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Exceptional in demonstrating the political engagement emerging in twenty-first-century
performance is the corpus of the writer and director Milo Rau, whose practice is distinguished
by its (re)meditation of the real. With detailed reference to Mitleid (2016) and La Reprise
(2018), this article examines Rau’s self-reflexive strategies in (re)presenting testimony or an
event as ameans not of depicting the real, but ofmaking the theatrical representation itself real
in order to change the world rather thanmerely to portray it. The article focuses in particular on
strategies relating to the actor-character and spectatorship. Rau’s interest in the positions of
the actor and spectator illuminates issues that have arisen in the discourse of theatre
witnessing and in recent scholarship on dramaturgical approaches and spectatorship in
contemporary political performance. Essentially, Rau makes the performer’s habitus
transparent, and challenges the spectator’s reflexivity, effectively rebutting the largely
unchallenged assumption that characters who performwitnesses necessarily leave little room
for the spectator to be a performing witness. Stuart Young is Professor of Theatre Studies at
the University of Otago. His recent publications include the co-edited Ethical Exchanges:
Translation, Adaptation, Dramaturgy (Brill Rodopi, 2017), while his practice-led research into
Theatre of the Real includes The Keys are in theMargarine: A Verbatim Play about Dementia
(2014).
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It’s not just about portraying the world anymore.
It’s about changing it. The aim is not to depict the
real, but to make the representation itself real.1

How can theatre create a public space in which
actors and spectators take responsibility for what
they do and see?2

THE SWISS-BORN writer and director Milo
Rauhasbuiltupasubstantial andvariedcorpus
ofwork that includes essays andfilms aswell as
theatre. Starkly differentiated from what he
describes as the ‘meta-critical . . . post-dramatic
theatre’ prevalent in continental Europe, and
Germany in particular, during the last thirty
to forty years,3 Rau’s stage productions are
characterized by a strong political commitment
exemplifying the engagement that Andy Lav-
ender, among others, identifies as emerging in
twenty-first-century performance.4 For Rau,
theatre is the ‘space in which our actions . . .
become political’.5

Rau’s artistic interests have been signifi-
cantly influenced by his studies in Paris with
sociologist and cultural theorist Pierre Bour-
dieu.Hiswork bears the imprint of Bourdieu’s
analysis of social structures and cultural prac-
tices, emphasis on reflexive practice, and insis-
tence that theory or philosophy has practical,
political application. Rau also attributes to
Bourdieu his ‘addiction to reality’.6 Largely
under the auspices of the International Insti-
tute of Political Murder (IIPM), which he
established in 2007, and generally in collabo-
ration with other European theatre compa-
nies, Rau has created and staged a series of
plays that focus on recent socio-political
events and conflicts in a range of international
contexts, principally across Europe but also in
central Africa.

Strongly rooted in the Real, those plays
involve the re-enactment or reconstruction of
events, testimony, tribunals, documents, and
media artefacts. Meticulously detailed, some

ntq 37:3 (august 2021) © cambridge university press doi:10.1017/S0266464X21000130 223
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X21000130 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X21000130
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X21000130&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X21000130


entail ‘hypernaturalistic’ re-enactments, while
others reconstruct events more loosely.7 Rau’s
Ghent Manifesto, which he promulgated
upon taking up the appointment of artistic
director of the Royal Netherlands Theatre
(known as NT Gent) on 1 May 2018, states,
however, that ‘the aim is not to depict the real,
but to make the representation itself real’;8 re-
enactment is not a product but a practice.9

What particularly interests Rau is the relation-
ship between the original event or artefact and
its repetition, a point signified by the title of
his 2018 play La Reprise [The Repetition].

The play’s epigraph, a statement from
Søren Kierkegaard’s Repetition, points to the
purpose of that repetition:

Repetition and recollection are the same move-
ment, except in opposite directions, for what is
recollected has been, is repeated backward.
Whereas the real repetition is recollected for-
ward.10

Repetition backwards means remembering;
repeating forwards moves beyond facts, to
address ‘the “why”’.11 In the reconstructions
of events in earlier works, Rau focused pri-
marily on probing ‘what really happened’.
With more recent work such as La Reprise, he
also explores ‘why it happened’. There are
two aspects to this ‘Why?’. The first is the
‘social reality’, while the second is ‘philosoph-
ical’, askingwhether it is possible to ‘question’
reality onstage in such a way as to produce
some kind of political engagement.12 Rau
understands theatre to be ‘a medium for . . .
presenting the present’.13 Therefore, through
themediation – or, according to SuzanneKnit-
tel, ‘remediation’ – of the real, Rau seeks to
impress upon audiences the continuing sig-
nificance of events from which they might
otherwise feel removed: by time, geography,
culture, or media hype.14

As La Reprise exemplifies, Rau’s work has
recently become more self-reflexive and, he
acknowledges, it has even taken a postdra-
matic turn,15 as he has re-evaluated his practice
and addressed an array of crucial questions
about the capabilities of theatre, including
how to reconstruct an event on stage, how to
play a character, and how to represent vio-
lence.16 With detailed reference to Mitleid: Die

Geschichte des Maschinengewehrs [Compassion:
The History of the Machine Gun] (2016) as well
asLaReprise:Histoire(s) du théâtre (I), this article
examines Rau’s self-reflexive strategies in (re-)
presenting testimony or an event particularly
in relationship to the actor-character and to
spectatorship. It is axiomatic for Rau that the-
atre is a public space in which both actors and
spectators take responsibility for what they do
and see.17

Rau’s interest in the positions of actor and
spectator illuminates issues that have arisen in
the discourse of theatre witnessing, which has
developed in Theatre Studies and Perfor-
mance Studies during the last thirty years.
The re-emergence of documentary and verba-
tim theatres since the 1990s has highlighted
the role of the actor-character as a performing
witness, who testifies to her own or another’s
story or experience; indeed, that theatre is
sometimes known as ‘theatre of witness’.
Meanwhile, spectatorship theory has led to
substantial commentary on the concomitant
concept of the spectator-as-witness, who is
affected by, and is possibly implicated in, the
representation of events onstage. Because the
conception of both types of witness(ing)
derives largely from trauma studies, the dis-
course around them tends to focus on a
taxonomy – primary and secondary degrees –
of witnessing for both actor-character and
spectator, and on ethical issues, such as the
appropriation and aestheticization of the suf-
fering other and his/her story; the legitimacy
of using actors as proxies for the other; the
consequent, possible deception perpetrated
on the spectator in the ostensible encounter
with the other, including the engendering of a
questionable empathetic identification;18 and,
therefore, the manipulation of the spectator’s
‘response-ability’ to the other.19

Witnessing; the Actor and Spectator

Although these are valid ethical questions in a
theatrical context, trauma studies and witnes-
sing theory have proved somewhat problem-
atic in analyzing theatrical performance and
spectatorship. The propensity to overstate the
differences between primary and secondary
witnessing creates, as Caroline Wake notes, a
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dubious binary and a correspondingly ques-
tionable hierarchy.20 The valorizing of the pri-
mary witness, who experienced the original
event, as the more authentic voice means that
mimetic representation of the witness(ing) by
another – ipso facto a secondary witness – is
construed as an ethically problematic practice.
Such mimetic representation both ‘blur[s] the
distinction’, and also ‘posits a truthful rela-
tion’, between the world and its image,
between reality and theatre.21

The differentiation between primary and
secondary witnesses also reflects – and per-
petuates – the dubious assumption that there
is something inauthentic about the actor and
her craft – that what she does necessarily
involves ‘some element of posturing or decep-
tion’.22 Moreover, as Carole-Anne Upton
remarks, such an assumption postulates a
‘binary opposition between . . . “real people”
and “actors” [that is] usually false and mis-
leading’.23 In turn, misgivings about the legit-
imacy of representing the testimony of
another have been deemed problematic for,
and potentially injurious to, the other species
of witness – the spectator. If the actor is
an illegitimate witness, the recipient of her
second-hand testimony in turn becomes a
false witness.24

Proponents of witnessing theory have also
been exercised by the issue of whether it is
possible to transform the spectator into a ‘per-
forming’ or ‘active’witness,25 that is, in Diane
Taylor’s definition, ‘an involved, informed,
caring, yet critical’ spectator’.26 Such a notion
rests on a dubious distinction between active
and passive spectatorship. That distinction
derives from an understanding of the phe-
nomenon of witnessing whereby someone
who bears witness to an event is an active
witness, whereas a person who observes or
hears that testimony witnesses passively.27

However, as Wake observes, the idea of the
passive spectator is ‘a contradiction in
terms’.28 Spectatorship is inherently active,29

‘an activity that’, according to Erika Fischer-
Lichte, ‘potentially transfers the spectator into
a liminal state and thereby enables transfor-
mations’.30 Nevertheless, in terms of their
response to an account or trauma they wit-
ness, it may be appropriate to ask if spectators

in turn are impelled to take (some) responsi-
bility for the other.

Notwithstanding the commonalities in
their framing and their overlapping concerns,
the discourses of witnessing regarding the
actor-character and spectator have remained
largely separate, as Wake notes.31 This is sur-
prising given that the encounter between the
actor-character and the spectator is funda-
mental to the theatrical experience. Where
there is intersection between those discourses,
the encounter with actor-characters who per-
form witness in verbatim and documentary
theatres is seen as discouraging the spectator
from engaging critically – that is, encouraging
passivity and ‘lessen[ing] the likelihood of
converting the spectator into another per-
forming witness’32 – or even traumatizing
the spectator.33 Based on her analysis of
DubbelJoint Productions and JustUs Theatre
Company’s Binlids (1997), Karine Schaefer
maintains that characters who perform wit-
ness leave ‘little room for the audience to find
their own interpretation of an event. Essen-
tially, the characters are undertaking the inter-
pretive work for them.’34 Meanwhile, from
her analysis ofDevelopingArtists’production
of Queens of Syria (2016), whose cast com-
prised Syrian refugees, Liz Tomlin maintains
that theatre in which ‘real people’ testify to
their experiences ‘closes down the potential
for two-way dialogic engagement between
spectator and performer due to the absence
of character’.35

Theatrical Essays

Mitleid and La Reprise offer rich, instructive
material for examining issues of witnessing,
including the intersection of the two dis-
courses of witnessing and the scope for dia-
logue between performer and spectator.
Consequently, they also illuminate produc-
tive strategies for representing (elements of)
the Real onstage and for achieving political
efficacy. Rau describes both plays as theatrical
‘essay[s]’.36 Mitleid is a semi-documentary
play that takes its cue from the inundation of
refugees into Europe during the summer of
2015; it situates that crisis in a larger geopolit-
ical context by shifting the focus to the Central
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African wars of the 1990s and their aftermath.
Meanwhile, La Reprise re-enacts a notorious
murder that occurred in Belgium in 2012. Out-
side a gay bar in Liège, Ihsane Jarfi, a thirty-
two-year-old gayArabman got into a carwith
four young men, who subsequently beat him
brutally and left him naked and dying on
the edge of a forest, in the pouring rain.
Jarfi’s body was not discovered until two
weeks later. His abductors were convicted of
murder.

In Mitleid, Rau addresses the question
‘What does it mean to show witnesses on
stage?’ by exploring the figure of the actor-
character as primary witness, who (re)pre-
sents her own testimony.37 The play com-
prises two separate narratives, one of which
bookends the second, central one, which is
particularly complex because it commingles
fact and fiction. Through the juxtaposition
of the two speakers and their stories, Rau
critiques the conventional representation of
types of onstage witness and witnessing in
European fact-based theatre. In La Reprise, he
complicates the role of the character as per-
forming witness. Most obviously, the actors
are secondary witnesses: they reconstruct an
event in which they played no part, represent-
ing people who participated in, or were
affected by, that event.

However, as occurs in Mitleid, and indeed
generally inRau’swork, the actors also appear
as themselves, that is, as primary witnesses.
This crucial precept of Rau’s practice seems
both to offer a way of obviating hierarchies of
witnessing and also to answer the question of
the legitimacy of using a theatrical surrogate
for the original testifier.

The actors’ role as primary witnesses in
Rau’s productions also signifies their partici-
pation in creating the play itself. Indeed, Rau
expects his actors to share in the task of devis-
ing the play and production.38 The third tenet
of the Ghent Manifesto is that ‘authorship is
entirely up to those involved in the rehearsals
and the performance, whatever their function
may be’. The dual responsibility as primary
witness and co-creator signifies both the
actor’s agency and her status as a social being.
The notion of the actor as a social beingwhose
life experience shapes her work can be traced

to Brecht, although, as Philip Auslander
remarks, Brecht does not ‘detail’ how the
actor is to translate that experience into
performance.39

In his practice, Rau foregrounds and exam-
ines the habitus of the actor-collaborator, that
is, in Bourdieusian terms, he makes transpar-
ent the cultural-historical context and forces
that produce an individual’s practices as well
as the individual’s engagement with, and (re-)
production of, those practices.40 Developing
from Bourdieu, specifically in relation to
theatre practices, Maria Shevtsova points
out that habitus generates an individual’s
‘disposition’, which becomes inseparable from
habitus and which also gives a particular prac-
tice – not only ‘theatre’ – its socially identifying
character. She explains that ‘by disposition
Bourdieu refers to such things as outlook,
expectation, selection, evaluation, and acquisi-
tion of knowledge and insight through expo-
sure to art and culture generally’; and she
demonstrates here, as elsewhere, how such
predilections accumulated within varying
social contexts are embedded in the active
actor-spectator collaborative interaction.41 This
emphasis on agency sheds some light on Rau’s
emphasis on the actor-collaborator.

Raus’s reflexive strategies in relation to the
actors in turn serve to highlight the spectator’s
position, to which the performers in Mitleid
and La Reprise draw explicit attention, and
which the plays’ dramaturgy andmise en scène
emphasize through various metatheatrical
devices. Thereby Rau challenges the specta-
tor’s reflexivity and responsibility, and so
helpfully illuminates recent scholarship,
notably by Liz Tomlin, on dramaturgical
approaches and spectatorship in contempo-
rary political theatre.

Mitleid

Produced by Berlin’s Schaubühne in collabo-
ration with Prospero (a European theatre net-
work comprising ten partner companies),
Mitleid premiered in January 2016. It toured
extensively throughout Europe as well as fur-
ther afield, and remains in the Schaubühne’s
repertoire. A ‘meta-piece’ of ‘self-inquiry of
the theatre’, Mitleid is an essay on ‘basic
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concepts of theatre’,42 as well as representing
for Rau a ‘critical inventory’ of some of the
questions that he had been asking in his work
over the previous ten years.43 In terms of
theatrical practice, those questions include:
‘How does identification work? What does
exhibiting suffering mean? Who sees who suf-
fer? . . . What is representation on stage and
what is catharsis?’44 In terms of broader
socio-political and philosophical analysis,
they include the extent to which such circum-
stances as the economic policies of the West
cause the misery that Rau’s work documents,
and the nature of good and evil.45 Therefore,
the play constitutes a critique of ‘the political
theatre of commitment’; in it Rau explores the
degree to which theatre can be ‘more than a
narcissistic artistic practice’.46

Whereas Rau’s earlier productions, and
indeedLaReprise, often involve re-enactment –
the artistic reconstruction of real historic
events – Mitleid features the recounting of
personal testimony and remembering. Rau’s
dramaturg Stefan Bläske describes its form
as a departure for Rau the ‘purist’: Mitleid is
a ‘hybrid’, combining elements of ‘pure doc-
umentary theatre’ with ‘trashy postmodern-
ism’ and ‘psychological empathy’;47 in other
words, more conventional, fictional theatri-
cal elements are incorporated into the repre-
sentation of the real. The play’s short title
surely alludes to the western dramatic tradi-
tion, since ‘Mitleid’ can be translated as ‘pity’,
a foundational Aristotelian concept, an allu-
sion reinforced by the play’s references to
Oedipus. Through his approach, Rau chal-
lenges the prevailing mode of ‘ironic drama-
turgies’ that Tomlin, drawing on Lilie
Chouliaraki, identifies in recent political the-
atre and performance and finds counterpro-
ductive.48 Predicated on cultivating audience
identification with dramatic subjects as a
means of inciting political action in the spec-
tator, those dramaturgies ‘occlude . . . “the
other” from both the stage and the critical
consideration of the spectator’.49 Conse-
quently, they consolidate ‘the postcolonial
power imbalance and global inequity that
makes the humanitarian imaginary neces-
sary in the first place’.50

Two Witnesses

The collision between the documentary and
the fictional in Mitleid is evident both in the
contrast between the play’s two narratives
and also within the larger, more complex
story, told by Ursina Lardi, who is the vehicle
for the ‘ironic’ dramaturgical strategy. Lardi is
positioned as actor, aidworker, commentator,
witness, and the apparent point of identifica-
tion for the audience. Also a well-known film
actor, Swiss-born Lardi has performed at the
Schaubühne (and other leading Berlin the-
atres) since 2004, and has been a prominent
member of the company’s ensemble since
2012.

The persona that shepresents inMitleid is in
part herself, but also has a constructed back-
story as a Swiss development worker. Her
narrative derives largely from interviews
and research that she and Rau conducted, in
response to the 2015 migrant crisis in Eastern
Europe and Central Africa, as well as from
Rau’s own experiences over the previous ten
years in Rwanda, the Congo, and Burundi,
including encounters with ‘many’ NGO
workers.51 Lardi’s travels in September 2015
along the route taken by migrants and refu-
gees, from Turkey to the Greek islands and
then Macedonia, provide the cue for her to
visit – or revisit – the Congo and Rwanda,
where ostensibly she spent two periods from
1994 to 1996 on aid missions, working as a
teacher, and where she witnessed horrific
atrocities. Lardi actually has experience as an
aid worker of sorts: before she trained as an
actor, she qualified as a teacher, and did an
internship in Bolivia.

The second story, that of Consolate Sipér-
ius, represents the migrant-refugee experi-
ence. It frames Lardi’s story and prefigures
the shift from contemporary Europe to
Central Africa. Whereas Lardi’s narrative is a
collage of others’ testimonies with some auto-
biographical elements, Sipérius’s is evidently
very much her own: at the age of four and a
half she witnessed her parents being massa-
cred, along with her entire Hutu village in
Burundi, in 1994. Adopted by aBelgian couple
and transplanted to their small city near the
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French border, she grew up acutely aware of
her racial difference.

Ironically, although Sipérius emerges as
the more authentic voice and witness in
Mitleid, Lardi enjoys most of the limelight,
not only as a white European aid worker,
but also as a performer. In the latter role,
she evidently also represents a wider
coterie of ‘extremely self-centred intellectuals,
artists and opinion-makers’, including Rau
‘myself’.52 Accordingly, she expressly raises
issues that the play explores. Generally speak-
ing from a lectern centre-stage, Lardi gives
Rau’s theatrical essay the form somewhat of
a lecture. She begins by observing, perhaps
wryly, that ‘what one calls documentary the-
atre’ is one of the ‘easy exercises’ in European
theatre. However, when attempting the ‘more
complicated . . . moderately difficult’ task of
educating ‘the masses’, theatre amounts only
to simplistic slogans, such as ‘We must help
the refugees’.53

Lardi: The Ironic, Metatheatrical
Commentator

Although the format of the play directly
acknowledges the audience – both Sipérius
and Lardi deliver their testimony as mono-
logues – Lardi also draws attention to the
spectators’ presence and their engagement
with the performance: ‘I perceive each one of
you. . . . I’m present, completely. And you?
What are you thinking of? What are we doing
here?’54 Together with the lecture format,
these confronting questions serve to enhance
Lardi’s status and authority. Meanwhile, the
ironic inflection of her narration shapes the
attitude of the audience, constructing what
Chouliaraki calls the ‘ironic spectator’,55

who, Tomlin explains, is part of a ‘like-minded
and . . . privileged’ community that is aligned
with the speaker, and who, moreover, is dis-
posed to collude in the speaker’s objectifica-
tion of the other.56 Lardi’s somewhat sardonic
description of her impressions of a ‘camp’ on
the Greek-Macedonian border entices the
audience to share her deprecation of the asy-
lum-seekers: ‘the “camp” is more like an
extremely well organized village of tents.
With little covered stalls almost overflowing

with food.’Abus arrives as if itmight be ‘from
Berlin or Cologne’. Its occupants ‘all have a
hipster look. Well dressed, smart, with beards
and gel in their hair.’57

They all want to go to Germany or France and
study engineering or theatre. Because in Iran or in
Jordan, where they first went, they had to work on
building sites. I understand them: you study, then
you have to flee and you get given shitty jobs.
You’d rather flee someplace else, where you can
do a Masters. I’d do the same . . . The time it takes
to finish your studies, you can do a bit of theatre
with some refugees.58

Lardi’s cynical tone extends to self-referential
comment on the play and the production
themselves. She accuses European theatre of
commonly being exploitative, making ‘capi-
tal’ out of ‘the suffering of others’ and culti-
vating the audience’s voyeurism.59 Shewittily
implicates Rau in this exploitation. First, she
informs us that the director proposed calling
or Skyping – during the performance – the
father of Aylan Kurdi, the three-year-old
Kurdish Syrian boywhodrowned off Bodrum
when his family was seeking to cross from
Turkey to Greece in September 2015.
Although she allegedly refused to do this,
Lardi disclosed this information standing
beneath the projection on a large screen of
the famous photograph of Aylan’s body lying
on a Mediterranean beach – the photograph
whose syndication around the world symbol-
izes the kind of pornographic exploitation
Lardi decries (Figure 1).

A little later, Lardi comments on the current
vogue for refugee theatre, as if insinuating
that Rau is cashing in on the trend: after the
fashions for animals, the unemployed, and
disabled, ‘now, one wants refugees on stage’.
She points out, however, that Sipérius ‘isn’t
a refugee’, although ‘at least she’s from
Burundi’ and has ‘survived a genocide’.60 By
drawing attention to such dramaturgical
choices as the casting of Sipérius and the
projection of the photograph of Aylan Kurdi,
Rau highlights how difficult it is to transcend
the pitfalls in creating political theatre that he
endeavours to critique.Meanwhile, theway in
which Lardi objectifies Sipérius, as well as the
asylum-seekers in the Balkans, demonstrates
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the ‘narcissistic structures of exclusion’ that
Tomlin identifies in political theatre that
employs ironic dramaturgies.61

Kelly Oliver observes that ‘objectification
undermines subjectivity’.62 Lardi’s objectifica-
tion of Sipérius reflects and appears to rein-
force the latter’s peripheral – or seemingly
peripheral – place in the drama and the mise
en scène. That marginal position signifies the
traditionally subaltern role in western society
of themigrant-refugee (and indeed of the colo-
nial subject), who, Peter Nyers argues, is
excluded from the ‘normal identities and
ordered spaces of the [modern] sovereign
state’ and is therefore denied subjectivity
and political agency.63 Morever, it reflects
the ‘customary’, subordinate role of such ‘wit-
ness[es]’ in the contemporary European the-
atre. Sipérius ‘is placed on stage as herself, as a
kind of authenticity effect. While real actors

play the main roles, the refugees, disabled, or
unemployed are the chorus.’64

Whereas, from her entrance, Lardi declares
her role and identity as a theatre-maker – an
actor – with evident agency in creating the
play, Sipérius describes her function as fol-
lows: ‘Yes, I am a witness.’65 There is no sug-
gestion here of the subjectivity that Oliver
understands witnessing to manifest;66 Sipér-
ius is a witness as bystander. Signifying the
politics of representation at play, her testi-
mony constitutes a brief prologue and epi-
logue to Lardi’s extended disquisition on her
purported experiences, and, while Lardi occu-
pied a much larger theatrical domain, centre-
and downstage, throughout the performance
Sipérius sat behind a desk in the corner
upstage right. Moreover, the latter’s presence
and performance were significantly mediated
by a camera placed to her left: the audience

Figure 1. Consolate Sipérius (left) and Ursina Lardi (right) inMitleid, Schaubühne, Berlin (2016). Photo: Daniel Seiffert.
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saw the actual Sipérius largely only in three-
quarter profile and otherwise viewed her
image relayed on the large screen above the
stage.

The Western Humanitarian

As the ‘real’ actor with the ‘main’ role, Lardi
the aid worker, rather than the events to
which she is ostensibly a witness, becomes
the focus of the drama: her personal story
increasingly overshadows the human misery
and displacement that she reports. Rau con-
ceived Lardi’s persona in response to the
current ‘aestheticization of the NGO worker
in the German theatre’.67 Poised, urbane, and
elegantly dressed, she cuts an attractive and
sympathetic figure, at least initially. How-
ever, for Rau, she is ‘a narcissist and racist’.
Like Oedipus, whom she invokes, she is ‘a
figure of tragic blindness to her own involve-
ment in evil in the world’.68 The allusion to
Oedipus signals the way Lardi’s story moves
progressively into un-Rauian, psychological
territory and segues into a ‘classic discovery
drama’.69

Here, the parallel with a foundational play
of the European canon coincides fortuitously
with Lardi’s biography, conveniently also
allowing (Rau) a veiled barb at the fashion in
European theatre for ‘re-adapting’ the clas-
sics.70 Lardi reveals that she played Oedipus
in a Swiss youth theatre production by an
avant-garde director, whose surname she can-
not recall, from Tessin (Ticino), the principal
Italian part of Switzerland.71 In fact, just the
year beforeMitleid premiered, she played that
very role at the Schaubühne in a highly
metatheatrical production of Oedipus the
Tyrant, set in a nunnery, by the provocative
Italian director Romeo Castellucci.

Lardi’s return to Central Africa not only
puts the Europeanmigrant crisis in a different,
larger context, but also, in conjunction with
Aylan Kurdi’s photograph, points to the
‘limits’ of European humanitarianism, which
ends at the borders of Europe.72 At a much
more personal level, it confronted her afresh
with the horrors that she allegedly witnessed
there twenty years previously as a naivewest-
ern aid worker, uneducated in the region’s

politics and history. Describing those horrors
and the nightmares they generated, Lardi
grows increasingly agitated, and her perfor-
mance became histrionic. Her discomposure
was symbolized when, venturing from the
lectern, she stumbled among the debris cov-
ering most of the stage (Figure 2). Eventually,
from that detritus she produced and brand-
ished a machine gun, invoking the massacre
that occurs at the end of Lars von Trier’s self-
consciously theatrical revenge parable Dog-
ville (2003) and enunciating the lesson she
has learned: ‘At the end of the day, at the
end of the story, all that counts is: Who has
the machine guns?’ (Figure 3).73

The image of Lardi wielding the weapon
points, of course, to the play’s full title and its
message: western humanitarianism is an
imperialist act that entails coercion and vio-
lence.Not only has shewitnessed itfirst-hand,
but she has also been implicated in that vio-
lence because it served the West’s economic
and political interests; among those she was
obliged to care for in a Congolese refugee
camp were Hutu perpetrators of the genocide
inRwanda.74 Lardi’s story andher unguarded
disclosures illustrate a key aspect of habitus,
whereby individuals unconsciously acquire
and then reproduce cultural and social prac-
tices and perspectives.

Recalling vividly her experiences in the
Congo and Rwanda, Lardi duly confesses
that, like Oedipus, ‘I’m the murderer and the
rapist.’ Moreover, she pre-empts any sugges-
tion that ignorance mitigates Oedipus’s cul-
pability and, therefore, her own responsibility
for the crimes in which she was complicit.
From the outset, she insists, Oedipus knows
he is the cause of the plague; throughout
Sophocles’ play, he ‘is intoxicated by his
own guilt’.75 This insight brings none of the
catharsis that one expects of Greek tragedy.
Instead, the analogy with Oedipus and the
concomitant psychological and emotional
exploration of Lardi’s character signify the
solipsism of both the European witness and
the theatre that celebrates such a figure. Her
apparently exalted, authoritative position is
utterly undermined; meanwhile, there is a
corresponding reversal in Sipérius’s status as
the subaltern witness.
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Sipérius and the Gaze

Although seemingly peripheral, in fact Sipér-
ius’s location onstage proved surprisingly
commanding: she literally ‘upstaged’ Lardi.
While Lardi refers to Sipérius, Sipérius never
acknowledges Lardi verbally. However, as
the preceding images from the production
illustrate, Sipérius’s position upstage right
enabled her to observe Lardi and, because
Sipérius remained visible throughout the per-
formance, the audience could see her apprais-
ing Lardi. As Freddie Rokem notes, this kind
of meta-spectatorship prompts audiences
to register their own spectatorship.76 More
importantly, it draws attention to the specta-
torial gaze per se. For Rau, ‘The question of the
gaze, the human, the divine, and the view of
the camera, is the real fundamental question
ofMitleid.’77 The emphasis on the gaze and on
spectatorshipwas reinforced by the projection

of a live feed of the actors’ performances on to
the large screen above the stage.

This intermedial device serves interrelated
functions. It highlights the phenomenon of
mediation, which is often disguised in testi-
monial drama and other forms of documen-
tary theatre. As Russell Fewster observes,
the presence of both the actors’ actual
and mediatized selves also ‘amplif[ies]’ the
actor-character,78 and the ‘double image’ nec-
essarily complicates the focus point for the
audience, who are ‘impelled to shift their
focus, back and forth between the live actor
and the video image’ in order ‘to comprehend
the constantly shifting play between them’.79

The amplification of character and the com-
plication of focus were more pronounced in
the case of Lardi because she occupied down-
and centre-stage, and she moved about
the stage. The amplification also highlighted
each actor-character’s relationship with

Figure 2. Consolate Sipérius and Ursina Lardi in Midleid, Schaubühne, Berlin (2016). Photo: Daniel Seiffert.
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the camera(s), and, therefore, each actor-
character’s gaze. The representation of those
gazes signified Lardi and Sipérius’s respective
and shifting positions aswitnesses, and, there-
fore, the larger representational power rela-
tions at play. Meanwhile, moments when
spectators were aware of themselves as
objects of the actor-character’s gaze height-
ened their self-consciousness.

The projected images of Lardi enhanced for
some time the ‘ironic’dramaturgical strategyof
encouraging the audience to identify with her.
They emphasized her poise and confident
engagement with, and indeed scrutiny of, the
audience, whom she addressed either directly
or via a camera positioned in themiddle rear of
the auditorium. However, as she becamemore
and more agitated, her gaze lost its assurance.
The cameras – located upstage as well as in the
auditorium – increasingly objectifiedher.Mov-
ing more often from long and medium shot to
close-up, they magnified the deep unease con-
veyed by her facial expressions.

Something of a reverse dynamic occurred
with Sipérius. As I have noted, because she
addressed the audience only via the camera,
the mediation of her performance seemingly
worked, at least initially, to reinforce her mar-
ginality and to objectify her somewhat. How-
ever, crucially, whereas Lardi was filmed by
invisible eyes, Sipérius operated the camera
relaying her image. That agency presaged a
more notable transition. During the epilogue,
in stark contrast to the preceding images of
Lardi, an extended close-up of her face con-
veyed Sipérius’s ease before the camera,
and sure control of it, establishing an air of
authority (Figure 4).Meanwhile, significantly,
Sipérius reveals that she too is an actor,
who, like Lardi, has performed in classical
European dramatic roles, notably as Euripi-
des’ Antigone.

The Subaltern Witness’s Agency and the
Audience

The facility with which Sipérius operated the
camera culminated in a remarkable moment
towards the end of the production. Recently,
feeling depressed about whether she should
continue to perform, she watched Quentin
Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds (2009). She
describes the film’s climactic sequence in the
cinema, in German-occupied Paris, where the
Nazi leadership has gathered to watch the
premiere of a propaganda film. The face of
the Jewish protagonist Shosanna suddenly
appears in close-up on the screen to announce
revenge on her persecutors, who are then
engulfed by a fire. With powerful theatrical
effect, during this scene in Mitleid the camera
moved in even more tightly, in extreme close-
up, on Sipérius’s face to underline what had
become increasingly evident: namely, that
spectators, who had been so aware of them-
selves as viewers, now felt most concertedly –

and, surely, disconcertingly – the object of the
gaze of the displaced African exile while, like
Tarantino’s unlikely Jewish avenger, she con-
sidered whether she too might unexpectedly
seek to wreak vengeance.

By becoming, in this chilling moment, the
object of the gaze, the audienceundergoeswhat
Lisa Fitzpatrick, writing about spectatorship

Figure 3. Consolate Sipérius andUrsina Lardi inMidleid,
Schaubühne, Berlin (2016). Photo: Daniel Seiffert.
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and ethics, describes as ‘an affective experi-
ence of alienation and disorientation that
reflects to some small extent the experience
the character endures’.80 Thereby, the spec-
tator, whom Lardi encouraged to objectify
the other, is prompted to recognize the
other’s subjectivity, a recognition that Fitz-
patrick insists is ‘necessary for witnessing to
take place’.81

Drawing on Elizabeth Grosz’s feminist
analysis of embodiment, Nyers argues that
seemingly marginalized ‘volatile bodies’ such
as refugees ‘are neither neutral nor passive’,
but, as they move through and negotiate dif-
ferent political spaces, which the western sub-
jectmay think of as his province, they ‘actively
resist, reconfigure, and reinscribe’ those
spaces.82 Such political spaces include the the-
atre. Sipérius tells us that, at this moment in
the production, the director apparently
wanted her – ‘the Jew, the survivor of a

genocide in Central Africa’ – to shoot at the
audience – ‘You: the Nazis’ – with ‘our fake
Kalashnikov’.83

Here she issues a double rebuff to the direc-
tor, as well as an implicit reproof to Lardi.
First, the sardonic reference to the fake gun
underlines the impotence of a merely sym-
bolic gesture in this context. More signifi-
cantly, the subaltern actor-witness asserts
her agency with the response that she substi-
tutes. She plays the sound of children’s laugh-
ter, which, although it may be ‘slightly kitsch’,
is muchmore potent politically than the direc-
tor’s proposition. Those children’s voices – ‘a
typical Central African sound’ – are heard
‘everywhere’: ‘In the workers’ neighbour-
hoods, in the refugee camps, in the mining
villages, everywhere but in the white
neighbourhoods.’84 Sipérius’s response also
emphatically repudiates the narcissistic ‘logic’
of classical tragedy, which is predicated on a

Figure 4. ‘For me it’s the sound of machine guns.’ Consolate Sipérius in Mitleid, Schaubühne, Berlin (2016). Photo:
Daniel Seiffert.
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cyclical pattern of violence and revenge.85

The story of Lardi, the Oedipus-identified
European aid worker occupying the (semi-)
fictive realm, epitomizes that cycle, as her
allusion to Dogville emphasizes. Instead,
Sipérius shows the theatre as a space in which
to envisage radically different, more politi-
cally effectual possibilities; and the ironic dra-
maturgical strategy that Lardi exemplifies is
deftly subverted.

La Reprise

Having delineated in Mitleid two contrasting
archetypes of witnessing in the European the-
atre, prompting the spectator to recognize the
subjectivity of the marginal migrant-refugee
figure, in La Reprise Rau creates dramatic
space for other witnesses whom that theatre
generally overlooks. He also complicates the
roles of the actor-characters by positioning
them as both primary and secondary wit-
nesses. Like Mitleid, La Reprise is explicitly a
project of theatrical self-examination, as its
full title, La Reprise: Histoire(s) du théâtre (I ),
signifies.

The play has also been performed under
the German title, Die Wiederholung. Both
variants signal the play’s conspicuous
metatheatricality: beyond the words’ primary
meanings, ‘repetition’, which points to the
exercise of re-enactment, ‘reprise’ and ‘Wie-
derholung’ denote a repeat performance or
revival of a stage production (and rerun of a
film or television programme), while ‘Wieder-
holung’ can also be used for an action replay
(of a sports event). Meanwhile, the play’s sub-
title, the rather grandiose Histoire(s) du théâtre
(I ), signals Rau’s ambitions for the play. It
echoes Jean-Luc Godard’s seminal eight-part
video project Histoire(s) du cinema, which
examines the history of the concept of cinema
as well as film’s relationship to western civili-
zation during the twentieth century.

Rau envisages his Histoire(s) du théâtre too
as a series. However, rather than produce a
personal magnum opus, he intends other
artists and companies to create subsequent
instalments – totalling ten, over a decade.86

(The second part, by the Congolese chore-
ographer Faustin Linyekula, premiered at

the 2019 Avignon Festival.) Beyond its
self-reflexivity and political purposes, there
are other aspects of Godard’s project that
resonate in La Reprise and, indeed, in Rau’s
work more generally, including Mitleid.
Notable among these aspects are the rejection
of an opposition between fiction and docu-
mentary, and the notion of histoire – the
French for both ‘history’ and ‘story’ – as mul-
tiple stories rather than a single history,
therefore containing multiple truths.

Within Rau’s oeuvre, La Reprise was con-
ceived as the second part of a trilogy exploring
extraordinary violent episodes that have
occurred recently in Europe. Thefirst,Five Easy
Pieces (2016), is concerned with the case of Bel-
gianpaedophile-murdererMarcDutroux,who
received life imprisonment in 2004 for horrific
crimes committed a decade earlier. The third,
Familie (NT Gent, January 2020), was inspired
by the discovery, in 2007, of four members of
the Demeester family, found hanged in their
Calais house.

La Reprise was created shortly before Rau
took up his appointment at NT Gent. It was
produced by IIPM and the Studio Théâtre
National Wallonie-Bruxelles, where it pre-
miered in May 2018 as part of the Kunstenfes-
tivaldesarts, the annual Brussels arts festival.
It has been performed in Paris and São Paulo,
and at the Avignon, Adelaide, and Edinburgh
Festivals, and it was streamed by the Schau-
bühne inMay 2020.87 Central among the ques-
tions that Rau addresses in the play are: ‘What
is it possible to represent’ onstage and how
to ‘reconstruct, to reconstitute something
onstage’?88 The vehicle for this essay on the-
atrical reconstruction – the story of themurder
of Ihsane Jarfi – means that, like others of
Rau’s plays, La Reprise features both the rep-
resentation of testimony and the re-enactment
of an event.

However, in contrast, for example, to The
Last Days of the Ceauçescus (2009), Hate Radio
(2011), and Breivik’s Statement (2012), which
re-enact or re-present documented material,
the centre-piece ofLaReprise – the re-enactment
of the inciting incident – is imagined, con-
strued from material on the public record
and from interviews that Rau and his com-
pany had conducted. The reconstruction of
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events preceding the murder and the assault
itself occurs in the second half of the play
(and, in an explicit allusion to classical dra-
matic form, is structured in five ‘chapters’).
The play’s first half frames and sets up that
re-enactment, explicating aspects of the dra-
maturgical and theatrical process, and fore-
grounding the reflexivity.

Metatheatrical and Intermedial Elements

As Lardi does in Mitleid, the eminent Belgian
actor Johan Leysen (who was connected with
Godard: he appeared in his 1985 film Je vous
salue,Marie) draws attention to both his role of
performer and the audience’s as spectators at
the beginning of La Reprise: ‘What did I just
do? I entered.’ And, like Lardi, who talks
about what she does as an actor – how she
gets into a role and generates emotions –

Johan and subsequently other actors in La
Reprise describe the craft of acting.89 In the
second scene, before he briefly summarizes
the story of Jarfi’s murder, Sébastien Foucault
introduces himself as an actor living in Liège,
where he studied at the Conservatoire. The
ensuing scenes re-enact parts of the casting
call that occurred to recreate that story
onstage: Johan, Sébastien, and Sara De
Bosschere each interview one of the other
three actors (Figure 5. Note that, in the 2019
Adelaide performances, the Egyptian-born
Dutch actor Sabri Saad el Hamus substituted
for Leysen, and Kristien De Proost played De
Bosschere’s role.)90 Therefore, the play recon-
structs not only the event that is its pretext, but
also part of the creation of that reconstruction.

For the scenes featuring Sébastien’s intro-
duction and the casting call, Rau introduced a
live feed, which, as in Mitleid, was a conspic-
uous device in the production. In the second
scene, Sébastien spoke directly to a camera
placed before the table at which he, Johan,
and Sara sat stage left. Then, in the subsequent
scenes, the auditionees, each seated in turn on
a chair placed centre-stage, spoke directly to a
camera that the videographer set up in front of
them downstage. Only occasionally did they
turn to address the interviewer. The projection
of the performers on a large screen above
the stage underlined the phenomenon of

repetition, and, as inMitleid, the double image
amplified the actors and their performances.
Meanwhile, the combination of the camera’s
and the interviewers’ scrutiny of the auditio-
nees heightened the self-conscious appraisal
of performance inherent in the frame of the
casting call and, together with the inter-
viewees’ address to the camera, drew atten-
tion to the spectatorial gaze.

The device of the casting call also served
to reinforce the play’s self-reflexivity by
highlighting aspects of the production’s cast-
ing per se, and by pointing to themechanics of
the actual construction of the re-enactment.
Just as, in Mitleid, Rau acknowledges the pol-
itics of representation in the casting of Sipér-
ius, in La Reprise he registers, and ironically
implicates himself in, the European theatre’s
practice of casting actors of colour. The third
auditionee, TomAdjibi, fromLille, talks about
his frustration at being cast for his colour or
perceived race: ‘People never ask me to play a
character, just an origin.’Ofmixed French and
Beninese parentage, he observes:

I get offered ‘the Arab’ or ‘the mixed-race man’ or
‘themulticultural youth’, but never ‘the bad guy’ or
‘the good guy’ or ‘the mad man’, whatever. If
you’re Black you either get to play a Black person,
or you do political theatre where you criticize that
you only play Black people.91

Although of West African extraction, Tom
duly plays the role of Jarfi, who was of
Maghreb descent.

The other two auditionees are both non-
professional actors. Suzy Cocco, who has
taken some acting classes, has performed in
an amateur production of a Molière play and
has been an extra in a film by the Dardennes
brothers. Fabian Leenders, a forklift driver
who, having been diagnosed at a ‘professional
re-orientation seminar’ as having ‘an artistic
profile’, has previously played a few, small
theatrical roles.92 Suzy and Fabian’s relative
inexperience provides the cue for their inter-
viewers to comment on and test their acting
skills. Johan asks Suzy to try crying, telling her
to think of something sad. Sébastien instructs
Fabian to ‘speak more clearly’,93 while Sara
asks him first to kiss and then to hit her, and
shows him how to perform a fake slap.
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Meanwhile, Johan enquires whether Suzy has
ever done any nude scenes and if she would
do one with him, and both Suzy and Tom are
asked if they have ‘ever done anything
extreme’ on stage.94

Like the casting of Tom as Jarfi, these and
other details from the casting call echo iron-
ically in the subsequent re-enactment of
testimony and events surrounding Jarfi’s
murder: Suzy and Johan play a scene in the
nude and there are three (reasonably or very
prolonged) kisses. The foreshadowing and
then (re)incorporation of such details under-
line that the re-enactment – in particular, the
carefully studied, graphic, ‘extreme’ beating
of Jarfi – is deliberately constructed; it is not
‘real’.

Actors/Characters

Apart from drawing attention to the process
of (re)construction involved in staging Jarfi’s
story and the reflexivity of Rau’s practice, the
scenes of the play’s first half establish themost

significant and intriguing element in the
play’s dramaturgy: the relationship between
the actors and the characters they represent.
Johan signals this issue at the beginning of the
play, when he says that ‘the question is: when
do you become the character?’95 He immedi-
ately illustrates his own approach by stepping
into the role of the Ghost of Hamlet’s father,
first summoning dry ice to set the scene,
then deepening his voice and reciting Shake-
speare’s verse in a manner that differs mark-
edly from his previous, conversational tone.
This somewhat amusing instance – almost a
parody of heightened performance – stands in
conspicuous contrast to what follows in La
Reprise, where not only the shift but also the
very differentiation between actor and char-
acter prove more nuanced and complex. Any
audience expectation that the casting call
would involve the auditionees being required
to step into ‘character’, in the manner of
Johan’s Ghost of King Hamlet, proves amiss.
Rau’s interest in the applicants has a very
different focus.

Figure 5. Tom Adjibi, Sébastien Foucault, Sabri Saad el Hamus, and Kristien De Proost in La Reprise (Adelaide
Festival performance, 2019). Photo: Michiel Devijver.
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In casting Suzy and Fabian, Rau implemen-
ted another of the ten cardinal ‘rules’
contained in the Ghent Manifesto: at least
two members of the cast must be non-
professionals. In relation to NTGent, that rule
reflects Rau’s intention to break down the
closed ensemble model of the Stadttheater
and to make the acting company more repre-
sentative of the local and wider society. How-
ever, in La Reprise, that principle has a further
significance pertaining to the play’s drama-
turgy and politics. It is not unusual for
non-professional performers – or ‘theatre
strangers’, asUlrikeGarde andMegMumford
describe them – to appear in fact-based theatre
productions in which they present aspects of
themselves: ‘their perspectives, personal his-
tories, narratives, knowledges, skills, environ-
ments, social worlds, and/or socio-economic
categories’.96

As in such instances, Suzy and Fabian like-
wise render visible people and communities
that are ‘insufficiently seen, heard or under-
stood’ in the theatre, and their participation
also highlights the tension between the ‘bina-
ries’ that Clare Bishop observes in Theatre of
the Real: ‘spontaneous and staged, authentic
and contrived’.97 However, almost invariably
in fact-based productions, non-professional
performers appear only as themselves: they
are ‘cast’ because of their expertise or experi-
ence in relation to the topic of the drama.98

Suzy and Fabian, on the other hand, are seem-
ingly cast primarily to play the roles of others.
Therefore, they have the samedual function as
the other actors in La Reprise: they appear as
themselves and they also represent partici-
pants in the re-enacted story.

Of course, it is not uncommon for docu-
mentary theatre-makers to impress upon
audiences the distinction between actor and
role so as to ensure that actors are not miscon-
strued as primary witnesses. Indeed, Stephen
Bottoms, CarolineWake, and I, among others,
argue that documentary theatre-makers gen-
erally bear an ethical responsibility to fore-
ground their mediation rather than create an
illusion of transparent access to the primary
testimony and testifier.99

This occurs, for example, in Tectonic The-
ater Project’s The Laramie Project, which

documents responses among the community
of Laramie inWyoming after the 1998murder
of gay student Matthew Shepard. Explicating
aspects of the process of creating the play,
members of the company who conducted
some of the interviews sometimes speak as
themselves, commenting on particular inter-
views and their own responses, as well as
signalling their transition into the characters
they play. However, this strategy largely
amounts to the actors merely signalling their
dual presence and their function as surrogates
for others; they otherwise insert themselves
minimally into the narrative, their personal
identities and stories remaining essentially
unexplored. In La Reprise, in the case of Sébas-
tien and the three auditionees in particular,
details of the actors’ own lives are woven
into, and prove integral to, the play and its
production.

This strategy of making the actors primary
witnesses is actually signalled by the Godar-
dian – indeed, Rauian – device of intertextual
quotation, in this instance self-quotation. In
the first instalment of Rau’s Europe Trilogy,
The Civil Wars (2014), which explores the
stories of jihadists in Europe, Johan, Sébastien,
and Sara are three of four actors who recount
episodes from their own lives that connect
with those jihadists’ biographies. Therefore,
while the format of the casting call in La
Reprise emphasizes the distinction between
actor and role, ironically the reappearance of
Johan, Sébastien, and Sara portends the inter-
section between the lives of some of the actors
and the events that they duly re-enact.

The intersection between the actors’ pri-
mary and secondary testimony occurs in a
variety of ways and is more complex than
occurs in The Civil Wars. As indicated above,
Sébastien periodically takes on the role of
commentator, informing the audience of
details of the story of Jarfi’smurder. However,
he also describes his connection to the event,
by which he was greatly affected. Jarfi’s body
was found near a small woodwhere Sébastien
often walked with his daughter and his par-
ents-in-law’s dog: ‘So of course I sometimes
think it could have been me who found
the body.’ Unemployed at the time of the
trial, he attended and secretly recorded its
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proceedings, filling a dozen notebooks.100

Also, he ‘wanted to be there for’ Jarfi at
moments that were too difficult for Ihsane’s
family to remain in the courtroom.101

‘Social Reality’: Suzy and Fabian

With Suzy and Fabian, Rau forges different
links to the story of Jarfi. They serve to instan-
tiate thewider ‘social reality’withinwhich the
murder occurred.102 When introducing the
scenario of Jarfi’s murder, Sébastien sketches
in the history of Liège. Once a major centre of
the steel industry for 200 years, it has been in
decline since the 1980s, and this was illus-
trated during the production by projected
images of Liège – its abandoned mines and
derelict factories. Suzy and Fabian both live in
Liège. The daughter of a Sardinian who came
to work in the mines, sixty-seven-year-old
Suzy is divorced with two sons. Now support-
ing aLibyan refugeewhomshehas taken in, she
supplementshermeagrepensionbydog-sitting,
and a dog accompanied her at her audition (at
the performances I attended). Fabian was for-
merly a bricklayer, who, unhappy in his trade,
drank a lot and turned up late to work. As a
forklift driver, he has difficulty finding work.

In the course of the reconstruction of Jarfi’s
story, Rau creates a ‘synthesis’ between the
actors’ ‘real lives’ and the characters whom
they play.103 For instance, during her inter-
view in the casting call Suzy remarks matter-
of-factly that she does not believe in God. This
seemingly incidental revelation heightens the
pathos of the moment at the end of Chapter I,
when Jarfi’s mother, whom Suzy plays, dis-
closes that she has no religious faith to comfort
her for the irremediable loss of her son.

The synthesis between actor and character
is established especially emphatically in the
case of Fabian. Having ‘so far . . . only played
bad guys . . . probably because of my face’, he
plays the role of Jérémy Wintgens, one of
Jarfi’s assailants.104 In Chapter III, ‘The Banal-
ity of Evil’, Fabian recounts his visit to Wint-
gens in prison, remarking most poignantly:

What struck me is that Wintgens’s life is a copy of
mine: I lived alone with my alcoholic mother until
she died when I was eleven. Wintgens lived alone

with his mother until hewas twelve. Then I went to
live with my dad. Wintgens went to live with his.
He became a bricklayer, so did I. He had back
problems and ended up unemployed, just like
me. He had the same car asme . . . we had the same
life.105

The unspoken implication of this realization is
that, in other circumstances, Fabian might
easily have been in Wintgens’s shoes.

Meanwhile, the allusion in the chapter’s
title to Hannah Arendt’s concept of the banal-
ity of evil suggests that Jarfi’s murder
stemmed not from demonic intention, but
from more mundane, inimical social struc-
tures. Although there were overtones of rac-
ism and homophobia to the assault, Rau sees
this ‘extremely banal’ crime as essentially
unmotivated, while Sébastien observes that
it is ‘like a symbol for the final decline of the
city’.106 The first version and performances of
the play included a scene at the beginning of
Chapter V, in the immediate aftermath of the
assault, that emphasized the thesis that the
crime was a consequence of socio-economic
structures. Sara reported the company’smeet-
ing with an impressive union official who
explained the devastating impact of the clo-
sure of the foundries on a community that had
cultivated its steel-making skills over many
generations.

Although, in Bourdieusian terms, social
structures play a role in creating the condi-
tions for behaviour and predisposing individ-
ual behaviour, these structures do not
determine human behaviour.107 Rather, the
interwoven layers ofwitnessing in La Reprise –
the juxtapositions of the actors’ and the orig-
inal characters’ stories – testify to the possibil-
ity of changing identities, as Rau says, ‘not just
onstage’, but also ‘in human existence – how
you become a victim, how you become a per-
petrator, how you escape the role you have’.108

Moreover, as Lisa Fitzpatrick observes – and
as Fabian and Suzy’s stories and perfor-
mances, like Sipérius’s, illustrate – by the act
of witnessing, ‘individuals perform alterna-
tive histories that support their sense of their
own subjectivity and position them as agents
rather than victims’.109

That impression of the witnessing actors’
agency in La Reprise extends beyond personal
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testimony and the connections between the
non-professional actors’ lives and those of
the people whom they represent. It is rein-
forced by the ways in which seemingly mis-
cellaneous details that emerge during the first
part of the play are incorporated, wittily and
sometimes poignantly, into the dramaturgy
and mise en scène of the second half. Introduc-
ing Chapter I, which is set late in the evening
after the murder, when he was taking the dog
for a walk, Sébastien entered walking the dog
that accompanied Suzy at her audition
(Figure 6). There was an amusing reprise of
this moment at the end of Chapter IV, when
Sébastien reported that Jarfi’s bodywas found
by a man walking his dog: a film of Sebastian
walking a dog while he crossed the stage was
projected on a screen while he crossed the
stage, but with no dog, and his arm extended,
as if being led by a dog on a leash.

The actors also influenced the production’s
sound design. ‘The Cold Song’, from Purcell’s

King Arthur, which is currently Tom’s favour-
ite piece of music and ‘really gets’ him, played
hauntingly underneath the latter part of
Tom’s audition and continued through the
first half of Chapter I.110 Meanwhile, having
demonstrated in his interview his skill at spin-
ning discs, Fabian, in Chapter IV, became the
DJ for the scene at the Open Bar (where Jarfi
was celebrating a colleague’s birthday prior to
hismurder). He played the electronic music in
which he specializes – songs by Aphex Twin,
his favourite artist, and by Autechre.

Although the incorporation of such details
might indicate Rau’s witty, magpie-like
appropriation of parts of the actors’ personal
stories, it also, more appositely, signifies
the actors’ collaboration in creating the
reconstruction. Moreover, those elements,
along with the kisses and nudity, signify the
theatre-makers’ interventions in mediating
the event that they reconstruct. Was techno
actually the music played at the Open Bar on
the night of 22 April 2012? The commingling
of fact and fabrication – or extrapolation – is
exemplified by Chapter I, in which Suzy and
Johan play Jarfi’s parents (Figure 7. In the
Adelaide production, Johan’s role was played
by Sabri Saad el Hamus.)

The first part of the chapter is an imagined
recreation of a scene between the couple in
bed on the evening of the day after Ihsane
was killed, his mother’s birthday, during
which he had not been in contact. The sec-
ond part is the parents’ re-enacted verbatim
testimony, recounting their responses to, and
feelings about, the trial and their son’s death.
The first part, (pre-)recorded on film, was
played on the screen; the second was per-
formed live, but was also relayed via live
feed to the screen. In both the actors were
naked (they undressed onstage while the
film played, in preparation for the second
part). Their nudity, and indeed the kiss
between them, at the end of the recorded
scene and simultaneously live, were, surely,
the theatre-makers’ invention.

The Spectator

Like the interplay between the live and pro-
jected images, the foregrounding of the
mechanics of the reconstruction of the events

Figure 6. CameraoperatorMaximeJennesandSébastien
Foucault in La Reprise, National Theatre, Brussels
(Kunstenfestivaldesarts, 2018). Photo: Hubert Amiel.
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of Jarfi’s murder challenges the spectator. As
is signified by the presence of the non-profes-
sional actors in particular, who act as a bridge
between the stage and the ‘real’ world
beyond, Rau is concerned not only with the
realm of theatrical representation but also
with the social and political implications of
that representation. Therefore, as well as
acknowledging the subjectivity and agency
of the actor, he insists on the responsibility of
the spectator, who also might perform alter-
native (hi)stories.

While the play’s variousmetatheatrical ele-
ments draw attention to the audience’s pres-
ence, the issue of the spectator’s responsibility
is raised in a scenario that frames the recon-
struction of Jarfi’s story. At the end of the first
part of the play, Sébastien asks Tom what he
thinks would be ‘the most radical act on
stage’.111 Tom recounts a scenario that the
Lebanese-Canadian playwright Wajdi Moua-
wad envisages to ‘force the spectator to react,
to come out of his daily torpor’:112

[Mouawad] imagines an empty stage with a chair
in the middle. Just above the chair, there’s a noose.
A character tells the audience that he is going to
stand on the chair and put the noose around his
neck. Then he’s going to kick the chair away and
hold on to the rope to prevent himself being stran-
gled. He says that in rehearsals he can last about
twenty seconds. The character climbs on the chair,
puts the noose around his neck and he kicks the
chair away. Either someone will save him and he
survives. Or, the audience doesn’t move and the
character dies. The actor dies.113

Within the metatheatrical framing of the
play, at this point the scenario is essentially
abstract. However, like the other instances of
foreshadowing in the first part of the play, it
acquires greater resonance – and concreteness –
in the second.

Writing about television and witnessing,
John Ellis argues that, ‘by the very act of look-
ing’, spectators ‘become accomplices in the
events they see’, and ‘with this complicity
comes a sense that something must be
done’.114 In La Reprise, the question of the

Figure 7. Suzy Cocco and Sabri Saad el Hamus in La Reprise (Adelaide Festival performance, 2019). Photo: Michiel
Devijver.
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spectator’s response-ability arises in the re-
enactment of the murder. Notwithstanding
the thoroughness with which Rau fore-
grounds the artifice of the representation of
Jarfi’s beating, the scene made for extremely
uncomfortable viewing. Several reviewers
found it ‘almost unbearable’ towatch.115 After
a slow, suspenseful build-up, the assault was
(re)created with painstaking, ‘forensic’ verisi-
militude, its impact heightened by the projec-
tion of live feed, with close-up shots, of
Tom’s bloodied face and his being punched,
kicked, stripped naked, and urinated upon
(Figure 8).116 The naturalistic representation
of the violence on stage, combined with the
magnified reproduction of that representation
on screen, confronted the audience with not
only their spectatorship and even voyeurism,
but also with their failure to resist or inter-
vene;with their complicity in the perpetuation
and replication of violence – their complicity
in the banality of evil.

The position of the spectator is then expli-
citly addressed in the play’s closing scenes,

which further highlight the tension between
the artifice of theatrical representation and the
relationship of that representation to reality.
Before the final scene, Tom comments that,
whereas Johan opened the playwith the ques-
tion of when the tragedy or performance
begins, he thinks that ‘the end is even harder.
How to end? How do you know it’s over?’117

Rau ironically underlines this somewhat
philosophical question more literally by
having the play seem to come to an end once,
if not twice, before the final scene. At the two
performances I attended and in the recording I
viewed online, the audience applauded pre-
maturely. Those endings present seemingly
contradictory messages.

Signalling the completionof the re-enactment,
ChapterVbeganwith Sébastienwashing from
the stage the traces of blood from the beating.
As he did so, Sara reported how Jarfi’s former
boyfriend has achieved a sense of closure in
relation to Jarfi’s death and has been able to
‘get on with’ his life. (This scene replaced the
one, described above, featuring the Liège

Figure 8. Sara De Bosschere, Tom Adjibi (prone), Fabian Leenders (in car), and Sébastien Foucault in La Reprise,
National Theatre, Brussels (Kunstenfestivaldesarts, 2018). Photo: Hubert Amiel.
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union official.) As if confirming that sense of
resolution that comes with the classical five-
act dramatic structure, Sara recites most of
‘Theatre Impressions’ by the Polish poet and
Nobel laureate Wisława Szymborska.

The poem is a paean to ‘tragedy’s most
important act’, the sixth, the curtain call that
emphatically breaks the illusion: when the
dead and those who have disappeared mirac-
ulously return, the victim smiles with the exe-
cutioner, and the rebel and tyrant step
forward together, all testifying to ‘the irre-
pressible urge to do it again tomorrow’.118

Seemingly to illustrate the point, at Johan’s
request Tom agrees to sing ‘The Cold Song’,
and victim and executioner come together.
Tom insists that Fabian dance, and so he does:
weaving about the stage on a small forklift.
During the musical introduction, Tom stood
behind Fabian, on the rear of the forklift, and
kissed him on the back of the neck.While Tom
then sang, Fabian snaked back and forth
around him.

This rather uplifting scene, which con-
trasted jarringly with the savage beating,
appeared to let the spectator off the hook.
However, Purcell’s haunting song subtly
undercut the mood and the images. In it the
Cold Genius, the spirit of Winter, resists
Cupid’s summons back to life: ‘Let me, let
me freeze again to death.’119

Meanwhile, the spectator might have
recalled that, when Johan raised the Ghost of
King Hamlet, he reminded the audience that,
in real life, the dead remain dead. So, although
Tom had sprung back to life after playing
dead, Ihsane Jarfi will not, and, while Fabian
was evidently following Wintgens’s advice in
‘mak[ing] the most’ of the ‘great opportunity’
that ‘doing this play’ represents, Wintgens
remains in prison.120 For those who know
Szymborska’s poem, its final lines, which
Rau omits, similarly undermine any note of
cheery resolution:

Only then, one last, unseen, hand
does its duty
and grabs me by the throat.121

Those lines might also presage the final sting
in the tail of La Reprise. The play ended with

Tom’s not merely reciting, but also enacting,
the scenario imagined by Mouawad that he
described immediately before the reconstruc-
tion. Standing downstage centre on a chair
with a rope around his neck, Tom closed the
play:

Either someone will save him and he survives.
Or the audience doesn’t move, and he dies.122

Conclusion

The immediate blackout at this point may
have absolved the audience of the need to
act, implicitly acknowledging that Mouawad
and Tom’s provocation occurs within the
what-if world of theatrical representation.
Nevertheless, that concession does not dimin-
ish the challenge that Rau presents to the
spectator. Indeed, the ending of La Reprise
and the preceding scenes highlight the ‘possi-
bility of transformation’ that the ‘liminal’
nature of spectating offers.123 Rau aims for
such a transformation – specifically in the
spectator’s political consciousness – ‘by creat-
ing a sufficiently complex artistic situation to
which [the audience] have to react’.124

As Mitleid and La Reprise illustrate, those
artistic situations involve mediating, or reme-
diating, the real. Thereby they exemplify not
merely, as Lavender argues, that ‘reality-ori-
ented performance’ in the twenty-first century
‘has provided a different way of engaging
with social and political matters’ from the
preceding ‘mode of political theatre, which
‘dealt head-on . . . with overtly political
themes’.125 Rather, by making the representa-
tion itself real, they show reality-oriented per-
formance to be amore provocative and potent
approach than that earlier mode.

As both plays also demonstrate, Rau is
constantly interrogating and developing his
practice. However, a fundamental strategy in
that practice is foregrounding the identity and
agency of the actor, a strategy that emphati-
cally refutes the supposition that characters
who perform witnessing necessarily leave lit-
tle room for the spectator to be a performing
witness. In fact, by making transparent the
habitus of each actor-collaborator, Rau not
only questions the politics of cultural capital
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and power relations, but also challenges the
spectator’s reflexivity, their position in soci-
ety, their actions, and inactions. ‘The specta-
tors themselves become actors’,126 and therein
lie themeans to fulfil the first rule of the Ghent
Manifesto: theatre ‘is not just about portraying
the world anymore. It’s about changing it.’
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