practical use, politically speaking.'® However, as pointed out by Duncan Jamieson,
rather than seizing deconstruction as a tool for approaching questions of presence, the most
fertile ground for developing Derrida’s relationship to performance is perhaps in the attention
to experience.''® Concurring with Jamieson, | also believe that the Derridean aporia promises
to be a fruitful approach in examining the ethico-political implication of contemporary
speculative theatre’s ‘experience of the impossible’, which emerges from its deconstructionist

approach to language, meanings, truths and reality.

Derridean aporia is not the oscillation between two contradictory sayings (as in the
case of the sophistic aporia), but the contradiction applies to one and the same entity: the
condition of possibility is also the condition of impossibility. Unlike Aristotle, whose aporia
of time is still deconstructible, the Derridean aporia is both ‘undeconstructible’ and the
source of all deconstructions.!?® Among the examples of the impossible/aporia that Derrida
returns to frequently are gift-giving, hospitality, forgiveness and mourning. Inherent in the
commitment to these aporias and the impossible in general is a utopian impulse that
characterises speculative theatre’s endeavour to represent the unpresentable, not to capture it
but simply to suggest the possibility of other ways of thinking and other modes of relation

unrestrained by existing hierarchies and boundaries.

According to Derrida, there are three types of aporia or nonpassage. First, the
nonpassage resembling an impermeability is the kind that can be found in closed borders.
Second, the aporia or impasse stems from the fact that there is no limit, when there is no
longer a border to cross—the limit has become too porous, permeable and indeterminate. In
this second type, there is no opposition between the two sides, just like there is no opposition
in terms of safety between being inside one’s home and being outside in the circumstances of
war. Lastly, ‘the impossible’ is a nonpassage because ‘its elementary milieu does not allow
for something that could be called passage, step, walk, gait, displacement, or replacement, a
kinesis in general. There is no more path [...].”*2! The third type is the most extreme and the

118 Johannes Birringer argues that ‘the text [becomes] nothing but a ‘‘performance’” of itself’, while Sue-
Ellen Case and Jeanie Forte argue that ‘in the closed system of deconstruction the only possible reference
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most difficult to think about since ‘[t]he impasse itself would be impossible’.?? The
condition for ‘the impossible’ dictates that there is ‘no more movement or trajectory, no more
trans- (transport, transposition, transgression, translation, and even transcendence), no space
for the aporia because of a lack of topographical conditions or, more radically, because of a
lack of the topological condition itself’.!?® It is on this last type of aporia—the impossible—
that I would focus my analysis of contemporary speculative theatre’s utopian impulse. I
would argue that when it comes to “utopia’, in order to overcome the binary logic of a good
place or noplace, a heaven-on-earth or another disguise of totalitarianism, we should consider

it another example of the impossible.

Here, | will digress a little from Derrida to discuss some recent developments in
utopian studies to demonstrate how the turn towards aporia in speculative theatre can be
related to the ‘processual turn’ in utopian studies. From the second half of the twentieth
century, in the field of literature, utopia and its twin dystopia have undergone a process of
reimagination and reconceptualisation that increasingly blurs the demarcation between the
two sub-genres. The emergence of ‘critical utopia’ in the 1970s and ‘critical dystopia’ in the
1980s and 90s accentuates the importance of distinction, not between utopia and dystopia, but
between Utopia, which stands for ideological affirmation and historical closure, and the
utopian impulse understood as the negation of any form of totalitarian administered society
whether it is deemed ‘desirable’ or not. Critical utopian texts ‘reject utopia as a blueprint
while preserving it as dream’, ‘[dwelling] on the conflict between the originary world and the
utopian society opposed to it so that the process of social change is more directly articulated’
and ‘[focusing] on the continuing presence of difference and imperfection within utopian
society itself and thus render more recognizable and dynamic alternatives’.*?* Following the
same direction of self-reflexivity, critical dystopia offers ‘not only astute critiques of the
order of things but also explorations of the oppositional spaces and possibilities from which

the next round of political activism can derive imaginative sustenance and inspiration’.1?

Like the way critical utopias and critical dystopias are categorised in literary criticism,

in the field of theatre studies, we can also consider certain plays as presenting critical utopia
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or critical dystopia narratives. Rory Mularkey’s The Wolf from the Door (2014), Nick
Payne’s Elegy (2016) and Thomas Eccleshare’s Instructions for Correct Assembly (2018)
belong to the former group while Edward Bond’s The Chair Plays (2000-2005), Dawn
King’s Foxfinder (2011), Thomas Eccleshare’s Pastoral (2013), Alistair McDowall’s
Pomona (2014), Stef Smith’s Human Animals (2016), and Lucy Kirkwood’s The Children
(2016) are sometimes identified with the latter. Instructions for Correct Assembly and Elegy
give just enough information for the audience to recognise how technologically advanced
these worlds must be for ordinary people to possess a life-like robot or for patients who suffer
from degenerative diseases to be cured by a single operation. The Wolf from the Door appears
to be documenting a revolution in the making; however, the absurdist (but no less violent)
way this revolution unfolds betrays the seriousness of the documentary genre. Edward
Bond’s Have | None, The Under Room, and Chair are all set in the year 2077, when Britain
falls under a totalitarian authority that abolishes the past and terrorises its citizens. Similarly,
Foxfinder introduces a bleak vision of a future Britain significantly regressed in terms of
technology and governed by a zealously religious group that propagates the myth of the
magical, cunning fox—the invisible but omnipresent enemy of humans and humanity.
Pastoral and Human Animals explore the tension between civilisation and nature by
transporting the audience to the midst of a crisis as London is infested with rampaging
vegetation in the former, wild animals and the growing fear of contagion in the latter. The
Children brings us to a coastal town in the aftermath of a nuclear accident to experience this
powerful longing for pre-crisis normality, which has become a prevalent, relatable feeling in
the twenty-first century. Pomona brings the audience to a mysterious island where

prostitution, pornography production and human organ harvesting are thriving businesses.

It is essential to stress that the above categorisation remains flexible, for the plays said
to be critical utopias (Instructions for Correct Assembly, Elegy, and The Wolf from the Door)
can always be classified as critical dystopias. As a result, instead of focusing on the dialectic
between utopia and dystopia, it will be much more beneficial to investigate the utopian
impulse shared by the two sub-genres. Critical utopia and dystopia, despite their opposite
settings, are both utopian expressions in the sense that they ‘constantly shatter the present

achievements and compromises of society and point to that which is not yet experienced in
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the human project of fulfilment and creation’.*?® In other words, it is the shared speculative

form of critical utopia and dystopia that makes them politically and ethically relevant.

This paradigm shift provides a favourable condition for research linked to the theatre
medium, which has until now occupied a marginal place in utopian studies. Unlike the novel
and the moving image (such as films or TV series), the medium of the theatre, in most cases,
does not accommodate a description of the utopian or dystopian world detailed enough to
enable an immersive experience.*?” However, as utopian studies shift the focus from Utopia
and Dystopia (understood as the blueprint or, at the very least, concrete prediction of the
future) to the utopian impulse (an exercise in imagination stemming from the desire for
change without any determined goal), theatre’s constraints in staging speculative fiction are
no longer a disadvantage but have become parts of what makes the medium particularly
compelling in expressing its utopian aspiration. For instance, in the 2016 Royal Court
production of Caryl Churchill’s Escaped Alone, the audience is given fragments of a post-
apocalyptic world where violence and horror exceed visual representation.

MRS J The hunger began when eighty per cent of food was diverted to t programmes.

Commuters watched breakfast on iPlayer on their way to work. Smartphones were distributed

by charities when rice ran out, so the dying could watch cooking. The entire food stock of

Newcastle was won by lottery ticket and the winner taken to a 24 hour dining room where

fifty chefs chopped in relays and the public voted on what he should eat next. Cars were

traded for used meat. Children fell asleep in class and didn’t wake up. The obese sold slices
of themselves until hunger drove them to eat their own rashers. Finally the starving stormed
the tv centres and were slaughtered and smoked in large numbers. Only when cooking shows

were overtaken by sex with football teams did cream trickle back to the shops and rice was
airlifted again.*?®

Apocalyptic scenarios such as the one quoted above are recounted in an unemotional tone by
a character standing between two burning red frames against a dark stage. Rather than
satisfying the audience’s voyeuristic pleasure by providing them with spectacular images and
actions, the play creates an unsettling theatre experience caused by the discrepancy between
the audible—extravagant and bombarding language on the one hand—and the visible that is
impoverished on the other. It is precisely in this resistance to the visual imperative that
Escaped Alone demonstrates most clearly its utopian aspiration by pointing towards the
possibility of imagining a future that cannot be captured or regulated. The importance of
language here does not lie in its ability to truthfully reflects reality but its deconstructive

operation.
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Commenting on utopian speculation in literature, Ruth Levitas observes that there are
three aspects in the IROS method—Imaginary Reconstitution of Society: analytical-
archaeological mode, constructive-architectural mode, and ontological mode that focuses on
subjective transformation.!? In the case of speculative theatre, while the concern with
archaeology and architecture is not completely discarded since there is always the need to
‘bring to debate the potential structure of an alternative society’, ™ it is evident that
portraying ‘the concrete institutional character of an alternative society’!3! is not where the
theatre medium places its emphasis. Instead of providing the audience with a detailed,
systematically documented account that implies a sort of sequential development and
therefore obeying the law of linear temporality, the futuristic, alternative and surrealist
worlds depicted in contemporary speculative theatre function like snapshots that one
accidentally picks up without any knowledge of how a particular scene/situation came into
existence. The sketchiness and elusiveness of these speculative worlds, while managing to
convey a general atmosphere of otherness, maintain their status as a utopian gesture rather
than a reliable representation of Utopia/Dystopia. In breaking with the principle of causality,
speculative theatre carves out a space where the audience can imagine different ways of
being, different modes of relationality that challenge existing forms of relationships based on
binary identity.*32 Tom Moylan argues, ‘To write utopia is to indicate what cannot yet be said
within present conceptual language or achieved in current political action. To write utopia is
to perform the most utopian of actions possible within literary discourse. The form is itself
more significant than any of its content.’**® Speculative theatre has ventured even further

since it not only writes but also performs utopia.

It is here that we encounter an impossible theatre invested in cultivating a utopian
subjectivity and initiating an impossible community. Impossible, according to Derrida, does
not mean ‘not possible’ but rather the very condition for possibility.

We think the impossible. If | made the connection between thought and desire in this respect,

it is because we not only think the impossible; we are also interested in it. We are motivated

by something that is impossible. It is the impossibility of hospitality that is the condition for
everything that cannot attain it (but as such it should not be confused with a regulatory idea).
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This means that such an impossible is not simply something negative. We have to rethink the
‘im-’ of the impossible. The impossible is not that which is ‘not possible’. In other words, it is
not simply the negative side, the negative aspect of the possible. So the impossible is, in a
certain sense, at one with the possibility that makes it possible.***

Derrida uses the quasi-concept of the impossible to refer to several phenomena, including
hospitality, mourning, forgiving and the gift, all of which are issues explored in many
contemporary speculative plays. The manner in which these themes are presented in Edward
Bond’s Chair Plays, Dawn King’s Foxfinder or Tamsin Oglesby’s Really Old, Like Forty
Five exceeds the particularity of each theme and calls for an overall reassessment of power
relations informed by binary logic. Bond’s The Under Room, for instance, serves as a
powerful reminder of the oppressive nature of the concept of hospitality based on the host-
guess dichotomy. When the immigrant refuses to run away with Joan despite the fact that she
has risked her own safety by sheltering him, he violates the exchange economy and power
relation that dictate conventionally defined hospitality, which deeply unsettles Joan and
pushes her to commit murder. By exposing the limitation of the popular conception of
hospitality, The Under Room indirectly calls for an engagement with the infinite or
unconditional hospitality—an ‘impossible’ that is also the condition for the possibility of a

more ethical mode of relationality.

The search for a theatre of the ‘impossible’, for an ‘impossible’ theatre in
contemporary speculative theatre, can be considered a legacy of Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of
Cruelty. However, if Artaud retreats to the theatricality of radiophonic work as a way to
‘displace cruelty with a physical attack that puts to the test the relationship of the individual
to language’,** speculative theatre insists on the significance of the visual language of the
stage and the actor’s body, no matter how impoverished it appears to be. Philip Ridley’s
Radiant Vermin 2015 production by Soho Theatre adopts a minimalist approach to staging.
Similar to the Royal Court production of Caryl Churchill’s Escaped Alone, violent scenes are
recounted by the characters rather than being shown. However, unlike Escaped Alone,
Radiant Vermin makes extensive use of the actor’s body and physical theatre techniques, as
the characters not only retell but also re-enact the murders they committed in exchange for a
dream house. Juxtaposed against a simple white environment, the verbal description and

physical miming of extreme cruelty are all the more unsettling. The tension between the
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light-heartedness of the visual language and the serious nature of the narrative creates a space
for the audience to reflect on their implication in systemic violence. In other words, it is a
paradoxical space that fosters a utopian subjectivity, from which emerges the possibility of an
open ‘quasi’-community. Unlike the traditional community, whose definition automatically
implies the existence of the others who are excluded and outside, Derrida’s ideal, utopian
community is a loose ensemble of singularities, a different form of being-together:
One could imagine an undecidable system, a vague, quasi community, that would
communicate only in the sense of being interactive or relational, of containing non-isolable
elements or moments, that would together make for a loose ensemble, at best a kind of quasi
system inasmuch as it would be underdetermined, a whole that would not be so sufficiently

ordered as to produce predictable, foreseeable results, but would always be vulnerable to
chance and surprise from what is outside the community.1%

Such is an impossible community, one that is ‘never found, one never knows if it exists’, and
‘to think one has found it would be not only mystified, but would right away cause one to
lose it, destroy it”.13" Ultimately, contemporary speculative theatre’s commitment to sophistic
aporia—its explorations of various contradictions and the state of perplexity these
contradictions induce, combined with its exploration of the Derridean aporia, can be seen as
an attempt to generate the conditions of an impossible community of theatre audience. Both
forms of engagement with aporia reveal speculative theatre’s deeply political and utopian
aspiration and highlight its function as a rehearsal space for the different forms of political,

ethical and social relations to come.

In the next chapter, | will analyse contemporary British speculative theatre’s utopian
expressions in its reconfiguration of myth. These include the apocalypse myth (Caryl
Churchill’s Far Away and Escaped Alone, Philip Ridley’s Mercury Fur and Chris Thorpe’s
Victory Condition), modern political myths (Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the Door,
Dawn King’s Foxfinder, Edward Bond’s Have | None and Chair) and, more specifically,
socio-economic myths (Thomas Eccleshare’s Instructions for Correct Assembly and Philip
Ridley’s Radiant Vermin). Drawing on Roland Barthes’s conception of myth as a form of
communication that naturalises history, | will also explore how some speculative plays
respond to this naturalisation by denaturalising the mythical object and the hero image—two

elements that are frequently seized by mythical speech for various ideological, political or

1% John D. Caputo, ‘A Community without Truth: Derrida and the Impossible...’, Research in
Phenomenology 26, no. 1 (January 1996): 26.

137 Jacques Derrida, Points . .: Interviews, 1974-1994, ed. Elisabeth Weber, trans. Peggy Kamuf
(California: Stanford University Press, 1995), 351.
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economic interests. In its treatment of particular myths, speculative theatre often resorts to the
sophistic aporia—the uncertainty and perplexity that emerge from binary oppositions—to
maintain a space of openness for other possibilities. On the other hand, when dealing with
myth as a form of representation, it gives rise to the Derridean aporia, as the act of
demythicising is inseparable from that of remythicising. In other words, speculative theatre
makes clear that the condition for the possibility of being free from the coercion of mythical
speech is also the condition for its impossibility. However, if the language of mythical speech
is aimed at producing and imposing fixed meanings, the languages of speculative theatre’s
mythopoeia accommodate multiple and non-hierarchical interpretations simultaneously. This
insistence on difference, indeterminacy and nonidentity is what characterises speculative

theatre’s utopian impulse in its engagement with myth.
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CHAPTER 2. SPECULATIVE THEATRE’S
MYTHOPOEIA

. APORIA OF THE END—RECONFIGURING THE
APOCALYPSE MYTH

Like ‘speculation,” the word ‘myth’ is often regarded dismissively as an equivalent
for a widely held but false belief or idea. An element of speculative fiction, myth retains a
curious relationship with reality and history, in the sense that it is both real and unreal,
historical and ahistorical. Because of their malleability, myths can always be reappropriated
and revised according to the interests of the myth-maker and consumer. It is not surprising to
witness the extent to which even the most ancient myths continue to exert their influence in
today’s politics, economics, culture—in short, in all aspects of life. Contemporary British
theatre has continued to profess great interests in reviving and rewriting myths, and this holds
for speculative theatre as well. Among a number of foundational myths that frequently
feature in speculative plays, the apocalypse myth occupies a special position. The twenty-first
century, with its never-ending environmental, social, political, economic, ethical crises, also
witnesses the proliferation of eschatological thinking—thoughts directed toward death,
judgment and the final destiny of humankind. The apocalypse myth, initially an essential part
of Christian eschatology, has become a global subject matter in contemporary cultural
representation. The apocalyptic narrative is aporetic since it ‘seeks to be nonnarrative, to get
beyond the strictures of time and space’!® despite being a story set in time and space. The
struggle to represent something that is unrepresentable, to imagine that which is rendered
unimaginable by existing conditions, can be characterised as the utopian impulse shared by
all apocalyptic narratives, regardless of their medium. Nevertheless, a closer look at
apocalypse literature and film will reveal that in reality, the professed commitment to the
unimaginable is usually forfeited, the promise of openness abandoned in favour of an
affirmative, up-lifting closure. In his examination of popular apocalypse films in the last
thirty years, David Christopher concludes that despite the difference in temporal setting,
‘apocalypse and post-apocalypse narratives are highly ideologically similar in either their

valorisation of a patriarchal hero that can save capitalism, or their canonization of human

138 Lee Quinby, ‘Introduction’, in Anti-Apocalypse: Exercises in Genealogical Criticism (Minneapolis &
London: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), xiv.
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tenacity’.?3® Put differently, the utopian impulse is systematically translated into a Utopian
project to accommodate the fantasies of renewal and redemption. These fantasies signal a
return to a nostalgic, perfect and imaginary past; at the same time, the redemptive paradigm is
nothing more than a reinforcement of the status quo. Many apocalypse scenarios portray the
collapse of civilisation and, by extension, the collapse of capitalism, but, paradoxically, it is
within this process of destruction (which is often averted, in the case of apocalypse narrative)
and reconstruction (in the case of post-apocalypse narrative) that capitalism reasserts its
power. Timothy Morton aptly points out the ‘repressive tolerance’'*° granted to apocalypse
fantasies by capitalism: ‘It’s seductive to imagine that a force bigger than global capitalism
will finally sweep it away. But what if this thought were coming to us from within capitalism
itself? What if capitalism relied on fantasies of apocalypse in order to keep reproducing and

reinventing itself?’4!

In the following pages, | will attempt to demonstrate how contemporary speculative
theatre, being keenly aware of the environment within which it operates and the dilemmas it
has to face when tackling the theme of the apocalypse, adopts various strategies to disrupt the
mode of utopian thinking linked to popular apocalypse narratives. | contend that speculative
theatre maintains its utopian impulse by displacing and reconfiguring the apocalypse myth so
that it no longer details a future-oriented, predicable event. In the plays subsequently
examined, including Caryl Churchill’s Far Away (2001) and Escaped Alone (2016), Philip
Ridley’s Mercury Fur (2005) and Chris Thorpe’s Victory Condition (2017), the apocalypse is
either divested of its sense-making function or losing its status as an event and, consequently,
its significance. The purpose of this displacement is to draw the audience’s attention to
existing problems, which have profound impacts on society but have often been naturalised,
integrated into normality and, therefore, becoming invisible. On the other hand, the existence

of the post-apocalyptic world in some of these plays conveys a sense of hope while still

139 David Christopher, ‘The Capitalist and Cultural Work of Apocalypse and Dystopia Films’, Cineaction
95 (2015): 59.

140 The concept of ‘repressive tolerance’, developed by Herbert Marcuse, denotes a specific kind of
tolerance practised by capitalism to undermine all opposition and dissent while simultaneously
incorporating all subversive elements to reinforce its control and dominance. Marcuse writes, ‘those
minorities which strive for a change of the whole itself will, under optimal conditions which rarely prevail,
be left free to deliberate and discuss, to speak and to assemble—and will be left harmless and helpless in
the face of the overwhelming majority, which militates against qualitative social change. This majority is
firmly grounded in the increasing satisfaction of needs, and technological and mental coordination, which
testify to the general helplessness of radical groups in a well-functioning social system’. Herbert Marcuse,
‘Repressive Tolerance’, in A Critique of Pure Tolerance, by Robert Paul Wolff, Barrington Moore, and
Herbert Marcuse (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), 94.

141 Timothy Morton, The Ecological Thought (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2010), 125.
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managing to resist the temptation to envision a simplistic utopia where morality is improved
and restored. In its reconfiguration of the apocalypse myth, speculative theatre resituates the
apocalypse in the space of uncertainty and possibility in an attempt to reclaim time—both the
present and the future—from the grip of capitalist and affirmationist ideologies.

1. The Violent End—Apocalypse a venir
(Far Away—Mercury Fur—Escaped Alone)

As a subject matter, the apocalypse has featured in British theatre since the formation
of the Medieval vernacular drama constituted by three main types: mystery, miracle and
morality plays. More accurately, early theatrical representation of the apocalypse known as
the Doomsday play can be considered a subset of the mystery play performed on pageant
wagons. The cyclic form of the English mystery play, together with its lack of a fixed stage
location, required various dramaturgical innovations to effectively engage the audience. This
became especially relevant in the case of the Doomsday or Judgement play, which was
supposed to depict future events, but whose religious and social function was to encourage
the audience to reflect on the present to behave in ways that would ensure their chance of

salvation.

In his examination of a number of Doomsday mystery plays, David Leigh argues that
these plays possess unique features that mark them off as distinct from all the others in the
mystery cycles. 1¥2 These include nonhistorical setting and nonrepresentative time,
nonrepresentative action, nonhistorical representation of the character, audience participation
through identification and explicit narration of the history of salvation. At first glance,
Doomsday plays recall certain aspects of contemporary speculative theatre’s commitment to
negation. Nevertheless, a closer look will reveal that the type of negation practised in these
plays differs radically from that found in the twenty-first-century speculative theatre. The
conscious decision to avoid specific spatial and temporal settings resulted from the
perception of apocalyptic events on the tangent of eternity and universality, while
nonrepresentative actions were employed to highlight the symbolic aspect of the narrative. In
other words, even though Doomsday plays are infused with negation, the act of negating is

performed with a positive, definitive goal: to convey an unambiguous message to the

142 David J. Leigh, ‘The Doomsday Mystery Play: An Eschatological Morality’, Modern Philology 67,
no.3 (1970): 211-23.
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audience so that they will alter their current behaviour for fear of judgement. In this respect,
these early representations of the apocalypse, as an instrument that reinforces existing
normative conducts, illustrate how negation is only useful as a formal strategy, a subordinate
element meant to give rise to the expected and predetermined affirmation.

Compared to the apocalypse featured in Middle Age Doomsday plays, the apocalypse
in contemporary British speculative theatre marks a great departure from Christian
eschatology, in the sense that the ‘end time’ is no longer interpreted as the consummation of
God’s creation of the world. Instead, the ‘end of the world’ is replaced by the ‘end of an age’
or ‘end of life as we know it.” Along the lines of modern eschatological discussion,
speculative theatre tends to perceive the apocalypse as a catalyst for radical social
transformation rather than the ultimate event that brings about the final goal of creation. This
shift does not come as a surprise, considering how technology and capitalism have succeeded
religion as prevalent forces that govern human activities. The destruction of the old and
obsolete that gives way to the new has always been an inevitable process, but under
capitalism and technological advancement of the twenty-first century, this process has been
consciously expedited in response to society’s insatiable desire for novelty (or perhaps, to
bolster society’s desire for novelty). By focusing on the theme of renewal, this mode of
apocalyptic imagination retains the traditional Biblical transformative quality; nevertheless,
this transformation is but the result of a carefully planned and systematically executed
operation. Furthermore, the apocalypse that announces the ‘end of an age’ is no longer a

unique event but one that suggests repetition. The end, thus, is both inevitable and impossible.

Against this future-oriented and governable apocalypse often seen in disaster movies,
Caryl Churchill’s Far Away (2001) and Escaped Alone (2016), as well as Philip Ridley’s
Mercury Fur (2005), maintain their subversive quality by focusing on what Jacques Derrida
terms [’avenir. At the beginning of the documentary film Derrida, he makes a distinction
between two types of future:

In general, | try to distinguish between what one calls the future and /’avenir. The future is

that which—tomorrow, later, next century—will be. There’s a future that is predictable,

programmed, scheduled, foreseeable. But there is a future, [’avenir (to come), which refers to

someone who comes whose arrival is totally unexpected. For me, that is the real future. That
which is totally unpredictable. The Other who comes without my being able to anticipate their
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arrival. So if there is a real future beyond the other known future, it’s /’avenir in that it’s the
coming of the Other when | am completely unable to foresee their arrival.*3

If working with a predictable future necessarily requires extrapolation based on rationality
and therefore subscribing to the perpetuation of current socio-politico-ethical conditions, the
task of representing | ‘avenir, because of the subject matter’s utter unpredictability, engenders
senselessness and, to a larger extent, madness. Speculative theatre relies on three strategies to
invoke the madness that breaks absolutely with constituted normality: an emphasis on
narrative in representation of violence, linguistic absurdity and visual display of the absurd.
In tackling the impossible future, speculative theatre is well aware of its inescapable failure;
nevertheless, successfully capturing and representing the future is far from being the goal of
this type of theatre. Rather, the embrace of irrationality encapsulates theatre’s confrontational

stance against society’s dominant tendency to curb risks and manage the future.

The fact that the apocalyptic imagination in Churchill’s Far Away and Escaped Alone
or Ridley’s Mercury Fur does not seem to make any sense because of its outright absurdity
attests to these plays’ commitment to speculate ‘a real future that is beyond a known future’
while also pointing towards a new conception of absurdism. The apocalyptic impulse of
contemporary speculative theatre does not strive to establish any convincing possible future
scenario from which the audience is to gain some sort of knowledge. As we shall see in the
following analysis of the three plays mentioned, their apocalyptic visions are remarkable, not
because they announce sound warnings but because of their ideological dubiousness. Such
ambiguity, however, should not be interpreted as a tactic to evade political and ethical
responsibility. On the contrary, the absence of any clear message in many speculative plays,
like their decision to focus on [’avenir instead of a predictable future, is to be understood as
theatre’s protest against a culture that obsessively commercialises consumable apocalypse
narratives. In its attempt to reconfigure the apocalypse myth, contemporary British theatre
dwells on uncertainty precisely because uncertainty or unpredictability appears to be the only
solution to resisting the multiple determinisms of history. The utopian aspiration emanates
from these plays does not reside in the common optimistic vision of humanity enduring even
the most catastrophic events but in the possibility of imagining a future that is not just a mere

extension of existing problems and conditions. In other words, it is not the plot that

143 Kirby Dick, Amy Ziering Kofman, and Jacques Derrida, Derrida: Screenplay and Essays on the Film
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), 53.
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distinguishes these plays from the apocalypse narrative in other mediums but their formal

innovations.

Perhaps no theatrical event in recent British theatre history could better encapsulate
the apocalyptic imagination in which the end comes with a bang than the explosion at the end
of Scene Two in Sarah Kane’s Blasted (1995). The instant the hotel room is literally blasted
apart, the space of realism is also destroyed, giving way to a surrealist, hellish landscape of
atrocities. Kane’s writings and their productions constitute a theatre of the extreme, which
defies all attempts at sense-making. Explaining the kind of theatre she pursues—experiential
as opposed to speculatory—Kane refers to Jeremy Weller’s Mad (1992), a piece of drama that
exerts a strong influence on her work.

This was a project that brought together professional and non-professional actors who all had

some personal experience of mental illness. It was an unusual piece of theatre because it was

totally experiential as opposed to speculatory. As an audience member, | was taken to a place
of extreme mental discomfort and distress and then popped out the other end. What | did not
do was sit in the theatre considering as an intellectual conceit what it might be like to be
mentally ill. It was a bit like being given a vaccine. | was mildly ill for a few days afterwards
but the jab of sickness protected me from a far more serious illness later in life. Mad took me

to hell, and the night | saw it | made a decision about the kind of theatre | wanted to make—
experiential 144

Here, Kane’s use of the qualifier ‘speculatory’ is directly linked to ‘intellectual conceit’ or
rational reasoning incapable of producing the visceral effect, the ‘jab of sickness’ that acts as
a vaccine. It is interesting to juxtapose Kane’s conception of the speculative or speculatory
against that of Howard Barker, another figure who left a strong impact on Kane’s artistic
career. In Arguments for a Theatre, Barker writes:
The real end of drama in this period must not be the reproduction of reality, critical or
otherwise (the traditional model of the Royal Court play, socialistic, voyeuristic) but
speculation—not what is (now unbearably decadent) but what might be, what is imaginable.

The subject then becomes not man-in-society, but knowledge itself, and the protagonist not
the man of action (rebel or capitalist as source of pure energy) but the struggler with self.*%

It is clear how Barker’s concept of speculation is different from Kane’s. To speculate,
according to Barker, is to depart from the reproduction of reality, to liberate the imagination.
Both Barker and Kane, despite their contrasting ways of articulating the kind of theatre they

strive to achieve, as can be seen in their conflicting characterisations of speculation, unite in

144 Sarah Kane, Letter to Aleks Sierz (4 January 1999), quoted in Graham Saunders, ““Just a Word on a
Page and There Is the Drama.” Sarah Kane’s Theatrical Legacy’, Contemporary Theatre Review 13, no. 1
(2003): 97-110.

145 Howard Barker, Arguments for a Theatre (Manchester & New York: Manchester University Press,
1997), 38. Emphasis mine.
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their aversion against realist representation and in their lavish use of violent imageries. This
emphasis on violence, accompanied by the absence of any explicit political or ethical
message in their plays, has contributed to the negative opinions toward Barker’s and Kane’s

works in their initial reception.

Like Barker’s ‘Theatre of Catastrophe’ and Kane’s usually labelled ‘in-yer-face’
theatre, many contemporary speculative plays that tackle the apocalypse theme are often
perceived as politically, ethically ambiguous because of their engagement with extreme
violence. When Philip Ridley's Mercury Fur was first presented in 2005, it received the sort
of critique that immediately recalls what was first written about Kane’s Blasted. Charles
Spencer, in his review of Mercury Fur for the Telegraph, heavily criticises the play’s matter-
of-fact depiction of sadistic excesses as ‘cheap thrills’ and Ridley as a writer ‘turned on by
his own sick fantasies’.}4® While it is true that violence plays a prominent role in a play in
which people consume hallucinogenic butterflies and act out their wildest fantasies, including
torturing and murdering a child for entertainment, it would be erroneous to assume that
Mercury Fur and Kane’s Blasted or Cleansed are completely alike. Kane’s early work in
particular and British theatre in the 90s, in general, do not shy away from staging torture, rape
or cannibalism—gruesome acts that aim to unsettle the audience by targeting their senses.
Defending this theatrical direction, Kane insists, ‘If you are saying you can’t represent
something, you are saying you can’t talk about it, you are denying its existence.’!*’ Kane’s
argument for theatre’s visual imperative, nevertheless, went through a revision in her ‘later’
plays, namely Crave and 4.48 Psychosis. Both plays mark a departure not only from the
narrative but also from the visible, as can be seen in the prioritisation of language over
character or action. Already in the late 90s, Kane’s shift to language and the audible
foreshadows the development to be seen in British speculative theatre in the twenty-first
century, which sees an escalation in violent imagery that renders visual representation and
visceral affect inadequate to evoke a meaningful response from the audience. In a culture
increasingly characterised as a culture of image, where the inexpressible is fully translated to
the visual, British theatre exerts its capacity for resistance by adopting a seemingly atavistic

move of turning back to the dramatic and the audible.

146 Charles Spencer, ‘A Vicious Kick in the Guts’, The Telegraph, 5 March 2005,
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/drama/3638182/A-vicious-kick-in-the-guts.html.

147 Sarah Kane, quoted in Graham Saunders, ‘Love Me Or Kill Me’: Sarah Kane and the Theatre of
Extremes (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002), 24.
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Accordingly, violence in Mercury Fur, despite its intensity, is never seen on stage.
The play, set in a derelict flat in the East End of London in a not-too-distant future, gives the
audience glimpses of an infernal world mysteriously invaded by hallucinogenic butterflies.
The butterflies come in different colours, and each is capable of producing a particular effect:
the gold with white flecks for immortal sensation, the black for suicide, the two-tone blue to
feel happy and floaty, the pure crimson for physical violence, or the red with silver stripes for
an experience of assassination. The event that marks the first appearance of the butterflies is
recalled by two characters; however, their accounts contain one crucial conflicting detail: the
origin of the catastrophe. One claims that a freakish sand storm brought the butterflies and, as
such, echoes the general belief that associates the event with the apocalypse myth in the New
Testament. The first butterfly, despite being light blue with silver specks, has come to be
referred to as white,#® probably because in John’s revelation, the first horseman of the
Apocalypse—Pestilence—rides a white horse. The other character, however, suspects that it
was a bio-attack manoeuvred by some unknown political agent. In this second account, there
was no sand storm, no mysterious insects materialising out of nowhere; instead, the butterfly
cocoons were dropped on the street by planes. It remains uncertain as to which account
among the two reflects the truth. Regardless, it is clear that the apocalypse, whether divine
intervention or a man-made crisis, can only be perceived as apocalyptic in retrospection. It is
revealed that there was a period of relative normality right after the unanticipated arrival of
the first butterflies: being those that produce pleasant sensations and feelings, they are used as
a sort of harmless street drug. Only later on, with the appearance of more violence-induced

butterflies that all hell start to break loose.

The two teenage brothers, Elliot and Darren, are preparing for a party, which involves
a wealthy banker known as the Party Guest and a ten-year-old boy known as the Party Piece,
a meat hook and a video recorder. The success of this party will help them gain favour with
the Party Guest, which is crucial to the survival of the brothers and their loved ones—their
mother, known as the Duchess, as well as their friends Lola and Spinx. Soon enough, the
situation spins out of hand. Elliot and Darren find themselves in one ethical dilemma after
another. In one of the most unsettling scenes of Mercury Fur, the newcomer Naz is forced to
replace the Party Piece because the latter was not conscious enough for the Party Guest’s
liking. The stage direction ensures that the audience is made aware of the torture inflicted on
the young boy, not through the visible but the audible.

148 philip Ridley, Mercury Fur (London: Methuen Drama, 2005), 58.
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Screams start to be heard. Muffled at first, growing louder. The sound of struggling. Sound of
PARTY GUEST saying, ‘Tell me the truth’, and ‘I'm gonna hurt you!’ etc. Sound of SPINX

given directions: ‘Hold him still!” and ‘Over here!” and ‘Move the light here!’ etc. The noises
from the bedroom become increasingly horrific.**

What makes this off-stage scene particularly provoking is, therefore, the grisly soundscape.
In depriving the objectifying gaze that has come to characterise our culture of visual
consumption, Mercury Fur invites the audience to contemplate their role and responsibility in
a society where violent images have become omnipresent, not only normalised but also

commercialised.

Recalling how his mother and sister were murdered by a gang in a supermarket as the
catastrophe unfolds, Naz describes the experience in brutal, gory details.
NAZ [...] Mum is screaming, ‘Don’t hurt me kids’. Lots of blades go swish. Sort of
helicopter feeling. Stuff gets in my eyes. Blood. Wipe it away. Look up and see one of the
gang holding Mum’s head. He’s cut it off. [...] Can hear Stace crying but I can’t see her. The
crying is real close. It seems to be coming from this big smashed fruit. It’s all red inside and
very juicy. It’s got an eye. It’s Stace! The gang has stomped on her head. One of her arms is
gone. The gang drags her away and pull off her knickers. She’s pissing herself. The piss
shoots right up. The gang laughs. One of them gets his cock out and says he’ll plug the leak.

He sticks his cock in her. One of the others fucks what’s left of her mouth. They all drink
Coke. They fuck Stace and they drink Coke. I think Stace must be dead now.*°

The present tense used in Naz’s recollection of the traumatic event is particularly telling since
it helps the audience visualise the scene as if it is taking place in front of their eyes. At the
same time, the fact that there is no visual aid but the character’s narration acts as a
distantiation tool that prevents any attempt to perceive the narrative as realistic. As much as
one is shaken by the vividness of the atrocity, one cannot help but have the impression that
they are listening to a fictional tale told by a fictional character—an impression accentuated
by the aloofness with which Naz discusses the murders of his family. It is astonishing that in
one of the most traumatic moments of his life, Naz’s mind does not fail to capture the image
of the gang drinking Coke while torturing his sister. This small but calculated detail can be
read as Ridley’s implicit comment on the consumer culture, whose symbol has been
seamlessly incorporated within the most violent behaviour. What is at work here is not just
the blurring of reality and performance but a paradoxical process aimed at realising the
fictional and undermining it simultaneously. That is to say, while the text of Mercury Fur is
no less gruesome than that of Blasted or Cleansed, the manner in which the former is staged

marks a clear departure from visible and performed violence.

149 1bid., 116.
150 1pid., 34.
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It is not difficult to notice the resemblance between Naz’s indifferent demeanour
while delivering his brutal lines and Mrs Jarrett’s detached tone in her apocalyptic
monologues in Caryl Churchill’s Escaped Alone.

Four hundred thousand tons of rock paid for by senior executives split off the hillside to

smash through the roofs, each fragment onto the designated child’s head. Villages were

buried and new communities of survivors underground developed skills of feeding off the
dead where possible [...]. Rats were eaten by those who still had digestive systems, and
mushrooms were traded for urine. Babies were born and quickly became blind. [...]

Torrential rain leaked through cracks and flooded the tunnels enabling screams at last before
drownings. Survivors were now solitary and went insane at different rates.!

Escaped Alone premiered in January 2016 at the Royal Court and was directed by James
Macdonald. The plot is straightforward enough: four women in their seventies are having a
tea party in the backyard, discussing daily life topics such as family members, TV shows, and
personal maladies. These conversations are, however, interspersed with Mrs Jarrett’s
frightening but also hilarious apocalyptic monologues featuring flood, starvation, cannibalism,
pestilence and more. Unlike Naz’s recollection that is told in the present tense, Mrs J’s
description of the future is delivered in the past tense. Nevertheless, the effect of language on
the audience is quite similar in the sense that both plays deny the audience the pleasure of a
sentimental, relatable account of the catastrophe. If violence in Mercury Fur, despite its
extremity, is not completely unheard of or unimaginable, the situation in Escaped Alone has
been pushed even further to assume a dimension of universal madness. It is the absurd
element that renders the apocalyptic vision in the latter so unrealistic that representation
becomes redundant rather than impossible. As Caryl Churchill’s approach to the apocalypse
situates the event in [’avenir—a future exceeding comprehension and expectation—the play’s
refusal to show can also be read as an implicit commentary on the tendency of the seventh art
to spectacularise destruction and ecological disasters. The apocalypse scenario has been
subject to widespread political, cultural exploitation and misappropriation in recent years.
Crises and threats are said to be everywhere and ready to wreak havoc at any time. Such
propaganda provides the authorities with an excuse to maintain a state of exception
indefinitely that, in turn, allows them to commit unconstitutional acts without being held
accountable. On the other hand, as crisis is incorporated into everyday life, perpetuated by
apocalyptic films, TV series or video games, suffering and violence are also normalised. The
detailed, realistic representations of apocalyptic events usually seen on screen are but

hyperrealities that wrap themselves in the illusion called realism.

151 Churchill, Escaped Alone, 8.
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Contemporary speculative theatre resists this tendency to construct yet another
hyperreality, not only by steering away from the visual imperative but also in its adoption of
an apocalyptic language. As can be seen in Escaped Alone, language seems to undergo a
process of being broken down and put back together at random. As a result, the future
presented in snapshots is fragmentary, despite the appearance of sequential progression. It is
not the first time that Caryl Churchill’s deconstructionist approach to language manifests
itself in an apocalyptic scenario. Earlier, in 2001, we already witnessed a similar experiment
in Far Away, a play set in a world where everyone, everything, is at war against each other.

TODD But we’re not exactly on the other side from the French. It’s not as if they’re
the Moroccans and the ants.

HARPER It’s not as if they’re the Canadians, the Venezuelans and the mosquitoes.
TODD It’s not as if they’re the engineers, the chefs, the children under five, the
musicians.

HARPER The car salesmen.

TODD Portuguese car salesmen.

HARPER Russian swimmers.

TODD Thai butchers.

HARPER Latvian dentists.

TODD No, the Latvian dentists have been doing good work in Cuba. They’ve a
house outside Havana.

HARPER But Latvia has been sending pigs to Sweden. The dentists are linked to

international dentistry and that’s where their loyalty lies, with dentists in Dar-es-Salaam.>?

The randomness of the list, the impossibility to rationalise and reach any logical basis for
association, or, to borrow from Michel Foucault, ‘to define any common locus beneath them
all’,® defy the audience’s expectation. When Todd says he has done boring jobs, the
audience would not imagine that one of these involves working in abattoirs stunning pigs and
musicians to the extent that, by the end of the day, all he could see when he shut his eyes
were people hanging upside down by their feet.® The more exciting jobs that Todd has
experienced are shooting cattle and children in Ethiopia, gassing mixed troops of Spanish,
computer programmers and dogs, and tearing starlings apart with his bare hands.'® It is this
unpredictability in the narrative that makes the apocalyptic imagination in Far Away truly
subversive, in the sense that it reclaims the possibility of a future free from all existing

conditions.

152 Caryl Churchill, Far Away (New York: Nick Hern, 2000), 36-7.
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Churchill’s seemingly nonsensical categorisation here bears a striking similarity to a
passage in Jorge Luis Borges, quoted by Michel Foucault in The Order of Things. Borges, in
turn, quotes a certain (fictional) Chinese encyclopaedia in which animals are divided into:

(a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f)

fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable,

(k) drawn with a very fine camel hair brush, () et cetera, (m) having just broken the water
pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies.1%

This short passage arose a ‘laughter that shattered’, which has resulted in

all the familiar landmarks of [Foucault’s] thought—our thought, the thought that bears the
stamp of our age and our geography—breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes
with which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things, and continuing
long afterwards to disturb and threaten with collapse our age-old distinction between the
Same and the Other.*’

Similar to Borges’ passage, the enumeration in Act Three of Far Away would cause one to
burst out laughing, but it is laughter associated with uneasiness and profound distress when
witnessing the destruction of language, of what makes sense. From another point of view, by
inducing laughter from a language in regress, Churchill implies that it can be used as a
defamiliarizing language capable of overcoming the limitations of the sense-making language.
The events transpiring in Far Away conjure up the images of holocausts and genocides in
recent history: Auschwitz, the Balkan War, Cambodia, to name but a few. As Angel-Perez
puts it, confronted with the necessity to represent horror, ‘language has lost the ability to
communicate and to convey information [...] one must therefore find a defamiliarizing
language which places traumatism at a distance, in order to make it understandable’.*>® The
‘laughter of the apocalypse’ in Escaped Alone and Far Away, to borrow the term from Julia
Kristeva,® by situating the audience in the interspace between abjection and fascination,
creates an unsettling experience that paradoxically manages to convey the complexity and

madness of reality and history truthfully.

It is interesting to observe how this aspect of linguistic absurdity is further enhanced

in performance. In many cases, the emphasis on the visual display of the absurd in

156 Jorge Luis Borges, quoted in Foucault, The Order of Thing, xvi.

157 Ibid.

158 Elisabeth Angel-Perez, Voyages au bout du possible. Les théatres du traumatisme de Samuel Beckett a
Sarah Kane (Paris : Klincksieck, 2006), 22.

159 Kristeva defines the ‘laughter of the apocalypse’ as a laughter in which ‘absurdity, stupidity, violence,
sorrow, moral and physical degeneracy locate [us] [...] in that interspace between abjection and
fascination’. See Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon Rudiez (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1982), 204.

77



contemporary speculative theatre completely goes against the economic approach to the
visual representation of violence. In Mercury Fur, for instance, the grand entrance of the two
characters Spinx and the Duchess, dressed in extravagant clothes and accessories, marks a
moment of ludicrous contradiction.
SPINX enters. He is twenty-one years old and wearing leather trousers and fur coat. Gold
rings are on every finger, gold neck chain, gold wrist chains. He is arm in arm with—
The DUCHESS, thirty-eight years old. She is wearing a dress (covered with ice-blue sequins
and rhinestones) and a white fur coat. Pearl earrings, diamond rings, necklace, bracelets and

a sparkling tiara. She is wearing make-up (competently, but not expertly, applied) and dark
glasses. Everything about her seems fragile and damaged. She is blind.*

The visual excess evoked by Spinx and the Duchess can hardly be said to be an exhibition of
wealth and power since the expensive items they wear are no longer considered valuable in
this post-apocalyptic world. Their appearance emerges in stark contrast, not only with that of
other characters but also with their surroundings.
A derelict flat in a derelict estate in the East End of London. Layers of peeling wallpaper
(many cleaner patches where framed photos once hung), several pieces of old furniture

(armchairs, a table, shelves, etc.), well-worn carpet and smashed ornaments. Detritus and
dust cover everything.16!

This dilapidated environment, however, is described to the blind Duchess as a magnificent
palace decorated with a chandelier and antique varnished wood furniture. In the subsequent
conversation with other characters, it becomes clear that the ridiculous costumes and manner
of speech are used to create a fantasy that would shield the traumatised Duchess from facing
reality, from remembering the horror she went through.

Similarly, in Far Away, the unseen chaos of a world turned upside down is juxtaposed
against the hats that get more and more extravagant with each scene and culminates in the
procession of the prisoners on their way to the incinerator. In both Mercury Fur and Far
Away, the excessive display of absurdity simultaneously conceals and invokes the
unrepresentable violence that caused such absurdity. Rather than the actual representation of
destruction, it is in these defamiliarized images of suffering that the audience can clearly

perceive the destructive magnitude of the apocalypse portrayed in these plays.

To quickly summarise, | would argue that the apocalyptic imagination in Mercury Fur,
Far Away and Escaped Alone performs an act of negation that is destructive and

paradoxically generative, in the sense that it reclaims the possibility of a future unconstrained

160 Ridley, Mercury Fur, 71.
161 1bid., 3.
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by the capitalist logic of renewal. Instead of portraying any realistic, rational or plausible end
of the world scenario, these plays point to the possible end of capitalism itself in an age when
it has become easier to imagine the end of the world rather than the end of capitalism and its
totality. Writes Dan Rebellato:
What the apocalyptic tone recently adopted in British theatre does is offer a counter-strategy
to capitalist realism. It offers images of the end of the world that are images of the end of
capitalism. It does so in terms that reject conventional forms of graphic violent representation

and instead invites a play of the imagination, language and the aesthetic as a way of inviting
us to make the end of capitalism, of its current, apparent totality, thinkable again.6?

The apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic futures speculated in Churchill’s and Ridley’s plays are
not ideal nor believable; yet, they make it possible once again to imagine /’avenir—a future
which is not known, which cannot be anticipated. In its experiment with verbal and visual
languages that challenge popular modes of apocalypse representation, contemporary
speculative theatre relies on a kind of ‘monstrous writing’*%® to maintain the aporia of the end
and safeguard its utopian impulse from being translated into any closed, predetermined

Utopia or Dystopia.

2. Ending with a Whimper—Everyday Apocalypse

(Victory Condition—Escaped Alone)

The vision of the end of the world examined in the previous section concerns mainly
with how recent speculative theatre, by exposing language (both textual and visual) to the
force of deconstruction, challenges the notion of the apocalypse as a future-oriented event
and, instead, re-enacts [’avenir—the unknown, unpredictable future. There exists another
mode of apocalyptic imagination in contemporary British speculative theatre, one featured
most prominently in Chris Thorpe’s Victory Condition (2017) and, to a certain extent, Caryl
Churchill’s Escaped Alone. These plays postulate that the apocalypse is not an event lurking
on the horizon but a non-event that takes place amid the humdrum of everyday life, like a

whimper that goes unnoticed. They portray an image of the apocalypse characterised by

162 Dan Rebellato, ‘Of an Apocalyptic Tone Recently Adopted in Theatre: British Drama, Violence and
Writing’, Sillages critiques 22 (2017).

163 Explaining the concept of I’avenir, Derrida writes: ‘The future can be anticipated only in the form of
absolute danger. It is that which breaks absolutely with constituted normality and can thus announce itself,
present itself, only under the species of monstrosity. For this world to come and for what in it will have
shaken the values of the sign, speech, and writing, for what is guiding here our future anterior, there is no
exergue as yet.” Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore &
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), 5.
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boredom and monotony rather than being something spectacular. It must be stressed that such
a portrayal is not an attempt to further normalise the apocalypse myth and divest it of the
revelatory function; on the contrary, by displacing the apocalypse, Victory Condition and
Escaped Alone reinvest a utopian hope of transformation in the apocalyptic ‘moment’ of the
everyday.

As introduced by the Royal Court, Victory Condition attempts to ‘get to grips with the
fact that everything happens at once’ and to ‘see if there’s anything we can do about it’.1%*
The play can be read as a collage of various topics, both serious and entertaining, from
simulation theory, the assassination of a freedom fighter, to the apocalypse. Together, they
constitute a pointed commentary on pervasive problems in contemporary society and offer a
rather grim outlook about the future. The critic Michael Billington, in his review for The
Guardian, professes his disappointment with the play’s lack of solution: ‘I don’t doubt
Thorpe’s passionate concern, but his bleakly determinist play offers no hint as to how,

through political action, we might change a universe bent on self-destruction.’'®°

Not only that the play’s content lacks the optimism that would stir people to take
action, but its form is also problematic. Victory Condition opens to a couple, simply called
Man and Woman, returns to their apartment after a trip and spending the rest of the day in the
company of each other, doing things most couples would do on an uneventful evening, such
as unpacking, eating pizza and drinking wine. However, it soon becomes clear that the air of
normalcy emanating from this normal-looking couple and their standardised home furnished
by mass-produced furniture is a deception, for the play immediately plunges into a strange
world of multiple narratives. The dramatic world the play presents is one of intersecting
realities through which the audience must navigate and construct meaning for themselves.
Such is a challenging task, for Victory Condition is delivered as two monologues intercutting
each other!®® and, as remarked by Michael Billington, ‘So dense and packed is Thorpe’s

writing that one feels bombarded by words rather than stimulated into a new awareness of the

164 “Victory = Condition’,  The  Royal  Court, accessed 20  September 2021,
https://royalcourttheatre.com/whats-on/victory-condition/.

165 Michael Billington, ‘Victory Condition Review—Pizza and the Apocalypse in Baffling Two-Hander’,
The Guardian, 9 October 2017, sec. Stage, https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2017/oct/09/victory-
condition-review-royal-court.

166 In the performance note, some guidelines are provided to perform the two long monologues. Even
though they are written to be intercut in performance, the intercutting may stop when the Man and Woman
reach the longest sections of text, at which point the performers finish the rest of their monologue texts one
after another. Each monologue contains a number of sections readily marked but these can also be
internally cut into shorter sections, if necessary, with the exception of the longest sections mentioned
above, which should be delivered in their entirety.
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world as a desolate wasteland.’*®” While the critic views this strategy as having failed to
engage the audience, |1 would argue that bombarding the audience with words and preventing
them from comfortably ‘consuming’ the play as just another apocalypse-themed product are
precisely the goals here. It is also a form that truthfully reflects the condition of information
overload that characterises life in the twenty-first century. The intercutting monologues
undermine the intention of instant connection and communication, not only between the
characters, as they are immersed in their separate worlds while appearing to be together, but
also between the audience and the performance. At the same time, it is this very challenge
that gives rise to the possibility of a more engaging and attentive mode of relating to a world

of complexity.

Victory Condition is full of paradoxes. On the one hand, the play demonstrates
straightforward concerns about various social issues. On the other hand, it skilfully evades
collective political activism, dwelling on despair rather than hope. The pessimistic tone of the
play resonates most perceptibly in the apocalyptic speech delivered by the Woman, which |

will take the liberty to quote at length.

A series of images, bullet-fast. Multi-dimensional.

The dogs eat everything here. Each one of them is imagining how this will all fall apart. Each
one of those imaginings borrowed from outside themselves.

Disaster movies lie to us because they tell us two things—the first is, this is real. And the
second is that disaster, true disaster, ends everything. That it is impossible if it is not all-
consuming. Eating daily life and replacing it with a directionless panic.

Running the streets with your hair on fire, avoiding the spinning yellow taxi that whirls like
straw in a tornado at the monster’s footfall, or is carried towards you on a wave of dark water.
You will not run the streets with your hair on fire.

You will not be narrowly missed by the descending talon of a monster.

You will not be crushed by a falling news helicopter.

You will not claw desperately at the windows of an underground train as the tunnel fills with
river water.

You will not lose your grip on your husband’s hand as one section of the bridge gives way.
You will not fall to your knees in front of the oncoming fireball.

You will not turn to the scratching at the door as the government logo on the TV screen
blanks for the final time.

You will not hear the last person with National Authority say God Help Us All on the radio.
You will not pound tearfully at the dashboard in a hundred-mile traffic jam.

You will not see the trees across the valley flatten themselves at supersonic speed before you
fly suddenly and violently apart.

You will check your messages, and you will wonder at the escalating price of shower gel.
You will try to finish a book.

You will substitute ingredients and talk quietly over dinner.

You will laugh when someone says—we should have had a revolution. It would have been
more fun.

You will not all die at once.

167 Billington, ‘Victory Condition Review’.
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You will look at amateur pornography and post your opinion on lists of songs about mass
transit systems.

You will go to work.

You will queue slightly longer than usual.

You will feed your dog.®

This speech can be roughly divided into two parts. The first consists of phrases starting with
“You will not’ that present a linguistic negation. It is immediately followed by the second
part marked by phrases starting with “You will’, which elaborates the woman’s vision of the
‘actual’ apocalypse. The anaphora used in both parts draws the audience’s attention to the
discrepancy between their expectation and reality. It is not hard to notice how the
monotonous prophecies of the second half generate a vivid contrast against the preceding
spectacular, dramatic images of the apocalypse often seen in disaster films.

Here, Chris Thorpe attempts to remind us of our continued fascination with
sensational apocalypses, which is but one of the many symptoms of a ‘culture transfixed by
the spectacle of its own fragility’,!%® in the words of the philosopher John Gray. It must be
noted that the object of interest here is not fragility itself but the ‘spectacle’ of fragility. The
obsession with representation misidentifies the true sources of threat, misplacing fear and
anxiety to fabulous monsters, zombies or unforeseen impact events. Thorpe condemns this
tendency as ‘eating daily life and replacing it with a directionless panic’.1’® Instead, the
apocalyptic vision he offers is one of monotonous routines, in which complacency has
rendered people incapable of action. In place of a revolutionary rupture, the apocalypse of the
everyday, because of its tedium ordinariness, evokes a form of discursive exhaustion. Yet,
this exhaustion, aided by the repetitive ‘You will’, is paradoxically constructive, since it
draws attention back to the issues that should have been focused on but overlooked because
they are deemed too common and mundane: the escalating price of products, the challenge to
concentration in an age of distraction, food crisis, or the prevalence of political indifference
that prompts one to laugh at the idea of having a revolution. While it is true that Victory
Condition offers no hint as to how we can change the world through political actions, it does
remind us of the danger of unquestionable submission and conformity, of sleepwalking in the
present and dreaming for radical changes brought about by imaginary future catastrophes.
Such a reminder, however, may be regarded as of little practical use. After all, what good

does it have in voicing one’s political discontent without being able to suggest any potential

168 Chris Thorpe, Victory Condition (London: Oberon, 2017).

169 John Gray, ‘The Violent Visions of Slavoj Zizek’, The New York Review, 12 July 2012,
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remedy? Nevertheless, we should keep it in mind that ‘[it] is not the office of art to spotlight
alternatives, but to resist by its form alone the course of the world, which permanently puts a
pistol to men’s heads.’*’* Through the use of fragmentation, intercutting monologues and
repetition, Victory Condition performs precisely the function of a negating force that resists
the social pressure of progress, clarity or comprehensibility—a pressure that ‘permanently

puts a pistol to men’s head’.

The long passage cited above from Victory Condition performs its political function
in another sense by calling for a reconsideration of the conditions under which prophetic
speech can be characterised as subversive. Against conventional belief, prophecy in general
and apocalyptic prophecy, in particular, are never supposed to be solely future-oriented.
Future events may be predicted, but they are also presented as consequences of existing
problematic conducts. Biblical scholars in the last century have constantly rejected the
modern understanding of the prophet as foretellers of the future and, instead, stressing their
relation to the conditions of their time.’? A prophet should be regarded as a social and moral
reformer, a ‘historical character charged with a heavy temporal weight’*"and, respectively,

prophetic speech a revelation meant to ‘awaken us to ourselves’.}’

Writing on prophetic speech, Maurice Blanchot contends that it is, in essence,
aporetic, since it

announces an impossible future, or makes the future it announces, because it announces it,

something impossible, a future one would not know how to live and that must upset all the

sure givens of existence. When speech becomes prophetic, it is not the future that is given, it

is the present that is taken away, and with it any possibility of a firm, stable, lasting
presence.”™

According to Blanchot, the subversive power of prophetic speech lies in its ability to shatter
the illusion of any epistemological or ontological certainty, to take away the present. At the

same time, prophetic speech holds the promise of restoring time.

When everything is impossible, when the future, given over to the fire, burns, when there is
no more rest except in the land of midnight, then prophetic speech, which tells of the

171 Theodor Adorno, ‘Commitment’, in Aesthetics and Politics, by Theodor Adorno et al. (London & New
York: Verso, 2002), 180.

172 See Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978), and Alan Cooper,
‘Imagining Prophecy’, in Poetry and Prophecy: The Beginnings of a Literary Tradition, ed. James L.
Kugel (Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 1990), 26-44. Cooper’s extensive bibliography is
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impossible future, also tells of the “nonetheless” that breaks the impossible and restores
time.17

These operations of prophetic speech certainly hold true in the case of Churchill’s Escaped
Alone, as analysed in the previous section. The scenarios pronounced by Mrs Jarrett,
impossible as they are, disrupt the surface of a ‘firm, stable, lasting presence’ and restore
time by signalling the possibility of a future of radical difference. However, the same cannot
be said about Victory Condition. Blanchot’s conception appears to be built upon the premise
that the future envisioned in prophetic speech, ‘given over to the fire, burns’, ‘a future one
would not know how to live’, should be distinct from the present. This does not apply to the
future in the Woman’s speech, which is neither impossible nor dramatic but simply outlines
existing conditions accepted as a matter-of-fact. In other words, the prophetic speech in
Victory Condition seems to lack the disruptive quality that would generate any meaningful

impact.

It is my belief, however, that the prophetic speech in Thorpe’s play, despite making
no reference to an impossible future, still possesses all the subversive potential theorised by
Blanchot. To support my argument, | will revisit the discourse surrounding boredom,
especially the boredom of everyday life. It is not a mere coincidence that the Woman
character who announces her vision of an everyday apocalypse works in the graphics
department of an advertising firm. The advertising industry, whose sole purpose of existence
is to generate desire and boost consumption of both tangible and intangible products, holds
the promise of never-ending novelty, satisfaction and excitement—the antidotes of boredom
if ever the feeling surfaces. As a topic that has gathered much interest in the fields of
philosophy, sociology, psychoanalysis, and above all, art and literature, boredom still divides
experts and the general public alike. On the one hand, the feeling is read as a metaphysical,
ahistorical condition that is inherent in human existence.l’” Boredom in the twenty-first
century, despite its particular forms of expression, is but a variation and continuation of
previous concepts such as acedia, melancholy, ennui or spleen. On the other hand, many
argue along the lines of Marxist thought that boredom, as a social phenomenon, is a product

of specific historical, cultural conditions.*’® Modern/postmodern boredom, as such, cannot be
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viewed in the same light as the Romantic ennui of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
because of the unprecedented and unique rhythm of contemporary life. The boredom
experienced by the modern/postmodern subject is a pervasive affliction rather than something
cultivated by the elite few as a condition for creativity. This argument is succinctly

summarised by Elisabeth Goodstein:

As the conditions of mass leisure emerged, an initially elitist discourse of subjective
disaffection gradually took hold in popular culture, so that by the early twentieth century the
experience of ennui had become truly universal. While a century earlier, melancholy had been
cultivated as a sign of spiritual distinction, this modern boredom signified, if anything, the
lack of an inner life. [...] The contemporary terror of boredom, which testifies to its apparent
inevitability, is saturated with the post-romantic resignation to a world in which neither work
nor leisure can bring happiness to subjects who no longer hope for divine restitution in the
next.1’®

The ubiquity of boredom in the twenty-first century has prompted three seemingly different
types of response: (1) resignation and learning to be comfortable with being bored, (2)
constantly seeking out novelty and therefore falling into the vicious circle of consumerism, or
(3) sublimating boredom through art. Regardless of their diverse rationale, these responses all
converge in their belief that boredom is a negative state to be diminished or coped with, not
only because it is deemed unproductive but also because the announcement of boredom

signifies self-indulgence and vanity of a subject passing judgement on the world.

Against this hostile attitude toward boredom, Martin Heidegger argues that the
ordinary perception of boredom as ‘disturbing, unpleasant, and unbearable’ is a
misunderstanding that fails to recognise the essence of attunement.'® He identifies three
different forms of boredom: becoming bored by something, being bored with something, and
profound boredom. While the first and second forms are linked to specific objects, such as
the train one is waiting for or a party one has attended, the last form, known as deep or
profound boredom, is dissociated from any concrete situation. The ‘it’ that is supposed to be
the boring object is unidentifiable precisely because it encompasses the whole of the world as
well as the subject themselves. Characterised as the fundamental attunement or mood of
contemporary Dasein (being or existence) in a world of acceleration, calculation and

massiveness,'® profound boredom is not a condition that one can get away from. It is no

Meaning in America (New England: iUniverse, 2004), or Elisabeth S. Goodstein, Experience without
Qualities: Boredom and Modernity (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005).
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doubt an extremely deterministic and pessimistic view, as it leaves the postmodern subject
completely powerless under the systematic oppression that exposes them to the inevitable,
inescapable emptiness at the crux of boredom. Nevertheless, Heidegger proposes that the
experience of profound boredom is not without significance. In the face of this boredom, time
becomes conspicuous and, the subject, confronted with the presence and power of time, with

their status of being-in-time, may achieve a visionary moment of transcendence.'8?

Along the same lines of dialectical thinking, Henri Lefebvre, through his critique of
everyday life, provides extremely useful insights into the nature and potential of boredom in
the modern context. Lefebvre, however, rejects the ontological significance Heidegger
invests in profound boredom, condemning it as perpetuating ‘the elitist distinction between
the mundane boredom of everyday existence and the deep boredom that leads to
metaphysical questions’.!8® Lefebvre’s disapproval of Heidegger is well-founded since there
is indeed a distinct hierarchy in Heidegger’s conception of boredom, in which the two first
forms of boredom that are more frequently recognised in daily life are deemed less essential,
more superficial compared to the last form of profound boredom. According to Heidegger, it
is only through profound boredom that a subject can penetrate into the essence of boredom
and time, through which emerges the singular extremity of what makes Dasein possible.'8
Instead of privileging certain forms and expressions of boredom over others, Lefebvre
believes that there are latent emancipatory possibilities even in the most degraded of lived
experiences. Consequently, the apocalypse of the everyday as envisioned in Victory
Condition, in spite of its apparent dullness, does not preclude a hope for change—not the kind
of perpetual programmable change but the unexpected change emerging from the interruption
of linear time. While looking at amateur pornography and posting one’s opinion on lists of
songs about mass transit systems, while going to work, queuing or feeding one’s dog, one

may encounter a ‘moment’— ‘a flash of insight into the range of historical possibilities that

From Enowning, trans. Parvis Emad and Kenneth Maly (Bloomington & ldianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 1999).
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are embedded in the totality of being, but that cannot be disentangled from the activities of

everyday life’. 18

In his own words, Lefebvre characterises the moment as ‘the attempt to achieve the

total realization of a possibility’.18 He further elaborates:

The moment is born of the everyday and within the everyday. From here it draws its
nourishment and its substance; and this is the only way it can deny the everyday. It is in the
everyday that a possibility becomes apparent (be it play, work or love, etc.) in all its brute
spontaneity and ambiguity.'®’

Unlike Heidegger’s transcendental profound boredom, Lefebvre’s aporetic ‘moment’ is
firmly grounded in the substance of the everyday. In Victory Condition, the Woman

experiences a flashing moment of insight and clarity amid a habitual day at the office:

The whole day so far has been so normal. So utterly similar to any other day. |
don’t remember leaving the flat. I don’t remember the underground. The station at either end.
A single human face. I don’t remember any of it. And now I’m here. So I might as well get on
with it.288

It is within this monotonous routine that she encounters the moment, when ‘Everything is
glowing’ and frozen, when she is overwhelmed by an inexplicable impulse to touch the face
of one of her colleagues, when it becomes possible for one individual to have a glimpse of
everything that is transpiring in the world through multiple perspectives. Such is indeed an
apocalyptic moment—a transformative non-event of subjective revelation. The moment will
certainly pass, overtaken by numerous activities that require one’s attention, but it is far from
being lost or completely forgotten, despite the fact that most of the possibilities perceived
during the moment will remain unrealized. Lefebvre’s ‘theory of the moments’ is, as such,
utopian and tragic at the same time: ‘in the moment, the instant of greatest importance is the
instant of failure.”!® It is failure (the coexistence of the possible and the impossible) that

sustains the utopian aspiration obscured by the apparent tedium of everyday life.

Despite their numerous differences, Chris Thorpe’s Victory Condition and Caryl
Churchill’s Escaped Alone are quite close in their application of the two contrasting modes of
the apocalyptic imagination. In both plays, the vision of the violent end of the world is

juxtaposed against the whimper everyday apocalypse. In Escaped Alone, we see four women
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in their seventies gathering in the backyard for afternoon tea, exchanging trivia, jumping
from one trifling topic to another, from TV series, the supernatural ability they would like to
acquire, to their family and their old jobs. The scene can hardly be characterised as exciting
or remarkable, for the experience bears a striking likeness to what most people encounter in
their daily life—experience without qualities, in which one immerses oneself just to pass the
time. However, according to Lefebvre, trivial discussions and banal conversations can
undergo a sudden shift of direction that drives them to ‘the threshold of truth’.**® In such a
moment, one is made aware of one’s unexpected impulses, of the inadequacy of intended
meanings, but also of other possibilities. Towards the end of Escaped Alone, Mrs Jarrett
blurts out the phrase ‘terrible rage’ twenty-five times in the middle of an inconsequential
conversation. It remains unspecified as to the underlying causes of her intense anger, but one
may surmise, from the fact that she is the character who announces the various violent
apocalyptic scenarios, that her frustration stems from a sense of utter helplessness. While the
world seemed to crumble around her, all she could do was killing time in small talks.
Nevertheless, as previously mentioned, the apocalyptic ‘moment’ that emerges from the
tedium of everyday life is not without significance. The moment marks the surfacing of
suppressed or unknown impulses and feelings and, despite the inevitable failure to realise
most of these impulses, ‘in all its brute spontaneity and ambiguity’, such a moment does
signal the possibility of genuine change. At the same time, the utopian impulse is preserved
precisely because the moment remains a moment of possibility. It is clear that both Mrs
Jarrett in Escaped Alone and the Woman in Victory Condition are desperately longing for
something new, yet, as this ‘something’ remains elusive, the path to a fulfilled utopia is
obstructed. These two plays fully capture the dilemma at the heart of contemporary art’s
utopian aspiration identified by Adorno:

At the center of contemporary antinomies is that art must be and wants to be Utopia, and the

more Utopia is blocked by the real functional order, the more this is true; yet at the same time

art may not be Utopia in order not to betray it by providing semblance and consolation. If the
Utopia of art were fulfilled, it would be art’s temporal end.**

Under the appearance of stagnation and pessimism conveyed through the image of a
whimpering end, both Escaped Alone and Victory Condition profess a reserved but enduring
belief in the transformative power invested in everyday life. These speculative plays speak

once again of theatre’s endeavour to ‘discover the open world, the world of what is possible’

190 |pid., 314.
191 Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, ed. Gretel Adorno and Rolf Tiedeman, trans. Robert Hullot-
Kentor (University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 32.
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that is neither ‘the world which is chock-a-block full of realism and positivism’ nor ‘the

gaping world of pure negativity and nihilism’.1%2

192 Henri Lefebvre writes, ‘Between the world which is chock-a-block full of realism and positivism, and
the gaping world of pure negativity and nihilism, our aim is to discover the open world, the world of what
is possible’. See Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life, vol. 2, 263.
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II. RECONFIGURING MODERN MYTHS—POSTMODERN

FABLES

According to Bruce Lincoln, ‘myth’ is a term associated with a certain discourse
when one wants to make powerful and highly consequential assertations about its relative
level of validity and authority vis-a-vis other sorts of discourse.'®® Thus, inherent in myth is a
binary opposition that seeks to exclude and, paradoxically, to preserve the Other as the figure
against which one forms one’s identity. In the previous section, I have examined how
contemporary speculative theatre undermines the present-future, before-after binary
categories of the apocalypse myth. To further elucidate this subversive operation, | will now
turn to theatre’s representation of modern myths—myths deliberately fabricated for specific
political, socio-economic purposes, by and for specific groups during a particular period.
Unlike the myth of the apocalypse, which still largely retains some spiritual element
regardless of the narrative formulated, modern myths place a strong emphasis on utility,
practicality and concrete results. It also follows that the consequences and ramifications of
modern myths are expected to be more immediately perceptible. Qualitatively assessing these
consequences and ramifications, however, is a different matter. Modern political myths
present a perfect site of sophistic aporia since they can both incite revolution (according to
Georges Sorel) and preserve existing power structures or, in the worst-case scenario, give rise
to totalitarianism (as theorised by Roland Barthes or Ernst Cassirer). The contradictory views
regarding the impact of political myth are present in many contemporary speculative plays,
including Edward Bond’s Have | None (2000) and Chair (2000), Dawn King’s Foxfinder
(2011) and Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the Door (2014). On the one hand, myth is used
as an instrument of totalitarian regimes to deprive people of independent thought, in the case
of Bond’s plays and Foxfinder. On the other hand, thanks to the power of myth, revolution is
made possible, as can be seen in The Wolf from the Door. In the first part of this section, I
will attempt to elucidate how the emancipating-paralysing dichotomy concerning the impact
of political myths is, in fact, a false dilemma, for both sides employ the logic of sacrifice to
justify violence. What is at stake is not the question of whether there is a ‘right’, ethical way
to exploit myth for political purposes. Rather, the goal of speculative theatre is to fulfil the
role of a demythicising force by disclosing the mechanism of the mythological machinery in

politics.

198 Bruce Lincoln, Theorizing Myth: Narrative, Ideology, and Scholarship (Chicago & London: University
of Chicago Press, 1999), ix.
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In the like manner, Philip Ridley’s Radiant Vermin (2015) and Thomas Eccleshare’s
Instructions for Correct Assembly (2018), rather than focusing on criticising the consumption
of numerous socio-economic myths that are characteristic of advanced capitalist society,
draw our attention to the general conditions that legitimate the realisation of unethical ideas
and the process different forces come together to package these ideas under desirable labels
such as ‘progress’ or ‘self-actualisation’. This is not to say that perpetrators of violent acts are
absolved of their crimes but a reminder of the close interplay between the system and the
individual in the normalisation of violence. The two plays also demonstrate that even the
most manipulative myth can lead to unexpected effects beyond the conscious calculation of
either the myth-maker or myth-consumer. In addition, Radiant Vermin and Instructions for
Correct Assembly bring into relief the limitations of traditional humanistic values, prompting
the audience to suspend their moral judgement and dwelling on the aporetic experience as a

way to engage ethically with the social issues raised in these two plays.

By staging various modern myths in the light of sophistic aporia, contemporary
speculative theatre reconfigures these myths into ‘postmodern fables’, the term used by Jean
Francois Lyotard to denote a kind of narrative that disrupts the temporal structure of
conventional myth through its lack of finality.'** Instead of giving the promise of an ultimate
end that asks to be believed, postmodern fables make use of the grand narrative traditionally
associated with myth to destabilise this very narrative. Being fables, they do indeed convey a
moral; nevertheless, this moral is posthuman, in the sense that it is not confined within the
rigid classical humanistic ideal. The principle behind the moral of posthuman fables of
speculative theatre is the principle of indetermination, which rejects and urges the audience to

reject mindless submission to the binary logic of myth.

1. The Aporia of Political Myths

(Have I None—Chair—Foxfinder—The Wolf from the Door)

194 Lyotard points out that the eschatological principle guiding Christian historicity, the temporal structure
characterises Western myths, presupposes a closure in future possibilities: ‘The completion of history, be it
always pushed back, will re-establish a full and whole relation with the law of the Other (capital O) as this
relation was in the beginning: the law of God in the Christian paradise, the law of Nature in the natural
right fantasized by Rousseau, the classless society, before family, property, and state, imagined by Engels.
An immemorial past is always what turns out to be promised by way of an ultimate end.” See Jean-
Francois Lyotard, Postmodern Fables, trans. Georges Van Den Abbeele (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2003), 97.
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In the first two decades of the twenty-first century, the proliferation of political myths
is often perceived as detrimental rather than constructive. The rise of neo-fascism, racism,
populism in the West, all of which converge in their extensive use of myths and mythical
language, provides ample evidence to justify the mounting apprehension regarding the
mythicalisation of politics. It is, therefore, only natural that the critical attitude and distrust
towards political myths feature prominently in speculative theatre. Edward Bond’s Have |
None and Chair, as well as Dawn King’s Foxfinder, all warn against the danger of myth
being systematically exploited by totalitarian states as an ideological instrument. On the other
hand, it seems that the revolutionary aspiration invested in the myth of the general strike has
not completely disappeared, as can be seen in Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the Door.
However, as | will demonstrate subsequently, these speculative plays fulfil the political and
ethical function of theatre by refusing to simply denounce or endorse the use of political

myths to achieve radical social changes.

Among the four plays examined in this section, Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the
Door is perhaps the most straightforward in its intention to problematise the act of assigning
values to political myths. In the play, Catherine, a middle-aged aristocrat and her
friends/conspirators commit themselves to the task of tearing down the society they deem as
‘continually promulgat[ing] hierarchies and slaveries in all their disgusting forms’.1%® Their
project aims at improving the quality of life for the majority by liquidating the elites,
destroying all hierarchies, resetting the world to a new beginning. With Leo Lionheart—an
infantile homeless man whom Catherine randomly picked up at the station one day—as the
sole ruler, it does seem as if the new order is more desirable: ‘Crime is down. Happiness is up.
The wealth is evenly distributed. And public services are running well.’**® Unfortunately, and
quite expectedly, this Utopian world fails to satisfy everyone, as ‘the realm has suffered its

first suicide’ soon after Leo claimed the throne.

Traversing The Wolf from the Door is the myth of the general strike, which, according
to Georges Sorel, is associated with a catastrophic revolution that changes everything from
top to bottom. In Sorel’s opinion, the general strike ‘must be taken as an undivided whole

and the passage from capitalism to socialism conceived as a catastrophe whose development

195 Rory Mullarkey, The Wolf from the Door (London & New York: Bloomsbury, 2014), 12.
196 1bid., 47.
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defies description’.*®” The political myth represented in The Wolf from the Door is not only
violent, radical and apocalyptic but also imbued with an unmistakably utopian impulse.®®

We watch

Horrified

As on a twenty-four-hour news channel the carnage unfolds

We see cars of politicians detonated

By night club bouncers

We see celebrities chucked in the Thames

By Polish builders

We see columnists disembowelled by angry rude-boys

And hipsters crucified on Primrose Hill

We see ladies who lunch lynching football players

And film directors strangled by unpaid interns:

The sick, subdued and silent mass of England
Rises up*®

The club bounders, Polish builders, angry rude-boys, ladies who lunch, unpaid interns, all of
whom appear to have very little in common, are united in the single goal of eliminating the
elites—people perceived as instrumental in perpetuating the injustice of the current system.
The success of the revolution attests to Sorel’s belief in the power of the general strike myth
in bringing about radical changes. However, it will be erroneous to assume that The Wolf
from the Door unreservedly endorses the use of this political myth or Sorel’s controversial
defence of violence. On the contrary, the play simultaneously challenges the myth’s claim for
justifiable, necessary violence and interrogates its utopian vision, its promise of betterment

once all hierarchies are eradicated.

The disparity between the play text and the visual representation of violence is
particularly relevant to its subversive intention. In James Macdonald’s production at the
Royal Court in 2014, when Leo is about to chop off the head of a Tesco assistant manager
with a sword, the stage is submerged in darkness, and when the lights are back, a cloth has
covered the head of the decapitated character. Such a minimalistic approach clearly
demonstrates theatre’s disinterestedness in literal, visual representation. The play’s emphasis

on language can be perceived clearly in scene fourteen entitled ‘The Sights’, which brings a

197 Georges Sorel, Reflections on Violence, trans. T. E. Hulme and J. Roth (New York: Dover, 2012), 140,
original emphasis.

198 Sorel insists on distinguishing myth from utopia, writing, ‘Whilst contemporary myths lead men to
prepare themselves for a combat which will destroy the existing state of things, the effect of utopias has
always been to direct men’s minds towards reforms which can be brought about by patching up the system.’
(See Sorel, Reflections on Violence, 28-29). However, his conception of utopia is extremely limited, not
only because it is perceived solely as a blueprint for future projects but also because it is associated with
reforming or ‘patching up’ the existing system and therefore, incapable of producing radical changes.

199 Mullarkey, The Wolf from the Door, 41.
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revolution in full swing on stage. Despite its name, there is nothing to be seen, for the whole
scene, written entirely as stage directions, is spoken by the actors.

A women’s fencing association pulls down Nelson’s Column.

Buckingham Palace is raided by an over-seventies golf team.

A life-drawing class sets fire to all the trees in Green Park.

Westminster Abbey gets napalmed by a ceilidh group.
A water-polo team shoot their rocket launchers at Ten Downing Street. [...]?%°

The manner in which this scene is staged reminds us of the tragic Greek chorus, which Albert
Weiner theorises as a theatrical element used to realise the Alienation Effect: ‘The chorus
does not act as a conciliating influence between character and audience as some believe. To
the contrary, it is an alienating influence, working to insist on the differences not the
similarities between the two natures of man.”?*! The use of a pseudo-chorus here also falls in
line with contemporary British theatre’s tendency to avert from a visual representation of
extremely violent events, as mentioned in the previous section on its approach to the
apocalypse myth. In eschewing graphic violence, The Wolf from the Door also situates
Catherine’s call for action in a more critical light.
CATHERINE No! This society wants you to believe that. This society wants you to believe
you are weak. It wants you to believe you are powerless. It wants you to believe you are
incapable of violence. But you are not, you are not. You are beautiful and free and alive and
capable of violence. And when I say violence I don’t have in mind the petty meaning that this
society gives to it. I don’t mean muggings and beatings and hit-and-runs and crimes of
passion and petty deaths, for they are merely the products of alienation and loneliness and
powerlessness, | mean the beautiful violence which brings change. | mean the violence which
brings creation. | mean the violence which may well turn our stomachs to enact but which

looking back we will be proud of because it brought a better future for our children. You are
capable of this. You just have to prove it.?%

As one of the main organisers of the resurrection, Catherine has been very successful in
stirring public sentiments with her eloquent defence of violence. Her words quoted above
could have easily been taken as a summary of Sorel’s 1908 book, Reflections on Violence, in
which he celebrates the heroic action of the proletariat as a means to save the world from the
corruption of capitalism and the bourgeois—in short, a solution for ‘progress’. What is

remarkable in drawing this parallel is the fact that, similar to how Sorel’s view of violence

200 |hid., 42.

201 Albert Weiner, ‘The Function of the Tragic Greek Chorus’, Theatre Journal 32, no. 2 (1980): 212.
Weiner also carefully points out that in identifying the Alienation Effect in Greek tragedy, he does not
imply that Greek dramatists were Brechtian in disguise, since the effect is an ancient tool that has been
used since the beginning of theatre and Brecht just happens to be the first who gave it a name.

202 Mullarkey, The Wolf from the Door, 32.
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historically became a source of inspiration for both Marxists and Fascists, Catherine’s words

simultaneously invoke the revolutionary and totalitarian spirit.

For what transpires in The Wolf from the Door is not a class struggle of the proletariat
but a revolt of a mass—‘people who either because of sheer numbers, or indifference, or a
combination of both, cannot be integrated into any organisation based on common interest,
into political parties or municipal governments or professional organisations or trade
unions’.2®® When such a mass acquires the appetite for political organisation, we witness the
operation of what Hannah Arendt calls the ‘totalitarian movement’, which, under proper
manipulation, can culminate in a totalitarian state. Soon after the establishment of a new
political structure with Leo Lionheart as the sole and supreme ruler, the audience is
introduced to a series of ridiculous laws imposed by the king: skateboards as the only method
of transportation, mobile phones are replaced with a large network of cups joined together by
pieces of string, steak and kidney pie as the new national dish, or Mermaid Wednesday when
everyone is required to dress up as a mermaid and can only communicate through made-up
mermaid language.?®* It appears that the general strike in The Wolf from the Door, having
successfully dismantled existing social hierarchies, simply replaces them with another system
of control that is no less rigid, albeit the outward show of infantile innocence. Here lies a
paradox of the revolutionary impulse: both too much planning and too little planning for the
future after a catastrophic revolution may lead to the emergence of totalitarianism. The Wolf
from the Door envisions a scenario in which the existing system is dismantled; however, it
does so not to promote the general strike myth but to invite the audience to contemplate on
the (im)possibility of a different kind of politics in which systematic oppression can be truly

eradicated.

If The Wolf from the Door attempts to disrupt the paralysing-emancipating dichotomy
of political myths from the premise of emancipation, Edward Bond’s Have | None departs
from opposite end. Have | None is part of a trilogy known as the Chair Plays, which is set in
2077. In this amnesiac society, the authority has abolished the past as well as its human
relations. The tedious life of a couple, Sara and Jams, is disrupted by the sudden appearance
of Grit, who claims to be Sara’s brother. Jams, a member of the army, is the exemplary
citizen of a regime that exploits the myth of absolute equality to eliminate all opposition, all

non-conformist behaviour.

203 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (Orlando: Harcourt, 1973), 311.
204 Mullarkey, The Wolf from the Door, 46-47.
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JAMS Authority was right to abolish the past. Get shot of it. Videos—tapes—discos—
dressing up—raves—dot com dot—junk. People were sick with it. It was a hobby to buy a
new car, drive away from the salesroom and crash it into a wall. What do people do when
they’ve got everything? One day they beg you to take it away. They want peace instead.
That’s why they grab at resettlement—why it’s easy to forget.

Everyone with the same walls—same issue furniture—same issue clothes—same issue food. It
takes time—but we must. [...] The suffering will end. There’s still the odd lunatic. The old
women with pictures in their heads. They stray kids. I’'m not immune to it—some days | feel
like the footprint in the land where no man has trod. But still it gets less. The suffering
goes.?®

These lines reveal the supposed reason as to why Jams and many people grab at resettlement,
willingly submitting to the totalitarian state. It is the discontent with capitalist consumerism
that gives rise to nostalgia—a sense of longing for a simpler, more peaceful time. The
promise of no more suffering as a result of absolute equality is a powerful myth, especially in
times of extreme uncertainty and anxiety. Once again, we witness the familiar pattern of how
the realisation of a utopian desire turns out to be a dystopia. Unlike the usual means of
political oppression, political myths ‘did not begin with demanding or prohibiting certain
actions’ but ‘undertook to change the men, in order to be able to regulate and control their
deeds’.?% Ernst Cassirer compares this operation to the way a serpent paralyses its victims
before attacking them: ‘Men fell victim to [political myths] without any serious resistance.

They were vanquished and subdued before they had realized what actually happened.’?%’

In the case of Jams, it would be inaccurate to claim that he was unaware of what
happened; however, his indoctrination has made it impossible for him to realise the false
causality between resettlement and peace. When Grit, coming from the other end of the
country where the measures for resettlement began to be implemented, recounts the suicide
outbreak he witnessed on his way, Jams chimes in with his memory of Reading and
concludes: ‘If you’d been resettled it wouldn’t’ve happened. Reading wasnt resettled either.
No outbreaks after.’2%® Here, we encounter a mythical speech that naturalises history.

[ITn the eyes of the myth-consumer, the intention, the adhomination of the concept can remain

manifest without however appearing to have an interest in the matter: what causes mythical

speech to be uttered is perfectly explicit, but it is immediately frozen into something natural;
it is not read as a motive, but as a reason.?*®

205 Edward Bond, Have | None, in The Chair Plays (London: Methuen Drama, 2012), 25-26.

206 Ernst Cassirer, The Myth of the State (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1961), 286.
207 |bid.

208 Bond, Have | None, 10.

209 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Noonday Press, 1991), 128.
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As an innocent myth-consumer, it does not occur to Jams that resettlement leads to ‘peace’
precisely because it has eliminated all oppositions or that there must be a reason for people to
prefer death to resettlement. The mass suicides bring into relief the fact that there is no such
thing as a homogeneous ‘people’ who unequivocally choose to be deprived of material
possession as well as history in exchange for security. It becomes clear that the political myth
of absolute equality and peace in Have | None serves as an ideological instrument to justify

the legitimacy of a totalitarian state.

In Chair, another play in Bond’s trilogy, we encounter the same mechanism of
oppression.
PrisCit is not what it is in the public mind. The department provides a choice. A tablet or an
injection in a friendly clinic. Without cost to the individual or any intimate circle or
organisation. Cremation is provided and a short ceremony offered. There is a list of approved
readings and musical items. Choices may be ticked. The list is not mandatory. If there is a
favourite poem or tune it may be substituted. The official in charge speaks only of the good.
The former sadness and bitterness go. Each is given a block or marble resin and a thornless
rose bush. The garden of remembrance is landscaped to be a haven of tranquillity. The
wardens eat their lunchtime sandwiches there. The department also provides a floral tribute.

Personalised floral offerings encourage excess and other vulgarities. They draw attention to
the few surviving social inequalities. In death democracy—or where!?1

The fictional world of Chair is very similar to, if not the same as, the world of Have | None.
PrisCit—the equivalence of an extermination camp/department reserved for dissidents—is the
emblem of the absolute equality myth, but also of totalitarianism. The above explanation
about the nature of the department is provided by a welfare officer, who is investigating Alice
for her involvement in an incident: previously, Alice offered a chair to a soldier on escort
duty, but her act of kindness excited the old female prisoner and led to the soldier shooting

the prisoner.

During her brief exchange with the soldier before things take a turn for the worse,
Alice appears to be completely conventional and conformist. She echoes the kind of
politically mythical speech loaded with indoctrination: ‘The bus service isnt the
government’s fault. [...] It’s the bandits. They hold the buses up and break open the—" or ‘I
dont know why people cause trouble. We’ve got all we want. Why must some take it from
others? [...] Some people are never satisfied with—’.2!! However, Alice’s vocal submission to
ideology should not be taken at face value. Unlike Jams in Have | None, whose words and

actions complement each other, Alice’s actions are far from being law-abiding or subservient.

210 Bond, Chair, in The Chair Plays (London: Methuen, 2012), 105.
211 1hid., 84-85.
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Twenty-six years ago, instead of immediately handing in an abandoned baby to the authority,
as she was supposed to do, she hesitated for a few days. When it became too late, for she
would have been charged with concealment, Alice decided to keep Billy and raised him in
secret. The risk she has been taking for twenty-six years is not simply for the purpose of
avoiding punishment but can also be read as a statement of a defiant spirit that insists on
cultivating human relations in a world where human relations are consciously and
systematically eradicated. Even though trapped in the political myths of a totalitarian society,
Alice is still capable of preserving some memories of life before the spell of collective
amnesia. There are several clues in her conversation with Billy that point toward the
possibility of the old prisoner being Alice’s mother. It does not matter if such is the case.
What is of importance here is the fact that in taking the chair down to the bus stop, Alice is
driven not by pity for a stranger but by a desire to re-establish a relationship that belongs to
the abolished past. Her small act of kindness, as such, is the embodiment of the resistant spirit

and the endurance of humanity in an inhuman society.

The resurface of a suppressed desire for human relations is also depicted in Have |
None in the character Sara. Initially, Grit’s sudden appearance with a photo of two kids is
perceived as a threat by both Jams and Sara.

GRIT | came to deliver it.

He puts the photo on the table.

I’d forgotten you. Couldn’t have said your name if I had to. When I saw the photo—as |
unrolled it—my mouth said it—out loud. It knew, I didnt. I said “What?”’ It said it again: Sally.
JAMS goes to the table and picks up the photo. He looks at it. Tears it up.

JAMS She’s Sara. Could be any two kids.

SARA What’s he want?

JAMS (shrugs) Suicide outbreak up there.

SARA He doesnt know what he’s doing! When there’s an outbreak of suicide everyone
imagines! Hallucinates! If he was my brother—that’s a reason to get rid of him! (Straightens
a chair.) Some of the packs were frozen. They have to go in the fridge. (Turns to GRIT.)
Don’t stand there! Go away!?*2

It appears that Sara is even more upset than Jams by Grit’s presence and his claim of being
her brother. As a result, when Jams suggests they have to kill Grit, Sara readily agrees and
volunteers to go to the chemist to fetch poison. However, four days later, when she returns
with the poison, some profound change has taken place, and she can now remember that she
had a brother, even though it remains unclear whether the one in her memory is Grit. In the

Introduction of the Chair Plays, Edward Bond writes, ‘Are Sara and Grit siblings? I don’t

212 Bond, Have | None, 11-12.
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know because it doesn’t matter. Once the question is asked the play has to go beyond the
relationship.’?*® In other words, like the old prisoner in Chair, Grit fulfils the role of a
catalyst for the eruption of Sara’s suppressed memories. The reliability of these memories
and the possibility of using them as a basis to identify the real relationship between Sara and
Grit are of little importance. The significance of such an eruption lies in the emancipating
effect it produces in the temporal blockage imposed by the authority. It is an eruption
functioning as a ‘gesture of immanent transcendence’?!* that exposes the mechanism of

political myths and reclaims the individual’s ability to think and imagine differently.

In Bond’s Have | None and Chair, the political myth of absolute equality aims to
eradicate not only the past and its human relations but also the existence of the Other. Dawn
King’s Foxfinder presents a slightly different mechanism of political myths, which thrives on
the perpetual threat by a mythical enemy. The danger does not come from internal dissent but
a supernatural, unknowable force—the fox. Winner of the 2011 Papatango playwriting
competition, Foxfinder is set on a farm owned by a young couple, Judith and Samuel, during
a fox infestation inspection. The nineteen-year-old foxfinder William, despite his rigorous
monastic training that teaches him to resist temptation, becomes sexually attracted to the
farmer’s wife, Judith. It is implied that the play is set in a future in which, due to climate
change, food has become scarce, city dwellers have one egg a week and three ounces of
cheese on their ration and factory workers are faced with a life expectancy of three years. In
this regressive world, the authority actively promotes the us-against-them mentality, with the
fox as the emblem of all nonhuman forces that are malicious and destructive.

WILLIAM This field, this farm... this entire country is a battleground between the forces

of civilisation and the forces of nature. If we lose, England will starve. Our towns and cities

will crumble, and trees will grow amongst the ruins using the bones of dead men as fertiliser.

Do you see? They want nothing less than our complete annihilation, Samuel. Without man,
the fox will rule.?®

The fox performs the role of a mythical figure/enemy, which is useful for the unification of

the people in times of crisis. At the same time, it constitutes a political myth that strives to

control the citizens and deflect the incompetence of the government.

SARAH Wake up, Jude! It’s a fairy story, the whole thing! The foxes are gone, but
anyone who speaks out, anyone who talks about their doubts... they’re arrested!
JUDITH Why?

213 Edward Bond, ‘Introduction’, The Chair Plays, xli.
214 1bid.
215 Dawn King, Foxfinder (London: Nick Hern, 2011), 25.
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SARAH Because they’re terrified of the truth and what it can do, that’s why! They
don’t know why the weather’s gone bad, or the crops are failing, and they don’t know how to
stop it. They’ve been wrong all this time, and all those people who lost their farms... all those
people who died... Something like this... It could bring the whole bloody Government
down.?¢

Sarah, Judith’s neighbour, exposes the nature of the political myth founded upon the ominous
foxes as ‘a characteristic way to deal with the pressing questions that arise from a specific
socio-political condition, namely by pushing them aside, by neutralizing and invalidating
their insistence, instead of solving them’.?!” This explains the reason why anyone who
professes doubt will be eliminated since such doubt undermines the certainty of knowledge

upon which the whole political machine is based.

In Foxfinder, we encounter not the paralysing effect of a political myth that inhibits
imagination but a hypnotic one. In the beginning, the farmer Samuel remains incredulous,
mocking the foxfinder William when the latter claims that the rabbits leave signs to warn
them about the fox.

WILLIAM Exactly. I hypothesise that when | investigate those woods, | will find further

evidence of an infestation.

SAMUEL You’ll find rabbit holes. Loads of bloody rabbit holes. And you don’t need
to... interpret the symbols of what that means.?'8

However, the situation is suddenly reversed when William suggests that the fox is
responsible for the death of Samuel’s son, who ventured out one night and drowned. Samuel,
a grieving father, becomes obsessed with this idea. His growing conviction in the myth of the
fox alters his perception of reality: he can hear and see the fox when nobody else can. In the
same way that the authority exploits this political myth to justify their incompetence, Samuel
uses the myth for his own purpose in his struggle with guilt. It is probably not the best way to
work through one’s trauma; however, it does demonstrate the malleability and unexpected
effect of political myths that ‘empty reality’.
The world enters language as a dialectical relation between activities, between human actions;
it comes out of myth as a harmonious display of essences. A conjuring trick has taken place;
it has turned reality inside out, it has emptied it of history and has filled it with nature, it has
removed from things their human meaning so as to make them signify a human insignificance.

The function of myth is to empty reality: it is, literally, a ceaseless flowing out, a
haemorrhage, or perhaps an evaporation, in short a perceptible absence.?°

216 1pid., 37

217 Herbert De Vriese, ‘Political Myth and Sacrifice’, History of European Ideas 43, no. 7 (2017): 823.
218 King, Foxfinder, 25.

219 Barthes, Mythologies, 142.
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The audience gets a glimpse of what Roland Barthes describes as a process of haemorrhaging
or evaporating reality: Samuel’s memory of what happened the night his son died is
significantly transformed — ‘I heard something that night. I thought it was Dan, but it could
have been them.” The malice of the fox provides the most logical, natural explanation for his
son’s death and, once Samuel is convinced, reality, both past and present, only works to
reinforce this explanation. For a political myth ‘cannot be simply “true” or “false” because it
aims, so to speak, to create its own truth’.?2% It cannot be simply a prophecy but must be a

self-fulfilling prophecy.

When Samuel shoots William because the latter has coerced Judith into trading sexual
favours for a clean report of the farm, what the farmer sees is not a human being but ‘a fox in
the shape of a boy’.??! Samuel has internalised the myth that portrays the fox as a destructive
and dangerous force preying on human weakness and threatening their survival, to the extent
that it allows him to identify his real enemy—the foxfinder and everything he stands for. In
other words, the political myth disseminated by the oppressor is now used by the oppressed
to reclaim justice.

SAMUEL We ought to be compensated. It’s not right, what happened.

JUDITH What if they don’t believe us?
SAMUEL Course they will. It’s the truth, isn’t it?%%2

Samuel is confident that he would not be punished, considering there is no way to either
prove or dispute the claim of William being ‘a fox in the shape of a boy’. As long as
Samuel’s story corresponds to the official version about the fox, he would be safe since
condemning him would equal sabotaging the government-sponsored political myth. The case
of Foxfinder once again upsets the progressive-regressive dichotomy and affirms the
impossibility of attributing a single, definitive value to the implication of political myths.
Like The Wolf from the Door, Have | None and Chair, Foxfinder creates a space where the
unexpected plays out, where the audience can explore the aporetic aspect of political myths

that gives rise to hope and weariness simultaneously.

220 Chiara Bottici, ‘Philosophies of Political Myth, a Comparative Look Backwards—Cassirer, Sorel and
Spinoza’, European Journal of Political Theory 8, no. 3 (2009): 366.

221 King, Foxfinder, 78.
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2. Contemporary Socio-economic Myths
(Radiant Vermin—Instructions for Correct Assembly)

Philip Ridley’s Radiant Vermin (2015) and Thomas Eccleshare’s Instructions for
Correct Assembly (2018) are but two of many contemporary speculative plays that revise and
retell popular myths. Radiant Vermin, first produced in 2015 at the Tobacco Factory Theatre,
Bristol, gives the Faust myth a modern twist by situating it in a housing crisis when a young
couple enters into a Faustian bargain with a Mephistopheles-like figure to acquire their dream
home. Instructions for Correct Assembly, in telling the story of two parents replacing their
lost son with a DIY robot, who then turns on them, vividly recalls Mary Shelley’s
Frankenstein (1823) and, therefore, can also be traced back to the Pygmalion myth. The
original theme of transgression and punishment is present, but it is carefully reformulated to
reflect a modern outlook of what constitutes transgression and punishment. Furthermore,
there exists another layer to the two plays’ engagement with myth: through their apparent
revision of old myths, they also bring into relief a number of contemporary socio-economic
myths. These include, most notably, the perfect happiness myth, the myth of the prosperity
gospel and the Social Darwinism myth. These plays resort to the imaginary to exploit ‘the
space of indetermination the system keeps open for hypothetical thought’?? and call attention
to the two distinct but also inseparable aspects of the Inhuman in advanced capitalist society.
Rather than reinforcing the binary logic of myth, speculative theatre sees in the suspension of

judgment a potential strategy of resistance against political and ethical foreclosure.

Instructions for Correct Assembly was first staged by the Royal Court in April 2018.
The play is set in an alternative present, which explains the mixture of familiar and
speculative details that constitute the uncanny world and lifestyle portrayed. Thomas
Eccleshare, who won the 2011 Verity Bargate Award for his debut play Pastoral, began
writing Instructions with an image in mind: ‘a man unscrewing the back of a silent boy’s
head, fiddling around, pressing a button, and then the boy talks’. ??* This image is
consequently developed into a play in which a middle-aged couple, Hari and Max, construct
a replacement of their son out of components readily available from an IKEA-like store. If

Frankenstein has to toil in secret and anxiety to create his monster from dead body parts, the

223 |_yotard, Postmodern Fables, 100.
224 Thomas Eccleshare, Thomas Eccleshare: Plays One: I'm Not Here Right Now; Heather; Instructions
for Correct Assembly (London: Oberon, 2019).
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couple in Instructions, despite performing a similar act, is free from any moral judgement
from their community. The fact that the parts of the robot are sold openly like furniture
clearly shows that in this alternative present, building a humanoid is legal, socially accepted
and common to the extent that it does not raise any concern.??® Hari’s and Max’s
transgression 1is, therefore, of a very different nature compared to Frankenstein’s.
Frankenstein’s ambition is to dominate and manipulate nature, to acquire God-like power in
the matter of life and death. Mary Shelley’s myth, as such, is a tale of forbidden knowledge
and its consequence, which derives from the myth of the Fall of Man in the Book of Genesis.
Unlike Frankenstein, the couple in Instructions does not violate any boundary in constructing
a life-like robot. It appears that technological progress in the dramatic world of Hari and Max
has successfully mastered the knowledge of artificial life and commercialised it in the
banalest manner. As a result, what is perceived as an act of transgression in the Frankenstein
myth becomes normalised when situated in this new context. The couple, far from being the
creator, is but the consumer in an advanced capitalist world that capitalises on hope. Their
action is motivated by guilt, regret and a desire to make things right by creating an alternative
reality in which they can be the perfect parents of a perfect son. It is this promise of
perfection and happiness, which underlines most myths of capitalism and modern technology,
that the play works to unveil. At the structural level, Instructions mixes past and present
scenes, which sometimes confuses the audience, especially since the son (Nick) and the
humanoid (Jan) are played by the same actor. In a sense, this lack of distinction truthfully
reflects Max’s and Hari’s inability to distinguish between fantasy and reality as they plunge

deeper into the myth of purchasable perfect happiness.

For Hari and Max, the moment of transgression is not marked by the construction of a
mechanical son but the conscious decision to transform themselves into cyborgs. Towards the
end of the play, after the humanoid goes rogue during a house party, Hari and Max finally
acknowledge failure in their attempt to fix the broken relationship with their real son.
However, their obsession with perfection does not disappear with this realisation. On the
contrary, the couple comes to a conclusion that, rather than trying to change the world, they
would better change themselves in order to achieve their desired happiness.

MAX The world can never be perfect that’s not going to happen.
HARI shakes his head.

225 The high cost of the robot, however, suggests that it is still a rather luxurious item in the early stage of
mass commercialisation.
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MAX But we can.?%

In a surprising twist, Hari and Max decide to transform themselves into cyborgs by inserting
a chip into their head, which allows them to control their own bodily functions in the same
way they controlled Jan, the humanoid.

MAX Does it feel nice?

HARI It’s wonderful actually. Plus.

MAX  Yes?

HARI | disabled my sense of smell. So no more Wednesday night bin night worries.

MAX That will be a relief.

HARI And I’ve turned down my hearing too. So everything’s just a little more

MAX Mm?
HARI Peaceful.?*’

This radical solution to happiness and perfection is the real transgression that Hari and Max
commit but, simultaneously, it can also be interpreted as a form of punishment if we agree
with the opinion purporting that the fusion between technology and humanity signals the loss
of the couple’s humanness. Such a claim holds within the limitation of the traditional and
ideal conception of the human and humanity, which is in itself a social construct. To better
understand the significance of Hari’s and Max’s actions, we need to take into account the
subversive quality and the potential of the Inhuman. In The Inhuman: Reflections on Time,
Jean-Frangois Lyotard poses two important questions: ‘what if human beings, in humanism’s
sense, were in the process of, constrained into, becoming inhuman (that’s the first part)? And
(the second part), what if what is ‘proper’ to humankind were to be inhabited by the
inhuman?’ In other words, Lyotard emphasises the need to differentiate two kinds of
inhuman, ‘the inhumanity of the system which is currently being consolidated under the
name of development (among others)’ and ‘the infinitely secret one of which the soul is
hostage’.??® However, it must be noted that, despite their difference, these two kinds are not
separable but coexist in one single action. This explains the reason why in Instructions, the
Inhuman that manifests in the couple’s deliberate renunciation of their humanity is ethically
and politically indeterminable.

HARI | know some people have the attitude that maybe we should all feel guilty or torture

ourselves or that a bit of darkness lets you know that there’s light etc. etc. I know all that. But

my feeling is: wouldn’t it be better if it was just always light? The fact is you only live once.

And do you want to spend that time being a worry wart and moping about or would you
rather get up and go and be able to enjoy things a bit more? This way is just

226 Thomas Eccleshare, Instructions for Correct Assembly (London: Oberon, 2018).

227 |bid.

228 Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Inhuman: Reflections on Time, trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel
Bowlby (Standford: Stanford University Press, 1991), 2.
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MAX Nicer.
HARI Exactly.??°

Hari’s rationale here demonstrates his awareness of the necessity and inevitability of
negative emotions, but this does not stop him from yearning for something ‘better’, from
wanting to ‘enjoy things a bit more’, because it is just ‘nicer’. Such a way of thinking is also
the basis of the Endless Growth Myth that characterises advanced capitalism. Contemporary
capitalism is not simply a matter of producing and consuming more material products, as in
the previous historical forms, including mercantilism and industrial capitalism, but also of
creating immaterial products through the process of reification. In the case of Hari and Max,
while it is true that the bits and pieces of the humanoid are very much tangible, the real
product sold to the couple is the hope of perfection and happiness. Their relationship with
their real son, Nick, was damaged beyond repairable, but it is capitalism, aided by
technological progress, that gives the promise of redemption even in the most impossible of
situations. In this sense, Hari and Max have become Inhuman long before they reach the
extreme step of turning themselves into cyborgs. The final act of denouncing their humanity
by allowing themselves to be controlled like a mere machine is but the emblem of the loss of
an individual’s humanity in an Inhuman system consolidated under the name of

development.z°

Paradoxically, this break from normative humanistic ideals also presents a moment of
possibility. By becoming cyborgs, Hari and Max are now able to control not only their body
but also their desire. The first thing Hari does after successfully inserting the chip into his
head is to disable his sense of smell and turn down his hearing—to go for less instead of
always asking for more, to reduce rather than increase his performance. It is true that the
couple is complicit in perpetuating the perfect happiness myth of capitalism, and even after
becoming cyborgs, they are still very much bound by it. Nevertheless, the ability to control
themselves that comes with the chip disrupts the logic of consumerism, as it allows the
individual to achieve satisfaction with what they already have instead of constantly chasing
after an impossible perfection. Not only so, but the couple’s application of cyborg technology
also goes against capitalist technoscience’s mission of enhancing the human. What we
witness here is perhaps the manifestation of what Lyotard calls the element ‘proper’ to

humankind that is to be inhabited by the inhuman—a sense of self-awareness and moderation

229 Eccleshare, Instructions for Correct Assembly.
230 |_yotard, The Inhuman, 2.
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only possible in something other than human. In a science-fictional scenario, Lyotard takes us
4.5 billion years into the future, when our sun explodes and the human race will have
survived without the Earth. Through this postmodern fable, he exposes the limitations of the
humanistic ideal and the need to rethink existing definitions of the human. On the one hand,
the survival of the human race fulfils the humanist dream and reaffirms the central
significance of human beings in the universe; on the other hand, the extreme conditions will
require a transformation radical to the extent that those survivors will no longer be recognised
as human based on the current definition.?*! In the case of Hari and Max, the couple is no
longer human in the limited sense of the word, but their Inhuman signals a subversive

232

moment that challenges the Inhuman system and its oppressive ideology.<*~ It is a new,

paradoxical and utopian expression of humanism: by fulfilling the human desire for
happiness, the couple must abandon the narrow conception of the human as a stable category;
by succumbing to the imperative for perfection perpetuated by capitalist technoscience, they

take back the power to produce their own conditions of existence.

Unfortunately, Instructions ends on a rather ambiguous note, the possibility and
potential of the second part of the Inhuman soon give way to something less affirmative or
positive. In the final scene, Hari and Max are exercising in their house, discussing how great

they feel and making plans to bring up more equipment.

HARI | knew we could get two of the cross trainers in here.

MAX It was worth taking off the base to get them up the stairs though.
HARI Definitely.

MAX  Otherwise we’d have struggled.

HARI But now I think with these two in

MAX Maybe a pull-up bar on the door

HARI Maybe a pull-up bar on the door. And your yoga mats brought up
MAX That would be nice.

HARI 1 would say it’s just about perfect.

They run and run and run.

The end.?

231 |yotard, Postmodern Fables, 83-91.

232 |yotard further criticises the hubris inherent in traditional humanistic way of thinking: ‘The Human, or
his/her brain, is a highly unlikely material (that is, energetic) formation. This formation is necessarily
transitory since it is dependent on the conditions of terrestrial life, which are not eternal. The formation
called Human or Brain will have been nothing more than an episode in the conflict between differentiation
and entropy. The pursuit of greater complexity asks not for the perfecting of the Human, but its mutation
or its defeat for the benefit of a better performing system. Humans are very mistaken in their presuming to
be the motors of development and in confusing development with the progress of consciousness and
civilization.” See Lyotard, Postmodern Fables, 99.

233 Eccleshare, Instructions for Correct Assembly.
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The last image on stage is Hari and Max running on their treadmills heading to nowhere—a
befitting metaphor for the couple’s ingrained obsession with perfection. It remains unclear
whether the deliberate act of transforming themselves into cyborgs would be enough for them
to resist the insatiable desire for more, a desire celebrated and encouraged in their society.
This scene once again demonstrates the impossibility of separating the two parts of Lyotard’s
Inhuman, and the audience is left with an uneasy feeling of uncertainty as to the political and

ethical impact of the potentially positive inhumanity trapped in an Inhuman system.

The image of Hari and Max running on treadmills in their endless quest for happiness
and perfection that closes Instructions for Correct Assembly symbolically resembles the
ending scene of Philip Ridley’s Radiant Vermin, in which a young couple spirals down a
vicious cycle of murder and greed in search of their dream home. Ollie and Jill, in their late
twenties, are expecting a child while being stuck in a tiny flat of a place called Red Ocean
Estate — ‘crime capital of the universe and all that’, where everyone ‘was either a drug dealer
or suicidal’.?®* One day, the couple receives a letter from a mysterious Miss Dee working at
the Department of Social Regeneration through the Creation of Dream Homes, which informs
them that they have been selected for participation in a new scheme. The house assigned to
Ollie and Jill, despite being spacious, is run-down and requires a lot of fixing, the costs of
which the young couple cannot afford. The opportunity for renovation soon presents itself
most unexpectedly: on the night the couple moved in, a homeless man broke into the house,
thinking it was uninhabited, and, during a struggle, he was accidentally killed by Ollie. Panic
gives way to perplexity and pleasant surprise when the couple realise that the corpse has
disappeared and the kitchen where the vagrant died is magically transformed into a designer

kitchen with a self-replenishing fridge.

At first, Ollie tries to make sense of what happened, wanting to know how and why it
happened. However, Jill brushes it aside, asking her husband to ‘Just accept.’ %> After
overcoming this initial moral hurdle, the couple progressively moves on with their plan to
achieve their dream home, from leaving the back door open so that other vagrants can freely
come in, to Ollie actively making rounds every night to collect ‘renovators’. As they proceed,
the couple faces various practical obstacles, such as ‘the problem of humane home renovation’
or ‘the problem of Suspicion Free Renovator Collection’. These exceptional problems call for

unusual solutions and, just like Nazi officials who rationally, scrupulously calculated all the

234 philip Ridely, Radiant Vermin (London: Methuen Drama, 2015), 7.
235 1hid., 36.

107



necessities for the Final Solution, Ollie and Jill work tirelessly to come up with the most
effective method to collect and murder their victims. Ollie impersonates a Catholic priest so
that he will not raise suspicion when he picks up homeless men and women on the street. He
also examines all possible methods of killing, weighing their pros and cons, before finally
choosing electricity and creating an electric magic wand that can perform efficient, neat
killings.
OLLIE [...] So... Most important thing—speed! Right? It has to be quick! Now, | can guess
what you’re thinking. Gun. And, yes, that was my first thought too. But there’s problems.
One, I’ve never shot a gun before. Okay, okay, | can get one and practise. Fair enough. But
that still leaves problem two—noise. Guns go bang. Okay, | can get a silencer. But that still
leaves—three! What if the first bullet don’t do the trick? Even a bullet in the head’s not
always fatal. And, believe me, | do not want to be pumping bullet after bullet into some
writhing mass at my feet. Well, would you? Be honest. No. Not fair on me, not fair on them.
What’s the alternative? Strangulation? Takes too long. And all that protruding tongue and

bulging eyes stuff? No thank you. Gassing? Too complicated to set up. So that leaves...
Electricity! Yesss! Fast. Silent. Clean.?®

It must be noted that Ollie’s preoccupation with efficiency has a thin veil of morality, the
same way people strive for a fast, silent and clean method in slaughterhouses to minimise the
suffering of the animals and the psychological strain put on the workers. Already, within this
frame of consideration, the victims are not regarded as human beings but disposable tools
required for a higher purpose, namely, the couple’s dream home. This dream home, Ollie and
Jill argue, plays an essential role in the future of their unborn child, and it is for the child that
they are ready to transgress any moral boundary.

OLLIE Because everything we did.

JILL  No matter how horrible.

OLLIE No matter how shocking.

JILL  Wedid it all—
OLLIE and JILL For baby.?"

The pseudo-ethical thoughts that help maintain the couple’s illusion that they are
good people and, therefore, justified in their act of violence derives from two contemporary
myths: the myth of the prosperity gospel (or the ‘health and wealth’ gospel) and the myth of
Social Darwinism. The prosperity gospel myth, a mixture of economic and religious
doctrines that gives validation for a culture of greed, propels the idea that true believers are
entitled to both spiritual blessings in the hereafter and material rewards in this life. Financial
success, good health and high social status, as such, are not meaningless worldly

achievements but signs of God’s approval. Since there is no limit to God’s blessing, there are

236 |bid., 47-48.
237 |bid., 6.
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certainly no limits to how much money, material possession or success one should aim for. It
does not matter if these worldly rewards are achieved through morally questionable
behaviour because if God were displeased with such behaviour, he would not have allowed it
to lead to positive outcomes in the first place.

This interpretation of the Bible gains even more weight when it is combined with the
myth of Social Darwinism. A prominent set of theories in the United Kingdom, North
America and Western Europe in the late nineteenth, early twentieth century, Social
Darwinism, by extending the theory of natural selection to social and political realms, has
served as a powerful instrument to support the rhetoric of racism, imperialism, fascism,
Nazism, eugenics, to name but a few. It does not come as a surprise that ‘the crudest ideas of
Social Darwinism, and the crudest analogical interpretations of human relationships in quasi-
scientific terms, have been remarkably revived and given extraordinary publicity’?® in the
twenty-first century, considering how these ideas and interpretations empower and reaffirm
the principles of the current dominant system of a free-market economy. It was Herbert
Spencer, a social philosopher, who coined the phrase ‘the survival of the fittest’ in 1864,
which became a useful catchphrase for Social Darwinism supporters. The Spencerian theory,
based on the presumption that historical progress is a natural and positive process, provides
the necessary foundation for the development of Social Darwinism in its fullest form.

The weaker or less able members of society should not be artificially preserved, because the

process of social selection which was creating the most vigorous and self-reliant types was

something that ought not to be interfered with: its ultimate achievement would be human
happiness of a general kind.?®

With Spencer, the definition of the ‘fittest’ goes through an important revision that entails
disturbing ramifications: from being the most adaptive to changes in the environment, it
comes to be associated with the best, the strongest, the most ruthless. Human beings are
stratified into either one of the two extremes—winner or loser, predator or prey—without any

possibility of a middle ground.

Radiant Vermin is aptly set up as a quasi-Christian confession, but it is unclear
whether it is a confession of sin or that of faith in consumerism and other neoliberal myths.
There is an unmistakable lightheartedness in the way Jill and Ollie recount their journey to

become serial killers. As such, rather than a religious practice, their ‘confession’ is more akin

238 Raymond Williams, Culture and Materialism: Selected Essays (London & New York: Verso, 2005),
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to a fun reality show in which people watch and comment on the footage of themselves. They
seem to be conversing directly with the audience, but all their questions are answered by
themselves. In other words, the appearance of a free, open exchange conceals the reality of a
rigid mindset that can only produce words that confirm its preconceived thoughts and

opinions.

What we see on stage are two young people coming from a humble background, who,
by a stroke of luck, figure out how to realise their dream and single-mindedly commit
themselves to this goal despite all (moral) obstacles. This would make an inspirational story
if it was not for the fact that the solution lies in murdering homeless people most efficiently.
After the first accidental killing, Jill has a moment of apprehension, refusing to step into the
new kitchen while proclaiming, ‘I can’t stay here. I won 't!>%*° However, when Ollie leaves to
work on the wiring, Jill has a change of heart after a few moments of self-persuasion.

JILL [...] Well, would any of you? Eh? Knowing what’s happened? Course not. Nor

would any sane person—no, not ‘sane’. Anyone with a conscience. Morals. A man died here

last night. [...] Christian values. It’s what I practise. When I see a homeless person on the
street | always give some money. [...] How’s the old saying go? ‘God helps those who help
themselves.” Not ‘Be as lazy as you like and send the bill to everyone else’. Send it to people
like you and me. Right? Oh, yes. Most of them’d suck us dry if they had the chance. [...]

Another thing—when you walk past one of them on the street and you don’t give any money

they mumble something like ‘Have a nice day.” You noticed that? Like they’re trying to make

us feel guilty. Guilty for what? Having self-respect? Aspiring to a better life. Why should 1—

why should any of us?—feel guilty about that? Without us everything out there would fall to

pieces. It’d be the Dark Ages all over again. It’s people like us who’re standing between
civilisation and chaos—Fuck it, I’'m going to the kitchen!?*!

The above monologue reveals the mechanism behind the process of justifying and
normalising violence inherent in the prosperity gospel myth and the myth of Social
Darwinism. At first, Jill believes it is immoral to enjoy the new kitchen because it is made
possible by human suffering. She takes pride in the fact that she can sympathise with the
struggle of homeless people and in her generosity, which are proofs of her Christian virtue.
This line of thought, however, leads to the conclusion that some homeless are where they are
because of their laziness and their negligence of Biblical teachings. A few sentences on, the
whole of the homeless population is generalised to be those who do not have self-respect or
aspire to a better life. At this point, Jill’s initial sympathetic attitude has shifted to an
antagonistic mode that explicitly reflects the us-against-them mentality. Two convictions

emerge from Jill’s reasoning process: (1) people like her and Ollie, being good Christians as

240 Ridley, Radiant Vermin, 36.
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they are, deserve to be rewarded with material gains regardless of how such gains are
achieved, and (2) destitution is a matter of individual character. If health and material
possession are signs of God’s approval and the result of one’s superior physical, intellectual,
moral qualities, the failure to be prosperous and healthy is both God’s punishment and proof
of defects in individual character—another word for ‘unfitness’. Here, we are reminded of an
important distinction between classical (pre-Christian) myth and modern-contemporary myth:
while the former places a strong emphasis on knowledge and functions as an alternative
narrative to make sense of incomprehensible phenomena, the latter’s primary function is
practico-social justification. It is not to say that pre-Christian myth is free from ideology,
which is certainly not true since many Greek myths were evidently used as an instrument for
power legitimation in one way or another. Nevertheless, | would argue that the intention of
myth-making and myth-consuming in contemporary society is more markedly functional. In
the ‘new’ myths, truth and knowledge are no longer relevant, which has resulted in the
association of myth with widely held but false beliefs. Precisely because of this disregard of
truth that myths can be more readily incorporated into the propaganda machinery. Both the
myth of the prosperity gospel and the myth of Social Darwinism are intentional
misinterpretations and misappropriations of their original ideas/myths, but this does not stop
people from being drawn to them. As Roland Barthes remarks, ‘men do not have with myth a
relationship based on truth but use: they depoliticize according to their needs’.?*> The act of
consuming a certain myth has little to do with whether one is aware of the flawed ideas upon
which that myth is based. In fact, it is perhaps because of the very awareness of these flawed

but advantageous ideas that a myth is embraced.

In Radiant Vermin, Ollie and Jill are the rationalizers and the natural rhetoricians who,
instead of facing the immense complexity of the system that sustains and perpetuates the
falsity of the prosperity and Social Darwinism myths, ‘have now moved in to snap at and
discourage us: not now to ratify an imperialist and capitalist order, but to universalize its
breakdown and to persuade us that it has no alternatives, since all “nature” is like that’.?*
Jill’s monologue quoted above can be seen as an example of the mythical speech, which
‘transforms history into nature’.?** Since competition is perceived as an inherent, inevitable
aspect of society, especially under capitalism, it is only natural that she has to be ruthless not

only to survive but also to get ahead. From the couple’s perspective, continuing with the
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scheme of murdering the homeless is the only option, especially if they are to fulfil their role
as good parents who are capable of providing their future children with a decent home. The
Inhuman system, in pitting one disadvantaged group against another, effectively robs both

groups of their humanity.

In the same way that Max and Hari in Instructions for Correct Assembly are enslaved
by the obsession with perfection, Jill and Ollie tirelessly ‘renovate’ their home over and over

again because no matter how nice it is, there is always room for improvement.

Make it bigger

make it brighter

make it faster

make it louder

make it stand out in the crowdier
for the world to adore

and when you’ve done all that—
oh, hell, I’'ll still want more.
Hell, 1 still want more.?*

Up to one point, however, the rooms stop changing, and the couple suffers from a period of
something close to an existential crisis, as their ceaseless quest for novelty is disrupted. It is
at this moment that the enigmatic Miss Dee reappears and presents another opportunity: the
couple is to move to another house, as run-down as their current house in the beginning, and
to start everything all over again. Only that this time, the new house will require double
sacrifices, meaning each ‘renovation’ will need two ‘renovators’. Jill and Ollie take the offer

without hesitation.

JILL  What if... we might want a third house.

OLLIE I think that’s more than likely.

JILL  It’s a definite. And another house after that probably.

OLLIE A place in the country.

JILL  Oh, we’ve got to have that.

OLLIE It goes without saying, sweetheart.

JILL  But... this house here—it took hundreds of renovators. Five or six houses down the
line—

OLLIE It’ll take thousands. I know.

JILL  Ollie... You and me—we’ll never manage that.

OLLIE We will, sweetheart. Because by then... we’ll have two sons to help us.
JILL  Of course!?®

There appears to be a pattern in the couple’s escalating desire: the next houses are first

mentioned as a possibility—‘we might want a third house’, ‘and another house after that

25 Ridley, Radiant Vermin, 44.
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probably’—but once the prospect is announced, there is an immediate shift in terms of
certainty: ‘more than likely’, ‘it’s a definite’, ‘we’ve got to have that’, ‘it goes without
saying’. By the end of their exchange, it is no longer a second house that they aim for but five
or six houses down the line. This is far from being a definite figure, knowing the nature of
their obsession. The couple’s primary concern here is not being able to manage killing fast
enough to renovate their new house, but Ollie soon reassures Jill that they will have the extra
manpower from their children by then. Initially, children were used as justification for their
ruthless behaviour, but it seems like at this point, even the need to find justification has
completely escaped Jill and Ollie: without a flinch, they envision the assistance of their two
sons in the murderous scheme, as if talking about how normal kids helping their parents with
trivial house chores. In the same way that Instructions for Correct Assembly closes with Max
and Hari endlessly running on treadmills, Radiant Vermin’s denouement shows the price
Ollie and Jill have to pay for their Faustian bargain: being stuck in an eternal spiral of

violence and insatiable greed.

It would be too reductive to characterise Radiant Vermin as a simple moral tale or a
warning against the manipulative, dehumanising force of consumer capitalism or to subject
Ollie and Jill to ethical, political judgement. Staying true to the original Faust myth, the
couple compromise their moral integrity in exchange for what they deem to be the true
essence of life. Like Faust, Ollie and Jill uphold the ‘Empire-Builder’ spirit and passionately
commit to the idea of ownership.?*” What distinguishes them, however, is the fact that the
modern couple’s transgression falls in line with a state-sponsored policy that encourages the
extermination of the homeless. In the same way that Max and Hari of Instructions for Correct
Assembly are not the creator of the monster but mere consumers of the perfect happiness
myth, Jill’s and Ollie’s moral transgression lacks the rebellious, subversive dimension that

characterises Faust’s behaviour.

The contemporary social and economic myths mentioned here, including the perfect
happiness myth, the prosperity gospel myth and the myth of Social Darwinism, provide a lens
through which the behaviour of the neoliberal characters in speculative plays can be analysed.
At the same time, the discernible presence of older literary myths in Instructions for Correct
Assembly and Radiant Vermin, such as the Faust myth and the Frankenstein myth, reaffirms

the durability and immense adaptability of myth. The grand narrative seems to be lurking in

247 In Part 2, Act 4 of Goeth’s drama, ‘High Mountains’, Faust expresses his desire to tame the ocean and
create a new space where he can realise his vision of a brave new world to be build and ruled by him.
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the background; however, the mixture of old and new myths undermines the intention of
giving a comprehensive, encompassing picture of history or drawing any definitive ethical,
political lesson. In this operation of intertextuality, old myths change their meanings, and
new myths are exposed as reified, quasi-myths whose fictional quality has been obliterated to
serve the purpose of consolidating an Inhuman system. Instructions for Correct Assembly and
Radiant Vermin are more accurately characterised as postmodern fables, not myths, precisely
because the main characters can no longer be perceived as human in the idealistic, limited
definition of traditional humanism. The form of these two plays reflects the way neoliberal
capitalism ensnares individuals in a bubble of illusion known as progress and change, which
turns out to be a purgatory-like space of the Eternal Return. Instructions for Correct
Assembly starts with Max and Hari eagerly assemble their new son in the hope of perfect
happiness. By the end of the play, their obsession with perfection takes on another form, that
of health and fitness. Who knows what they would turn to next once this venture also fails to
provide them with perfect and lasting satisfaction? In the like manner, Radiant Vermin begins
with Jill and Ollie recalling their first days moving into a new house and ends with the couple
getting ready to move into another house to go through the same violent journey to ‘success’
all over again. The function of neoliberal capitalist myths, like the modern political myths
examined in Have | None, Chair, Foxfinder and The Wolf from the Door, is to prevent people
from understanding their real situation. Without this understanding, it is impossible even to
imagine opposition against the hegemonic ideologies, and individuals will come to believe
that actively participating in the various practices of structural violence and injustice is just
part of normality. The fact that Instructions for Correct Assembly and Radiant Vermin end on
a rather pessimistic note does not mean that they wish to convey a message of determinism
and resignation. On the contrary, staying true to the ethical imperative of posthuman fables,
these endings serve as a reminder of the need to constantly break free from the bubble of
illusion created by myths, to search for the other Inhuman aspect of humanity in an Inhuman
system. There will be moments of radically different possibilities, such as the moment Hari
and Max in Instructions turn themselves into cyborgs. However, since such moments of
possibility and emancipation do not last, they have to be constantly searched for. It is in this
call for an open, uncertain and aporetic quest for an ethical way of being that we get a

glimpse of speculative theatre’s utopian aspiration.
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III. DENATURALISING MYTHICAL SPEECH

Up to this point, my examination of myth in contemporary speculative theatre still
largely focuses on analysing the narrative of specific myths: one of the foundational myths—
the apocalypse myth; modern political myths of the general strike and absolute equality; and
neoliberal capitalist myths such as the prosperity gospel and the Social Darwinism. In this
section, however, my approach to myth will be guided by Roland Barthes’s conception of
myth as a type of speech, a particular mode of communication, a form.

It can be seen that to purport to discriminate among mythical objects according to their

substance would be entirely illusory: since myth is a type of speech, everything can be a myth

provided it is conveyed by a discourse. Myth is not defined by the object of its message, but

by the way in which it utters this message: there are formal limits to myth, there are no
'substantial’ ones.?*8

According to Barthes’s characterisation, nothing can escape mythicalisation: ‘Myth can reach
everything, corrupt everything, and even the very act of refusing oneself to it’.24° It is, as such,
not a matter of how speculative theatre denounces the consumption of modern myths and
urges its audience to do so. Rather, the goal of speculative theatre in adopting the mythical
form is to provide the audience with a paradoxical space in which modern myths are
constantly made, consumed, demystified, and remade. The fact that this process resembles
the inexhaustible mutation of myths in real life does not diminish speculative theatre’s impact.
On the contrary, by bringing into relief the operation in which myths are naturalised,
speculative plays foster a kind of self-awareness and self-reflexivity that prevents the
audience from consuming myth innocently. If myth is a second-order semiological system,?%
by enacting myths on stage, speculative theatre functions as a third-order semiological system
that disrupts the certainty of myth’s metalanguage and liberates the materials of mythical
speech (language itself, photography, paintings, posters, rituals, objects, characters, etc.),
which are ‘reduced to a pure signifying function as soon as they are caught by myth’.%!
These materials are then invested with new meanings through which new myths emerge.
Here, we encounter the Derridean ‘impossible’: the condition that makes it possible to
overturn mythical speech is also the condition of its impossibility. What distinguishes
mythical speech in speculative theatre from that which reaches us in our daily life activities,

however, is the instability of the third-order semiological structure and the emphasis on

248 Barthes, Mythologies, 107.
249 1pid., 132

250 1pid., 113.

251 bid.
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conscious recognition: the audience is made aware of the context—the social, political,
cultural, economic determinants—that gives rise to the act of mythicalisation. Accordingly,
speculative theatre’s utopian aspiration manifests in the way its mythopoeia enables an
aporetic experience so that the audience can rehearse their critical approach to myths and

mythical speech.

In the following pages, | will examine two of the many strategies used in
contemporary speculative theatre to denaturalise mythical speech. The first has to do with the
mythicalisation of common objects—the chair in Edward Bond’s Have | None and Chair, the
hat in Caryl Churchill’s Far Away or the remote control in Thomas Eccleshare’s Instructions
for Correct Assembly. These are materials caught by myths and embody specific meanings or
messages that these myths intend to convey. On stage, these objects—known as props—
perform a paradoxical function, that of reinforcing and dismantling the myths they represent,
as they simultaneously summon up different meanings that exceed the initial intention of
their being mythicised. In other words, they are no longer mere symbols but entities that take
on a life of their own. The second strategy, which | have briefly explored in the first section
on the apocalypse myth, relies on the tradition of Menippean satire to construct an impossible
hero to disrupt the mythical frozen speech that morphs a chosen individual into the hero
figure.?? In Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the Door and Caryl Churchill’s Escaped Alone,
the audience is introduced to different heroes who acquire this status because they are the
embodiment of certain values that are instrumental to either the preservation of the status quo
or the emergence of a new social order in their respective dramatic world. However, the
construction of these hero figures simultaneously undermines the process of naturalising the
values imposed on them, thanks to a tone that highlights playfulness and lightheartedness
standing in stark contrast to the omnipresence of extreme violence. The unintelligibility and
illogic the audience encounters in the hero figure of many speculative plays, as a result of the
pervasive use of ‘the carnival sense of the world’, opens up a space where preconceived
meanings are shattered and language, liberated from known or existing power structures,

achieves a poetic, subversive quality beyond that of sense-making.

22 According to Barthes, mythical speech is a frozen speech: ‘at the moment of reaching me, it suspends
itself, turns away and assumes the look of a generality: it stiffens, it makes itself look neutral and innocent.

The appropriation of the concept is suddenly driven away once more by the literalness of the meaning’.
Ibid., 124.
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1. Un-Re-making the Mythological Object
(Far Away—Have | None—Chair—Instructions for Correct Assembly)

The fact that many contemporary British speculative plays are performed on a mostly
bare stage is not simply a matter of budget constraint but can be seen as an attempt to draw
the audience’s attention to the few objects that appear in the performance. These objects are
chosen for specific purposes and play a vital role in the construction of the constellation of
signs in a theatre event. More often than not, they are neither mere elements of the décor nor
the traditional ‘accessory props’ (where ‘accessory’ entails ‘secondary’, ‘inessential’).?>® As
pointed out by Angel-Perez and Poulain, ‘contemporary dramaturgies invest things with the
power of signifying beyond their own objectal function’, which means that these props, while
still being ‘manifestations of the existence of a material, objective world’, are also invested
with the power ‘of expression of subjectivity, acquiring meaning according to who owns,
covets, collects, fetishizes, manipulates, distorts or destroys them’.?4 Such is the kind of
dramaturgies we encounter in many speculative plays written and performed in ways that
liberate props from the frozen mythological speech to which they are subject. In Thomas
Eccleshare’s Instructions for Correct Assembly, Edward Bond’s Have | None and Chair, and
Caryl Churchill’s Far Away, there is conscious effort to unsettle the concept (or the signified)
that stage objects (or the signifier) are supposed to represent. In the same way that the people
oppressed by political myths can reinterpret these myths to challenge their oppressor,?® the
remote control in Instructions for Correct Assembly, the chair in Bond’s plays, and the hats in
Far Away exceed the meanings assigned to them in their dramatic reality and become capable
of generating their own, unexpected meanings. In the making, unmaking and remaking of
these mythological objects, we encounter the utopian impulse of speculative theatre to
liberate material objects (and by extension, the audience’s perception of these objects) from

the violence of mythical speech.

The remote control in Eccleshare’s Instructions for Correct Assembly is probably not
an element to which one pays much attention when reading the play text. Nevertheless, it is
the object that is present in many crucial moments of the play, including that when the couple,

Max and Hari, struggle to adjust their robot son’s behaviour and verbal expressions, as well

253F |isabeth Angel-Perez and Alexandra Poulain, ‘Introduction’, Etudes Britanniques Contemporaines.
Revue de La Société D études Anglaises Contemporaines, no. 35 (15 December 2008).

254 1bid.

255 Refer to the first part of the second section, The Aporia of Political Myths.
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as the scene where the humanoid gets out of control and starts destroying the house. As a
ubiquitous household item whose history parallels the history of consumer electronic devices
and technology, the remote is a symbol of modern convenience and comfort, but also that of
restlessness and immobility. Mostly known for its association with entertainment, the remote
control, like many other important inventions in history, was initially developed for military
usage.?® However, it was with the explosion of television in the 1950s that the remote
became a catalyst for radical change in the way consumers interact with their devices as well
as the development of entertaining programs. The remote has overturned the power relation
between the spectator and the television—we become ‘less as a passive observer, more a
ruthless overseer. If we didn’t like what we saw, a new channel was the flick of a switch
away’.>’ As a result of this power shift, the pace of programs had to be adjusted, and slow
scenes cut off to prevent the audience from leaving for another channel. An object commonly
viewed as inconsequential as a remote control, in the appropriate context, can be read as a
symbol of a ‘culture of zapping’. In Instructions for Correct Assembly, the remote used on
the humanoid is imbued with the very same desire for power and control that one has when

restlessly looking for a program that would satisfy one’s need.

MAX How about you Jan? What did you do?

JAN  (Talking with his mouth open and full of food.) I cleaned my room.

HARI Jan?

JAN  Sorry. (Still open and still full of food.) I cleaned my room thoroughly.

MAX and HARI look at each other. MAX nods. HARI takes out the remote and taps on it a
few times. Beep!

MAX What did you do again Jan?

He swallows the food, but mumbles monosyllabically into his chest with his head down like a
sulky teenager.

JAN  Clned m’room.

HARI 1It’s okay it’s okay.

HARI fiddles with the remote again and nods at MAX.

MAX Jan?

JAN now talks eagerly and clearly looking each of them in the eye in turn.

JAN I cleaned my room from top to bottom, it took ages but was worth it as now | have
everything just the way | like it.

MAX Good boy. What else??%®

2% The world’s first wireless remote control was created by American-Serbian inventor Nikola Tesla in
1898, which uses radio waves to control a miniature boat. Tesla’s intended client was the U.S. Navy;
however, the value of his device was not appreciated at the time. Later, during World War 11, the Germans
deployed radio controlled tanks but ‘they were introduced too late to make a decisive impact on the
outcome of the war’. See Miomir Vukobratovi¢, ‘Nikola Tesla and Robotics’, Serbian Journal of
Electrical Engineering 3, no. 2 (2006): 163-75.

27 Stephen Dowling, ‘The Surprising Origins of the TV Remote’, BBC, 31 August 2018,
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20180830-the-history-of-the-television-remote-contro.

258 Eccleshare, Instructions for Correct Assembly.
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Hari’s and Max’s obsession with perfection is clearly demonstrated in this scene as
they struggle to program Jan into their ideal version of a son. It is not only what the
humanoid says that concerns the couple, but his attitude and facial expression are all taken
into account. This rigorous training of manners soon takes an ideological and political turn
when Jan mentions the comedy show he was watching.

JAN  Then I watched some television. A comedy show about some hilarious poofs who

HARI taps the remote. Beep.

JAN A comedy show about some hilarious queer

Beep.

JAN  About some hilarious gay

Beep.

JAN  Some hilarious people. It was really good. | liked it because they smack each other

over the head the whole time and there’s a guy in it who always ends up with his face in the

mud. It makes me laugh so much.

Pause. MAX nods. HARI fiddles again.

JAN T like the show so much because the people in it are so stupid they’re always doing

stupid things.

Pause. HARI fiddles again.

JAN T don’t really like the show though. I think the way it portrays the characters is
patronising to be honest.?%

The offensive term ‘poofs’ is replaced by ‘queer’, ‘gay’, and, eventually, the most generic
word is chosen so that there is absolutely no room for offence — ‘people’. Jan is also forced
to change his opinion about the show to conform to his parents’ political outlook. Hari and
Max, through the remote control, exercise their power as the master of Jdn’s emotion, thought
and language. In the same way that a TV remote allows one to only see what one likes or that
which corresponds to one’s preconceived ideas, the remote in Instructions for Correct
Assembly also functions as an instrument that generates an echo chamber in which all

different opinions are eliminated.

It is interesting to notice how Eccleshare chooses a physical remote instead of a more
advanced tool as the means to control the humanoid. The mixture of low and high tech in the
play makes it clear that Instructions for Correct Assembly is not concerned with conveying
accurate scientific knowledge. Rather, it is interested in exploring the love-hate relationship
between human beings and technology: on the one hand, technology is meant to facilitate
human life; on the other hand, the exponential rate with which technological progress is made
demands us to constantly struggle so as not to be left behind. It is in the physical remote that
this power struggle becomes most perceptible. The first TV remote control created by Zenith

Electronics in 1950, which was aptly named ‘Lazy Bones’, only contained basic functions

29 |bid.
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such as turning the TV on or off and changing channels and was still attached to the
television itself. Gradually, the remote became wireless, and the number of functions
increased. By the end of the twentieth century, a standard remote had far exceeded the
earliest model both in terms of function and complexity—a handful of buttons evolved into
several dozens. The number of options that come with the remote eventually turns into a
burden and overwhelms its user. It is this excess of modern technology that creates an ironic
and comic situation in Instructions for Correct Assembly: Max’s inability to control the
remote control.

MAX | tried fiddling with the remote but the damned thing has so many functions

HARI Max

MAX  You’re never in the right mode

HARI Max

MAX  And then if you are in the mode you’ve not got them on the right setting

HARI Max!
MAX I couldn’t control him. I'm sorry.?%°

Max’s failure in mastering the remote gives rise to a moment of alterity in which the object
seems to acquire a life of its own, beyond both technological planning or specifications and
the human desire for control.?%* However, as | mentioned at the beginning of this section, it is
not enough to stop at demystifying the mythical objects. As the playwright Edward Bond
argues, theatre ‘has to be both iconoclastic and iconographic because that is the function
imposed on it by the mind’s need to humanize itself” and the task of theatre is not only to
destroy existing icons or symbols but also to create a ‘new method of graphism’.?%? This
means that it is a vital function of theatre to reinvest in objects with different meanings once
the dominant meaning—the mythical speech—is dismantled. In Instructions for Correct
Assembly, the dismantling of mythical speech is taken literally in the dismantling of the
humanoid. At the same time, there emerges a process of reassembling in the most unexpected
manner. After Hari has turned himself into a cyborg, he disables his sense of smell and turns
down his hearing. The remote control, even though not mentioned, is inferred here since the
chip Haris uses previously belonged to Jan. The device’s meaning, however, was altered due
to the couple’s transgression. It still symbolises the desire for power and control, but instead

of being directed outward, it now serves to regulate one’s bodily function and desire.

260 Eccleshare, Instructions for Correct Assembly.

%61 The physicality of the remote on stage makes all the difference. Had Eccleshare used more advanced
control techniques such as voice activation or motion control, the play would not have achieved the same
effect, since the obliteration of a material device that serves as a medium for human and non-human
interaction renders the technology behind such interaction abstract.

%62 Edward Bond, Bond Plays: 5: The Bundle; Human Cannon; Jackets; In the Company of Men (New
York & London: Methuen Drama, 2013), 31.
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In the book The Stage Life of Props, Andrew Sofer accentuates the significance of the
stage objects known as props in constructing the constellation of signs in a theatre
performance.

Precisely because of its radical instability as a theatrical signifier, playwrights have seized on

the prop as a tool for destabilizing the conventional symbolism previously embodied by the

now ambiguous object. Although they cannot legislate the prop’s impact, playwrights can
seek to orchestrate the prop’s movement through concrete stage space and linear stage time.

They can also shape the audience’s reception of the prop through dialogue and stage

directions... This is especially the case during periods of semiotic crisis, when the meaning of
the object the prop represents is (quite literally) up for grabs.26®

According to Sofer, a prop is ‘a discrete, material, inanimate object that is visibly
manipulated by an actor in the course of the performance’.?%4 What distinguishes a prop from
other kinds of stage objects is actual motion—*the prop must physically move or alter in some
way as a result of the actor’s physical intervention’.?®® What emerges from this physical
intervention, as can be seen in Max’s and Hari’s handling of the remote control in
Instructions for Correct Assembly, establishes a relationship, not only between the object and
the actor but also between the audience and the theatre event in which they are participating.
In other words, the motion of props gives rise to different interpretations, different meanings

and prevents the crystallization of these meanings into dominant mythical speech.

It is important to stress that a prop’s movement can exceed the spatial and temporal
limits of one production or one play. What contributes to props’ radical instability as a
signifier is their ability to ‘move from play to play and from period to period’, to ‘accrue
intertextual resonance as they absorb and embody the theatrical past’.?%® In the case of
Edward Bond, a playwright whose career has spanned several decades, certain objects have
moved from play to play, from period to period, and this constant self-reference weaves these
objects into a network of myths whose meanings are to be made out rather than
predetermined.

263 Andrew Sofer, The Stage Life of Props (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), 61-62.

264 1bid., 11, original emphasis.

265 |bid., 12.

266 |bid., 2. While agreeing with Sofer that motion is the prop’s defining feature, and that a performance-
based analysis is crucial for understanding the prop’s function, I would argue that a text-based analysis
does not necessarily deprive the stage objects of dynamics as Sofer claims it to be: “Yet motion is precisely
what slips from view when the prop is considered as a static symbol, whose meaning is frozen once and for
all on the page, rather than as an object that creates and sustains a dynamic relationship with the audience
as a given performance unfolds.” (‘Preface’, in The Stage Life of Props, vi). Whether on the page or on
stage, objects can still perform their dynamics and resist frozen meaning, as | strive to demonstrate in this
section.
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With Bond’s Have | None and Chair, the chair becomes a prop charged with mythical
speech. This piece of furniture is one of Bond’s most iconic and frequently used dramatic
objects.?’ In the final scene of Saved (1965), for instance, the character Len is seen mending
a broken chair, which Bond himself describes as a gesture that is ‘almost irresponsibly
optimistic’.?®® In Have |1 None and Chair, however, the object takes on much darker
connotations. Bond’s utopian impulse does not disappear but simply moves away from an
‘almost irresponsibly optimistic’ attitude to a more ‘rational’ engagement with the theatre

audience.

In one of the highlight scenes of Have | None, Sara and Jams are engulfed in bitter

bickering on the subject of the chair incident.

SARA Sometimes! | keep a diary!

JAMS That bloody diary!

SARA To prove what goes on! In this house you need a record! | know what happened on
Friday the 22nd of June last year!

JAMS Friday the 22nd of June?

SARA Friday the 22nd of June! And | know the time—

JAMS Friday the 22nd of—

SARA You saton -

JAMS Liar!

SARA You sat on—

JAMS Never!

SARA May | drop dead! You sat on my chair!

[...]

SARA 1 know you’d been sitting!

JAMS Leant!

SARA | can prove it!

JAMS Leant!

SARA | heard the leg scrape! It scraped when you got out of it! I know when a leg scrapes
and when it doesnt!2°

The contrast between Sara’s meticulous, obsessive record-keeping behaviour and the
eradicated past of the whole nation is striking. Without having to consult the diary, Sara is
capable of recalling the exact date and time of all the trivial incidents that took place in her
house, including the time when Jams sat on her chair and when Jams kicked her shoes on the
14th of September.2’® And yet, she is conditioned not to remember whether she has a brother.

At first glance, the quibble between Sara and Jams concerning the chair appears ridiculous;

267 For a detailed examination of the recurrent use of the ‘bundle’ in Bond’s plays such as Lear and The
War Plays, see Claude Gourg, ‘The “Bundle” in Edward Bond’s Plays, an Avatar of the Unspeakable
“Thing™”, Etudes Britanniques Contemporaines. Revue de La Société D études Anglaises Contemporaines,
no. 35 (15 December 2008).

268 Edward Bond, ‘Author’s Note’, in Saved [1966] (London: Methuen, 2000), 5.

269 Bond, Have | None, 14-16.

270 |bid., 17.
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however, when the audience is reminded that, in a society where the past was abolished, all
personal papers destroyed, even furniture discouraged, a utilitarian, blackwood chair becomes
the most valuable object one can possess without risking being considered the enemy of the
state. Sara’s possessive attitude towards her personal chair, rather than being a symptom of
commodity fetishism, can be interpreted as the embodiment of the whole oppressive,
totalitarian system. The presence of the chair is a constant reminder of the material and

spiritual impoverishment of Sara’s world.?"*

The meaning invoked by the chair in Have | None, however, changes from moment to
moment according to its interaction with the actors. In an almost farcical routine in which
Jams and Sara take turns to position the chair the way they like, the piece of furniture
suddenly becomes a site of power and ideological struggle.

SARA turns her chair round with its back to the table.

SARA In future my chair faces this way! I’ll eat from a tray on my lap!

JAMS gets up and turns SARA’s chair to face the table.

SARA (turns the chair round) Leave it!

JAMS (turns the chair round) T’1l have a bit of discipline!

GRIT (examining the backpack) He broke the snap!

SARA (turns the chair around) Freedom!

GRIT (holds out the backpack) Look!

JAMS (turns the chair back)  Discipline!

GRIT picks up the other chair.
SARA/JAMS O my God.?"

Many times during the play, Jams meticulously adjusts the table and the two chairs into their
proper places, exact to the millimetre. Witnessing these scenes, the audience may be
reminded of Hamm’s compulsive need to be at the centre of the room in Samuel Beckett’s
Endgame (1957). Even though Jams has the freedom of movement that is denied to the chair-
bound Hamm, both characters’ obsession with a precise spatial position is a poignant
expression of the stasis in their thinking, political in the case of the former and existential the
latter. Jams’ persistent demand for discipline in his own house through the scrupulous
positioning of the furniture, on the one hand, reflects the rigorous ideological training he
receives working for the army and, on the other, overturns the power relation between subject
and object: it is not the furniture that is prevented from shifting from there prescribed places

but Jams’ capacity for critical thinking. Sara’s rebellious attitude concerning the position of

271 ‘The chairs are themselves tangible, material indicators and symptoms of a world in which, robbed of
their past and the relative coherence that provided for their identities and lives, spontaneous mass suicides
are happening in the world outside’. See Peter Billingham, Edward Bond: A Critical Study (Palgrave
MacMillan, 2013), 113.

272 Bond, Have | None, 19-20.
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her chair, as such, foreshadows the radical act she is about to commit to free herself from

ideological and physical oppression.

The above scene in Have | None is illustrative of Edward Bond’s characteristic
dramaturgical strategy known as Theatre Events (TEs). As Michael Patterson points out,
‘While Bond’s facility with language is astonishing, it is unlikely that audiences will
remember much of the dialogue of any of his plays.”?”® Instead, what will leave a mark on
their minds is the shocking, moving or farcical images and icons that constitute TEs. In
Bond’s conception, TEs ‘make clear the cause and consequence of events, collecting the
diffuseness of real life into illustration and demonstration—not dogmatically or symbolically
but still in units of conflict’.?” In employing TEs as a means of analytical understanding,
Bond proposes a ‘Rational Theatre’ that is not ‘the cold reasoning of conventional political
discourse’?’® but one that relies on deconstruction and cathexis (emotional investment) to
unmake and remake mythical speech. This explains why he is especially fond of domestic
mass-produced objects, for ‘they have such a low fiscal value that when cathexed with tragic
value, when associated with matter of life and death, the chasm between social and human

values open wide’.2"®

This chasm between social and human values is indeed brought to the forefront by a
chair in another Bond’s play that bears the title of this very object. The chair that Alice brings
down to the bus stop is the embodiment of what the Welfare Officer suspects to be a
‘mutation in public sentiment’.2”” The old prisoner sees and interprets the object as a rare sign
of pity in an inhuman world. Similar to what happens in Have | None, there are moments in
which this chair functions as a prop for an almost farcical routine: the soldier descends into
panic, struggling to free the chair from the prisoner, who is clinging on to the object with all
her might. By the end of Chair, a chair is used by Alice to commit suicide, but it is also
associated with the first display of mature thinking in the infantile Billy.

BILLY [...] Picks up a chair. Goes to the other door. He puts the chair by the body. He

adjusts the chair’s position. He tilts the body on to the back of the chair so that it takes the
weight.

273 Michael Patterson, ‘Edward Bond: Maker of Myths’, in A Companion to Modern British and Irish
Drama, 1880—2005, ed. Mary Luckhurst (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 417.

274 Bond, Bond Plays 5, 31.

275 patterson, ‘Edward Bond: Maker of Myths’, 417.

276 George Bas, ‘Glossary’, in Edward Bond and the Dramatic Child: Edward Bond’s Plays for Young
People, ed. David Davis, trans. Alison Douthwaite (Trent & Sterling: Trentham, 2005), 204.

277 Bond, Chair, 104.
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Uncomfortable watching you. (He sits on the chair facing away from the body.) It’s hard.
Couldnt sleep last night. Door open.

BILLY leans forwards. His elbows on his knees, his head in his hands. He sighs. He sits
straight upright. His head is turned away from the body. He has fallen asleep. A hammering
on the door. He sleeps.?’

Billy’s question ‘Am I becoming a man?’, unfortunately, will never be answered since he is
killed soon after leaving the flat. Consequently, his interaction with the chair in the above
scene presents a moment of possibility, but it is a short-lived moment because the social
conditions of his world would not allow him to become a man. Tracing the trajectory of the
chair from Have | None to Chair, it becomes clear that a simple piece of furniture functions
not only as part of the materiality of a totalitarian society but also as a symbol of compassion,
hope and subversive potential. The relationship between the object and its meaning is not
frozen or static, despite the constant semiotisation that takes place from one moment to
another. The chair in Bond’s two plays not only subverts mythical speech by suggesting
another contradictory meaning of an object, as with the case of the remote control in
Instructions for Correct Assembly. It goes further in the quest of denaturalising mythical
speech by creating its own constellation of meanings, its multiple myths, which make it

impossible to establish any dominant, ideologically fixed meaning.

As a prop, the chair in Bond’s plays moves from play to play, period to period and
accumulates its meanings throughout both the playwright’s career and theatre history. With
Caryl Churchill’s Far Away, the prop operates not only intertextually but also acquires its
reference from historical events. The extravagant hats that gradually come into existence in
Act Two and culminate in the haunting procession of prisoners on their way to the incinerator
are both reflections of the play’s existing social insanity and warning of the coming madness
that turns the whole world upside down. The association of the hat and insanity is popularised
by Lewis Carroll through the character Hatter in Alice’s Adventure in Wonderland (1865).
Carroll, however, did not come up with the metaphor by himself but simply personalised a
popular simile in the 1860s, ‘mad as a hatter’, to develop his character. This colloquial phrase,
which entered the common language in the 1830s, is used to describe the phenomenon of
feltmakers suffering from both physical and mental ailments due to prolonged exposure to
mercury.?’”® In Far Away, Joan and Todd work in a hat factory, but the madness with which

278 |bid., 111.

279 Even though feltmakers’ illnesses had been identified as early as the beginning of the 19th century, the
link between mercury poisoning and these illnesses was not established and officially enquired in England
until 1896. See Chris Heal, ‘Alcohol, Madness and a Glimmer of Anthrax: Disease among the Felt Hatters
in the Nineteenth Century’, Textile History 44, no. 1 (May 2013): 105.
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they are infected is of a different kind compared to the mercury poisoning of hatters in the
nineteenth century. They have certainly lost touch with reality but, rather than being a
consequence of chemical exposure, theirs is the result of ideological brainwash.

JOAN It seems so sad to burn them with the bodies.

TODD No I think that’s the joy of it. The hats are ephemeral. It’s like a metaphor for

something or other.

JOAN Well, life.

TODD Well, life, there you are. Out of nearly three hundred hats I’ve made here I’ve only

had three win and go in the museum. But that’s never bothered me. You make beauty and it
disappears, | love that.?®

Joan and Todd are aware of the symbolic aspect of the hats they are making, but the meaning
they assign to these objects are frozen in mythical speech: ‘The hats are ephemeral’, it’s like
a metaphor for life, “You make beauty and it disappears.” These lines echo the same rhetoric
that sublimates suffering and aggrandises heroic virtues used on Joan when she was young to
mollify the trauma of her first encounter with violence.

HARPER [...] Your uncle is helping these people. He’s helping them escape. He’s

giving them shelter. Some of them were still in the lorry, that’s why they were crying. Your
uncle’s going to take them all into the shed and then they’ll be all right.?8

Harper successfully persuades her niece that what she witnessed—her uncle hitting people
with an iron bar—is a heroic act because the ones who were hit are traitors who deserve the
punishment. By accepting this ‘truth’, Joan is ‘part of a big movement now to make things
better’: “You can look at the stars and think here we are in our little bit of space, and I’'m on
the side of the people who are putting things right, and your soul will expand right into the
sky.”?®2 It is no wonder the grown-up Joan and Todd do not question the parades/political
persecutions, considering how they have been conditioned from such a young age to take
pride in complicity. As long as they are ‘on the side of the people who are putting things
right’, Joan and Todd can have a clear conscience, no matter how much violence is inflicted

upon others who must belong to the other side—the wrongdoers.

The hats’ increasing spectacular presence on stage is a painful reminder of the hatters’
intensifying blindness to the horror of their world. There are hints about their capacity for
political thinking, as can be seen in their idealistic and naive plan to expose the corruption of
the hat industry in acquiring contracts. Unfortunately, such is the limit of Joan’s and Todd’s

concern. They are incapable of recognising the real problem at stake, which is not the

280 Churchill, Far Away, 31.
281 pid., 18.
282 1pid., 20-21.

126



suspected corruption but the very existence of the hat industry and the parades. The fact that
Joan and Todd are raised to perceive these horrors as natural and unguestionable is a
symptom of an insane world. In Far Away, the hatters are mad not because of their working
conditions in the factory but because of their ready submission to the social conditions that
make it possible to turn killing into a spectacle. Joan’s and Todd’s interaction with the hats
would constitute a Bondian Theatre Event that shows ‘how people are made to be what they
are so that things can go on happening as they do, not what must happen because people are
what they are.?8

Read in a larger context, the hats represent artistic creations that are completely
disconnected from practical matters—-‘art for art’s sake’—as well as the danger of art being
instrumentalised to aestheticize violence. Churchill must have been fully aware of theatre’s
impossible situation: like the authority in Joan’s world, theatre creates an event in which one
can witness the aestheticization of violence as an accomplice. Many productions of Far Away
make sure that the hats are visually appealing so that they can be enjoyed by the audience
(see Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3). However, Far Away, as a theatre event, does not submit the
hats to static mythical speech like what transpires in its dramatic world. This is because,
unlike Joan and Todd, who are blind to the madness the hats represent and consume myth
innocently, the audience is constantly reminded of the fact that the stage objects are part of a
semiological system, not a factual one. As Roland Barthes explains:

[W]hat allows the reader to consume myth innocently is that he does not see it as a

semiological system but as an inductive one. Where there is only an equivalence, he sees a

kind of causal process: the signifier and the signified have, in his eyes, a natural relationship.

This confusion can be expressed otherwise: any semiological system is a system of values;

now the myth-consumer takes the signification for a system of facts: myth is read as a factual
system, whereas it is but a semiological system.?8

By staging how the hats naturalise history and empty reality, Far Away, like Instructions for
Correct Assembly, Have | None and Chair, denaturalises the mythical speech imposed upon
objects and transforms them into entities capable of generating their own meanings. The
audience is prevented from consuming myth innocently and, being exposed to the elusiveness
of the signifier, have to constantly navigate between the different meanings (functional,

material, symbolic) of these objects to construct their own narrative. In the next section, I will

283 Edward Bond, ‘Commentary on The War Plays’, in Bond Plays: 6: The War Plays; Choruses from
After the Assassinations (London: Methuen Drama, 2013), 339.
284 Barthes, Mythologies, 130.
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continue to demonstrate how this aporetic experience is also characteristic of the audience’s

encounter with the mythical figure in contemporary speculative theatre.

2. The Impossible Hero
(The Wolf from the Door—Escaped Alone)

As an archetype and a mythical signifier, the hero has continued to be a central figure
in every aspect of cultural, social, political imagination. The fashion in which the hero and
their quest are imagined evolves according to the specificities of each epoch, the fear and
hope that occupy the public mind during different crises. In the twenty-first century, the
diversification of the hero image in an attempt to disrupt the hegemonic rhetoric on gender,
sexual orientation, class, race, age or disability at the core of the hero narratives can be seen
as a welcoming change. The increasing visibility of minority heroes—representatives of
groups of people who have been historically silenced, ignored or demonised—however, does
not steer away from the original purpose of assigning the title ‘hero’ to an individual: that of
transforming them into a symbol. The hero, as such, is constructed by mythical speech and is
always meant to be instrumental to ideology. As long as the binary logic continues to define
mythical speech, the hero emerges from this speech, no matter how carefully constructed they
are to reflect the intersectionality of identities, inevitably empowers certain groups at the cost
of others. Speaking differently, even the diversification of the hero image cannot completely

overcome the narrative of exclusion.

Historical events in the twentieth century have served as a constant reminder of both
the potential and danger inherent in individual hero worship, which has, in turn, contributed
to the dilution of the symbolic power invested in the hero figure. There has been a tendency
to confound heroism and altruism, which effectively alters the image of the hero, from
someone who has a unique background and is destined to influence the course of human
history, into the everyman who occasionally rises to the rank of the hero through their small
but meaningful actions. This shift away from the grand narrative associated with the mythical

hero constitutes another branch of hero imagination in contemporary society.

The fragmentation of the individual hero image and the popularity of micro-heroism,
while successfully challenging the rigidity and exceptionalism of the traditional hero
narrative, paradoxically strengthen the nostalgic desire for the universal heroic figure who is

the personification of a mythological past characterised by simplicity, clarity and certainty,
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rather than a hero as an emblem of the postmodern age defined by complexity and
uncertainty. This explains the lasting success of the superhero franchises, which continue to
capitalise on the one-dimensional hero-warrior. As a cultural agency, theatre is well aware of
the potential danger of dismissing the popular desire to restore the mythical hero, for such an
attitude would leave open a gap that can be exploited by any ideology. | would argue that
contemporary speculative theatre presents a particularly fruitful approach in its engagement
with the hero figure. Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the Door and Caryl Churchill’s
Escaped Alone, while adopting the grand narrative associated with the classical mythical hero
narrative, still manage to create an impossible hero figure who exists at the threshold of all
boundaries. The hero and heroine here are no longer reduced to the status of a symbol. In
realising what Mikhail Bakhtin characterises as the ‘carnival sense of the world’, they signal

towards the most radical form of heroic imagination invested in the outcast.

Central to the plot of Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the Door is the revolution that
liquidates the elites, eradicates all hierarchies and leads to the ascension to power of Leo—a
homeless youth loitering at a train station. The audience is made to question the motive of
Catherine, a fifty-two-year-old aristocrat who is ‘extremely rich because of old money’, in
following and then bringing Leo home. In the beginning, Leo himself thought it was sex that
Catherine wanted, then reckoned it must be because she had a dead son whom Leo resembled.
When both assumptions turn out to be wrong, and the pair starts to arm themselves for a
shopping trip, the audience is given a cue to leave behind all that is plausible and probable to
enter a realm of the unthinkable. Leo becomes Lady Catherine’s protégé and decapitates a
supermarket assistant manager. They later embark on a journey across the country to realise a

grand plan that would result in the rebirth of the nation.

In the character Leo, the audience can catch a glimpse of a minority hero who

represents politically, economically and socially disadvantaged groups.

LEO My mother was from Africa or somewhere. | never met my dad. He was foreign too.
She got pregnant before she got here and then died giving birth. I know this because | was
eventually given her passport. I couldn’t pronounce her name. I sold it to a man I met who
makes fake passports because he said he could use the bits. | was moved from care home to
care home as a boy and | insisted on being called a different name in each place so that |
could choose one I liked. I’ve been Leo for a few years now. I heard the name cos someone
once called their son it. They stopped bothering to send me to school because | kept
wandering off. I don’t have any qualifications because I don’t need a job because I don’t need
to eat or sleep or drink or wash my clothes.?®

285 Mullarkey, The Wolf from the Door, 18-19.
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There is a clear emphasis on intersectionality in the hero Leo. Not only that he is black,?® an
immigrant’s son, an orphan, but also uneducated and homeless. At the same time, Leo is
constructed with all the characteristics of a mythological hero: despite growing up in adverse
circumstances, he possesses mysterious, superhuman qualities that distinguish him from the
rest of humanity: he does not need to eat or sleep or drink or wash his clothes. It remains
doubtful whether Leo’s claim about his ability to survive without food or sleep can be taken
as it is, for his behaviour betrays signs of a disturbed mind: he proposes Catherine to cup his
ass-cheek a few minutes after meeting her, in the middle of a train station, breaking into tears
right after callously chopping off somebody’s head, only to laugh the next second. Regardless,
| believe that these exaggerated details should not be interpreted from the psychological
perspective to determine whether Leo is a liar or a mad man, but rather, they should be
understood as instrumental in accentuating the radical otherness and otherworldliness of the
hero figure in The Wolf from the Door. There is also a clear religious connotation in the
mentioning that Leo has never known his father, which implies the possibility of him being a
messianic figure with divine origin. This explains the puzzling line at the end of the first
scene when Leo suddenly blurts out, ‘Do you remember Jesus?’ 28’ The question is
completely out of context and almost obscene, considering that it is pronounced while he is
pulling up his trousers after letting Catherine cup his bottom. It is, however, an important
remark that directs the audience’s attention towards the subsequent development of Leo as a

heroic saviour.

Another element crucial to the construction of Leo’s exceptionality lies in the lack of
a fixed proper name, whose permanence is essential to a person’s identity formation. As it
turns out, Leo insisted on being called a different name in each of the care homes he went to
so that he could choose one he liked. Without a surname, Leo is also free from the symbolic
order and law associated with the Lacanian name-of-the-Father. As revealed by other
characters, Leo’s outsider status is the reason he was chosen to be the new ruler in the new
world order.

BISHOP You were chosen for this project because of who you are. You are of

uncertain parentage, no fixed abode and no employment. You have no education, no

qualifications, no personal ties and no possessions. You exist outside society. You have no

connections or attachments to it, and so society would have it that you are mad. We would
have it that you are free. You do exactly what you want, all of the time, to the extent that

286 |n the 2014 production at the Royal Court, Calvin Demba, a black actor, is chosen to play Leo.
287 Mullarkey, The Wolf from the Door, 4.
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sometimes you even do what you don’t want, because you want to do what you don’t want
because you want to do it.

[...] The only person who can offer up any kind of true alternative is someone completely free
from the inbuilt strictures of this stifling society. Someone like you.?#

It is noticeable how negative Leo’s description given by the Bishop is: instead of positive
attributes, his existence is characterised by an accumulation of lacks such as uncertain
parentage, no fixed abode, no employment, no education, no qualifications, no personal ties,

no possessions, N0 connections or attachments to society.

However, since The Wolf from the Door takes on the form of the epic narrative of a
hero’s quest, Leo’s radical outsider status must inevitably be resolved. According to the
mythologist Joseph Campbell, the hero adventure comprises three great stages: (1) separation
or departure, (2) trials and victories of initiation, and (3) return and reintegration with society.

A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder:

fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back
from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.?%

In the case of Leo, with his ascension to the throne after the revolution, he enters the third
stage, which signals not the traditional reintegration with society but, because of his special
status, the integration with society for the first time. He is now referred to as ‘Lionheart’, a
surname Leo chose himself but is also an epithet historically linked to Richard | of England
(1157-1199). It is unclear whether Leo was aware of this association when he picked the
name; however, the mere fact that he is, for the first time in his life, identified by a fixed
‘surname’, indicates the loss not only of his status as someone outside of society but also of

his radical freedom in the face of the symbolic order of language.

Nevertheless, The Wolf from the Door does suggest a way to emancipate the hero
from the paralysing force of mythical speech. By creating an extraordinary situation meant to
test the idea of a radically different political system governed by a hero-outcast, the play
makes extensive use of the tradition of Menippean satire to resist any finalisation of meaning.
The term ‘Menippean satire’ was first employed by Varro, a Roman author living in the first
century BCE, to describe his own writings but also to acknowledge the influence of the
Greek Cynic Menippus (third century BCE) on his style. As a protean and durable genre,

Menippean satire has continuously evolved and adapted throughout ancient times, the Middle

288 pid., 35-36.
289 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces [1949] (California: New World Library, 2008), 23.
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Ages, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment and well into the present.?®® Mikhail Bakhtin, who,
together with Northrop Frye, is often credited for the revitalisation of academic interest in the
genre in the latter half of the twentieth century, contends that Menippean satire is ‘one of the
main carriers and channels of the carnival sense of the world in literature.”?®! He also
provides a detailed list of Menippean satire’s characteristics, which are: (1) the prominence
of comic elements; (2) extraordinary freedom of plot and philosophical invention; (3)
extraordinary situations; (4) the combination of various fantastic, symbolic, mystical-
religious elements with slum naturalism; (5) philosophical universalism; (6) a three-planned
construction of heaven/Olympus-earth-the nether world; (7) experimental fantasticality made
possible by observation from some unusual point of view; (8) moral-psychological
experimentation; (9) scandal scenes, eccentric behaviour, inappropriate speeches and
performances; (10) sharp contrasts and oxymoronic combinations; (11) elements of social
utopia; (12) inserted genres and a mixture of prose and poetic speech; (13) a multi-toned and
multi-styled nature; and finally, (14) a concern with current and topical issues.?? All these
heterogeneous elements are bound together by one principle, which is a carnival sense of the
world.?®® In Bakhtin’s view, the carnival sense of the world is deemed highly political
because of its ability to generate an atmosphere of ‘joyful relativity’ that fundamentally
changes the rhetorical element in any genre of the seriocomical: ‘there is a weakening of its
one-sided rhetorical seriousness, its rationality, its singular meaning, its dogmatism’.2%* With
the carnival sense of the world, freedom is not just contemplated upon as something abstract

but materialises in the form of the carnivalized text and performance.

The Wolf from the Door, as a postmodern Menippean satire, is pervasive with a
carnival sense of the world. The revolution brings together people from all walks of life, from
nightclub bouncer, Polish builder, angry rude-boy, lady who lunches, unpaid intern, to over-
seventies golfer, seven-year-old scout boy, clockmaker, and choirmaster. This free familiar
contact among people gives rise to a new mode of interrelationship between individuals,
which transcends hierarchical barriers. Eccentricity is no longer frowned upon but taken as it

is: a pair of English Civil War reenactors in full Roundhead regalia can be seen casually

2%0Jonathan Greenberg, The Cambridge Introduction to Satire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2018), 70.

291 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson (London &
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 113.
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29 |bid., 134.
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having supper at a service station in the middle of nowhere. Carnivalesque mésalliances—the
combination of the sacred with the profane, the lofty with the low, the great with the
insignificant, the wise with the stupid—regularly emerge to the extent that it is no longer
surprising to know that Catherine and her friends do not actually drink coffee at her coffee
morning but discuss the violent overthrow of the government, besides practising flower
arranging. The audience is also presented with all kinds of profanation imaginable, from the
Bishop of Bath and Wales pondering over the best method to commit suicide to the
carnivalesque parody of a king and the messianic figure.

Here, I will only focus on analysing the carnival sense of the world emanating from
the hero figure of The Wolf from the Door. Unlike Richard the Lionheart, who goes down in
history as a symbol of male virility, Leo Lionheart is infantile and prefers to be told what to
do. The disparity between the signifier—Lionheart’—and the signified—Leo—disrupts the
logic of identification. In the last scene, the carnival excess is not only perceptible in the
words or actions of the characters but also visually overwhelming.

A huge throne room. Garish colours, glitter and gold. Two bizarrely dressed COURTIERS

stand flanking a gigantic throne. A very, very weird fanfare plays. LEO enters, rubbing his

eyes. He is dressed in a bizarre kind of cape, carrying a sceptre and wearing a monstrous
crown. There is a massive portrait on the wall of LEO wearing exactly the same outfit.>*

Everything is pushed to the extreme, as can be seen in the qualifiers employed in the stage
direction—‘huge’, ‘garish’, ‘gigantic’, ‘bizarre’, ‘monstrous’, ‘massive’. It is in this last scene
that the audience sees two versions of Leo—one frozen in an image, the same way he is
frozen by the mythical speech in its attempt to construct a hero symbol; the other a ruler with
‘utterly impregnable power’ who wishes there is someone to tell him not to cry. On the one
hand, Leo performs the role of a dictator who transforms the world into a never-ending
carnival. As a king, he introduces a series of absurd and contradictory laws, such as deciding
skateboards to be the only method of transport to reduce carbon emissions, reopening coal
mines, replacing mobile phones with a large network of cups joined together by pieces of
string, naming steak and kidney pie the new national dish, or designating ‘Mermaid
Wednesday’ when everyone is required to dress up as a mermaid and only talks to each other
in a made-up mermaid language.?®® On the other hand, the measures Leo arbitrarily came up
with, while bearing traits of infantile insanity, can also be interpreted as a form of resistance

against the ‘inbuilt strictures of this stifling society’ and the rigid logic of identity specifically

295 Mullarkey, The Wolf from the Door, 45-46.
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linked to the hero-leader figure. Without any experience in governance, not to mention his
apparent intellectual limitation, Leo is the least suitable candidate to lead a country. Yet, he is
eager to listen to the daily progress report, and his child-like innocence makes it possible for
him to empathise more with the suffering of others. When he is told that the realm has
suffered its first suicide, Leo orders to build the deceased’s family a new house, sending them
a basket of puppies and exempting them from Mermaid Wednesday that week so that they
can grieve.?®” Leo Lionheart is a paradoxical hero: he is far from being the leader one would
imagine leading a country; at the same time, he possesses personality traits that would make

him a highly considerate ruler.

Drawing on the tradition of Menippean satire, The Wolf from the Door manages to
construct an impossible hero who exists at the threshold. By the end of the play, Leo is no
longer the outcast but has been integrated with society; nevertheless, such integration does
not completely destroy the radical freedom associated with his outsider status. His insanity,
or his ‘carnival sense of the world’, liberates him from the confinement of any single heroic
imagination. It is as Bakhtin remarks:

Dreams, daydreams, insanity destroy the epic and tragic wholeness of a person and his fate:

the possibilities of another person and another life are revealed in him, he loses his finalized
quality and ceases to mean only one thing; he ceases to coincide with himself.?%

Postmodern Menippean satire is political not because it identifies and ridicules the negative
aspects of either an individual or a specific group of people but due to its ability to maintain
its sophistic aporia: it ‘offers no single authoritative view and tends to conclude uncertainly,
without any statement or dramatization of positive values.’?® The construction of the hero, as
a result, becomes one of the sites where this sophistic aporia®® and uncertainty play out. Leo

in The Wolf from the Door is the kind of Menippean hero who is heroic because he can evoke
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an ambivalent interaction between basic oppositions of traditional logic and subvert the

binary structure of mythical speech that conjured him up.

We encounter another hero figure who exists at the threshold and exerts a similar
subversive impact in Caryl Churchill’s Escaped Alone. What is most noticeable about the
structure of Escaped Alone is the jarring oscillation between two dramatic worlds: the small
talks in the backyard of four women in their seventies are repeatedly interrupted as the stage
goes black and Mrs Jarrett emerges from darkness to deliver her apocalyptic monologues.*°*
To better understand the intention behind the juxtaposition of two drastically different
narratives, we need to return to the title of the play, Escaped Alone, which derives from a
biblical source: ‘And I only am escaped alone to tell thee,” Originally found in the Book of
Job, where it is repeated four times by Job’s servants to report the misfortunes that befell him,
the quote makes a prominent return in the epilogue of Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851).
In the play text of Escaped Alone, the quote appears in the prologue and is attributed to both

the Book of Job and Moby Dick.

‘I only am escaped alone to tell thee.’
Book of Job. Moby Dick.

It becomes clear from the beginning that the quotation in Escaped Alone is both intertextual
and metatextual. 1 would argue that there is an intention to provide a third-level reading,
which includes critical commentaries not only on the Book of Job but also on the way
Melville employs it in his novel (the second-level reading). To understand the role assigned
to Mrs Jarrett in Escaped Alone, it is, therefore, essential to refer to both Job’s servants and

Ishmael in Moby-Dick.

If the Biblical Ishmael is an outcast condemned to wander the wilderness, Melville’s
Ishmael is tested by the sea and emerges as the only survivor of the wreck. It is generally
agreed that there are at least two Ishmaels situated in two different temporal planes: a narrator
and an active participant in the story (or a character) that the former recalls retrospectively. It
is also noticeable how, in Moby-Dick, the marginal figure of the messenger in the Book of
Job is transformed into ‘a pivotal poetic model inseparable from that of Job’.3%? Unlike the
messengers in Job who make their brief entrance to announce in a few words the various

disasters that destroy Job’s world, Ishmael plays the role of a primary witness whose

301 Here | refer to the 2016 production at the Royal Court.
302 1lana Pardes, Melville’s Bibles (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 33.
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testimony and voice are the foundation upon which the whole novel is built. This Ishmael-
centric approach accommodates a reading in which Ishmael is perceived as a national ideal.
However, Robert T. Tally Jr. argues that the narrative voice of Ishmael, far from being
monologic, is polyphonic and, rather than being the Adamic American hero, Ishmael is a
‘figure that accompanies concepts, a figure through whom thought moves’.3®® Consequently,
the monological Ishmael should not be taken seriously since he is but a ‘carnivalesque parody’

used by Melville to poke fun at the authorities and the concept of authority.3%*

It appears that Caryl Churchill has taken after Melville in her intention to unsettle the
monologic authority of the hero-witness’s words through the use of parody. Nevertheless, the
carnivalesque in Escaped Alone is pushed to the extreme, which not only dismantles the
logocentric certainty of the witness’s narrative but also brings into relief the fact that
language completely loses its sense-making function in the face of unthinkable, global-scaled
sufferings. Just as there are two Ishmael, there are two Mrs Jarrett in Escaped Alone: Mrs J,
who indulges in trivial exchanges with three other women in a typical English backyard and
Mrs J, the narrator. The play opens and ends with Mrs Jarrett directly addressing the audience,
which indicates that she is completely aware of her status as a narrator and performer.

I’m walking down the street and there’s a door in the fence open and inside are three women
I’ve seen before 3%

[..]

And then | said thanks for the tea and | went home.3%

While the other three characters are enclosed in the dramatic world of the backyard for most
of the time,3” Mrs J has the ability to cross both spatial and temporal boundaries to gain
temporary access to incompatible spaces and times. In the 2016 production at the Royal
Court, London and the 2017 production at BAM Harvey Theater, New York, thanks to
Miriam Buether’s stage design, the threshold status of Mrs J is visually perceptible. In both
the beginning and the end of the play, there is a fence that divides the stage into two. As a
result, Mrs J occupies an uncertain space that belongs to neither the space of the dramatic

backyard nor the non-dramatic space of the audience. In the like manner, during the intervals,

303 Robert T. Tally, ‘Anti-lIshmael: Novel Beginnings in Moby-Dick’, Lit: Literature Interpretation Theory
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their mind and physical time is frozen as they deliver long monologues about their fear, anxiety, and
trauma.
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she is situated between two burning red frames against the total darkness of the stage while
delivering her apocalyptic monologues (See Figure 4). The two frames divide the theatre’s
space into three planes of reality that extend into two opposing directions: the darkness
behind Mrs J belongs to the apocalyptic world simultaneously invoked and obscured by her

description, while the space in front of her belongs to that of the audience.

Mrs J’s testimonies, unlike those of Job’s servants and Ishmael’s, do not concern with
the sudden disasters that befell a particular individual or group of people but a chain of
fantastic and grotesque man-made catastrophes that have ravaged the whole planet.

MRS J The hunger began when eighty per cent of food was diverted to tv programmes.

Commuters watched breakfast on iPlayer on their way to work. Smartphones were distributed

by charities when rice ran out, so the dying could watch cooking. The entire food stock of

Newcastle was won by lottery ticket and the winner taken to a 24 hour dining room where

fifty chefs chopped in relays and the public voted on what he should eat next. Cars were

traded for used meat. Children fell asleep in class and didn’t wake up. The obese sold slices
of themselves until hunger drove them to eat their own rashers. Finally the starving stormed
the tv centres and were slaughtered and smoked in large numbers. Only when cooking shows

were overtaken by sex with football teams did cream trickle back to the shops and rice was
airlifted again.3%®

The stage design during Mrs J’s monologues is devised to maximise the impact of her words.
These words, meant to invoke vivid images of an apocalyptic world, fulfil the role of
ekphrasis, not in the limited modern definition of the term but in its original understanding.
While recent scholarship tends to limit the definition of ekphrasis to literary representation of
visual art, in late antiquity, the term was associated with the skill of scene-painting in the
broadest sense, employed in all the major genres—epic, lyric poetry, pastoral, drama, history
and romance.>* Ekphrasis plays an important role in the sophistic method of the second and
third centuries, and its fullest expression can be found in the Imagines by Philostratus. In
these works, ekphrasis ‘functions not only as an elegant literary topos but also as a sophistic
critique of the epistemological stability of viewing—a critique intended to unmask both the
deceptions of mimetic illusionism and the assumed correspondence between representation
and reality’.31° What is particular about the ekphrasis in Escaped Alone is that, despite its
vivid language, what emerges are not descriptions that impact the mind’s eye of the listener
so intensely that they feel as if they were present at the events described. On the contrary, the

audience’s ability to visualise is simultaneously encouraged and hindered by Mrs J’s

308 Churchill, Escaped Alone, 22.

309 Frank J. D’ Angelo, ‘The Rhetoric of Ekphrasis’, JAC 18, no. 3 (1998): 446.

310 Diana Shaffer, ‘Ekphrasis and the Rhetoric of Viewing in Philostratus’s Imaginary Museum’,
Philosophy & Rhetoric 31, no. 4 (1998): 303.
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monologues. There is an overload of information and details, but these details are too
outrageous and extreme to allow any realistic images to be formed. It is, therefore, better to
characterise these descriptions as ‘negative ekphrasis’—a term coined by Marjorie Perloff
that refers to verbal evocations being intentionally incommensurate with the visual object and
vice versa to ‘problematise the process of perception itself’.3!* Consequently, this negative
ckphrasis also problematises the identity of Mrs J: ‘Is Mrs Jarrett a hardy survivor? A
delusional lunatic? A gifted sci-fi storyteller? Or just a woman expressing acute anxiety about
modern afflictions, heightened all the way into absurdity?’3!? The answer is left to the
interpretation of each audience member, and there is no way to confirm which possibility is

more plausible or probable than others.

In both the cases of Leo in The Wolf from the Door and Mrs Jarrett in Escaped Alone,
there is an attempt to unsettle the hero’s and heroine’s identity markers, which reflects
speculative theatre’s cautious attitude towards identity politics. The focus on identifiable
identities has indeed been proved to be essential for social progress, but its limitation lies in
the fact that there are ‘certain important parts and aspects of us all that have no individuated,
isolable identity’.3'® As a result, ‘only those identifiable as belonging to some definite group
are recognized as warranting protection and perhaps even compensatory privileges’** while
those without a label risk not being even considered as existing.'® Furthermore, as Walsh
and Causey argue, we are at a stage where ‘neoliberal culture has absorbed any agency that

politicized identities were once presumed to have’ and capitalism ‘does not simply respond to

311 Marjorie Perloff, ‘The Demise of “and”: Reflections on Robert Smithson’s Mirrors’, Critical Quarterly
32, no. 3 (September 1990): 81-82.

312 Sophie Gilbert, ““Escaped Alone” Finds Comfort at the End of the World’, The Atlantic, 21 February
2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2017/02/escaped-alone-caryl-churchill-
bam/517191/.

313 William Franke, ‘A Negative Theological Critique of Postmodern Identity Politics’, Religions 10, no.
488 (August 2019): 2.

314 Ibid.

315 Judith Butler is among contemporary thinkers who work to raise awareness on the risk of identity
politics. She writes, ‘As much as it is necessary to assert political demands through recourse to identity
categories, and to lay claim to the power to name oneself and determine the conditions under which that
name is used, it is also impossible to sustain that kind of mastery over the trajectory of those categories
within discourse. This is not an argument against using identity categories, but it is a reminder of the risk
that attends every such use. The expectation of self-determination that self-naming arouses is paradoxically
contested by the historicity of the name itself: by the history of the usages that one never controlled, but
that constrain the very usage that now emblematizes autonomy; by the future efforts to deploy the term
against the grain of the current ones, and that will exceed the control of those who seek to set the course of
the terms in the present.” See Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of ‘Sex’ (London
& New York: Routledge, 2014), 227-28.
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identity distinctiveness but cultivates it for its own purposes’.3!® It is not difficult to find
examples that show how capitalists and contemporary politicians exploit identity

distinctiveness to incite antagonistic behaviour among different groups.

At the same time, it is important to emphasise that speculative theatre does not seek to
abolish all identities through the construction of an ambiguous hero/heroine figure. The
function of characters such as Leo or Mrs Jarrett is to emphasise the need to overcome the
limitations of fixed identity categories. While the struggles under the banner of identity are,
in most cases, noble fights, we are to be reminded that fighting for our own identity is not
exclusive of another identity, and this openness to another identity is what prevents
totalitarianism, nationalism or egocentrism. 3!’ Rather than pursuing the affirmation and
consolidation of a certain identity, it will be more fruitful to examine the nonidentity aspect
shared by all living beings. Theodor Adorno’s ‘nonidentity’ has often been misinterpreted as
counter-identity (transconceptual particularity) or no-identity (radical negation of every
identity). Such understandings prove to be problematic, for they perceive nonidentity either
as a transcendental space existing outside of all social, historical constraints and codifications
or as a space of indifference where all distinctions are eradicated. From the ethico-political
point of view, both ways of interpreting nonidentity are detrimental to those exiled from
identity. For Adorno, to contest the coercive character of identity, nonidentity should not be a
separate, external space in relation to identity, nor is it to be depleted of all identities. As Fred
Dallmayr argues, ‘the turn toward nonidentity—as performed by Adorno—heralds not a
retreat into indifferent vacuity but instead the encounter and contestation of distinct or
differentiated identities, an encounter marked by a reciprocal transgression of self-
enclosure’. ¥ The condition of nonidentity does not exclude reconciliation; yet, this
reconciled state ‘would not be the philosophical imperialism of annexing the alien. Instead,
its happiness would lie in the fact that the alien, in the proximity it is granted, remains what is

distant and different, beyond the heterogeneous and beyond that which is one’s own’.1°

316 Fintan Walsh and Matthew Causey, ‘Introduction: Performance, Identity, and the Neo-Political Subject’,
in Performance, Identity, and the Neo-Political Subject, ed. Fintan Walsh and Matthew Causey (New
York: Routledge, 2013), 2.

317 Jacques Derrida, Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida, ed. John D.
Caputo (New York: Fordham University Press, 2020), 13-4.

318 Fred Dallmayr, ‘The Politics of Nonidentity: Adorno, Postmodernism, And Edward Said’, Political
Theory 25, no.1 (1997): 38.

319 Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton (New York & London: Continuum,
2007), 191.
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This note on nonidentity serves both as the final remark of the current chapter and an
introduction of the next. Throughout this chapter, I have examined how speculative theatre
engages with both particular myth narratives and the general form of mythical speech. On the
one hand, we are presented with several binary oppositions, such as the two opposing modes
of apocalyptic imagination (a violent end versus a whimpering end), the emancipatory-
oppressive potential of political myths or the two aspects of the Inhuman in neoliberal
capitalist society. Speculative theatre’s treatment of these binaries gives rise to a sophistic
aporia—a state of perplexity and a suspension of judgement. This aporetic experience
provides the audience with an opportunity to rethink their preconception of various myths but
also of discourses enmeshed in mythical speech, including discourses on the end,
revolutionary politics, equality, happiness and progress. On the other hand, speculative
theatre’s attempt to liberate the mythical object and hero from the frozen mythical speech
presents itself as a Derridean aporia, since the condition of the theatre medium enables
demythicisation is also the condition that makes remythicisation inevitable. However, both
types of aporetic expressions in speculative theatre’s mythopoeia manage to maintain an open
and dynamic relationship between the audience and myth: the audience is no longer passive
consumers but active participants in the process of myth-making, constructing their own
narrative and drawing their own conclusion from the multiplicity of meanings with which
they are presented. The fact that many speculative plays withhold an affirmative, constructive
conclusion, therefore, should not be understood as escapist or relativist but an invitation
extended to the audience to find a way out of the impasse they encounter. It is generally
agreed that myth is indispensable in the construction of human identities. What speculative
theatre suggests is not the abolish of myth but a different, utopian mode of myth-making and
consuming grounded in aporia. Instead of fixed identities, its mythopoeia gives rise to
nonidentity, through a commitment to nonidentity thinking. As a result of this resistance

against the single-minded interpretation of the world, myth is denaturalised and repoliticised.

The interruption of the mythical language and its fixed identity categories is crucial
for a new mode of living-together—a utopian community that is not a project to be realised or
a product to be made but one that comes with the unmaking of identity-based communities.
In Chapter 3, I will examine various strategies employed by speculative theatre to bring into
relief the (im)possibility of nonidentity relationships. Once again, several binary pairs come
into focus: the human and the non-human (animals and robots), perpetrator and victim,

oppressor and the oppressed. In Caryl Churchill’s Far Away and Stef Smith’s Human
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Animals, there seems to be a reversed hierarchy in the way humans and animals are
portrayed: while the spectralisation of animals gives them the power to haunt and cause
anxiety, human characters, in turn, perform the role of the comic, parochial animal. Similarly,
in Thomas Eccleshare’s Instructions for Correct Assembly and Tamsin Oglesby’s Really Old,
Like Forty Five, man’s status as a master of discourse is threatened by the unpredictability of
the robots—entities that are supposed to be fully programmable and controllable but who turn
out to have a life of their own. It is interesting to observe the resemblance in techniques used
to dominate non-human beings and those imposed upon the marginalised and dispossessed
human populations. Through linguistic determinism and actual objectification, Edward
Bond’s The Under Room and Philip Ridley’s Radiant Vermin disclose the extent to which
dehumanisation has been normalised in contemporary society. However, it is also suggested
that the dispossessed are not helpless victims of bio- and thanato-politics but individuals who
consciously work to regain their agency, either by transforming their mutilated body into a
gift or in the controversial act of suicide (as can be seen in Edward Bond’s Have | None and
Chair). In its treatment of all these binary oppositions, speculative theatre problematises the
dogmatic understanding of power relations between different identities and exposes the
instability in the definition of these identities. Instead of communitas or identity-based
community, speculative theatre proposes another form of living-together known as
idiorrhythmy. This quasi-community, characterised by a multiplicity of voices and rhythms
and a fluid boundary between individuality and collectivity, is also the utopian community

that speculative theatre strives to create with its audience.
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CHAPTER 3. RETHINKING COMMUNITY—THE
APORIA OF LIVING TOGETHER

I. BECOMING ANIMAL, BECOMING MACHINE

In Postdramatic Theatre, Hans-Thies Lehmann mentions post-anthropocentric theatre
as one of the forms that postdramatic theatre can take. Unlike the dramatic theatre that
revolves around human characters and human concerns, the post-anthropocentric theatres are
‘the theatre of objects entirely without human actors, theatre of technology and machinery
[...], and theatre that integrates the human form mostly as an element in landscape-like
spatial structures’.3?° These descriptions recall the postorganic performance advocated by
Futurist artists in the 1920s. As Matthew Causey remarks, ‘If we can read in the Futurist
plays the displeasure of traditional models of identity and a clear anger at society there is also
a large element of privileging plasticity, machinery and objecthood over the human.’?! This
prioritisation of the non-human over the human, while not completely excluding human
actors, transforms them into just another element of the landscape, whose significance is no
different from that of an animal, a plant or a rock. The actor in Futurist performance was
‘often de-centred, mechanized and altered through costumes, becoming an integrated element
of the mise-en-scéne, fully immersed or embedded in the picture’,3?? as can be seen in the
metalisation of the actor’s body in Depero’s Macchina del 3000 (1924) and Ivo Pannaggi’s
Balletti Meccanici (1919), for instance.3?®

Based on this characterisation, contemporary speculative theatre can hardly be
considered post-anthropocentric. However, | would argue that despite the prominence of the

human body on stage and the lack of emphasis on the visual representation of the nonhuman,

320 |_ehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, 81. One recent example of this form of object-oriented performance is
Forced Entertainment’s Complete Works: Table Top Shakespeare, originally conceived in 2015. In
Complete Works, ‘six performers create condensed versions of all of the Shakespeare plays, comically and
intimately retelling them, using a collection of everyday objects as stand-ins for the characters on the one
metre stage of an ordinary table top’. See ‘Complete Works: Table Top Shakespeare’, Forced
Entertainment, accessed 22 September 2021, https://www.forcedentertainment.com/projects/complete-
works-table-top-shakespeare/. However, it is also important to note that the appeal of these performances
still very much derives from the human narrator and the audience’s ability to associate certain objects with
certain characters. In other words, despite the lack of human actors, the general outlook here is very much
anthropocentric.

321 Matthew Causey, Theatre and Performance in Digital Culture: From Simulation to Embeddedness
(London & New York: Routledge, 2006), 84.

322 |bid., 86.

323 In these performances, costuming with geometric machine forms is used to reconfigure the human body
to create the effect of humanoid machines, robots, or cyborgs.
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many speculative plays present an alternative approach to the human-versus-nonhuman
dichotomy. Stef Smith’s Human Animals and Caryl Churchill’s Far Away and Escaped Alone
invoke the spectral presence of animals through language instead of bringing visible living
animals on stage. Even when real animals are brought to the stage, as is the case of the
insects in Human Animals, because of their discrete size, these animals give rise to a sense of
presence-absence that troubles perception rather than providing any straightforward
affirmation. This spectralisation temporarily reverses the hierarchy of power relation between
humans and animals, as it is the latter that observe and haunt the former. Even though
animals are not directly visible, their ‘presence’ can be perceived clearly through the traces
they left on the human body and the effect they exert on human behaviour (more specifically,
in the way they bring out the comic animal aspect of human beings). As a result of this
dramaturgical strategy, the interdependence of human and nonhuman animals is brought into
relief. In these speculative plays, we get a glimpse of another type of post-anthropocentric
theatre, one that does not require transforming the human into the nonhuman or eliminating
human actors and human struggles altogether in its quest for representing the radical alterity
of the nonhuman. More than a power relation, what Human Animals, Far Away and Escaped
Alone propose is a relationship of care based on nonidentity thinking. Such a relationship
acknowledges and preserves the difference and distance of nonhuman animals without either
annexing and reducing them to comic surrogates or abolishing the human dimension essential

for any meaningful theatre experience.

In the like manner, speculative theatre’s treatment of artificial intelligence and robots
reveals an acute awareness of the aporia of the ethical, non-anthropocentric portrayal of the
nonhuman. There is little focus on highlighting the visual difference of the robots in Thomas
Eccleshare’s Instructions for Correct Assembly and Tamsin Oglesby’s Really Old, Like Forty
Five, as these roles are played by human actors who dress the same as other human characters.
What sets the robots apart, as such, is not so much their mechanical appearance®?* but their
particular speech pattern. As programmable machines, these beings can only repeat what
their owner wants to hear and are supposed to be fully subservient. In an attempt to reclaim
agency for these nonhuman beings, speculative theatre draws our attention to the moments of
rupture when the robot’s voice escapes human control, either as a result of the irony and

uncertainty of meaning in their repeated words or the unpredictability of speech caused by

324 In Instructions for Correct Assembly, there are scenes in which the audience witnesses the process of
putting the android together but once he is assembled, his look is indistinguishable from that of the human
son he is supposed to replace.
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some machinery malfunction. This autonomy, however, does not mean that the robots have
become more human, as usually implied in earlier speculative plays such as Alan
Ayckbourn’s Henceforward...(1987) and Comic Potential (1998), for instance.
Contemporary speculative theatre’s post-anthropocentric outlook is utopian because it dwells
on uncertainty, pointing toward the possibility of reconciling the human and the nonhuman
without having to sacrifice one to advance the other. Human beings do not have to be
presented as mere background or pulled out of the performance. Likewise, animals do not
need to undergo anthropomorphism, or intelligent machines behave and think like humans for
these nonhuman beings to be cared for. Rather than erasing the boundary between the human
and the nonhuman, Human Animals, Far Away, Escaped Alone, Instructions for Correct
Assembly, and Really Old, Like Forty Five interrogate the inconsistency of binary identity
categories. As Lehmann points out, “‘When human bodies join with objects, animals and
energy lines into a single reality [...], theatre makes it possible to imagine a reality other than
that of man dominating nature.’ 3 Contemporary speculative theatre’s approach to the
human-nonhuman interaction, despite the appearance of being traditional (anthropocentric)
dramatic representation, is the kind of approach that makes it possible to imagine a different

(post-anthropocentric) reality of coexistence.

1. The Spectral and the Comic Animal

(Far Away—Human Animals—Escaped Alone)

In Theatre and Animals, Lourdes Orozco proposes several examples to illustrate the
dilemma of an ethical response to animal representation on stage, among which is After Sun
by the Spanish theatre-maker Roderigo Garcia in 2001. Halfway through the performance,
the audience is introduced to a scene in which an actor mimes sex acts with two live rabbits.
In a subsequent scene, a hamburger is cooked on stage. The reaction kindled by these two
scenes could not be more contrasting: if the former was perceived as unacceptable
mistreatment of animals and resulted in about one-third of the audience walking out in protest,
the latter was received in a rather matter-of-fact manner, and there was not a single protest or
walk-out. Orozco remarks, ‘the spectators could not relate to the body of an animal that was

no longer visible. The animal had become food, and that, somehow, seemed more acceptable

325 |_ehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, 81.
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than the mistreatment of live rabbits’.3?® In other words, the reduction of a living animal into
a piece of meat obliterates the act of killing, therefore, renders the animal’s suffering
invisible, which consequently makes the logic of murder possible. In this particular instance,
the visibility of the animal (living and moving) body appears to be a more effective approach

to generate an instant and intense ethical response from the audience.

This does not come as a surprise, for embodiment has increasingly been seen as a
useful strategy to bring into relief the link between human and nonhuman animals. Thinking
based on shared embodiedness, or ‘creaturely thinking’,%? to borrow the term from Anat Pick,
focuses on the commonality of vulnerability, mortality and fragility inherent in the material
body of both human and nonhuman animals rather than on the numerous differences that
distinguish the former from the latter. As such, creaturely thinking opens up the door to new
ethics and new politics that are capable of dealing more effectively with problems arising
from human-nonhuman interactions. Nevertheless, the attempt to overcome the categorical
distinction that is the basis of speciesism,3? to identify the animal within all humans through
embodiment, proves to be a path replete with obstacles. Cora Diamond aptly remarks:

The awareness we each have of being a living body, being ‘alive to the world’, carries with it

exposure to the bodily sense of vulnerability to death, sheer animal vulnerability, the

vulnerability we share with them. This vulnerability is capable of panicking us. To be able to
acknowledge it at all, let alone as shared, is wounding; but acknowledging it as shared with

other animals, in the presence of what we do to them, is capable not only of panicking one but
also of isolating one [...].3%#

It can be speculated that among the audience members who walked out during the mimed sex
scene of the actor and two rabbits in After Sun, there must be some who were disturbed by
what they saw and whose reaction was prompted by an overwhelming desire to gain distance
from the source of distress. In other words, in acknowledging the shared vulnerability
between humans and animals, they also suffered from a panic attack that drove them to
isolate themselves. While such a conjecture on the psychological state of these spectators
remains contentious because of the lack of hard evidence, there was one concrete example

that illuminates the paradoxical nature in the protest of the audience against what they

326 |_ourdes Orozco, Theatre and Animals (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013), 2.

327 See Anat Pick, Creaturely Poetics—Animality and Vulnerability in Literature and Film (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2011), 7.

328 ‘Speciesism’, according to Joan Dunayer, refers to ‘the assumption that other animals are inferior to
humans and do not warrant equal consideration and respect’. See Joan Dunayer, ‘Sexist Words, Speciesist
Roots’, in Animals and Women: Feminist Theoretical Explorations, ed. Carol J. Adams and Josephine
Donovan (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 1999), 11.

329 Cora Diamond, ‘The Difficulty of Reality and the Difficulty of Philosophy’, in Philosophy and Animal
Life, by Stanley Cavell et al. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 74.
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perceive as abusive treatment of animals. As Orozco observed, one viewer went as far as to
shout ‘Animals!” from the back of the theatre as an insult to the actor and Garcia’s creative
team.®* It is an irony that in the manifestation of their concern for the two rabbits’ well-being,
this audience member resorted to the word ‘animal’ in its most derogatory sense and
consequently forced the subject of their care under the age-old violence of language. The
juxtaposition of the two scenes in After Sun—the mimed sexual mistreatment and the
hamburger cooking—also highlights the danger of animal embodiment on stage, as the
audience took a mimetic act of violence seriously while turning a blind eye to the slaughter
that actually transpired and the process of reification that transforms a living being to an

object for consumption.3

From this point of departure, we return to the British scene and realise that the
decision of many contemporary British playwrights and directors to resist the use of real
animals on stage derives from their wish not only to steer away from the scrutiny of various
animal rights groups®32 but also to discover other more effective means of representation in
which animals can regain agency. Caryl Churchill’s Far Away (2000) and Escaped Alone
(2016), as well as Stef Smith’s Human Animals (2016), are plays that consciously resist the
visual imperative of theatre and instead adopt a seemingly counterintuitive approach in
focusing on language in their animal representation.33® Such an approach appears to be
counterintuitive, firstly, because, in the encounter with the animal, human language has been

proved to be an ineffective tool. As noted by Akira Lippit:

330 Orozco, Theatre and Animals, 2.

331 The decision to put living animals back into theatre and performance by many innovative twenty-first-
century theatre directors does not resolve the aporia of animal representation. On the one hand, ‘putting an
animal on to the stage necessitates training the living animal out of his or her bodily reactions and
behavioural inclinations’ and, as such, reaffirms the right of humans to dominate other animals. On the
other hand, it is undeniable that ‘staging the living animal can halt the automatic absorption of theatre’s
anthropocentric emotionalism’ because the animal ‘can seem to bodily stand outside the human to human
emotional exchange’. See Peta Tait, ‘Animals in Drama and Theatrical Performance: Anthropocentric
Emotionalism’, Animal Studies Journal 9, no. 2 (December 2020): 229.

332 Jamie Lloyd’s revival of Richard Il in 2014 has a scene in which Clarence is drowned in a tank
containing a goldfish, which causes the water and sediment to churn up. After the protest from PETA, the
director decided to dispense with the fish, even though the director assured that he had taken expert advice
to ensure the fish’s well-being. See Lyn Gardner, ‘Animals on Stage—Should We Allow It?°, The
Guardian, 15 September 2014, sec. Stage,
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333 Stef Smith’s Human Animals is an exception, for it still employs live insects on stage. Yet, many of the
spectators are not aware of the existence of these animals until they are told, which means that despite their
presence, the animals remain relatively invisible.
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[I]f the animal is said to lack language, to represent the site of radical alterity, then words

cannot circumscribe the being of animals as animals. The contact between language and the

animal marks a limit of figurability, a limit of the very function of language’.>**

Secondly, the spectralisation of animals—rendering them invisible yet present—can also be
interpreted as another form of dispossession and denying them the agency very much needed
for their emancipation from human domination. In this section, 1 would like to advance my
argument that Far Away, Escaped Alone and Human Animals position these two concerns at
the heart of their conception and production. Rather than proposing a simple reversal in the
power hierarchy between human and nonhuman animals, these plays envision the possibility
of ‘becoming animal’ through two strategies: the spectralisation of nonhuman animals, on the
one hand, and the emphasis on portraying changes in the human mind/behaviour/body as a
result of their interaction with these spectral animals, on the other. The ‘animal’ in ‘becoming
animal’ invokes ‘the single figure of an animality that is simply opposed to humanity’3® (and
by extension, the violence and willful ignorance behind this homogenisation) but also
Derrida’s animot, which is neither a species nor a gender nor an individual but ‘an irreducible
living multiplicity of mortals’, ‘a sort of monstrous hybrid’, a chimaera.®*® As a result, the
utopian dimension of this ‘becoming animal’—understood as a form of nonidentity
relationality—is at once aporetic, for identity thinking (the distinction between human and
nonhuman animals) is the condition that makes it both possible and impossible to foster

nonidentity relationships between the two identities.

It must be emphasised that Churchill’s and Smith’s take on language in the three
plays mentioned above is never meant to affirm the ability of words and narrative in
capturing the animal as it is; on the contrary, they strive to destabilise language and dismantle
the violence it has imposed on animals. The primacy of language in these plays enables a
move toward subverting the symbolic, allegorical and metaphorical significance usually
assigned to animals and generates a paradigm shift in the anthropo-logocentric approach to
animal representation on stage. The comic effect emerging from these narratives, accordingly,
has nothing to do with subjecting animals to semiotic derogation, as is often the case with

traditional animal comedy.3¥" If there is an animal to be laughed at in these three plays, it is

334 Akira Mizuta Lippit, Electric Animal: Toward a Rhetoric of Wildlife (Minneapolis & London:
Minnesota University Press, 2000), 163.

335 Jacques Derrida, ‘The Animal That Therefore I Am (More to Follow)’, Critical Inquiry 28, no. 2
(Winter 2002): 415.

336 |bid., 409.

337 By ‘traditional animal comedy’, I refer to the type of comedy in which animal characters are heavily
anthropomorphised and the narrative they help generate has nothing to do with the animals themselves.
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the human characters whose behaviour is ludicrously absurd and inconsistent with the claim
of superiority founded upon the human privilege of rationality. Likewise, the spectralisation
of animals, far from depriving them of agency, in reality, unsettles the normative, hierarchical
power relation between human and nonhuman animals based on visual authority. The spectral
nonhuman animal, when leaving its mark on the human body, in placing a strong emphasis
on mutual embodiment, is also capable of initiating a profound reflection on a human-
nonhuman relation that exceeds the common anthropocentric way of thinking about
relationality.

In the third and final act of Caryl Churchill’s Far Away, the world has descended into
complete chaos, and everyone, everything, is at war against each other—a total war that
involves not only human beings but also animals and natural phenomena. The two characters
Harper and Todd are seen discussing who their allies and enemies are supposed to be. When

it comes to the deer, Harper gives the audience a curiously aporetic description.

HARPER [...] Because [sweet little bambis] burst out of parks and storm down from
mountains and terrorise shopping malls. If the does run away when you shoot they run into
somebody else and trample them with their vicious little shining hooves, the fawns get under
the feet of shoppers and send them crashing down escalators, the young bucks charge the
plate glass windows [...] and the old ones, do you know how heavy their antlers are or how
sharp the prongs when they twist into teenagers running down the street.®

This description is aporetic in the sense that it enables contradictory interpretations and
retains a high degree of ambiguity. The little bambis, the does, the fawns, the young bucks
and the old deer all behave violently, as can be seen in Harper’s verb choices, including
‘burst out’, ‘storm’, ‘terrorise’, ‘trample’, ‘charge’ and ‘twist’. Perhaps the best way to
characterise the deer’s behaviour, regardless of their gender or age, is ‘vicious’ and hateful to
human beings. At the same time, because of the shopping mall and the shooting references,
one cannot help but perceive a hint of critique against consumerism, destruction of the natural
environment and violence against animals. In her analysis of this paragraph in Far Away,
Laetitia Pasquet draws attention to the manner allegories are deconstructed and suggests that
the resulted impasse gives rise to an unexpected and subversive comic.

La vision qu’elle offre est terrible mais ne semble pas cibler un message clair : est-ce une
critique de la société de consommation ? Une mise en scéne des conséquences monstrueuse

Animals in traditional comedy are mere symbols or metaphors for humans and human’s relations. In the
field of theatre, Tonesco’s The Rhinoceros (1959) can be said to be a representative illustration. In terms of
fiction, George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945) is another good example of the tendency to exploit animals
in the bestiary tradition, in which each animal is assigned certain vice or virtue. In short, the link between
real animals and animal characters in these works is completely severed.

338 Churchill, Far Away, 39-40.
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de notre irrespect pour ’environnement ? C’est-a-dire, les animaux sont-ils évoqués pour
eux-mémes ou comme des allégories de comportements humains ? La piece ne confirme ni
n’infirme aucune hypothése. L’impasse de 1’allégorie tend vers la cocasse, vers un comique
de I’inattendu qui piétine les régles du monde au point de faire affleurer la violence.**

It is interesting to observe how this unexpected and subversive comic is further pursued as
Harper’s initial aporetic description of the deer gives way to an affirmative conclusion (for
the time being). As soon as she gets Todd to admit that they had all the reasons to hate the
deer, Harper contradicts herself by claiming that ‘their natural goodness has come through.
You can see it in their soft brown eyes’.*° This sudden reversal of opinion derives from the
fact that the deer changed sides three weeks ago, and they are now with ‘us’. Faced with
Harper’s accusation that he hates the deer and admires the crocodiles (which are always evil),
Todd confesses: ‘I’ve lost touch because I'm tired.’3*! The instability in the characters’
perception of the deer highlights the fact that the symbolic meanings we attribute to different
animals are but constructs used to serve our interests, that there is no correlation between
these attributes and the animal nature. Harper’s conviction of the deer’s ‘natural goodness’
and the crocodile’s natural evilness, ludicrous as it is, is also proof of the structural violence

humans inflict upon nonhuman animals through language.

Such violence is by no means a modern phenomenon. It is perhaps impossible to
determine the exact point in human history when animals were first employed as symbols or
metaphors; however, it has been generally agreed that the source of most Western animal-
based allegory, symbolism and imagery can be found most systematically in Medieval
bestiaries. A literary genre in the European Middle Ages, a bestiary consists of a collection of
stories depicting certain qualities of an animal, plant or even stone. These stories are
ultimately derived from the Greek Physiologus, a text compiled before the middle of the
second century AD that is closely linked to the Bible. Consequently, the ‘facts’ of natural
science in the bestiary tradition often assign certain virtue or vice to a specific animal—

exemplified in fables, from Aesop to La Fontaine—which is then appropriated for moral and

339 “The vision it offers is terrible but does not seem to target a clear message: is it a criticism of the
consumer society? A staging of the monstrous consequences of our disrespect for the environment? In
other words, are animals evoked as themselves or as allegories of human behaviour? The play neither
confirms nor invalidates any hypothesis. The impasse of allegory tends towards the comic—a comic of the
unexpected that tramples on the rules of the world to the point of bringing violence to the surface.” Laetitia
Pasquet, « Dynamitage cocasse de 1’anthropomorphisme dans quelques satires contemporaines », Sillages
critiques, ne 20 (1 mars 2016).

340 Churchill, Far Away, 41.
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religious instruction.®*? The bestiary tradition was so popular and influential that we can still
feel its vivid impact in the contemporary world, where the mere mentioning of an animal
almost always conjures up its associated symbolic meanings. However, the long bestiary
tradition also means that there exist various and sometimes contradictory interpretations of
the same animal, which can be used to expose and interrogate the symbolic violence directed

against animals.

In Escaped Alone, another of Caryl Churchill’s plays, four women in their seventies
are sitting in an English garden and exchanging pleasantries when one of them mentions the

eagle and steers the conversation to a comic direction due to their mismatched views on the

animal.
LENA Eagles you get eagles as national
Vi eagles are fascist
LENA America has the eagle
VI well
MRS J I wouldn’t mind being an eagle
SALLY very often fascist
LENA shame for the eagle really, it little knows
Vi an eagle wouldn’t have much empathy3#

As the US national emblem, the bald eagle stands for long-life, strength, majestic appearance,
as well as uniqueness—all qualities that the US prides itself on as a democratic, world-
leading nation. Yet, one is also reminded that eagles used to feature prominently in fascist
symbolism. It is a ‘shame for the eagle’ indeed, for the animal does not have any say in
choosing what it represents. Human beings do not only give themselves the right to name
animals but also to essentialise them and appropriate these sometimes-contradictory
interpretations as they see convenient. The subjugation of animals at the symbolic and
linguistic level through essentialisation is brought into relief. Here, laughter may emerge
from recognising the inherently absurd aspect of human language in its attempt to
anthropomorphise animals as well as the elusiveness, radical alterity of the animal that is

never to be captured by language.

The linguistic violence that begins the process of framing nonhuman animals as the
Other facilitates the physical violence that is to follow. Stef Smith’s Human Animals is
situated amid a mysterious wild animal outbreak in London. As the play progresses, the

audience witnesses how a seemingly harmless anthropocentric mentality can evolve into a

342 ‘Bestiary | Medieval Literary Genre’, in Encyclopaedia Britannica, accessed 22 September 2021,
https://www.britannica.com/art/bestiary-medieval-literary-genre.
343 Churchill, Escaped Alone, 26-27.
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justification for animal genocide. In response to the escalating emergency and the fear of
infection, the authority systematically exterminates first the pigeon, the fox, the rat, then
domestic animals, and eventually zoo animals. What transpires in the play is organised
cruelty against animals and can be characterised as ‘animal genocide’ from a non-
anthropocentric perspective that considers animals a ‘kind’ or genus (genos), part of the
entire group of living beings to which humans belong.>** In Human Animals, it is the rhetoric
of sacrifice founded upon speciesism that enables such a genocide.®*

JAMIE ‘There are five survivors, four normal adult human beings and a dog. The boat will

support only four. All will perish if one is not sacrificed. Which one ought to be cast

overboard?’

LISA The dog.

JAMIE Why?

LISA Because it’s a dog.

JAMIE What if three of them were in the Nazi Party, and one was a paedophile? And the dog

was a Labrador.
LISA The paedophile.34

In the above conversation between the two characters Jamie and Lisa, which takes place in
the early stage of the crisis, we are presented with a hypothetical situation, a classic game of
ethical decision in which one member of a group must be sacrificed to save the rest. In this
case, the group consists of a dog and four ‘normal’ adult human beings. The character Lisa
does not have to think long to decide that the dog is the one that should be cast overboard.
What appears to Lisa as self-explanatory, ‘Because it’s a dog’, in reality, conceals a deeply
anthropocentric mindset that automatically grants a human life more valuable than that of a
nonhuman animal. However, when it is specified what kind of individuals the four human
beings are as well as the breed of the dog, Lisa alters her response because a Labrador is now
considered more worthy than a paedophile. Lisa’s first choice demonstrates how the
linguistic violence of ‘Because it’s a dog’ justifies the physical violence of sacrificing the
animal. At the same time, the shift in her second choice suggests a potential remedy leading
to an ethical encounter with animals. Instead of the generalised ‘normal adult humans’ and
‘dog’, the attempt to individualise, to give a distinct ‘face’ to each member of the group, both
human and nonhuman animals, effectively erases the abstraction that enables mindless
judgement and forces us to enter a more subjective area of ethics and personal responsibility.

However, the fact that Lisa values a Labrador’s life more than that of a paedophile should not

344 Jean Grondin, ‘Derrida and the Question of the Animal’, Cités 30, no. 2 (2007): 37.

345 In a post-show discussion at the Royal Court, Stef Smith confirms that Human Animals is the result of
her desire to dramatise the discussion on speciesism. See Human Animals Post-Show Discussion (London:
The Royal Court Theatre, 2016), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t-BA8Qoiot4.

346 Stef Smith, Human Animals (London: Nick Hern, 2016), 12.
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be seen as a purely positive sign either, for the simple reason that the animal’s right to live is
only taken into consideration once they are placed against the most undesirable, morally

questionable kinds of human beings.

Thinking in terms of species does not only separate human from nonhuman animals
but also reinforces a hierarchical structure among the latter, which is, once again, determined
by humans. Not all animals are perceived the same way, which is not a problem in itself.
What is problematic, however, is the fact that the basis of these different judgements has little
to do with appreciating the particularity of each species; rather, it is another product of an
anthropocentric worldview. In Smith’s Human Animals, the pigeon, the fox and the rat are
the first to be exterminated when London starts to be infested with wild animals. Next in line
are domestic animals. Those perceived as favourite public figures such as the dolphin in the
aquarium are last to be killed. One character aptly remarks, ‘Funny that it’s a pity when a
dolphin is to be killed but not when it’s a fox’.34’ Similarly, one scene shows an argument
breaking out between Lisa and Jamie because the latter has brought home an injured pigeon.
In his attempt to persuade Lisa to let him keep the bird, Jamie suggests she considers it as a
pet.

JAMIE [...] Plus you always wanted a pet.

LISA That’s a lie... Though I wouldn’t say no to one of those labradoodles... you know the

dog that’s a cross between a Labrador and a poodle /

JAMIE I know what it is... they’re pretty cute—I’ll give you that. It’s something about how
their ears... that’s just /

[...]

LISA If it’s going to make you that sad—keep the bloody pigeon. But if it’s not dead in a
week or for one minute I think it looks sick—you’re letting it go.

Deal?

JAMIE Deal.

LISA Do you think we should get a puppy?**

According to John Berger, the practice of keeping animals as pets, regardless of their
usefulness, is a modern innovation: ‘It is part of that universal but personal withdrawal into
the private small family unit, decorated or furnished with the mementoes from the outside
world, which is such a distinguishing feature of consumer societies.’**® While it is true that
the majority of pets nowadays do not serve any specific purpose, as opposing to domestic
animals of the past such as guard dogs, hunting dogs or mice-killing cats, they provide their

owners with a promise of completion: ‘The pet completes him, offering responses to aspects

347 1bid., 83.
348 1bid., 32-33.
349 John Berger, ‘Why Look at Animals?’, in About Looking (Bloomsbury, 2015), 14.
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of his character which would otherwise remain unconfirmed. [...] The pet offers its owner a
mirror to a part that is otherwise never reflected.”® In the case of Lisa, a puppy would give
her the sort of undivided attention that she has always wanted and perhaps even an outlet for
her maternal instinct. Understandably, her preference for a labradoodle is based on the
aesthetic criteria of ‘cuteness’. The ‘bloody pigeon’, in addition to being perceived as
harmful, does not fit into this criterion. As a result, the latter’s suffering does not induce any
sympathy or affection in Lisa. It becomes clear that animals who contribute to the well-being
of humans, be it as food, tools of production or spiritual/emotional support, are placed in a
higher priority compared to those perceived as harmful, useless or simply too inferior to even
be taken into account. Likewise, those whose appearance corresponds to the common
standard of beauty established by humans receive more protection and privilege compared to
others. It is not a coincidence that the useless or harmful animals are also often depicted as

uncomely creatures and used as allegorical stand-ins for vices.

What makes the discussion on animal treatment in Human Animals particularly
thought-provoking is the fact that it not only reveals the ubiquity of explicit speciesist
thinking and behaviour but also addresses the aporia of animal activism. Specifically, the
play draws our attention to the (im)possibility of fighting for animal rights from a non-
anthropocentric perspective. Unlike Lisa, Jamie holds a nonconformist stance and always
tries to protect the animals, even at the cost of his own safety. At the beginning of the crisis,

he decides to bury a dead fox in their garden, which greatly upsets his partner.

LISA Are you telling me there is a fox buried in my garden?

JAMIE It’s our garden.

LISA Couldn’t you have just left it where you found it?

JAMIE | had to do something with it.

LISA No you didn’t! Normal people just leave dead animals. I hope you washed your hands
before touching anything,

JAMIE I’'m trying to be respectful.

LISA I’m not sure foxes give a shit about respect and it’s not the fox’s garden.

JAMIE Well maybe it is.

LISA  What?

JAMIE Maybe, just maybe a fox and his kids lived there, hundreds of years ago and then we

came along and fucked it up for him. I mean | would say he has a right to be buried there, on

his great-grandfather’s father’s land, on his ancestors’ land.

LISA Is this really what you’re saying?

JAMIE What I’m saying is that fox—out there—has a right to be buried wherever he wants.**

350 1pid., 14-15.
351 Smith, Human Animals, 14-15.

153



Here, Jamie’s reasoning for the fox’s right to be buried wherever he wants because the land
might have belonged to that fox’s ancestors presents an intrinsically ambiguous attitude in
advocating for animal rights on the basis of human rights. On the one hand, we tend to concur
with Jamie’s argument for the animal share in the planet ownership claim that humans often
make.3%? On the other hand, we are reminded that internment is essentially a ritual that only
human beings perform or care about. Furthermore, it is questionable if a fox is familiar with
concepts such as inheritance or ancestor. Jamie may think that he is showing respect to the
dead fox by burying him while, in fact, he is unconsciously subjecting the fox to our human
systems of morality, ethics and value judgement. Lisa’s rebuke—‘I’m not sure foxes give a
shit about respect’—is, therefore, a valid remark and a powerful reminder of Jamie’s

anthropocentric assumptions.

I strongly believe that Churchill’s and Smith’s decision not to show the animal and
showing that they are not willing to show is an attempt to generate a non-anthropocentric
theatre experience. Their emphasis on language and narrative instead of visual representation
has invested in animals a spectral quality capable of inducing fear and anxiety among those
humans who are haunted. In all three plays, Escaped Alone, Far Away, and Human Animals,
the notion of the animal as spectre is suggestive of Derrida’s hauntology. Defining the spectre,
Derrida writes:

C’est quelque chose qu’on ne sait pas, justement, et on ne sait pas si précisément cela est, si

ca existe, si ¢a répond a un nom et correspond a une essence. On ne le sait pas : non par

ignorance, mais parce que ce non-objet, ce présent non-présent, cet étre-la d’un absent ou

d’un disparu ne reléve pas du savoir. Du moins plus de ce qu’on croit savoir sous le nom de
savoir. On ne sait pas si ¢’est vivant ou si ¢’est mort.**

The spectre, neither dead nor alive, neither present nor absent, defies knowledge and
threatens the very foundation of the human notion of scientific progress, which largely relies
on an epistemic approach. Frederic Jameson further elaborates on this point as he explains
that a belief in spectre has nothing to do with believing in the existence of ghosts, either

literally or metaphorically. He writes:

32 The belief that humans are the master of the world, as well as all living beings that move on the earth,
can be traced back to the Bible: ‘Elohim said: “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness! Let them
have authority over the fish of the sea and the birds of the heavens, over the cattle, over all the wild beasts
and reptiles that crawl upon the earth!” Elohim, therefore, created man in his image, in the image of
Elohim he created him. Male and female he created them. Elohim blessed them and said, “Be fruitful and
multiply, fill the earth and subdue it, have authority over the fish of the sea and the birds of the heavens,
over every living thing that moves on the earth.”’[Gen. 1:26-28; trans. Dhormes]. See Derrida, ‘The
Animal That Therefore I Am (More to Follow)’, 384.

353 Jacques Derrida, Spectres de Marx (Paris : Galilée, 1993), 25-26.
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Spectrality does not involve the conviction that ghosts exist or that the past (and maybe even
the future they offer to prophesy) is still very much alive and at work, within the living
present: all it says, if it can be thought to speak, is that the living present is scarcely as self-
sufficient as it claims to be; that we would do well not to count on its density and solidity,
which might under exceptional circumstances betray us.*

The power of a spectral figure, thus, lies in its ability to expose the truth of lack and
limitation of the living present, the porous fabric of the world we live in and with it, all
known power relations, including that between human and nonhuman animals. As a result of
this exposure, man is made acutely aware of his unstable status as the master of all living
beings. The ubiquity of animals in the three plays examined, despite their invisibility (or,
precisely because of their invisibility), can be said to be the cause of panic, fear and anxiety
for many characters as they find themselves back in the trauma of predation—one of the
original traumas of human beings as preys, whereas animals once again assume the role of
predators. Such atavistic fear and instinct are something modern humans tend to forget,
especially since we are born and raised in a society that incessantly disseminates the self-
assuring message of man as the conqueror of nature. Faced with an open challenge to their
status, it is only expected that humans would do whatever it takes to re-establish their

dominance, no matter how extreme or irrational such action might be.
In Escaped Alone, one of the four characters, Sally, suffers from a severe cat phobia.

SALLYT]...] I have to make sure I never think about a cat because if | do | have to make sure
there’s no cats and they could be anywhere they could get in a window I have to go round the
house and make sure all the windows are locked and I don’t know if I checked properly I
can’t remember I was too frightened to notice | have to go round the windows again back to
the kitchen back to the bedroom back to the kitchen back to the bedroom the bathroom back
to the kitchen back to the door [...]3*®

The lack of punctuation and the repetitive structure in Sally’s explanation corresponds to the
nature of phobia and anxiety—an endless, relentless chain of compulsive behaviour that
reinforces its vicious cycle to entrap its victim. It is simply a matter of time before the victim
abandons all rational thinking and gives in to fear completely.
[...] once they’re in they could be anywhere they could be under the bed in the wardrobe up
on the top shelf with the winter sweaters [...] a cat could be in the biscuit tin, a cat could be in

the fridge in the freezer in the salad drawer in the box of cheese in the broom cupboard the
mop bucket a cat could be in the oven the top oven under the lid of the casserole in a box of

34 Frederic Jameson, ‘Marx’s Purloined Letter’, in Ghostly Demarcations: A Symposium on Jacques
Derrida’s Spectres of Marx, ed. Michael Sprinker (London & New York: Verso, 1999), 39.
355 Churchill, Escaped Alone, 25.
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matches behind a picture under a rug [...] a cat could be under my hand when I put out my
hand?3s®

Here, the spectral characteristic of the cat allows them to exist in the most improbable places
such as in the freezer, in a box of matches, or under one’s hand, and this, in turn, compels us
to reconsider the hierarchy of power in human-animal relation. The forever elusive but
omnipresent cat conjured up by language, by a mere mentioning or a passing thought, haunts
Sally and inflicts on her the most primal fear—a sort of dominance that is intangible and

therefore inescapable.

In the like manner, Human Animals and Far Away address the theme of human
captivity caused by animals and the impact this confinement has on the human characters’
psychology and behaviour. In Far Away, the crisis of trust creates a scenario in which
humans are trapped in the watchful, omnipresent gaze of animals and nature. Towards the
end of Act Three, when Joan risks everything to reach Harper’s place, Harper anxiously
questions her niece, ‘Did anyone see you leave? which way did you come? were you
followed? There are ospreys here who will have seen you arrive.”®’ To these, Joan simply
replies, ‘Of course the birds saw me.”**® She also adds that on the way, she was forced to
cross a river to avoid running into the Chilean soldiers upstream and the fourteen black and
white cows downstream having a drink. From Joan’s account, we can see that it is the animal
that defines human behaviour, which implies that human beings occupy a passive,
reactionary position. As a way to unsettle the audience’s anthropocentric perspective, Caryl
Churchill has employed what 1 would refer to as a ‘not-seeing’ strategy in animal
representation. ‘Not-seeing’, according to Anat Pick, ‘complicates the act of seeing, making
seeing tentative and uncertain’; it ‘does not merely alter the optics of the human-animal
encounter but mitigates human desire to make animals unconditionally visible’.®*° It is
important to note that Pick’s notion of ‘not-seeing’ is distinct from John Berger’s
endorsement of the censorious attitude to animal images, nor is it an attempt to mythologise
animals as some mysterious beings. Her use of ‘not-seeing’ ‘connotes the mundane, civic
notion of animal privacy that denies human eyes and their technological proxies unlimited
access’.3 Compared to Churchill’s plays, the 2016 production of Human Animals at the

Royal Court seems less radical in its ‘not seeing’ strategy, in the sense that technology still

356 1bid., 26.

357 Churchill, Far Away, 42.

358 1bid., 43.

359 Anat Pick, ‘Why Not Look at Animals?’, NECSUS 4, no. 1 (Spring 2015): 108-09.
360 1pid.

156



provides unlimited access to the private life of animals. There is a camera attached to each
insect cage, which shows a live feed of the insects on a screen from time to time. However, |
believe that rather than reinforcing the voyeuristic pleasure of the audience or the power
hierarchy between human and nonhuman animals, the intervention of technology here alludes
to the captive, panoptic condition that characterises contemporary life in general. The fact
that the insect cages are miniatures of the set makes it clear that the human characters are also
imprisoned, only in a bigger cage. As a result, the mediated images of animals in the 2016
production of Human Animals serve as a reminder of the shared predicament of humans and

animals.

Another example of the non-anthropocentric discussion on animals in Churchill’s Far
Away can be found in the way animals generally thought of as being fully domesticated and
tamed are portrayed as a threat to man’s self-proclaimed superiority because of their utter

unpredictability.

HARPER The cats have come in on the side of the French.

TODD I never liked cats, they smell, they scratch, they only like you because you
feed them, they bite, | used to have a cat that would suddenly take some bit of you in its
mouth.¢!

Todd’s opinion on cats can be said to be an attempt to see animals as they are, to establish an
animal relationship with them and unsettle the ideal, familial images of cats that have been
widely circulated in social media in our contemporary society. Moving one step further,
Jamie in Human Animals seems to have figured out that the only solution for a better
understanding of animals lies in acknowledging the fact that their behaviour does not

conform to human norms and expectations.

LISA How do you know it’s not infected?

JAMIE Infected with what?

LISA They’re worried people can get it.

JAMIE Get what!

LISA Whatever it is that’s making the birds and the foxes and the rats crazy.
JAMIE Oh, heaven forbid the animals are acting like animals. I’'m more scared of

humans than foxes. That’s the truth.*®
What Lisa views as crazy behaviour from the bird, the fox, and the rat are, in reality, a natural
reaction to dramatic changes in their environment. Ironically, the only animal that behaves
insanely in this situation is no other than humans themselves. Without any scientific basis on

the nature of the infection, or if there is any infection, to begin with, their immediate solution

361 Churchill, Far Away, 36.
362 Smith, Human Animals, 32.
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is to impose quarantine and exterminate all living beings that are not human. Such a reckless
response shows a strong influence from speciesist ideology, which not only separates the
human from the nonhuman animal but also considers human’s life to be more valuable. The
entrapment occurring here is both physical and spiritual, as many of the characters refuse to
break free from the constraint of human exceptionalism to engage in a more fruitful,

meaningful manner with animals.

In bringing into relief the comic animal aspect of humans as a result of their
interaction with the spectral animal, Far Away, Escaped Alone, and Human Animals attest to
Derrida’s argument that discussion on the boundary between the human and the animal only
becomes interesting once, ‘instead of asking whether or not there is a discontinuous limit, one
attempts to think what a limit becomes once it is abyssal, once the frontier no longer forms a
single indivisible line but more than one internally divided line, once, as a result, it can no
longer be traced, objectified, or counted as single and indivisible’.>®® It is noteworthy that all
three plays resist visual anthropomorphism or zoomorphism, despite both being frequently
employed as a device to blur the single divisible line between human and nonhuman animals.
We are reminded that both approaches have been known for their problematic implications.
Anthropomorphism, while extending to animals the principle of moral and legal equality,
simultaneously confirms the unbridgeable gap between humans and animals and denies the
specificity of the latter altogether. On the other hand, zoomorphism appears to be more
empowering for animals, as it is the animal that defines the human. However, one cannot
overlook the fact that the animal is still subject to the rhetoric of symbol and metaphor in the
first place, either intentionally through the writer’s and/or director’s decision or
unintentionally as a result of the audience’s interpretation. However, that is not to say that we
should completely renounce these approaches. There are still cases in which zoomorphism
and anthropomorphism manage to represent animals without subjecting them to the
anthropocentric way of thinking. One example among others is Edward Albee’s Pulitzer
Prize-winning 1975 play Seascape. In the second part of the play, the audience is presented
with an interspecies encounter between a retired couple and a pair of human-size lizards that
are played by human actors wearing lizard costumes. Despite the appearance of being another
anthropomorphist attempt, Seascape calls into question the self-proclaimed superiority of
human beings rather than reaffirming the power hierarchy expounded by speciesism. As a

result, Albee ‘implies that it is only when the fixed mode of hierarchical, dualistic thinking is

363 Derrida, ‘The Animal That Therefore I Am (More to Follow)’, 399.
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destabilized that human/nonhuman connection can be likely to occur’.*®* As a playwright
well-known for his commitment to animals, Albee has successfully created an unsettling
experience in Seascape, one that invites the audience to reexamine their assumptions rather

than subjecting nonhuman animals to symbolic violence.

The closing scene of Stef Smith’s Human Animals is another interesting case. Instead
of visual anthropomorphism or zoomorphism, it depicts a process of metamorphosis as a
flock of pigeons transforms into human beings after feeding on the corpse of a woman who
hung herself in a sacrificial act. This metamorphosis, however, is not visually staged; instead,

the actors take turns to voice a verbal description.

Hundreds of pigeons.
Beaks scratching at her

Picking her apart

With feathers falling through the air

Black and blue and green fell from the sky.
Blood tipped and torn
And the noise of the flesh tearing
The sound of bones being ripped from muscle
Eating the bones and the bile and blood
Wings fluttering on top of one another
And as the body began to disappear
Their beaks turned into noses
And their wings into arms
Their feathers flatten and dulled into skin
Squawks became shouts
Eyes shifted to the front of their head
And they grew teeth

And tumours

And toes

And their bodies became wrapped in cloth
And they wiped the blood off their faces and topped up their Oyster cards
And took the District Line into town
And no one noticed.3%

This scene recalls a similar scene in Rory Mullarkey’s The Wolf from the Door, in which the
actors also join on stage to describe the violent overthrowing of the government. The choric
elements in these two scenes create a defamiliarizing effect and situate the events in a fictive,
fantastic zone characterised by ambiguity. In the case of Human Animals, this ambiguous
atmosphere further highlights the porous boundary between human and nonhuman animals.
The frenzy with which the pigeons attack the woman’s corpse, which is rendered vividly and

audibly—‘beaks scratching at her’, ‘picking her apart’, tearing her flesh, ‘the noise of the

364 Chin-ying Chang, ‘Ecological Consciousness and Human/Nonhuman Relationship in Edward Albee’s
Seascape’, Neohelicon 39, no. 2 (December 2012): 399.
365 Smith, Human Animals, 104-05.
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flesh tearing’, ‘the sound of bones being ripped from muscle’, ‘eating the bones and the bile
and blood’—is not meant to be read as a testimony of the animal’s violent nature. On the
contrary, | would argue that the intention behind this description is to display the violent
nature of human beings: it is only by committing an act of ruthless and bloody consumption
of the Other that animals are transformed into humans. If Derrida’s suspicion is true, that ‘the
promotion, on the part of human beings, of the difference incarnated by human reason is
founded upon an act of forgetting, of repression, even of originary violence, the denial of the
animality of human beings, leading to a denial of their mortality’*®® is the violence that is
literally equivalent to a ‘denaturing’ of human beings, then the metamorphosis scene above in

Human Animals can also be read as an attempt to ‘renature’ human beings.

Churchill’s and Smith’s decision to avoid both visual anthropomorphism and
zoomorphism provides an alternative to bringing prominence to the positive aspect of
undecidability when it comes to distinguishing the animal from the human. As a result of this
undecidability, there emerges a zone of proximity in which ‘becoming animal’ is possible.
Becoming-animal, according to Deleuze and Guattari, ‘does not consist in playing animal or
imitating an animal’.3®” To become, as Deleuze argues,

is not to attain a form (identification, imitation, Mimesis) but to find the zone of proximity,

indiscernibility, or indifferentiation where one can no longer be distinguished from a woman,

an animal, or a molecule—neither imprecise nor general, but unforeseen and non-preexistent,
singularized out of a population rather than determined in a form.3¢

Donna Haraway is highly critical of Deleuze’s and Guattari’s workings of ‘becoming-animal’,
pointing out how they use the term ‘animal’ in an abstract manner that has nothing to do with
actual animals. She writes:
[...] T find little but the two writers’ scorn for all that is mundane and ordinary and the
profound absence of curiosity about or respect for and with actual animals, even as

innumerable references to diverse animals are invoked to figure the authors’ anti-Oedipal and
anticapitalist project.®®

Instead of the impersonal (and exploitative) relation with animals implicit in Deleuze’s and
Guattari’s becoming-animal, Haraway proposes another approach known as ‘becoming-with’,
which calls for private, personalised relationships with individual, actual animals (starting

with pets) to generate emotional exchanges. The ‘becoming animal’ that contemporary

366 Grondin, ‘Derrida and the Question of the Animal’, 35.

367 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian
Massumi (Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 1987), 238.

368 Gilles Deleuze, Essays Critical and Clinical (London & New York: Verso, 1998), 1.

369 Donna Jeanne Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 27.

160



speculative theatre suggests can be said to oscillate somewhere between Deleuze’s becoming-
animal and Haraway’s becoming-with, as it strives to negotiate the dichotomies of the
particular versus the universal, the personal versus the impersonal, practice versus theory.
This becoming animal ‘necessitates of an act of awareness in which one is not merely
transformed into the other but becomes aware of the possibilities that one lives in relation to
others, that the boundaries of one’s individuality are porous as Derrida suggests’.3" It
explains the reason why accompanying the primacy of language in animal representation in
Churchill’s and Smith’s three plays is an equally strong emphasis on portraying the

interaction between the human and the nonhuman.

This takes us back to the beginning of this section, in which animal embodiment has
been called into question as it presents us with a dilemma in ethical response. Instead of
focusing on the materiality of the animal body, contemporary speculative plays such as Far
Away, Escaped Alone, and Human Animals pursue another form of non-anthropocentric
animal representation, which is based on dramatising the impact of the spectral nonhuman
animals on the body and behaviour of the human actors. In Stigmata, Hélene Cixous recounts
the story in which she was bitten by her dog, Fips. Cixous describes these indelible scars as
felix culpa, or ‘blessed wound’, which resides in her mind like a stigma and renders Fips ‘the
most living of the departed’.3"! These scars, which return in the text as a spectral presence,
lead to a transformation in Cixous’s thinking not only about their shared fate and suffering
but also their unbridgeable difference. Her early self-interest is replaced by a profound
reflection on animal-human relations: Fips suffers from violence because he is like her,
identified as a member of a Jewish family; at the same time, he suffers because he is different

from her, identified as a nonhuman being.

The same revelation occurs in Human Animals when Jamie is bitten by a fox that he is

trying to protect from authority.

LISA Does it hurt? When they eat you?
JAMIE No more or less than anything else.
If you roll up your sleeves they can get a better bite.>"?

The wound on Jamie’s hand is a constant reminder of the shared vulnerability of humans and

animals in the face of violence. It represents a site of indifferentiation where the animal and

370 Lourdes Orozco, ‘Animals in Socially Engaged Performance Practice: Becomings on the Edges of
Extinction’, Studies in Theatre and Performance 38, no. 2 (May 2018): 180.
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372 Smith, Human Animals, 101.

161



the human converge in their suffering; at the same time, it calls attention to the extra violence
inflicted upon animals: the bite sure hurts, but it is hardly comparable to what has been done
to animals during the crisis. The spectral animals in contemporary speculative theatre,
liberated from linguistic and symbolic constraints, gain more agency than ever, not only
through their power to evoke the comic animal aspect within man but also through the mark
they leave on the human body, psyche and behaviour, which facilitates the process of
becoming animal. What emerges, as a result, is a nonidentity form of relationality between
human and nonhuman animals, which acknowledges the particularities of the animal and its
multiplicity but which proximity prevents the act of annexing these differences or fitting

them into a human value system.

2. Programmable Bodies, Unpredictable Voices
(Instructions for Correct Assembly—Really Old, Like Forty Five)

Contemporary speculative theatre’s attempt to initiate a non-anthropocentric
discussion is not limited to the relation between human and nonhuman animals but also
addresses that between humans and inorganic beings such as androids, robots or artificial
intelligence. It has been exactly a century since Karel Capek first introduced the word ‘robot’
to the English language and science fiction through his play R.U.R. (1920), whose title stands
for Rossumovi Univerzalni Roboti (Rossum’s Universal Robots). According to Adam Roberts,
the name ‘Rossum’ is a play on the Czech word rozum which means ‘reason’ or ‘intellect’,
while ‘robot’—deriving from robota—refers to a particular form of Czech serfdom, forced
labour, or slavery. The under-title of Capek’s play, as such, can be translated into ‘Reason’s
Universal Serfs’, which points to a larger theme of ‘conflict between reason—or maybe a
better word would be “will”—and the reservoir of creative, productive capacity in humanity’s
power’.3”® What Capek brings to the stage is not simply the robot apocalypse that has become
a particularly popular trope in science fiction, a sort of cautionary tale that warns about the
threat of an Al (artificial intelligence) takeover. Rather, the human-robot interaction brings
into relief the need to reconsider the validity of modern liberal humanism, in particular its
confident distinction between the human and the non-human, as well as the anthropocentric

thinking that places human beings at the top of all hierarchies.3’* R.U.R. reveals the systemic

373 Adam Roberts, ‘Introduction’, in RUR, by Karel Capek (London: Hachette, 2013).
374 Nicholas Anderson argues that we should not consider R.U.R. as futurological science fiction but
‘rather as a theoretical and ethical critique of modern liberal humanism—at least, a traditional form of
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violence in the paradoxical operation of manipulating and assimilating the robot-as-other
while simultaneously preventing them from being fully assimilated into society, as a way to
maintain the status quo of power relations—a classic example of the scapegoat. In this
section, | will explore this paradox as it emerges with the voice of the robots in Thomas
Eccleshare’s Instructions for Correct Assembly (2018) and Tamsin Oglesby’s Really Old,
Like Forty Five (2010), with reference to two Alan Ayckbourn’s plays, Henceforward...
(1987) and Comic Potential (1998), all of which feature artificial mechanical organisms. In
particular, I will focus on the manner in which these artificial organisms are given a voice so
that they can fulfil their prescribed roles and participate in various social interactions with
humans. However, because of their ‘inferior’ status, both their speech and action are
programmed, which means that the voice granted them is circumscribed in the same way
Echo’s voice is limited to speaking the last words spoken to her in Ovid’s Metamorphoses.
Paradoxically, the robots, like Echo, also have the ability to appropriate the speech forced
upon them to speak for themselves. Furthermore, the supposedly ‘fault’ in their design
enables an unexpected eruption of inappropriate speech that liberates the robot’s voice. On
the one hand, these so-called ‘robot plays’ raise certain epistemological, ontological and
ethical questions pertaining to artificial intelligence and technology in general. By exposing
the problematic human-robot relationships, contemporary speculative theatre not only warns
against the consequences of maintaining an anthropocentric mentality but also creates an
aporetic theatre experience which, because of the uncertainty surrounding the robot
characters, both in terms of their identity and their consciousness, enables a kind of
nonidentity relationship between the audience and these characters. On the other hand, we
come to realise that there is nothing science-fictional or futuristic about having a robot
character on stage. These complex organisms, like the nonhuman animals, are simultaneously
themselves—an alternate ontology—and a point of departure to think about all liminal, ersatz
identities, which are silenced and destroyed as soon as they start speaking and thinking
beyond the censored range allowed them. Striving for a different way to relate to these beings,

as such, would have important reverberations in the human society of the present.

At the end of the play text, Thomas Eccleshare acknowledges a number of artworks
that inspired him while writing Instructions for Correct Assembly. Among these, at the level

of plot and character creation, we can directly notice the influence of David Sheff’s memaoir,

humanism that seeks to distinguish, with epistemological and ontological certainty, that which is human
from that which is not’. See Nicholas Anderson, ““Only We Have Perished”: Karel Capek’s R.U.R. and the
Catastrophe of Humankind’, Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts 25, no. 2/3 (91) (2014): 227.
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Beautiful Boy: A Father’s Journey through His Son’s Addiction (2008), and Hari Kunzru’s
short story Bodywork (2008). The former tells the story of a father’s struggle to come to
terms with his son’s addiction, in particular with the three Cs he is told in Al-Anon Meetings:
‘you did not cause it, you cannot control it, and you cannot cure it’. In Instructions, not only
that the name of the couple’s real son, Nick, is probably inspired by Sheff’s son, Nic, but
Eccleshare also brings in some of the book’s main themes, such as the conflict between a
well-loved son who becomes an addict and his parents, as well as the psychological and
emotional strain from which both parties suffer every time Nick relapses. In turn, Hari
Kunzru’s Bodywork provides Eccleshare with the idea of individuals transforming
themselves into cyborgs because of their inability to face the messiness and dissatisfaction of
their reality. The husband in Kunzru’s short story, like Hari and Max in Instructions, longs
for the mechanical perfection, certainty and clarity that would allow him to be unbothered by
his failed marriage and a wife he has come to loath.

I’ll always know what to do because the answers will be there inside. Neat rows of electrons

stacked like soldiers on parade. Yes-no, yes-no, yes-no. I’'m excited, and why not? This is it.

The last fuzzy bit of me is about to fall away. I’ll be as clean and bright and perfect as a

racing car. All the dead stuff falling off me like leaves in Autumn.[...] Will I still get excited,
after? Will I still think of things like Autumn leaves? Won’t be any need, most probably.*"

In both Bodywork and Instructions for Correct Assembly, the characters are fully aware of the
price they have to pay for this transformation and still choose to proceed because they are
driven by a will to happiness when circumstances have made their life unbearable. These
characters demonstrate how the most human desire is paradoxically fulfilled through the

denouncement of their humanity.

Even though not mentioned by Eccleshare in his acknowledgement, there is another
name that instantly comes to one’s mind when reading or seeing Instructions for Correct
Assembly. As remarked by the critic Michael Billington, it is not difficult to notice the
striking similarity between Eccleshare and the renowned playwright Alan Ayckbourn, not
only in their shared interest in the themes of robot-human interaction or of the potential and
danger of technology, but also in their techniques of bringing into relief comic situations.®”

Frequently referred to as a non-political playwright, Alan Ayckbourn was initially dismissed

375 Hari Kunzru, ‘Bodywork’, Hari Kunzru, 17 December 2008, https://www.harikunzru.com/bodywork/.
376 Michael Billington, ‘Instructions for Correct Assembly Review—Bonnar and Horrocks Star in Clever
Sci-Fi Satire’, The Guardian, 15 April 2018, sec. Stage,
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2018/apr/15/instructions-for-correct-assembly-review-bonnar-and-
horrocks-star-in-clever-sci-fi-satire.
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as a ‘boulevardier’—a writer of popular but trivial comedies whose sole purpose is
entertainment. It took a long time for the prolific playwright to be taken seriously and for the
bleak undertones of his plays to be appreciated as a form of political engagement, but by the
end of the twentieth century, Ayckbourn’s reputation ‘was now one of an accessible
dramatist with steel-edged observation and an eye on the social zeitgeist’.>”” It appears that
Aycbourn’s desire to be in the middle of opinion even in the most tumultuous moments of
history, previously regarded as an escapist attitude, has come to be interpreted as a political
expression in its own right: ‘The political content of Ayckbourn’s work is important precisely
because, for so many of his critics and much of his audience, it is invisible, masked by the

day-to-day background noise of their own preconceptions.’3’®

Despite the reluctance to be politically radical and the preference to be chronicles of
human behaviour and social changes, Ayckbourn’s works are surprisingly innovative when it
comes to incorporating different genres of speculative fiction. The well-known dystopian
play Henceforward..., written in 1987, marks the beginning of a long period in which
Ayckbourn has been consistent in his exploitation of elements from the horror, science fiction
and fantasy genres in his plays.3’® Henceforward... is also the play that introduces the
audience to the first of Ayckbourn’s many androids. NAN 300F, a malfunctioning robot
nanny that serves as the sole companion of Jerome, a self-absorbed composer who neglects
his family in a quest, ironically, to ‘express the feeling of love in an abstract musical form”,38°
In Act One, NAN is played by the actress who plays Corinna—Jerome’s ex-wife—in Act
Two. In an attempt to trick Corinna into believing that he has changed and become
responsible enough to care for Geain, their daughter, Jerome transforms NAN into a perfect
partner: the robot now has the voice and appearance of Zoe, an actress Jerome hired to do
some recording. Jerome does not bother to conceal his real intention in reshaping NAN: ‘I

want to present them with a relationship that’s so perfect that not only can she [Corinna] not

find fault with it, but doubles her up with jealousy. It leaves her eating her heart out with

377 Michael Holt, Alan Ayckbourn (Devon: Northcote, 2018), 69.

378 Martin McGrath, ‘Ayckbourn’s Artificial People’, Foundation: The International Review of Science
Fiction 46, no. 128 (2017): 62.

379 1t must be noted that Henceforward... is not the first speculative play written by Ayckbourn. When the
author was eighteen, he wrote The Season, a time-travel story, but the play was never performed. His first
professional speculative play is Standing Room Only (1961), which is set in a distant future—1997—in a
world plagued by overpopulation. However, it is not until Henceforward... that elements of speculative
fiction make their recurrent presence in Ayckbourn’s works. Among thirty-one adult plays he has written
since 1987, fifteen contain some genre element. See McGrath, ‘Ayckbourn’s Artificial People’, 62.

380 Alan Ayckbourn, Henceforward...: A Play (London & New York: Samuel French, 1988), 30.

165



envy and frustration.”*® It becomes clear that regardless of which ‘identity” or role she finds
herself in, NAN is ruthlessly exploited by Jerome as a mere instrument for his selfish goals:
at first, he moulds her into the shape of Corinna so that he can abuse her in the evenings; later
on, she is given Zoe’s look and pushed beyond her ability to cope just so Jerome can create
the illusion of being a man capable of love and maintaining a happy relationship in order to
have his revenge. Both NAN of Henceforward... and Jan of Instructions for Correct
Assembly are not allowed to be anything but copies of other human beings. While these
humans have escaped from abusive relationships, the robots, unfortunately, do not have any
other option but to endure. However, it is in the very aporia of autonomy that these
mechanical substitutes find a way to redefine their identities beyond the mere high-tech

dummy-marionettes.

The humanoid in Instructions for Correct Assembly, being a duplicate of Hari’s and
Max’s lost son, is meticulously programmed and closely controlled, any individuality
perceived as undesirable constantly suppressed. Setting Jan up, in the beginning, was a
challenging task, and it took the couple a long time through many trials so that Jan could
reflect their worldview and say exactly what they wanted to hear. For instance, Jan’s initial
response to the immigrant issue reveals unmistakable xenophobic sentiment: ‘England should
stay English what’s so complex about that? There are parts of Birmingham that have Urdu
street signs.” 382 After two modifications, he finally arrives at an opinion Hari and Max
approve: ‘The whole idea of traditional Britishness is fake anyway, we’ve always been a
tapestry of influences.”*® In fact, like the example quoted above, all the dialogues in
Instructions for Correct Assembly between the couple and their surrogate mechanical son do
not aim at establishing any meaningful exchange of ideas or a plurality of positions. Rather,
they are oriented towards the dogmatic monologization of views. Hari and Max already know
in advance what they are going to hear from Jan because the robot’s speech is but the
externalisation of the couple’s thoughts and desires.

MAX You have to prune the leaves to keep them all thriving.

JAN  It’s hard work.

MAX It can be but the satisfaction is enormous. Just think when we’re done we can enjoy

the garden.

JAN  Come out here and read.

MAX  Yes.
JAN  Or have some friends over for a glass of wine.

381 1pid., 31.
382 Eccleshare, Instructions for Correct Assembly.
383 |bid.
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MAX Lovely idea.

JAN  Or just come out here in the evening and take in the air.
MAX My thoughts exactly.

JAN 1 could definitely get used to it.3*

The above exchange between Max and Jan, despite the presence of two voices, gives the
impression of being closer to Max’s soliloquy. This, however, does not seem to bother her—
after all, Jan’s ability to articulate his mother’s thought the way she wants it is precisely the
kind of success and validation that eluded the couple in their first attempt at parenting, that
which motivated them to build a replacement robot. Jan’s situation recalls that of the nymph
Echo in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, who is deprived of the ability to speak for herself and
forever trapped in repetition. This association may seem quite far-fetched; however, as | will
strive to demonstrate subsequently, what characterises the similarity between the robots in
many contemporary speculative plays and Echo is not only the linguistic constraint but also
the strategies they may adopt to negotiate this constraint and regain their subjectivity.

As pointed out by Pleshette DeArmitt, ‘it can be argued that Echo is nothing but voice,
yet has no voice of her own, and that she is simply a reflecting surface for Narcissus, yet has
no image herself.”3® At first glance, such is certainly the case of Mimi, a Robot Nurse in
Tamsin Oglesby’s Really Old, Like Forty Five (2010). In this not-too-distant future, faced
with the increasing burden of an aged population, the government encourages the elderly to
remain active social contributors by ‘adopting’ orphaned grandchildren. Those who are ill
and unfit for any task, however, are admitted to the Ark, which is said to be a care facility but,
in reality, is a test centre where radical ‘treatments’ are used to slowly kill off the elderly to
alleviate the costs to society. It is in the Ark that empathic robots like Mimi are tested to help
patients deal with loneliness and disorientation in a new environment.

AMANDA Well we all know about the therapeutic effect of pets. When you stroke a cat

the cat purrs and this in itself is a reward. Well Mimi’s function is identical. Her response

(and she is essentially reactive) serves to press certain Darwinian buttons in the patient which

convince them that they’re in a relationship with her. She reflects the patient’s emotions back
to themselves and in so doing helps them deal with them.38®

As explained by the researcher Amanda, Mimi (whose name already contains repetition) is
‘essentially reactive’, which means that, like Echo, she is incapable of initiating speech. The

robot is conditioned to be a mere instrument to reflect the patient’s emotions to themselves

384 1bid., emphasis mine.
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and, in the process, creates an illusion of conversation and relationship. However, it is from
within this inescapable law imposed on the robot that emerges the possibility of subverting
the power hierarchy between the human and the nonhuman. Unlike the couple in Instructions
for Correct Assembly, the patients in Really Old, Like Forty Five do not possess a remote
control to manipulate the robot as they wish but, on the contrary, have to adjust their own
behaviour if they want to remedy an undesirable situation.

AMANDA [Mimi’s] states of mind are affected by how she’s treated. For example, is

she stroked gently or aggressively? If she’s provoked physically she’ll back away. If she’s

spoken to angrily she might bristle, as it were, and the patient, you see, would notice this and
instinctively take measures to soothe her and in so doing soothe themselves. %

It is a paradox that Mimi regains power while occupying the most powerless position. Even
though she is not capable of answering violence with violence in a direct manner, her
defensive or hostile tone and attitude force her interlocutor to come face to face with their
own aggressiveness and anger. Furthermore, the robot’s status as a mere acoustic and
emotional mirror momentarily upsets the power relations between human and robot, subject
and object. It could be argued that Mimi in Really Old, Like Forty Five embodies a Derridean
Echo figure, who attempts the impossible—to appropriate the inappropriable, the foreign, the
transcendent, the absolutely or wholly other’*® in the act of miming. In his interpretation of
Echo in Metamorphoses, Derrida contends that her submission to the curse that prevents her
from speaking for herself is not without irony.
Echo might have feigned to repeat the last syllable of Narcissus in order to say something else
or, really, in order to sign at that very instant in her own name, and so take back the initiative
of answering or responding in a responsible way, this disobeying a sovereign injunction and
outsmarting the tyranny of a jealous goddess. Echo thus lets be heard by whoever wants to
hear it, by whoever might love hearing it, something other than what she seems to be saying.

Although she repeats, without simulacrum, what she has just heard, another simulacrum slips
in to make her response something more than a mere reiteration.3®

In the case of the robot in Really Old, Like Forty Five, the jealous goddess is replaced
by humans who are determined to have complete control over their creations. At the Ark,
Mimi is assigned to Lyn, who has Alzheimer’s disease, and the fact that Lyn starts to be fond
of the robot more than of her own daughter, Cathy, does not sit well with the latter.
Witnessing her mother becomes increasingly dependent on Mimi for her emotional well-

being, Cathy openly expresses her initial dislike and eventual hostility towards the robot,

387 Ibid.
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whom she sees as a mere machine but at the same time a very real rival for Lyn’s affection
and a threat to her identity as a daughter. It is in her interaction with Cathy that Mimi reveals
the mischievous way she takes on the words thrown upon her and makes them her own. In
Act Two Scene 3, after Lyn stormed out of the room as a result of misunderstanding and
miscommunication, the following brief exchange takes place between Cathy and Mimi.
[LYN] goes. CATHY looks at MIMI. MIMI returns the look.
CATHY Shouldn’t you go after her?

MIMI Shouldn’t you go after her?
CATHY stares at MIMI. MIMI shudders. Silence.>®

Mimi’s response to Cathy’s question can be interpreted from two perspectives: either as a
proof of her mechanical, unspontaneous speech and therefore of her prescribed identity as a
mere thing or, on the contrary, as a sign of intelligence that exceeds her programming, if we
take it that Mimi is indeed a Derridean Echo figure. From previous examples, the audience
gets to know that there is always a certain calculation in Mimi’s choice of what to repeat to

convey specific emotions.

LYN She understands everything you say you know. Isn’t she marvellous?
CATHY Is she?

LYN (Pets MIMI) Yes you are, aren’t you?

MIMI I am?

LYN Yes you are.

MIMI You are.*%

As can be seen here, Mimi’s decision to keep or change the personal pronoun in her answer
makes all the difference. In the end, she manages to steer the conversation away from herself
to say that it is Lyn who is marvellous, all by appropriating words spoken to her. Such is not
a simple deed even for humans since it requires a level of mastery over language that reminds

us of the practice of a skilled constrained writer.

To return to the scene between Mimi and Cathy, the fact that Mimi is conceived to be
an acoustic and emotional mirror means that her response is not only a repetition of Cathy’s
words but also a reflection of the antagonism directed towards her. She could have said,
‘Shouldn’t T go after her?’ but instead keeps the personal pronoun ‘you’. It is Mimi who
controls the situation by forcing Cathy to face her responsibility: as Lyn’s daughter, Cathy
should be the one that goes after her. There is a pronounced shrewdness in Mimi’s playing

with language and nuance to create different meanings. The robot’s single repeated sentence

390 Oglesby, Really Old, Like Forty Five.
391 1bid.

169



allows Cathy, for the first time, to recognise the possibility of Mimi being a threat not only to
her identity as a daughter but also to human identity in general. This awareness, however, is
accompanied by uncertainty and another more daunting awareness, that of the impossibility
of determining whether the robot is a mere machine or a speaking consciousness playing the
role of the Derridean Echo figure. Consequently, Mimi’s shudder at the end of the brief
episode can also be interpreted as a reflection of Cathy’s uneasiness when facing an

embodiment of radical otherness, a voice that cannot be mastered.

Cathy’s anxiety in Really Old, Like Forty Five recalls the anxiety and denial
expounded by the human characters in Alan Ayckbourn’s Comic Potential (1998). The play
is set in a future world in which android actors—known as actoids—have replaced human
actors in television production. JCF 31333 (Jacie Tripletree) is different from her fellow
actoids because of her laughter and her ability to appreciate humour, which are considered
faults by other humans and even by Jacie herself. Several times during the course of the play,
people threaten to melt down the actoid because her existence jeopardises the human-
machine boundary and hierarchy. In the beginning, except for Adam, who falls in love with
Jacie and treats her as a human being, other characters hold the opinion that she is nothing
more than a machine and constantly refer to her as ‘it’.

PRIM What it talks about, Adam—the words it uses—its so-called conversation—

that’s merely an amalgam of all the conversations of all the characters it’s played in all these

shows it’s ever been in. Its personality is nothing more than that. Every time you speak to it,
you trigger some response. It pulls it out of its memory bank and blurts it back at you. That’s

all it’s doing.
ADAM Maybe that’s all any of us do.3%

In this scene, Prim, the programmer for actoids, is trying to persuade Adam that there is
nothing special about Jacie by highlighting the mechanical nature of her speech. Ironically, as
pointed out by Adam, Prim’s explanation only shows how similar humans and machines
actually are. In the same way that Jacie’s personality is the amalgam of all the characters she
has played or her speech the echo of all the words spoken by these characters, each human
individual can be said to be an amalgam of different roles they play throughout their life and
their speech the echo of things they have read or heard. Prim’s opinion, as such, reveals the
truth about the artificiality of the human-machine distinction and hierarchy, as well as the

anxiety to preserve the imaginary uniqueness of human beings.

392 Alan Ayckbourn, Comic Potential (London & New York: Faber & Faber, 1999), 60.
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Unlike Jacie of Comic Potential and Mimi of Really Old, Like Forty Five, who defy
the expectation imposed upon them by being too human, Jan of Instructions for Correct
Assembly demonstrates the subversive potential in the robot figure by doing the exact
opposite. At the outset, Jan is expected to be a perfect son, which means that first of all, he is
to behave as human-like as possible. To fulfil his role, Jan must also be able to articulate
naturally, and this requires a certain degree of spontaneity in his speech, which is beyond the
programmable. It appears that he is capable of recording words, sentences or ideas from
various sources, and when prompted, he is supposed to pull out from this database a response
best corresponding to Hari’s and Max’s setting. Jan’s occasional slips of inappropriate
remarks, which have been noticed in the early days and believed to have been rectified by a
chip replacement, turn out to be a more persistent problem. During the house party that his
parents arrange as an occasion to showcase him as an ideal son, Jan starts to malfunction.
When talking about his dream to open a restaurant, Jan unexpectedly blurts out his plan to
‘do sort of really low-quality fried chicken and chips’, together with nuggets or pie produced
from scrap meat to save costs and maximise profits. However, after being questioned by the
neighbour Laurie about the ethics of his business plan, Jan completely changes his mind and
reverts to being the ideal person expected of him.

JAN  And the chicken was a stupid idea. I think I’d rather sell organic tacos with a vegan

twist. [...] Or Moroccan influenced burritos. [...] Or locally sourced chutneys. I haven’t

decided yet. But I know I want it to be good. I want it to be successful. But I don’t just mean
financially; the most important thing is the quality of the work3%

He then goes on and on, ranting about the meaning of work, value judgement and the organic,
inartificial happiness that his parents pursue (which is full of irony, considering how they are
realising their dream through an artificial, inorganic being). One moment, Jan is a decent
young man who aspires to great things—‘I’d like to be a human rights lawyer one day’, ‘I’d
like to take a year out to work for an NGO, ‘I’d like to write novels that subtly reflect the
contemporary condition,” ‘I want to be the CEO of a huge company’, ‘I want to be the editor
of a national newspaper’. The next moment, he tries to rape the neighbour’s daughter, Amy,
in the middle of the dining room. He desperately makes up for his misconduct by
complimenting the neighbour’s wife, Laurie, only to abruptly reveal that he sexually

fantasises about her as well as her husband.

393 Eccleshare, Instructions for Correct Assembly.

171



Jan’s constant oscillation between his Jekyll and Hyde personalities during the dinner
party is not only a comic strategy to evoke laughter but, in my opinion, also an attempt to
give back agency to the robot and draw attention to the significance of the vocalic nature of
communication. From this scene, Jan emerges not as a Derridean Echo figure capable of
appropriating words to say something for herself but as a purely vocalic echo that dissolves
the semantic register, the same kind of echo that infants produce before they are subject to the
law of speech.

Through the fate of Echo, logos is stripped of language as a system of signification and is

reduced to a pure vocalic. And yet this is not just any vocalic, but rather a vocalic that erases

the semantic through repetition. Repetition—the very repetition that is the famous mechanism
of the ‘performative’, through which meaning is stabilized and destabilized—here turns out to
be a mechanism that produces the reverse effect. Echo’s repetition is a babble that dissolves

the semantic register entirely, leading the voice back to an infantile state that is not yet
speech.3%4

Adriana Cavarero’s above interpretation of Echo in Metamorphoses argues that rather than
being driven towards meaning, Echo’s repetition signals a rebellion against logos and brings
into relief a voice in its infantile state that is not yet speech. Understood this way, echo is
neither a result of irony and calculation nor a form of regression but rather, as Cavarero
affirms, it ‘rediscovers, or remembers, the power of a voice that still resounds in logos’.395
Such an infantile state of the voice is something Jan is deprived of since it is incompatible
with the purpose of his existence. The linguistic violence which Hari and Max inflict upon
the robot from the first moment he is activated already forecloses the possibility of creating
relational dialogues since it denies him the meaningless cries of a baby—the sonorous bond
of voice to voice that ‘establishes the first communication of all communability’.3% The
couple’s obsession with the content of Jdn’s speech effectively erases his voice and with it
the prospect of making him anything more than a mere machine. Paradoxically, thanks to a
defect in production, Jan regains the infantile voice through the ability to echo
indiscriminately contradictory ideas and attitudes. Not only do his unruly speech and
behaviour in the dinner party thwart Max’s and Hari’s delusional plan of constructing a
perfect son, but they also liberate the robot from all semantic constraints and reinvest in him

the agency of an autonomous speaking subject, neither machine nor human.

394 Adriana Cavarero, For More Than One Voice: Toward a Philosophy of Vocal Expression, trans. Paul
Kottman (Standford, California: Stanford University Press, 2005), 168.

3% |bid., 169.

3% Ibid.
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In the stage direction of Instructions for Correct Assembly, Eccleshare suggests that
the son (Nick) and the humanoid (Jan) are played by the same actor so that there may be
tension, even confusion, about who we are watching, as the scenes go back and forth between
the past and the present. This proves the playwright’s intention to accentuate the shared
predicament of the human and nonhuman characters: despite their irresolvable differences,
Nick and Jan are both victims of their parents’ expectations, their status anxiety and their
desire for domination. Both are invested emotionally and financially, protected and cultivated
so that they can return the parents some affective dividends—an exemplary illustration of
how family relations are conceived in terms of economic transaction in a neoliberal model. In
the like manner, NANA of Henceforward.... and Jacie of Comic Potential, being robot and
female, suffer from a double stigma that further silences their voice. Ayckbourn’s female
artificial people, as such, draw attention to the way patriarchal society preconditions women
and traps them within preconceived expectations. What distinguishes Instructions for Correct
Assembly and Really Old, Like Forty Five from Ayckbourn’s android plays, however, is the
former two’s non-anthropocentric approach in characterising the robots. Ayckbourn’s robots
are perceived as being more human than humans and often display the kind of ‘selfless
emotional attachment’*®’ that the human characters are incapable of. On the contrary, the
robots in Instructions and Really OId still preserve their alterity and resist being annexed,
mastered or deciphered. They affirm their status as subjects of society; at the same time, they

do not subscribe to the standards of the human moral, epistemological and emotional systems.

As mentioned in the introduction of this section, the robot-human interaction in the
plays examined here raises certain questions about the ethics of technology as well as making
way for further discussion about human power relations. | would argue that the latter is made
possible precisely because the robot characters are played by human actors, which is not
merely a matter of budgetary or technical constraint but rather a conscious dramaturgical
choice. In recent years, several theatre practitioners have been experimenting with bringing
real robots on stage. One of the most prominent names in this movement is the Japanese
playwright and director, Oriza Hirata. Working in close collaboration with Hiroshi Ishiguro, a
leading researcher on robotics and androids at Osaka University, Hirata and his Seinendan
Theater Company have staged some original works such as I, Worker (2008) and Sayonara
(2010), as well as adapted Chekhov’s The Three Sisters and Kafka’s Metamorphosis into

397 Clare Brennan, ‘Henceforward... Review—Darkly Funny Ayckbourn Revival’, The Guardian, 18
September 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2016/sep/18/henceforward-stephen-joseph-
scarborough-review-ayckbourn.
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android plays in 2012 and 2014 respectively. There is no denying that Hirata’s robot/android
theatre performances are intriguing both in terms of their entertainment quality and their
intention to challenge our preconception about the human-nonhuman distinction. However, |
would argue that the focus on representing the robot as they are tends to direct the audience’s
attention towards the robots and, therefore, makes it difficult to extend the theatrical language
into topics other than the ethics of technology. On the contrary, plays such as
Henceforward..., Comic Potential, Really Old, Like Forty Five and Instructions for Correct
Assembly, through their low-tech approach that renders the robot both present and absent,
facilitate both the discussion about human-nonhuman boundary and the process of
associating the robot figure with those human beings who suffer from the same kind of
violence. At the same time, it will be erroneous to claim that because of this desire to create a
link between the nonhuman and the human that contemporary speculative theatre is limited
by an anthropocentric concern. It is not as if the animal and the robot are exploited as mere
metaphors for human relations, but on the contrary, as | have attempted to show in the
previous pages, these non-human agents are both themselves and an excess that

accommodates other meanings.

In the same way that contemporary speculative theatre gives rise to a non-
anthropocentric experience with nonhuman animals, as | have demonstrated in the previous
section, Eccleshare’s and Oglesby’s plays prompt the audience to contemplate the possibility
of a non-hierarchical, non-anthropocentric relationship with inorganic beings and artificial
intelligence. Such is not merely a hypothetical question but a real pressing issue, considering
the pace of technological development in recent years. It is important to come up with a
different understanding of the human and humanity which are distinct from but not opposed
to the animal and the machine. The aporia of this nonidentity relationship between the human
and the nonhuman, as examined in Far Away, Escaped Alone, Human Animals, Instructions
for Correct Assembly and Really Old, Like Forty Five, does not discourage the audience from
striving for an ethical position. We are reminded that as a Derridean impossible, ‘becoming
animal’ or ‘becoming robot’ does not foreclose possibilities but is the very condition of the

possible.

Fostering a mode of relation based on nonidentity thinking is essential to get closer to
a different, ethical way of being-together, not only regarding the human-nonhuman
interactions but also those between different groups within the human population. As | will
strive to elucidate in the next part, there is a striking parallel between the strategies used to
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dominate animals and robots and those imposed on certain disadvantaged groups of human
beings. Consequently, there are certain similarities in the strategies speculative theatre
proposes to reclaim agency for the dispossessed, such as spectralisation or the emphasis on
the materiality of the voice instead of the sense-making function of language.
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II. UNSETTLING NORMALISED VIOLENCE

As we have seen in the previous part, an essential condition for framing nonhuman
animals and robots as the Other lies in language use. Similarly, power hierarchies among
different groups of human beings have much to do with the regulation of language and
meanings. Dawn King’s Foxfinder, Edward Bond’s Chair and The Under Room highlight the
detrimental effect of monologism, showing how this approach to language constitutes an act
of ontological violence. In the same way that several speculative plays show the audience
how the restriction of the robot’s voice deprives them of autonomy and subjectivity, King’s
and Bond’s plays remind us of the enabling role of monologism, performed by both the
authority and individual citizen, in the process of dehumanising other human beings. As a
way to resist this form of linguistic violence, speculative theatre suggests the need to shift the
focus from the sense-making function of language to the materiality of the voice; in other
words, to a vocalic communication that does not seek to master the other’s language or
forcing one’s language upon others. This commitment to dialogue without logos is especially
effective in approaching the other’s trauma, as it prevents unproblematic identification but
still maintains a space of proximity where mutual understanding and rehumanising are

possible.

Philip Ridley’s Radiant Vermin and Tamsin Oglesby’s Really Old, Like Forty Five
warn the audience against the danger of speciesist thinking, which is pervasive not only in
human treatment of nonhuman animals but also in our treatment of the homeless and the
elderly—people who are often categorised as the surplus population in a capitalist society. It
is not a coincidence that these disadvantaged groups are often victims of animal metaphors
since this linguistic dehumanisation clears the path for the physical violence that comes next.
Radiant Vermin and Really Old, Like Forty Five expose the way biopolitics has been
transformed into thanatopolitics and how the capitalist logic of exchange and utility is
exploited to justify systematic cruelty against the homeless and the elderly. At the same time,
these plays also strive to undermine the stereotypical and overgeneralised representation of
these groups through the spectralisation of the homeless characters (which recalls the strategy
used in animal representation discussed in the preceding part) or placing emphasis on the
multiplicity of the category known as ‘old people’. What these strategies aim to achieve is to
disrupt the process of abstracting real, living people and the normalisation of violence
enabled by such abstraction. Last but not least, instead of portraying these ‘surplus’

populations as a burden for society, Ridley’s and Oglesby’s plays invest in them the power to
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give the impossible gift. Foxfinder, Chair, The Under Room, Radiant Vermin and Really Old,
Like Forty Five invite the audience to dwell on the aporia of an unknown language and
unstable power relations as a way to engage ethically with the dispossessed, and it is in the
creation of this aporetic experience that speculative theatre fulfils its utopian impulse.

1. Discursive Death of the Other—The Danger of Monologism

(Chair—The Under Room—Foxfinder)

The purpose of Newspeak was not only to provide a medium of
expression for the world-view and mental habits proper to the
devotees of Ingsoc, but to make all other modes of thought impossible.
It was intended that when Newspeak had been adopted once and for
all and Oldspeak forgotten, a heretical thought—that is, a thought
diverging from the principles of Ingsoc—should be literally
unthinkable, at least so far as thought is dependent on words. Its
vocabulary was so constructed as to give exact and often very subtle
expression to every meaning that a Party member could properly wish
to express, while excluding all other meanings and also the possibility
of arriving at them by indirect methods. This was done partly by the
invention of new words, but chiefly by eliminating undesirable words,
and by stripping such words as remained of unorthodox meanings,
and so far as possible of all secondary meanings whatever.

(George Orwell, 1984)

Linguistic determinism, a familiar trope in speculative fiction, can take on very
different forms. It can be the replacement of an old language by a new, highly restrictive
language aimed at dominating all aspects of thinking, such as the Newspeak in George
Orwell’s 1984. It can be the omission of specific words and concepts, such as the prohibition
of the word ‘I’ in Ayn Rand’s Anthem (1938) to preserve the ideology of absolute
collectivism or the constructed language in Ursula Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974) that
excludes the means for expressing possessive relationships. However, it is important to be
reminded that the impoverishment of language is not necessarily linked to the number of
words or phrases that are made available. The Ascian language in Gene Wolfe’s science
fiction series The Book of the New Sun (1980-1987), for instance, despite being wholly
composed of direct quotations from governmental propaganda materials known as ‘Correct
Thought’, retains its communicative function. The people of Ascia, being reduced to
speaking only with their masters’ voice—a status that does not differ much from that of the
androids explored in the previous section—have made of this constrained language a new

tongue and managed to express whatever thought they wish. Like the Derridean figure of
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Echo, the Ascian achieve freedom of thought and expression through repetition and
différance in a situation that appears to be hopeless. This example makes clear that it is of
vital importance in the resistance against linguistic domination to preserve not only the
diversity of language quantitatively speaking but also the multiplicity of meaning and voice

within any oral or textual use of language—heteroglossia, in short.

In the field of theatre, there are several plays that engage with the subject matter of
explicit linguistic constraint as an instrument for thought control. Tom Stoppard Dogg’s
Hamlet and Cahoot’s Macbeth (1979) are perhaps two of the best-known examples. The two
plays are written to be performed together and, as an attempt to teach the audience a coded
language to bypass the authoritative surveillance, they are also meant to be a critique against
censorship and totalitarianism. Stoppard dedicates Cahoot’s Macbeth to the Czech playwright
Pavel Kohout, who was barred from working in the theatr