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Abstract

Over the last thirty years, trauma, as a critical concept and sociopolitical paradigm, has become

utterly central to contemporary questions of subjectivity, memory, and politics. Despite the reach and

depth of trauma’s influence in these areas, however, theatre and performance remain underserved as

objects of critical analysis within trauma studies. Drawing on a range of ideas from within trauma

studies and critical theory, as well as concepts and methods of inquiry from performance studies, this

thesis examines trauma in the performance work of DAH Teatar, in terms of both its representational

and relational aesthetics, as well as its performativity as a social and political force. Founded in

Belgrade, Serbia on the eve of the Yugoslav Wars (1991-1999), DAH Teatar have been responding to

and intervening in cultural memory around these events for three decades. Through a consideration of

DAH’s wartime and postwar performance work, this study argues that theatre and performance

possess a unique arsenal of tools with which to harness the trauma concept, manipulate it, and push it

in new directions

In order to articulate these ideas, the thesis considers a number of DAH Teatar performances

that span the temporal range from 1992 to 2019. The first chapter offers the theoretical frameworks

that have given rise to the performative trauma paradigm in which DAH’s work intervenes. The

remaining chapters engage a range of conceptual pillars that resonate throughout both trauma

literature and performance theory. These are: relationality and inter-subjective encounter (Chapter 2),

time and gesture (Chapter 3), embodiment (Chapter 4), capital (Chapter 5), and urban identity

(Chapter 6). Through these analyses, this study argues, an alternative “post-traumatic” politics

emerges, one that invites us to rethink the role trauma plays in the construction of individual and

collective identities.
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1. Introduction: Trauma in/and/as Performance

June, 2001. Belgrade, Serbia. A woman enters the theatre, dressed in black, a large sack slung

over her shoulder. Slowly, she unties the bundle and produces a hunk of bread. Holding the bread out

toward the audience, she speaks: “Srebrenica.” She begins to recite a litany of names—Muslim

names—belonging to the approximately 8,300 men and boys, who, six years earlier, were massacred by

Serb forces in the tiny Bosnian village whose name is now a virtual metonym for genocide. With each

name she recites, the woman pulls a chunk of bread from her sack and places it on the floor. When her

bundle is emptied and she has run out of bread, she continues whispering her endless string of names.

The crumbly debris around her recalls thousands of mouths of the missing and the dead, thousands of

absent hands that will never break bread again. An older male performer addresses the audience,

asking, “How long a vigil does historical violence impose on us? How far can or should my personal

responsibility extend for crimes I did not commit” (DAH Teatar 2001)?1

1 The text of Maps of Forbidden Remembrance is drawn loosely from the novella “Constancia” (1989) by
Mexican author Carlos Fuentes, and this performance description is a composite of accounts provided in
Evans 2001, Jenkins 2001, Clemons 2002, Milošević 2011b, as well as a 98-second video clip (DAH Teatar
Research Centre 2020).
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This is the opening scene of Maps of Forbidden Remembrance, a performance developed and

presented by DAH Teatar of Belgrade, in collaboration with 7 Stages, an American theatre company.

The performance is concerned with the journeys of “an endless stream of emigrants fleeing

persecution—a flood of refugees” (Jenkins 2001). In this, Maps aligns the Srebrenica victims with

others whose journeys have been violently interrupted by “global nightmares of the past and present:”

those abducted and sold into the transatlantic slave trade, European Jews frantically trying to escape

the continent on the eve of the Second World War, victims of Stalinism and Francoism, and those in

Chile who disappeared under Pinochet (Jenkins 2001). Maps stages the traumatic absence of all these

lost ones as, in Peggy Phelan’s words, “affective outline[s]” (Phelan 1997: 3). They are (dis)embodied

as chunks of bread that will never be chewed, or as empty shoes, as in one later scene, when another

female performer enters with long strings trailing from her boots—affixed to these strings are several

more pairs of shoes, so that as the woman moves across the stage, she appears to be leading a column

of invisible marchers. They are given voice in the play’s final moments, when the older male performer

again addresses the audience, saying, “You owe us nothing, except that you are still alive, and you

cannot abandon us to exile, death, and oblivion. Give us a little more life, even if you call it

memory—what does it matter to you” (DAH Teatar 2001)? A play like Maps, where the dead may walk

and talk through the presence of living actors, shows us once again how “performance and theatre

make manifest something both more than and less than ‘the body’” (Phelan 1997: 3).

Critically, Maps marks the first time the Srebrenica massacre (and Serbian culpability for it)

was condemned in a public forum in Serbia (Knezević 2016: 8). Such an acknowledgement, almost2

unheard of at the time, continues to stoke intense controversy; as recently as 2015, Srebrenica

commemoration resolutions have been struck down in various ex-Yugoslav legislatures, as the debate

2 Prior to the premiere of Maps, Srebrenica had only been mentioned publicly in Serbia by a handful of NGOs,
women’s organisations, and other smaller political opposition groups. Maps, on the other hand, received its
Belgrade premiere at the Narodno Pozorište (Serbian National Theatre), a major state institution (Clemons
2005: 122). The Serbian Parliament would not make an official motion to recognise the Srebrenica genocide
until 2005, and it would be a further five years before such a motion would pass in 2010, fifteen years after
the massacre. For a more robust discussion of the Serbian governmental discourse on Srebrenica, see Mehler
2012 and 2017.
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over the assignation of blame and/or responsibility continues (Mehler 2017). Today, even as the

massacre is routinely decried as the worst episode of ethnic cleansing to occur in Europe since the

Holocaust, there are still disputes over the exact number of people who died there (see AFP 2002;

Gould 2007: 161; Totten and Bartrop 2006: 151; Associated Press 2016; “Remembering Srebrenica”

2021). The commemorative resolutions that have been passed by the Serbian Parliament decline to

characterise Srebrenica as a genocide, and peace activists in Serbia (such as the feminist collective

Žene u Crnom [Women in Black]) have been physically assaulted in the course of their demonstrations

for official commemoration of these lost lives (Mehler 2017; Women in Black Belgrade 2004). Perhaps

this is what prompted Sead Đulić, director of the Mostar Youth Theatre in Bosnia, to comment, after

seeing Maps, that, “a single scene devoted to the Srebrenica issue by a Serbian group meant more than

a whole play about it performed by a Bosnian group” (Milošević 2011b: 35). Taken in context, there are

intense political and ethical stakes to the questions the older male performer asks the audience—How

far can or should my personal responsibility extend for crimes I did not commit? What does it matter to

you? In setting these questions against the backdrop of its particular performance language, Maps does

two things simultaneously. Firstly, through theatrical strategies of gesture, embodiment, surrogation,

repetition, citation, and speech, Maps seeks to aesthetically and affectively represent the trauma of

Srebrenica. Secondly, and by the same token, by deploying these strategies in the very specific context

in which it is performed, Maps also represents the Srebrenica atrocity as traumatic.

This thesis explores trauma in performance, in terms of both its aesthetics (i.e. the aesthetic

forms artists use to engage trauma in their performance work) as well as its broader social effects and

affects. To put it another way, this thesis examines the ways trauma is represented in performance,

while also considering trauma itself as performance. According to Richard Schechner, a performance is

“any action that is framed, enacted, presented, highlighted, or displayed” (Schechner 2013: 2). It is not

only a “doing,” but a “showing doing” (Schechner 2013: 28). Whether something is performance (in the

sense of a concert, play, or demonstration) is determined by its cultural circumstances, convention, and

context, its usage within these frames, and the traditions by which it is guided. However, when careful
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attention is paid to all these factors, as Schechner notes, “just about anything can be studied ‘as’

performance” (Schechner 2013: 38). To study trauma as performance, then, is to investigate what

trauma does—the ways trauma can “mark identities, bend time, reshape and adorn the body, and tell

stories” (Schechner 2013: 28). In this thesis, I am interested in the circumstances and contexts in

which trauma appears, what it does in those situations, the social effects it has, and, chiefly, what

theatre and performance can bring to these interactions.

“Trauma,” a term once reserved to describe a physical injury (indeed, “trauma” comes from the

Greek for “wound”), has become a “catchword of our time” (Luckhurst 2008: 2; Bond and Craps 2020:

i). So central and pervasive is the trauma concept to contemporary questions around memory, identity,

community, politics, and ethics, that some scholars have been prompted to characterise ours as a

“trauma culture” (Farrell 1998; Kaplan 2005; Luckhurst 2008). Patrick Duggan, borrowing

terminology from Raymond Williams, identifies a “structure of feeling” that positions trauma as “the

sign of our time,” while Mark Seltzer theorises a “wound culture,” in which “the very notion of sociality

is bound to the excitations of the torn and opened body, the torn and exposed individual” (Duggan

2012: 12, emphasis original; Seltzer 1997: 3-4). Per Didier Fassin and Richard Rechtman, trauma’s

pervasiveness is “the product of a new relationship to time and memory, to mourning and obligations,

to misfortune and the misfortunate;” the trauma concept enables us to “give a name to this

relationship” (Fassin and Rechtman 2009: 276). Trauma was afforded clinical recognition in 1980,

when the pathology for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) was first included in the third edition of

the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (APA; DSM

III) (American Psychiatric Association 1980). And while the PTSD label has proven to be highly

empowering for some groups of survivors (Herman 2001 [1992]), others point out that the

widespread uptake of the trauma concept within Western culture has only served to highlight how

difficult it is to draw a boundary around what trauma is, and what it is not (Caruth 1995b: 3).

Another, related concern of this study, then, is trauma’s performativity. Very briefly—for I will

return to this point at length in a later section—performativity here refers to, as Judith Butler puts it,
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“the reiterative power of discourse to produce the phenomena that it regulates and constrains”

(Butler 1993: 2). As it stands, even if trauma is a somewhat unspecific phenomenon, it is no less

powerful a societal force as a result; as psychiatrist Derek Summerfield writes, when trauma as such is

“declared real, it becomes real in its consequences” (Summerfield 2017: 52). These consequences can

be ameliorative; Kai Erikson argues that trauma can actually create community by drawing survivors

toward one another in a kind of “spiritual kinship,” even as it drives a wedge between them and others

who have not shared in their suffering (Erikson 1995: 186). Trauma can also be invoked to serve more

questionable ends, as Vamik Volkan suggests Slobodan Milošević did in the late 1980s, by “reactivating”

the Serb people’s “chosen trauma” of military defeat and Ottoman occupation in order to nurture

violent nationalism and thereby secure his own political rise (Volkan 2006: 88). When I say trauma is

performative, I mean that couched in its status as a psychological, or, more broadly, an existential

condition, is a powerful social tool, the uses and influence of which often go unacknowledged in

traditional trauma scholarship, not to mention in popular culture. Trauma is performative, in Butler’s

sense of the word, because it produces the kind of subjectivity and politics that it simultaneously

perpetuates and governs. Or, per Pieter Vermeulen, we can say that “designating certain events and

experiences as traumatic, far from being a mere academic exercise, not only reflects but also shapes

contemporary power relations” (Vermeulen 2014: 141). In this thesis, I want to engage in the work of

“making trauma strange” (Alexander 2004: 2). By appraising the social forces of trauma as both

performed and performative, my hope is that this will enable us to see where and how “glitches,

failures, subversions, improvisations, and breakages of the frame” within trauma culture can emerge

(Gluhović et al. 2021: 9).

While there is almost no limit to the events and situations that might be perceived or

experienced as traumatic, this thesis investigates performance work arising from conflict and

post-conflict contexts in the former Yugoslavia. Specifically, I explore the work of DAH Teatar, and how

that work responds to and engages with the wars in former Yugoslavia that took place from 1991 to
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1999. Founded in 1991, on the eve of the wars’ outbreak, DAH Teatar is an independent, women-led

theatre group that has been creating performances “in dialogue” with their country’s painful history

for three decades. Although they are based in Belgrade, the company’s creative processes and

development strategies have a strong international focus, and a reach that extends far beyond their

country’s still-contested borders. My key concerns in this study are: how is “trauma” as such3

represented in these performances, if indeed it can be represented at all? How are the Yugoslav Wars

performed as traumatic by these works? How—and why—is trauma made to perform here? That is,

how is trauma employed by these works, in what contexts, and for what purpose? How do these

purposes differ in different arenas (i.e. how is a given performance received both inside and outside of

former Yugoslavia)? What do these performances ask of audiences, and what happens when those asks

are met, ignored, or refused? In essence, what follows will explore the complex connection between

trauma and performance, and between representation and performativity, through the work of a single

theatre company operating within and from a highly contested post-conflict arena. If we hold that

trauma is performative, it follows that there are deeply political implications to its representation and

framing, and to the discourses it sparks around witnessing, memory, and restitution. This thesis asks:

what is at stake when trauma is represented and performed?

In recent years, traditional trauma scholarship has been moving in this direction, even if the

word “performativity” does not explicitly figure into these debates (see Alexander 2004; Fassin and

Rechtman 2009; Luckhurst 2008; Rothberg 2014). Jeffrey C. Alexander comes close, likening trauma to

a “speech act,” while Fassin and Rechtman have identified trauma’s reiterative discursive power as a

colonising force, similar to that of an empire (Alexander 2004: 11). Trauma representation, meanwhile,

has been a foundational concern in trauma studies. According to Cathy Caruth, perhaps the

best-known and certainly the most often-cited theorist in this area, the task of trauma studies is to find

a way to represent and listen to traumatic stories in a manner that “does not lose their impact, that

3 Although the Yugoslav Wars officially concluded in 1999, the Republic of Kosovo declared its independence
from Serbia in 2008. As of this writing, Serbia does not recognise the independence of Kosovo, and the
border between the two states remains a point of intense contention.
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does not reduce them to clichés or turn them all into versions of the same story” (Caruth 1995a: vii).

Still, despite these emphases on “showing” (representation) as well as “doing” (effects/affects), theatre

and performance have been conspicuously omitted from these discussions. Performance scholars,

meanwhile, have been writing “toward” trauma for years, but this work has not yet broken into the

circle of citationality that surrounds traditional trauma literature within the humanities. This thesis

aims to contribute to this growing body of work, and seeks to assist in bridging the gap between

trauma and performance, by arguing for the application of perspectives and methodologies taken from

performance studies to the trauma concept.

My granular focus on the work of DAH Teatar sets this study apart from recent works on

trauma in/and/as performance, most of which treat a rich array of performances from a variety of time

periods and geographical origins (see Duggan 2012; Edmondson 2018; Haughton 2018; Pine 2020;

Trezise and Wake (eds) 2013). This study takes a more longitudinal approach. As I have mentioned,

DAH Teatar was established mere weeks before the eruption of the violence that would tear Yugoslavia

apart. The company came of age during the bloodiest years of the Bosnian War, and they have

continued producing their brand of deeply personal and emotionally-charged performance work

throughout the 1998-1999 NATO bombing of Belgrade, two rounds of devastating economic sanctions,

and a decades-long “transition” process following the fall of Slobodan Milošević’s regime in 2000.

DAH’s 30-year career offers the opportunity to explore in depth how issues around trauma in/and/as

performance in the catalogue of a single group can evolve as the temporal gap between the work and

the wars it engages grows. DAH’s international profile also enables us to observe how the same

performances “play” in Serbia, Bosnia, or Kosovo, as well as in the United States or Western Europe.4

Through this singular focus, I hope to show the various ways trauma can be “deployed in space and

disclosed in time” by the same artists, how these representations and performances are subject to the

4 Since 1993, DAH have hosted an international school for actors and directors in their Belgrade premises, and
they regularly tour internationally, attending festivals and other engagements throughout the United States,
Europe, South America, and Southern Asia and Oceania. In recent years, DAH have also partnered with
various European NGOs to develop arts initiatives aimed at addressing social issues such as climate change,
violence against women and girls, and refugee precarity and resettlement (“EU Projects” 2021).
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distortions of memory, and how they remain available to a limitless variety of reinterpretations and

re-inscriptions by both artists and audience members over time and around the world (Schechner

2013: 48).

DAH Teatar do not set out explicitly to create works in the mode of performance activism that

can be “harnessed to various forms of individual improvement or societal action,” nor do they aspire

toward the measurable goals that can often attend performance practices in transitional justice

contexts (Hughes and Nicholson 2016: 9). They do not even consider themselves to be a “political

theatre” (Milošević 2005: 18). However, the fact remains that these artists are living and working in

Serbia, making performances that are indelibly marked by their own wartime experiences. For them,

enmeshed as they are in an environment where cultural memory is a “prism through which some of

the most contentious and unresolved questions of contemporary international politics have been

debated,” what is personal is political (Buckley and Cummings 2001: 13). Whether they like it or not,

their work thus necessarily engages discourses around human rights and transitional justice also, and

so another area of focus here is the role trauma representation and performance can play—or be seen

to play—in individual rehabilitation and social transformation in a post-conflict setting. Finally, despite

DAH’s long career, not to mention their international exposure, very few works of this length and depth

have yet been written about the company in English—one more gap this thesis looks to fill.

The study that follows is organised around a range of conceptual pillars, including the

aesthetics and politics of memory and mourning, trauma as a cultural product, and trauma

representation as a disruptive political practice. These issues do not exist in a vacuum, and more issues

may indeed be raised by my heretofore uncritical discussion of the trauma concept. I am not interested

in exploring in any deterministic way whether the events of the Yugoslav Wars do or do not constitute

traumatic events. Summerfield makes an important point when he notes that trauma, as opposed to an

illness like cancer or a physical injury, does not have “an objective existence in the world… [it does not

exist] independently of the gaze of psychiatrists or anyone else” (Summerfield 2001: 95).

Summerfield’s view has been sharply criticised, by both victims’ advocacy groups and other clinical
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professionals—my own feeling is that this criticism is a little unfair (see Fassin and Rechtman 2009:

25). Scholars have shown that, while psychic distress and emotional pain certainly can be based in

biological fact, “trauma,” as we conceive of it today, is a condition that is socially determined (see

Luckhurst 2008). As Summerfield notes, “[h]uman pain is a slippery thing, if it is a thing at all”

(Summerfield 2001: 98). No technical definition or pathology of what we, today, consider to be

“trauma” can stand in for the countless cultural, political, social, and personal factors that produce

intense psychological suffering.

My intention here is not to ignore or simplify these debates, nor to cast suspicion on those who

articulate their own experiences through the language and politics of trauma. With all due respect to

these survivors, whether or not “trauma” as such has a provable biological basis is irrelevant to this

study, precisely because, I argue, the trauma concept has transcended these parameters: socially and

politically speaking, trauma’s “train” has left the proverbial “station.” Ultimately, I am less interested in

what trauma is than I am in what contemporary Western society has positioned trauma to do. My

concern here is not how traumatic events are rendered in performance, but that performances may

reflect or restage events such that they are perceived as, and represented as, traumatic. The remainder

of this introduction, then, will set out the theoretical, theatrical, and political contexts that form the

backdrop of my discussions of both trauma representation in performance and trauma as a

performative social paradigm. I will then make the argument for DAH Teatar’s work, as well as the

conflicts in former Yugoslavia, as ideal case studies through which to explore these issues.

1.1 Trauma theory and representation: reckoning with aporia

What do we talk about when we talk about trauma? As Dominick LaCapra attests, “no genre or

discipline “owns” trauma as a problem nor can define its boundaries” (LaCapra 2001: 96). Many (often

contradictory) theories of trauma exist across a broad spectrum of fields, but one particular version

has come to dominate contemporary Western understandings of the concept: a trauma theory that can

22



be understood as “aporetic,” “deconstructionist,” or “literary” (Luckhurst 2008: 83; Bond and Craps

2020). Spearheaded by a group of literary critics at Yale University in the early 1990s, this theory takes

its cue from the deconstructionist philosophies of Jacques Derrida and Paul de Man, configuring

trauma as a rupture in temporal experience triggered by an event so overwhelming that it cannot be

registered at the time of its occurrence. Rather, trauma is recognised only belatedly, when it returns in

the form of a symptom that “possesses” or “haunts” the sufferer (Caruth 1995b: 2; Wallis and Duggan

2011: 5). Because, as Cathy Caruth tells us, trauma consists “solely in the structure of its experience,” it

cannot cannot be articulated or represented through ordinary language—it exists outside signification

(Caruth 1995b: 4). Paradoxically, the impossibility of representing trauma only compounds the

urgency of attempts to do so: if trauma is defined by its “unspeakability,” then it also issues an ethical

imperative to bear witness to what cannot be “said.” This trauma theory hinges, then, on a central

dialectic of representation and witnessing—or, we might say, one of performance and spectatorship.

Despite this dynamic, however, a dynamic which we might interpret as fundamentally theatrical,

theatre and performance are underserved as objects of study in trauma scholarship.

That this trauma theory has come to inform cultural perceptions of trauma ought to indicate

how trauma as a cultural fixation is also an aesthetic concern. The visual, textual, and affective tropes

based on these theories of trauma influence the way trauma is understood politically, and it is in

conversation with these tropes that this thesis looks to position DAH Teatar’s work. This section,

therefore, will lay out the originary framework behind what today’s trauma culture considers to be

“trauma aesthetics” by providing an overview of the relevant literature (particularly as it relates to

issues around representation and witnessing) and mark some of the more recent debates and

criticisms this work has inspired.

The primary proponents of aporetic trauma theory, in addition to Caruth, are Shoshana Felman,

Dori Laub, and Geoffrey Hartman. All of these authors’ most significant work was published in the

1990s, yet they continue to hold considerable sway over contemporary discussions of

trauma—particularly Caruth. Although her actual body of work is quite small, its impact has been such
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that seemingly every study of trauma in the humanities that has come after must contend with it in one

way or another. All the appellations for this strand of trauma theory—deconstructionist, aporetic,

literary—converge in Caruth’s work. Key for her is the idea of trauma as a belated, compulsive return

to the scene of violence, where the sufferer (re)experiences the event as though for the first time

(Caruth 1995b: 6). Trauma’s “repeated possession” of the sufferer, Caruth argues, “does not simply

serve as a record of the past but precisely registers the force of an experience that is not yet fully

owned” (Caruth 1995b: 4; Caruth 1995c: 151). That traumatic experience is always already

“unclaimed” is a way of articulating how “the most direct seeing of a violent event may occur as an

absolute inability to know it” (Caruth 1996: 91-92). For Caruth, this is the fundamental

problematic—or aporia—of trauma.

The idea of trauma as aporia developed out of debates on how to write around and about the

Holocaust, often figured as the ultimate aporia of the modern age (see Agamben 1999; Hirsch and

Spitzer 2009). The word aporia comes from the Greek a- (not, without) and poros (passage)—literally,

an “impasse” (“aporia (n.)”). Derrida writes at length on aporia, arguing that it both causes and arises

from a collapse not only of meaning, but of structures of meaning (Derrida 1993: 12). Jean-François

Lyotard theorises similarly that the horror of Auschwitz is so totalising that it renders the tools of

history and language incapable of registering its force. A “silence” is “imposed on knowledge” by this

horror (Lyotard 1988 [1983]: 56). Crucially, however, this is not a “silence of forgetting,” but one that

calls out, impossibly, for a witness, signalling through its unspeakability “that something remains to be

phrased which is not” (Lyotard 1988 [1983]: 56, 57). Aesthetic representation of aporia is a problem

that has vexed Holocaust studies, and later, trauma studies, ever since Theodor Adorno’s now-famous

pronouncement that “After Auschwitz, to write poetry is barbaric,” a pronouncement that is often

misquoted, swapping barbaric for impossible (Adorno 1981 [1949]: 34; Bond and Craps 2020: 46). This

dictum and its misinterpretation point to two primary concerns of aporetic trauma theory: firstly, how

to represent and bear witness to that which “urgently demands historical awareness” and

simultaneously “denies our usual modes of access to it” (Caruth 1995c: 151). And secondly, how to do
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it in such a way that deals ethically with the traumatic histories of others, “without eliminating the

force and truth of [these realities]” (Caruth 1995a: vii).

Dori Laub echoes Caruth when he writes that “[t]here is, in each survivor, an imperative need to

tell and thus come to know one’s story, unimpeded by ghosts from the past against which one has to

protect oneself” (Laub 1995: 63, emphasis original). He pushes the concept a bit further, however,

when he argues that “telling one’s story” is the means by which trauma can be cured—or at least, its

effects abated. Per Laub: “One has to know one’s buried truth in order to live one’s life” (Laub 1995:

63). In other words, trauma representation in itself is not sufficient—there must be a reader, a viewer,5

a listener, to bear witness to the testimonies of the traumatised. It is through this process of testimony

and witnessing that “the cognizance, the ‘knowing’ of the [traumatic] event is given birth to” (Felman

and Laub 1992: 57). Testimony is a process that includes both the speaker and the listener as

“participant[s]” and “co-owner[s]” of a new reality in which the traumatic event can be reckoned with,

retroactively, for the first time (Felman and Laub 1992: 57).

Configured thus, testimony and witnessing are acts of theatre. Following Jerzy Grotowski,

theatre can be understood as “what takes place between spectator and actor” (Grotowski 2002: 32).

According to Helen Freshwater, this relationship between actor and spectator is “indispensable;” for

theatremaker Tim Etchells, the co-presence of these two parties is the “irreducible fact of theatre”

(Freshwater 2009: 3; Etchells 1999: 94). Furthermore, Felman herself defines testimony as “the

performance of a story which is constituted by the fact that, like the oath, it cannot be carried out by

anybody else” (Felman and Laub 1992: 206, emphasis original). If the co-creation of this new reality in

which the traumatic experience can finally be voiced is effected through the process of testimony, then

this process is also performative—the testimony is not constative, but rather performs trauma relief

via the mechanism of its utterance.

5 The version of Laub’s essay I am citing here appears in Caruth’s 1995 edited volume, Trauma: Explorations in
Memory, though the same text was originally published in Testimony, co-authored by Laub and Felman in
1992.
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So how to represent the unrepresentable? Among the trauma theorists I have discussed so far,

the consensus is that an experience that defies representation might still be “carried” through

representation’s failure—through an aesthetics of “fragmentation and discontinuity,” or a “disruption

of conventional modes of representation” (Bond and Craps 2020: 112, 113). Caruth is a literary critic

first and foremost, and she holds that attempts to articulate trauma must be made in “a language that

is always somehow literary: a language that defies, even as it claims, our understanding” (Caruth 1996:

5). Geoffrey Hartman argues similarly that the figurative language modes available to literature and

poetry can capture the traumatic “disjunction between experiencing… and understanding” (Hartman

1995: 540). Felman and Laub also suggest, meanwhile, that formally experimental literature and art

offer ways of “accessing reality… when all other modes of knowledge are precluded” (Felman and

Laub 1992: xx). In this, these theorists are not claiming that literature is the only mode of cultural

production capable of tackling the issue of trauma representation—though they all do deal with

various literary texts in their works. Rather, they are making the case that formal experimentation and

postmodern aesthetics in whatever media are uniquely suited to the task of bearing witness to trauma

because they formally mimic the psychic presentation of the trauma symptom—they are non-linear,

fragmented, repetitive, and intrusive, and they manifest through “sensory and emotional traces” (van

der Kolk 2015: 176).

While such works may offer fertile ground in which to cultivate debates about the

“unspeakable,” other scholars have argued that this kind of aesthetic tunnel vision—the privileging of

avant garde aesthetic forms—has inadvertently created an exclusive “trauma canon” (Bond and Craps

2020; Craps 2014; Luckhurst 2008). Indeed, Laub, Felman, Caruth, and Hartman’s analyses overlap

considerably, with many of them treating the same objects, such as Freud’s work, Claude Lanzmann’s

nine-hour documentary film Shoah, or video recorded testimonies from the Fortunoff Archive for

Holocaust Testimonies (which Laub and Hartman co-founded). Ironically, even as trauma theory calls

for the disruption of conventional representational forms, the works it holds up as canonical adhere to

a specific aesthetic profile that, given the cultural sensation trauma has become, is no longer
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necessarily rare, nor disruptive. That the fixation on this so-called “trauma aesthetics” persists despite

this signals, per Jill Bennett and Rosanne Kennedy, “a danger that the field is becoming limited to a

selection of texts that represent a relatively narrow range of traumatic events, histories, and cultural

forms, rather than engaging the global scope of traumatic events and the myriad forms that bear

witness to them” (Bennett and Kennedy 2003: 10). Aporetic trauma theory finds its origins in

discourses around the Holocaust, a European disaster. Its major proponents are an American (Caruth),

a French woman (Felman), a German-born Kindertransport evacuee (Hartman), and a Romanian-born

child survivor of the Holocaust (Laub), all of whom worked together in the same American university.

Without detracting from their considerable scholarship, we have to ask: what perspectives, histories,

and experiences are excluded from trauma discourse as a consequence of these realities? This is a

point I will revisit in section 1.3.

Also questionable is the assumption that trauma, as an aporia, always entails a rupture, failure,

or collapse of signification. Indeed, Roger Luckhurst argues that trauma can generate narrative and

representational possibility as much as impossibility, and he bemoans the track contemporary trauma

studies has taken, noting that “a wide diversity of high, middle and low cultural forms have provided a

repertoire of compelling ways to articulate that apparently paradoxical thing, the trauma narrative”

(Luckhurst 2008: 83). Stef Craps also challenges the association of a specific aesthetic strategy with

trauma, and therefore with political and/or ethical efficacy. Instead, he suggests, “trauma theory

should take account of the specific social and historical contexts in which trauma narratives are

produced and received, and be open and attentive to the diverse strategies of representation and

resistance which these contexts invite or necessitate” (Craps 2014: 51). That Craps calls our attention

to “diverse strategies of representation” is important, because it alerts us to the possibility of the

multiplicity of forms learning to live with trauma might take.

Some of those forms might blur the line between representation as it is understood within arts

practice as opposed to storytelling as a therapeutic exercise. Ruth Leys, in a blistering critique of

Caruth, notes that Caruth’s continued insistence that trauma defies representation does not account for
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those survivors for whom individual and/or group talk therapy has been an indispensable coping tool

(Leys 2000). The fact is that many of the protocols for therapeutic treatment of trauma are organised

around this principle—putting one’s experience into words under the guidance of a trained

psychotherapist. While this strategy cannot and should not be assumed to be effective in all cases,

there are some for whom building a narrative out of traumatic experience is crucial to their

recovery—clinical pioneers in the trauma space are in agreement on this (see Herman 2001 [1992];

Shay 1995; van der Kolk and van der Hart 1995; van der Kolk 2015). Simply put, some survivors can,

and do, represent their trauma within the therapeutic context as part of a process of working through.

Per Dominick LaCapra, working through, a term borrowed from Freud, refers to a process of working

to mitigate traumatic symptoms and their effects “by generating counterforces to compulsive

repetition (or acting-out), thereby enabling a more viable articulation of affect and cognition or

representation, as well as ethical and sociopolitical agency, in the present and future.” Crucially,

working through is not a “total redemption of the past or healing [of] its traumatic wounds” (LaCapra

2004: 119). LaCapra cautions that an overemphasis on trauma’s “unspeakability” can result in its

“valorization, [even] negative sacralization or rendering sublime.” This reverence for the unspeakable

might then produce a corresponding resistance to processes of working through (LaCapra 2004: 122).

Here we can see how aporetic trauma theory risks becoming too detached from the real world, and

from the real sufferings it purports to address. If trauma representation (or the attempt at its6

representation) is one of many avenues through which survivors might find relief, we have to ask who

is being served by trauma theory’s august insistence that such efforts are, in Laub’s words, “doomed to

fail” (Laub 1995: 68).

In recent years, trauma scholarship has begun to address these concerns, as it contemplates its

continued relevance to a world that is quite different from that of the 1990s (Bond and Craps 2020:

6 Indeed, deconstructionism was the subject of similar critiques in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Buelens,
Durrant, and Eaglestone suggest that aporetic trauma theory, on the rise at this time, viewed itself as a
potential corrective to impressions that deconstructionism was “overly textual and far away from the ‘real
world,’ unable to address political or ethical issues” (Buelens, Durrant, and Eaglestone 2014: 3). In this light,
trauma theory can be seen as a way for this philosophical angle to find urgent, ethical application in real life.
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142). Still, when it comes to discussions of trauma aesthetics, flashback, puncture, intrusive images,

and non-linear time remain hallmarks of what “trauma representation” is widely understood to be.

Once the purview of “high culture” works, there are now studies on trauma representation in Stephen

King novels (Luckhurst 2008), “misery” memoirs, and daytime TV programmes like Oprah Winfrey and

Jerry Springer (Rothe 2011). Apart from these examples, a great deal of scholarship exists that explores

these issues in film (Kaplan and Wang 2004; Kaplan 2005; Jelača 2016), photography (Hirsch 1997;

Sontag 2003), and visual art (Bennett 2005), and there are a number of volumes address a mixture of

all these forms (Buelens, Durrant, and Eaglestone (eds) 2014; Bond and Craps 2020; Luckhurst 2008;

Rothberg 2000). Theatre and performance appear nowhere near as frequently—a curious omission

given the way trauma theory is built around a theatrical and performative process of representation

and witnessing. The next section will address this dynamic from the opposite shore; theatre and

performance may not inform trauma theory as much as I would argue they should, but how have

performance scholars moved to address trauma in their own work?

1.2 Staging the unspeakable: trauma in performance

While traditional trauma discourse may be late to the proverbial party when it comes to

performance as a theoretical object, and performance studies as a method of inquiry, performance

scholars have been writing “toward” trauma for some time. Trauma, as conceived by Caruth, Felman,

and Laub, operates within the liminal spaces between presence and absence, between the real and the

imaginary, between the immediacy of now and the residuality of again. Performance scholars will

recognise (and have recognised) that their operation within these liminal spaces is precisely what sets

theatre and performance apart from other media forms. In a now-famous argument, Peggy Phelan

theorises that

[p]erformance’s only life is in the present. Performance cannot be saved, recorded, documented, or

otherwise participate in the circulation of representations of representations: once it does so, it
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becomes something other than performance. To the degree that performance attempts to enter the

economy of reproduction it betrays and lessens the promise of its own ontology. Performance’s

being… becomes itself through disappearance.

(Phelan 1993: 146)

In Phelan’s argument here, we can hear echoes of Caruth’s suggestion that trauma “consists solely in

the structure of its experience” (Caruth 1995b: 4). Both trauma and performance seem to disappear as

soon as we metaphorically reach out to touch them, and yet both somehow persist “in the contested

and deeply subjective space of personal memory, in the unmarked realms of affect, as partially

glimpsed ghosts haunting future potentiality” (Scott-Bottoms 2020: 210). In other words, while Caruth

argues that trauma might be “carried” through representation’s failure in language, performance

already traverses the boundary between simple mimesis and something more: after all, a “showing

doing” is also necessarily a “doing.” Through its doubled nature, performance might provide an ideal

site for the interrogation, remediation, and, yes, representation of traumatic experiences. Furthermore,

performance’s capacity to illuminate and make complex trauma’s social operations merits serious

consideration—indeed, one of the concerns of this thesis is that DAH Teatar’s performance work

engages in precisely this process. This section will therefore give an overview of the existing literature

on trauma and trauma studies from a performance perspective—I offer what follows not only to justify

my own theoretical frameworks with respect to DAH’s work, but also further extrapolate

performance’s potential as a mechanism of trauma “representation.”

As I have mentioned, some theatre scholars have been concerned with trauma’s unspeakability,

and how this might be credibly surmounted by the mechanisms of theatre and performance. Anthony

Kubiak anticipates Caruth, Laub, and Felman when he discusses terror, rather than trauma, as that

“which is unspeakable, and unrepresentable.” When terror enters the “information systems of

performance,” Kubiak argues, it ceases to be terror as such, but instead dons a performative “mask of

itself,” a cipher for the “real” thing that nevertheless creates a visual economy within which the

unrepresentable can be addressed (Kubiak 1989: 13). In Mourning Sex, Phelan too maintains that

30



trauma is “untouchable,” that it “cannot be represented” (Phelan 1997: 5). However, Patrick Duggan

argues that to consider trauma as fundamentally unrepresentable is to underestimate the powers of

representation (Duggan 2012: 58). In a 2011 editorial, Duggan and Mick Wallis further suggest that the

experience of trauma—the repeated, intrusive hallucinations, the sense of returning to the scene of

injury—is “cognate with performance insofar as it is a mise-en-abyme,” in which the trauma symptom

is a rehearsal or repetition of the original event, while also comprising a new traumatic event with

each successive experience (Wallis and Duggan 2011: 5). In this sense, we might view the trauma

symptom, after Schechner (1985), as a “restored” or “twice-behaved” behaviour (Wallis and Duggan

2011: 6). We can read the trauma symptom itself as a representation of the original subjective

experience of the event.

Duggan expands these ideas in Trauma Tragedy, where he argues that if trauma is not available

to straightforward representational modes (and indeed, he discusses one of his own—admittedly

unsuccessful—performance projects, which sought to represent sexual violence naturalistically), then

it is through the complicated and highly subjective process of affective transfer that transpires between

performer and audience that a sense or feeling of being present “in” trauma can be conveyed (Duggan

2012: 14, 111). Duggan’s study is distinct among the relatively recent works from performance

scholars on the staging of trauma, in that it is one of the few to actually offer a roadmap for how

“trauma” as such might be dramaturgically evoked—a roadmap that engages strategies beyond the

typical presentation of testimonial or verbatim performance, in which traumatic stories are delivered

to the audience in a direct address fashion. As I will discuss in Chapter 2, the strategies Duggan

proposes raise a number of concerns, particularly regarding their efficacy with respect to forming

connections and solidarities between audience members and the “testifying subjects” at the heart of

the trauma “story” being staged. But his approach is significant in that it directly addresses the staging

methods practitioners might engage in order to grapple with the question of trauma representation,

thereby shedding further light on the unique arsenal theatre and performance bring to such

discussions.
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Duggan imputes a sense of theatricality to traumatic experience which, he notes, has always

informed Western thinking about trauma (Duggan 2012: 17). Whether we look to the way World War I

soldiers were suspected of faking their conditions in order to escape the front line, or whether we

examine the way today’s trauma culture confers a kind of moral authority on the traumatised—such

that the absolute veracity of their traumatic memories is beyond reproach—we can see that traditional

trauma theory has consistently maintained what might be understood, after Jonas Barish (1981), as an

anti-theatrical prejudice (Trezise and Wake 2013: 15). In both cases, the derision of behaviour that is

“performed” or “pretend” persists. Performance and theatre, meanwhile, refuse the premise that the

“artificial” is somehow less valid or less meaningful (Rayner 2006: xi-xii). On the contrary, overt

theatricality can facilitate important encounters with “something extraordinary, something real”

(Quick and Rushton 2019: 3). Situating the “real” through and within artifice— “letting the wires

show,” as with the trail of empty shoes in Maps of Forbidden Remembrance—has the power to subvert

discursive and representational hegemonies. As Elin Diamond argues, such theatrical subversions

enable spectators to “see a sign system as a sign system,” and, in so doing, they also “denaturalize and

defamiliarize what ideology makes seem normal, acceptable, inescapable” (Diamond 1988: 85). What,

then, can theatricality reveal to us about trauma and loss? And what about the anxiety surrounding the

“artificial” within trauma discourse is revealed when trauma and loss are staged and performed?

There is also the presence of an audience to consider. According to Phelan, because

performance

asks its spectators to become witnesses to events that are simultaneously real and indicative,

simultaneously empirical and phantasmatic [… there is] a profound ethical challenge and an

important possibility in proposing that performance might provide a model for witnessing a

historical real that exists at the very edge of the phantasmatic—events that are both unbearably real

and beyond reason’s ability to grasp: events that are traumatic.

(Phelan 1999a: 118)
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That Phelan notes the ethical challenge inherent in witnessing trauma through performance is key

here. As Caroline Wake argues, “while witnessing can be an ethical form of spectatorship, it is not

necessarily so” (Wake 2013: 37). Performing a rendition of a painful past risks manufacturing

“traumatic” experience for the spectator’s gaze. Jill Bennett reminds us that if “art purports to register

the true experience of violence or devastating loss—to be about a particular event, then it lays claim to

an experience that is fundamentally owned by someone” (Bennett 2005: 3). Phelan’s ethical challenge,

then, is that an awareness of the power relations inherent in representation and spectatorship must be

maintained—including and especially when another’s pain is what is staged. As Phelan tells us in

Unmarked, “representation is almost always on the side of the one who looks and almost never on the

side of the one who is seen” (Phelan 1993: 26). To bear witness to trauma in performance is to risk

participation in a politics of visibility that threatens to erase the “irreducible specificity” of individual

traumatic experience (Caruth 1995a: ix).

Diana Taylor (1997 and 2006) has addressed this visibility politics through her consideration

of the weekly demonstrations of Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires, Argentina.

Recognising how trauma’s manifestation as a reiterative embodied sensation might resonate with the

embodied nature of performance, Taylor argues that “trauma-driven performance does make visible

the individual, collective, intergenerational, and even national repercussions of human rights violations

over the long term” (Taylor 2006: 1675). Through embodied acts of repetition—their repeated

presence in the plaza—the mothers are able to re-insert their missing (dis-embodied) loved ones into

contemporary political discourses that have neglected them. The missing may not appear in official

documents or histories, but they do appear through the mothers’ inhabitation of space (Taylor 2006:

1675). Per Taylor, “Trauma lives in the body, not in the archive” (Taylor 2011: 74). Miriam Haughton

offers similarly that performance can provide “a shared space for the unspeakable to struggle in its

desire for articulation and acknowledgement” (Haughton 2018: 2). Meanwhile, Karen Malpede has

suggested that “because theatre takes place in public and involves the movement of bodies across a

stage, theatre seems uniquely suited to portray the complex interpersonal realities of trauma”
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(Malpede 1996: 168). At the centre of these arguments is the idea that the simultaneous co-location of

bodies necessary for performance can usefully re-situate the interiority of trauma in a public

context—an idea that I parse further in Chapter 4.

As I have mentioned, many of these issues—presence/absence, embodiment,

repetition—occupy well-trodden territory within performance studies, and the discourse around each

is rich enough to justify a whole doctoral thesis on its own. Where I am looking to intervene in this

literature is at the junction of trauma representation and performativity: part of that performativity

involves the way trauma “performs” in the world. It is in these directions, I argue, that performance

scholarship can still find room to run. No longer a purely psychological, purely interior condition,

trauma has become shorthand for certain political positions, ethical obligations, processes of

subjectivation, and, yes, aesthetics. The argument here is that trauma operates performatively to

instantiate a world governed by its own social and political force, and that it intervenes materially in

discussions of rights, justice, time, and identity. The following section will discuss trauma’s social and

political performativity more thoroughly, but I raise these points at present to demonstrate that

trauma in theatre and performance, beyond its aesthetic representation, is entering a broader

conversation than might be apparent on the surface. How can shifting the focus to the social

performativity of trauma help us expand its representational possibilities also?

A compelling development in recent years has been that performance scholars are increasingly

considering the social implications of trauma in performance—even beginning to approach trauma

itself as performance. In their 2013 edited volume, Visions and Revisions: Performance, Memory,

Trauma, Bryoni Trezise, Caroline Wake, and their contributors explore a range of issues around the

ethics of spectatorship and witnessing with regard to trauma representation in performance. In their

effort to “bring trauma and performance studies into conversation,” Trezise and Wake are also writing

toward trauma’s social/global dimension, acknowledging trauma “in terms of a collective body habitus

that operates through the corporeal modes and styles enabled, and staged, by the West” (Trezise and

Wake 2013: 26, 20). Laura Edmondson’s Performing Trauma in Central Africa (2018) is significant here
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also: she examines how performances from Africa’s Great Lakes region negotiate violent pasts on the

international stage. Borrowing Fassin and Rechtman’s language, Edmondson theorises an “empire of

trauma” that has “infiltrated creative capacities and the interior of memory” in order to insist on the

production of trauma as a performance. In this, “trauma is not only a cause for suffering, but is also

perceived as a ticket to access empire’s wealth,” and Edmonson engages the ethical issues that arise

when “trauma survivor” becomes a role performed for the benefit of a Western audience (Edmondson

2018: 5).

Finally, we might argue that the inherently interdisciplinary nature of both trauma and

performance studies makes them worthy companions (Trezise and Wake 2013: 13-14). A number of

critics have already blurred the disciplinary boundaries between trauma, performance, and a host of

other fields. Some have looked to memory studies to illuminate contemporary relationships to

troubled national histories (Gluhović 2013; Pine 2011; Reading 2019; Trezise 2019). Others have

examined the act of tourism to sites of historical disaster, and conversely, the way the memorial

structures and museums we visit “perform” trauma for us (Clark 2013; Thompson 2009; Tomsky 2011;

Tumarkin 2005). Applied theatre practitioners and scholars have nurtured a long conversation with

performance practices in situations of violence, deprivation, and war (Duggan and Peschel (eds) 2016;

Hughes and Nicholson (eds) 2016; Thompson 2009 and 2005; Thompson, Hughes, and Balfour 2008).

Still others have explored feminist approaches to performed renditions of painful pasts (Haughton

2018; Fitzpatrick 2015). As this robust and growing body of work attests, performance and

performance studies can offer a great deal to trauma studies, not least, per Trezise and Wake, by

“[illuminating] or [complicating] the cultural operations by which memory and trauma are understood

to happen” (Trezise and Wake 2013: 16-17).
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1.3 The trauma paradigm: trauma as performance

As I have indicated, the trauma concept isn’t limited to theory, nor to artistic practice. It

influences all aspects of Western life, from the way journalists frame their coverage of events, to the

way governments and humanitarian agencies respond to disasters, to the way that products and

services are marketed (see Rossolatos 2019). Although the traumatised subject as we understand it is

a relatively recent construction, only emerging in the late 1980s, Fassin and Rechtman note that

contemporary Western society “now accepts without question the notion that psychologists and

psychiatrists intervene in situations of war and disaster, in cases of exceptional, or even everyday

violence” (Fassin and Rechtman 2009: 4). Trauma’s leap from the annals of early 20th century

psychiatric literature to the forefront of contemporary cultural thought is well-documented (see

Alexander 2004; Fassin and Rechtman 2009; Leys 2000; Luckhurst 2008). My concern in this section is

the way the cultural uptake of aporetic trauma theory has generated a performative array of social

practices and beliefs that not only interpret and respond to events as traumatic, but actually produce

traumatic experiences where they might not otherwise be found. When trauma is identified, invoked,

perceived, claimed, framed, or utilised, it does not simply describe a specific type of distressing event;

rather, it enacts a version of events. To quote Summerfield again, when trauma is “declared real, it

becomes real in its consequences” (Summerfield 2017: 52). In order to preface how DAH’s

performance practices intervene in this paradigm of trauma, this section will therefore explore these

consequences, as well as the practices and beliefs that give rise to them.

When I characterise this trauma paradigm as performative, I am referring to concepts

developed by J. L. Austin and Judith Butler. Per Austin, a “performative utterance” is a piece of spoken

language that not only describes, but also enacts that to which it refers: uttering the words “I promise”

actually performs the promise. Unlike a “constative utterance,” which is depictive (“it was like this”), a

performative statement is an action in itself (Austin 1962: 4-11). Butler builds on Austin’s concept to

consider identity formation as performative—most notably, gender identity (Butler 1990 and 1993).
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Gender, for Butler, is not a biological fact, but is instituted through an ongoing series of performative

acts across one’s lifetime (such as bodily movements, style of dress, or vocal affect) (Butler 1990: 34).

These acts (re)inscribe the discursive conditions for future gender performance. Thus, for Butler,

performativity is a reiterative process of constructing the “self,” which is governed both by language as

well as by social actions (Butler 1993: xii). Similarly, to characterise an event as “traumatic” or to

identify oneself as “traumatised” is to initiate a whole host of highly-coordinated social, political,

aesthetic, and economic responses. Victims are sacralised, memorials appear, histories are recorded,

legislation enacted, and compensation paid. A blueprint for how future catastrophes will be received is

created and reinforced.

This blueprint, which I am calling the trauma paradigm, while not unproblematic, is certainly

pervasive. It both instantiates and operates within a certain “distribution of the sensible,” to borrow

Jacques Rancière’s terms. For Rancière, the “sensible” refers to everything that can be sensed and

perceived—and its “distribution” not only dictates what is perceptible within human communities, but

it also prescribes the conditions for participation in those communities. As Chapter 6 discusses in

depth, disrupting or re-configuring the distribution of the sensible is, for Rancière, the essence of

politics (Rancière 2010: 36). The way the trauma concept dictates a certain distribution of the sensible

within Western cultural life assigns political potential to cultural productions that enter into

conversation with it. Thus, when I say DAH Teatar’s performance work interacts with, supports, or

subverts the trauma paradigm, I am referencing these cultural operations. In order to contextualise

these interactions (between DAH’s performance work and the trauma concept) the remainder of this

section will chart a few key hallmarks of the trauma paradigm’s “sensible” operation, and detail some

of the primary criticisms thereof.

The first hallmark is the near-universal privileging of a “tell-your-story” model of trauma relief.

After Laub and Felman, the “tell-your-story” model assumes that testimony before a witness or group

of witnesses is the exclusive method of mitigating trauma’s debilitating affects, and as such, it forms the

rationale and basis for many intervention programmes with affected populations (Thompson, Hughes,
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and Balfour 2008: 33; see also Kunz 2009 and Sivac-Bryant 2016). When storytelling dominates the

framework to such a degree, the risk is that other responses to horror that do not adhere to these

prescriptive aesthetics are undermined, if not ignored completely. For example, James Thompson

argues that societies across the world are often already equipped to cope with tragedy, and so “any

interventions drawn straightforwardly from the trauma literature or borrowed from the treatment

protocols that have emerged from those sites in which the discipline developed are likely to interact in

a complex and perhaps problematic way with existing practices” (Thompson 2009: 54). With “telling

one’s story” or “speaking out” treated as a prescription to ease traumatic distress, it is easy to

configure its opposite—silence, the inability or refusal to narrate traumatic experience—as a

“dangerous retreat, a failure, or the site of continued harm” (Thompson 2009: 45). The prescriptive

assumption that expressions of “trauma” needs must take certain aesthetic forms necessarily misses

much of what may already be present, and it forecloses on alternative modes of trauma relief. Or, as

Jenny Edkins puts it another way, “[t]o require [the] irrefutable proof of testimony is to fail to hear

what is being said” (Edkins 2003: 17). Thompson further cautions that these assumptions can blind us

to the value in other “context-specific modes of dealing and living with the appalling” (Thompson

2009: 46). As I have already noted, storytelling can be indispensable to the individual rehabilitation of

many survivors. However, we must make clear that while the desire to “tell one’s story” should be

respected, the imperative to tell that underpins the trauma paradigm must be questioned. Problems

arise when “the desires of some become projected to be the needs of all” (Thompson 2009: 57).

This leads us to the closely-related second hallmark of the trauma paradigm: its Eurocentrism.

The trauma paradigm establishes trauma, and its pathological equivalent, PTSD, as a universal aspect

of the human condition. Caruth even argues that trauma “may provide the very link between cultures”

by offering a framework through which survivors from one culture may address and come to

understand survivors from another (Caruth 1995a: 11). But, as many critics remind us, trauma is

actually a fundamentally Western construction, with origins in European and American experiences of

industrialisation, war, and identity politics (Luckhurst 2008; Craps 2013 and 2014; Rothberg 2014).
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Luckhurst observes that the classification of PTSD as a psychiatric disorder was the result of a

“self-consciously comparative” lobbying effort involving American Vietnam War veterans, Holocaust

survivors, African American civil rights activists, and female survivors of sexual abuse (Luckhurst

2008: 61-62). The idea of the “survivor” identity that emerged from this effort, which now underpins

the trauma paradigm, is thus based in Western conceptions of subjectivity, morality, medicine, and law,

and uncritical exportation of these concepts has been likened to “cultural imperialism” (Craps 2014:

48; Summerfield 2004: 238). Indeed, Summerfield notes that applying the PTSD regime globally, as the

trauma paradigm does, is akin to “setting out abroad to instruct, regulate and modernise, presenting

contemporary Western mentality and ways of being a person as definitive anywhere” (Summerfield

2017: 52). According to Stef Craps, psychologists and other mental health professionals have long

expressed concerns over these dynamics, but cultural analyses of trauma are only just beginning to

mark these unequal exchanges (Craps 2014: 50). It is important, then, to recognise the effects of

placing a “universalist stamp” on trauma (Summerfield 1998: 1581). In this light, when the

“tell-your-story” model supplants or obscures culturally particular practices of healing and mourning,

it also risks reinscribing colonial structures of power that place the West as a governing presence over

the rest of the world.

Often trauma stories are solicited by third parties—Western victims’ groups, NGOs, first

responders, or even theatre practitioners—rather than offered freely by survivors. Kay Schaffer and

Sidonie Smith note that rights groups have come to depend on survivor testimony as a key instrument

in securing their legal and legislative aims. While testifying publicly can be an empowering process for

survivors, the testimonies themselves “cannot be disentangled from the agendas of activists… and the

organizations through which their narratives have circulated” (Schaffer and Smith 2004: 137).

Survivors may be called upon to repeat their stories many times, a repetition that gives rise to the risk

of re-traumatisation. Recalling Schechner, we can see how trauma becomes “twice-behaved” through

the solicitation and performance of testimony; and, after Butler, it follows that each testimonial

performance re-articulates and reinforces the trauma paradigm’s view of how trauma manifests and
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what aesthetic forms it takes. Similarly, when trauma narratives are sought as part of an artistic

project, as can be the case with works of documentary or verbatim theatre, testimonies may, per Alison

Jeffers, be “compelled to give way to the voice of the playwright and to the literary canon” (Jeffers

2006: 13). Artists may choose to excerpt or even omit someone’s story from the final artistic product,

resulting in what Caroline Wake calls a “double silencing:” if the testimony is solicited from a silenced

subject (i.e. a marginalised individual), the artists’ editorial process functionally silences them for a

second time (Wake 2010: 145).

A third hallmark of the trauma paradigm is the way the trauma concept can be mobilised to

politicise or, importantly, to de-politicise events. In the trauma paradigm, the individual subject is

paramount: linking itself to concepts of rights, justice, and commemoration, the trauma paradigm

regurgitates neoliberal ideas of individualism. As I will discuss in Chapter 4, this can have the effect of

banishing the trauma sufferer into a kind of social oblivion: an irredeemable, black hole of suffering

from which there can be no escape except through one’s own actions: only you can perform your own

testimony, according to Felman and Laub, and so only you can extract yourself from trauma’s

unspeakable grip. This neoliberal exceptionalism can manifest itself in a certain kind of polticised

trauma discourse: Jenny Edkins has discussed how the American retaliatory response to the

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks justified itself through the trauma paradigm: an “inconsolable

and singular” catastrophe necessitates “infinite justice” (Edkins 2003; Eng 2002: 89).

On the other hand, trauma can be a neutralising, de-politicising force. James Brassett and Nick

Vaughan-Williams have noted the ways “discourses of trauma and the traumatic event constituted the

ethico-political possibilities and limits” of the 2008 subprime mortgage crisis. In media and political

discourses, framing this crisis in terms of trauma, as a singular traumatic event, demanded “particular

(humanitarian) responses” (Brassett and Vaughan-Williams 2012: 19). This framing positioned the

subprime crisis as an unavoidable disaster—a framing that effectively took the pressure off of culpable

institutions and individual actors, while also enabling governments, whose regulatory failures arguably

40



helped engineer the crisis in the first place, to portray themselves as humanitarian “saviours'' by

authorising sizeable bailout packages (Brassett and Vaughan-Williams 2012: 25, 35).

Finally, the last hallmark of the trauma paradigm I’ll detail here is that of trauma’s ubiquity.

Trauma is everywhere. While the APA pathology for PTSD initially stipulated that the condition could

only be diagnosed in those who experienced a traumatic event first-hand, each successive edition of

the DSM has significantly expanded the diagnostic criteria (Luckhurst 2008: 1). “Traumatic” is a word

that, today, might equally describe the violent death of a loved one or the receipt of poor marks on an

exam. It is important to note that the clinical literature acknowledges PTSD is not the ordinary

response to distressing events (National Institute of Mental Health 2019). Psychodramatist Marcia

Karp provides figures for these eventualities, estimating that only 25 percent of those exposed to what

we perceive as a traumatic situation will develop symptoms, and that within that group, half will

recover on their own without treatment (Karp 2000: 67, qtd in Thompson 2009: 52). Still, despite

these figures, trauma is now the predominant sign under which distress (of any kind) is read. The

rapid expansion of the trauma concept into everyday usage can arguably be ascribed to a common

confusion in terminology— namely, the confusion of trauma as a wound, akin to a physical injury, with

trauma as wound-like, a metaphorical experience of suffering (Thompson 2009: 49). Perceiving trauma

as a literal wound appears to enable many of the foundational claims made by Caruth, Laub, and

Felman, but the cultural application of the trauma concept has been overwhelmingly metaphorical—as

Fassin and Rechtman tell us, trauma has given us “a new language of the event” (Fassin and Rechtman

2009: 6).

In this thesis, I am perhaps guilty of contributing to the cloudiness that surrounds the term

“trauma.” In what follows, I invoke it to refer to a combination of all the factors and operations I have

discussed above—this reference is unspecific because the concept itself is unspecific. Therefore, what I

am talking about when I talk about trauma is a performative kind of social, political, and cultural life

that is based around the linking of violent events to “structures of subjective and collective experience,

and discursive and aesthetic forms” (Rothberg 2014: xiii). Within this paradigm, trauma mobilises
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resources: material ones, like humanitarian aid or monetary compensation, as well as immaterial ones,

like the social and cultural capital attached to the condition of victimhood. It enacts forms of

governance, as in the convening of international criminal courts or Truth and Reconciliation

Commissions (TRCs). As discussed, trauma even plays a role in identity formation: the “trauma

survivor” is a performative social identity. Trauma creates solidarities, shapes memory, and

manufactures “shared truth” (Fassin and Rechtman 2009: 2). My argument here is that trauma cannot

be understood as a neutral or objective phenomenon—as Kirby Farrell writes, “People not only suffer

trauma; they use it, and the idea of it, for all sorts of ends, good and ill” (Farrell 1996: 21). Trauma is

always doing something. In exploring how trauma performs and is performed throughout this study, I

aim to consider all these attendant factors—political, economic, social, and aesthetic ones—as

elements of the performance dramaturgy of the plays I cover here. For the trauma paradigm, just like

text, scenography, or gesture, is constantly at work in the production and reception of these

performances.

1.4 Methodologies

This thesis takes a tripartite approach to the performances it addresses, employing the

following methodologies: archival research and artist interviews, close performance analysis of the

works, and cultural materialist analysis. In answer to the first point, I have visited DAH’s Belgrade

premises on two occasions and examined the company’s privately-held records, which include early

reviews, scripts, rehearsal notes, playbills, and other documentary evidence of the performances.

These archives are not comprehensive: when I perused them in 2018 and 2019, they were housed in

three or four bookshelves in DAH’s cramped basement offices in Vračar, in south-central Belgrade. I

handled binders stuffed with press clippings describing the company’s work in several

languages—mementos from DAH’s many international tours. There were rehearsal notes, scribbled in

cyrillic or typewritten on onion-skin paper, photocopied excerpts from books of poetry that had
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eventually made their way into a DAH performance text. Almost none of this material is indexed or

digitised; what survives is what DAH have managed to carry with them over the course of their

decades-long career as itinerant theatremakers (for despite the company’s longevity and reputation,

they have not found a permanent headquarters in Belgrade).

Maggie B. Gale and Ann Featherstone note that “all archives are susceptible to a state of

incompleteness, to a kind of failure of memory” (Gale and Featherstone 2011: 24). That is, no archive

can really capture the “full” story of its subjects, and archives themselves generally reflect that which

their curators deem worthy of inclusion. Often what is absent from the archive—the story its absence

tells—can be just as compelling as what it contains. To this end, I have tried to attend to the gaps that

exist in DAH’s records, and to supplement and expand on these with the many talks I have had, both

“formal” and informal, with the artists involved. In the research that follows, I have tried to give equal

weight to what Diana Taylor calls the “repertoire:” that which “enacts embodied memory [… and]

requires presence” (Taylor 2003: 20). What the artists of DAH remember about their own story, and

how they remember it, is, I would argue, just as valuable to this study as a video recording of a given

performance, even as these memories (like all memories) are unstable and subject to change with time.

It is thus sometimes difficult to separate my informants’ memories and opinions from fact, just as it is

difficult to remove myself from this equation—I too am a participant in this “production and

reproduction by [my] ‘being there,’ being a part of the transmission” (Taylor 2003: 20). I, in asking my

questions, am just implicated in the construction of a history of DAH Teatar as the artists are in

answering me, and I am not an unbiased actor in this process—a point I will return to in section 1.7

below.

From a purely social-scientific point of view, there are clear methodological difficulties here,

but, taking seriously what Taylor (2003) argues—that embodied practice is a legitimate means of

transmitting knowledge—I would note once again how performance and trauma chime in tune with

one another, and how performance studies methods might again provide illumination. Memory is

subjective in the way trauma itself is subjective, and I have felt it important to give space to that
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subjectivity in reconstructing DAH’s thirty years of history for the purposes of this study. The

vicissitudes of memory are unavoidably attended by imprecision, but this thesis proposes that this

particular kind of imprecision—like that which surrounds the trauma concept—is worthy of

consideration and scholarly attention.

My conversations with DAH artists have thus been instrumental to the performance analyses

that follow. In answer to the second methodological point I raised at the start of this section, I have

conducted these analyses additionally on the basis of my own memories of the performances where

possible, or else on the basis of video footage (either full or fragmentary), production stills, scripts, and

critical responses, as well as existing descriptions and analyses (published and unpublished) of the

performances.

Thirdly, I consider the sociopolitical conditions under which the performances I treat here

were presented, and the power relations that worked to influence their reception. By analysing each

performance alongside these conditions, this thesis examines the ways in which these performances

impacted (or not) the long process of cultural mourning that followed the carnage in Yugoslavia during

the 1990s. This thesis does not pursue a facile line of argument about the untapped efficacy of

performance as a mode of trauma relief; on the contrary, I am particularly interested in teasing out

instances in which DAH performances reproduce the trauma paradigm, intentionally or otherwise. For

example, in Chapter 5, I argue that a testimonial performance about wartime sexual violence operates

strategically within a “marketplace” of trauma to produce very different effects in the United States

(critical acclaim) as opposed to Kosovo (outrage). Similarly, Chapter 6 explores how a performance

action concerning the migrant experience can be imbued with radical political potential when it

unfolds in Belgrade in the mid 2000s—and how it can lose some of this potency when it is restaged as

an EU initiative in Italy in 2019.

I undertook three fieldwork trips during the course of this research. Two, as I have mentioned,

to Belgrade, Serbia, in November 2018 and March 2019, and one to Faenza, Italy in September 2019, to

attend the Mauerspringer European Street Theatre Festival, at which DAH were presenters (an
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experience I discuss in detail in Chapter 6). During this time, I was able to observe rehearsals, as well

as conduct interviews with DAH artists and collaborators, gaining their perspectives on the

performance process, as well as their personal lives during the wars and after. I have spoken informally

to audience members following four DAH performances in 2019, but the language barrier that

surrounded most of these conversations meant that the responses I gathered were fewer, and less

candid, than I had initially hoped for.7

If I had to identify another limitation to this study, I would name the dearth of first-hand

accounts of individual spectators in a thesis that is centrally concerned with the reception of

performances that represent difficult histories. Helen Freshwater cautions against the common

tendency in theatre and performance studies to “refer to an audience as ‘it’ and, by extension, to think

of this ‘it’ as a single entity, or a collective.” This approach, though common, “risks obscuring the

multiple contingencies of subjective response, context, and environment which condition an

individual’s interpretation of a particular performance event” (Freshwater 2009: 5). The individual

spectator’s experience of a given performance (like the experience of trauma, to which Caruth ascribes

an “irreducible specificity”) is unique to that individual at that moment in time (Caruth 1995a: ix).

Furthermore, the spectator is never merely a passive receptacle for the story or feeling the artist

desires to transmit; as Rancière argues, “[t]he spectator also acts… She observes, selects, compares,

interprets. She links what she sees to a host of other things she has seen on other stages, in other kinds

of place” (Rancière 2009: 14-15). In other words, just as the process of testimony is an ongoing

exchange between the testifier and the witness, we might also conceive of performance and

spectatorship along these lines, where the performance is a “third thing” that is always actively

negotiated by and between performer and audience (Rancière 2009: 16). It is difficult, then, to assess

7 I attended two separate performances of Zagonetka Revolucije in March 2019, and two showings of the
Faenza scenario of In/Visible City in September 2019. Although I have taken lessons in the Serbian language
as part of this research, my Serbian is poor. Many DAH friends and collaborators informally acted as
translators for me—their English is excellent. However, this necessarily means that my interactions with
audience members who could not or did not communicate in English were mediated, often by the artists
whose work we were discussing.
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how these performances have been negotiated by spectators whose thoughts, opinions, and feelings I

have neither been able to source nor to observe.

This issue is compounded by the reality that the performances I treat in this thesis span a

temporal range from 1992 to 2019. So mine is also the “historian’s problem:” as Christopher B. Balme

asks, “How can ephemeral phenomena of the past be captured and rendered suitable for aesthetic

study” (Balme 2008: 97)? To reconstruct these performances, especially the ones for which no video

recordings and very little written documentation exist, I have had to rely heavily not only on the

accounts of the artists themselves, but also the descriptions and interpretations of professional

reviewers and academics. Of course, these impressions are in no way representative of

“audiences-in-general” (Freshwater 2009: 33). Level of education and proximity to the production, for

example, will have had an obvious hand in shaping these accounts. Critics’ descriptions of and8

reactions to DAH Teatar’s performance work are inextricably bound up in the critics’ own nationalities,

ethnicities, and politics, as well as their personal geographies. In the analyses that follow, I have tried to

attend to these issues—noting biases where they might exist, and maintaining an awareness of the

“several distinct, co-existing audiences” that attended each of these performances, as well as the “range

of viewing positions” they might have chosen to adopt (Freshwater 2009: 10).

1.5 Structure of the thesis

The study that follows is, as I have mentioned, organised around a suite of conceptual pillars

that underpin both aporetic trauma theory as well as the trauma paradigm. They are: relationality and

the intersubjective encounter, the destabilisation of linear time, presence and absence, trauma’s global

circulation as a commodity, and trauma as a political intervention in “rights” discourses. Although each

8 For example, in the following chapters, I refer to accounts by Dubravka Knežević, who worked closely with
DAH Teatar as a dramaturg on early productions, and Zorica Jevremović, herself an independent/alternative
Belgrade playwright and theatremaker, whose own early 1990s-era work was intensely and openly critical of
the Milošević regime (see Dragićević-Šešić 2018). The responses of these two critics to a DAH Teatar
performance will, naturally, have been markedly different to those of a spectator with greater nationalistic
inclinations.
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of the following chapters takes one of these themes as its primary object, they are by no means

mutually exclusive lenses, and, in keeping with the slippery nature of the trauma concept, these ideas

raise their heads throughout this thesis, irrespective of chapter “borders.” This thesis adheres to a

roughly chronological order when it comes to the DAH performances it treats: Chapter 3 discusses

performances from the 1990s, Chapters 4 and 5 address pieces from the mid-to-late 2000s, and

Chapter 6 finishes by discussing a piece performed in 2019.

In Chapter 2, I give a history of DAH Teatar, taking a high-level approach to theorise what I am

calling the company’s “bruise(d) aesthetics.” The argument develops through readings of existing

concepts of trauma aesthetics in performance, as received through the trauma paradigm, before

focusing on the European avant garde and Euro-American postmodern performance traditions from

which DAH’s praxis draws. I employ all of these lenses in order to position DAH’s praxis as one that is

inherently relational. The speculation here is that DAH’s aesthetic praxis can show us how trauma

“representation” in performance might situate us between and amongst others, and might reveal how

these encounters can be the vectors toward political action.

Chapter 3 teases out these political threads. I consider a trilogy of “Angel Plays” devised

between 1992 and 1998. Using Walter Benjamin’s writing on time, history, and gesture, I explore the

revolutionary and/or messianic potential in the temporal frameworks these plays engage. I suggest

that the way Benjamin configures his messianic moment as one that is “blasted out of the continuum of

history” is cognate with the temporal structure of trauma (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 395; cf. Edkins

2003). I also discuss the theatrical gesture as the vehicle via which these messianic moments may be

seized. Chapter 4 treats Story of Tea (2006), a performance devised in response to the 1993 kidnapping

and murder of nineteen Bosniak men from a passenger train by Bosnian Serb forces. I analyse the

play’s use of stage image, surrogation, and gestures of care to argue that the performance works to

build affective solidarities out of shared grief—a counter to the isolation of traumatic suffering the

trauma paradigm would have us take as given. Chapter 5 turns its attention to the global market forces

that bear on trauma and its representations. I interrogate DAH’s 2009 testimonial performance
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Crossing the Line as performed in former Yugoslavia and the United States in order to mark the

workings of what I am calling a “trauma market,” one that governs the creation, circulation, and

reception of trauma stories on a global scale.

Finally, Chapter 6 applies Rancière’s concept of dissensus to DAH’s ongoing mobile performance

project In/Visible City in order to address the trauma paradigm and its effects in a more indirect way.

Here I consider how DAH’s project alternately intervenes in and reinforces “distributions of the

sensible,” especially with regard to discourses around “statelessness,” Europeanisation, and the

refugee’s right to the city (cf. Lefebvre 1996 [1968]). Although trauma itself does not figure explicitly

into this discussion, it does underwrite the way I read the politics of In/Visible City, and it does speak to

how the trauma paradigm has infiltrated the construction of political subjects as such.

1.6 A note on terminology

The ethnic circumstances surrounding the Yugoslav Wars and their aftermath are extremely

nuanced, and, accordingly, a particular identity politics has arisen in the region, one that specifically

concerns these ethnic definitions. The word “Yugoslavia” is a portmanteau, devised to represent a

coalition country: a nation of South [Jugo] Slavic peoples (“Yugoslav (n.)”). While each of the Yugoslav

successor states has a longer individual history than does their federated union under the banner of

“Yugoslavia,” the borders that exist today between Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Montenegro, Kosovo, and

North Macedonia are relatively recent constructions. The names of these successor states do not

automatically describe the ethnicities of their citizens either: there are Croatian Serbs, Bosnian Croats,

Montenegrin Albanians, and so on. In this thesis, national appellations like “Bosnian,” “Croatian,” and

“Serbian” are used as references to these countries, their governments, and their citizens, irrespective

of ethnicity. Where ethnicity needs to be specified, ethnic terms like “Bosniak,” “Croat,” and “Serb” are

used. Accordingly, when I discuss violence against Bosniaks perpetrated by Serbs during the Bosnian

War, this should not be taken to mean violence perpetrated by the state of Serbia against the state of
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Bosnia, but rather violence perpetrated by ethnic Serb actors against Bosnian-speaking Muslim

populations (who are distinct from Kosovar-Albanian Muslims, who speak Albanian), regardless of

their national origin. Indeed, as we will see in Chapter 4, there have been documented war crimes

committed by Bosnian Serbs against Serbian Bosniaks. All this to say, these terms are not

interchangeable, and their use is still contentious—I have tried to attend carefully to these nuances in

this study.

Finally, I must note here that one of DAH’s founding members, who has been both my friend

and my primary contact during this research, is named Dijana Milošević. To distinguish her from

former Yugoslav President and convicted war criminal Slobodan Milošević (to whom she is not

related), this thesis will refer to her simply as “Dijana.”

1.7 Why DAH Teatar?

There is no shortage of performance work that addresses difficult histories. There is also no

shortage of artists creating important performances in conflict and post-conflict areas. Several factors,

both academic and personal, have drawn me to study DAH Teatar’s work over any of these formidable

alternatives. Accordingly, this section will briefly chart the path that brought me to the beginning of

this doctoral research process. The Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s were among the earliest international

catastrophes to be negotiated within and through the trauma paradigm. The international community

operated according to the logic that the outbreak of war left the mental health apparatus in former

Yugoslavia “in total disarray,” and as such, there was an “explosive demand for mental-health

programmes” in the region (Agani, Landau, and Agani 2010: 143; de Vries 1998: 1579). This thinking

justified the rollout of a significant number of psycho-social programmes focused specifically on

trauma from “a veritable caravan” of international organisations on “a hitherto unprecedented scale”

(Agani, Landau, and Agani 2010: 143; Stubbs and Maglajlić 2012: 1180). Furthermore, the brutality of

these conflicts—and in particular, the systematic use of sexual violence as a weapon of war—effectively
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framed conversations around the condition of victimhood: raped Muslim women were not discussed

and understood simply as prisoners or casualties of war, but as victims of trauma (Helms 2013: 64-69).

There have been debates surrounding these approaches and the assumptions underpinning them—the

point here is that the international response to the Yugoslav Wars as traumatic was robust (and indeed,

several key texts that bear on discussions of trauma and its aesthetics were written with the Bosnian

War in mind. See Sontag 2003; Caruth 1995a). I am therefore interested in trauma representation and

performance in theatre work that concerns these conflicts because the trauma paradigm has been such

a fundamental part of the conversation about them.

Secondly, former Yugoslavia occupies a liminal position in the Western mindset, geographically

and culturally speaking. The Yugoslav successor states belong neither to the East nor to the West; they

were socialist, but not Soviet; they are in Europe, but not strictly European. As Maria Todorova writes,

“That the Balkans have been described as the ‘other’ of Europe does not need special proof” (Todorova

1997: 3). Thus, many of the tensions inherent in the trauma paradigm—particularly its

Eurocentrism—are played out in former Yugoslavia, in the interaction between local practices and the

perceptions of the global community. DAH Teatar are local artists with a substantial international

presence, and their work negotiates both of these modes, as explored in Chapter 6. There is, in DAH’s

catalogue, ample opportunity to study how trauma is performed and is made to perform in different

geographical and cultural contexts. Finally, it bears repeating that collective memory in the region

operates according to multiple, competing “regime[s] of truth,” to borrow Michel Foucault’s term

(Foucault 1977: 13). DAH Teatar are creating performances in an area in which collective responsibility

for events is still actively being negotiated. That is, while DAH’s plays may address, and even construct,

alternative histories, they are not historical. There is live political currency in the way trauma is

represented in these works.

When the wars broke out in 1991, Yugoslavia was still a socialist country. Virtually all

institutional theatres there were state-funded, and the government often took an active hand in their

management; correspondingly, the response to the wars’ outbreak from these institutions was
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ambivalent at best. Despite their youth and relative inexperience, DAH Teatar were, according to

scholars like Milena Dragićević-Šešić, Stefan Hulfeld, Jana Dolečki and Senad Halilbašić, among the

most vocal and visible of a very small minority of independent theatremakers in Belgrade at the time

who were openly critical of the wars in Croatia and Bosnia, and of the Milošević regime (Hulfeld et al.

2018: 14; Dragićević-Šešić 2018: 178). In the summer of 1992, as Sarajevo lay besieged only a few

hundred kilometres away, DAH’s first-ever public performance, This Babylonian Confusion, took place

in Belgrade’s central square, outdoors, before hordes of gathered police and nationalist demonstrators.

This performance was explicitly anti-war at a time when the Yugoslav government was insisting no

war was taking place and punishing those who dared say otherwise.

And yet, to hear DAH co-founder Dijana Milošević tell it, the performance was not the product

of a conscious effort to overthrow the regime, stop the war, or garner international attention and

sympathy. Rather, it was intended to reframe the pain and confusion felt deeply by the artists

themselves, on a personal level, within the public sphere. As I will discuss in the chapter that follows,

Dijana describes this compulsion to create performances in response to painful events as a “wound.”

For the artists of DAH, these wounds are most meaningfully addressed in the communal sphere of live

performance. And while Rancière rightly cautions that the “presupposition” that live performance itself

is somehow more communitarian than any other human activity can cause us to problematically

anticipate theatre’s effects, this study will argue that effects are not the focus of DAH’s particular brand

of performance-making (Rancière 2009: 16). Rather, after Caruth, DAH’s is the project of using theatre

to listen “beyond the pathology of individual suffering, to the reality of a history that in its crises can

only be perceived in unassimilable forms” (Caruth 1995c: 156). DAH Teatar’s work engages deeply not

only with the reality of difficult histories, but also with the process of learning to live with them. This,

coupled with the length of the company’s career and the evolutions their work has undergone, makes

DAH Teatar a compelling case study for examining trauma in/and/as performance.

DAH’s engagement with these themes and realities has progressed over time. As I will discuss

in the following pages, while their early performances were necessarily concerned with current
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atrocities, the company’s work following the fall of the Milošević regime in October 2000 concerned

itself with issues around memory and memorialisation. As we will see in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, the years

from 2005 to 2009 were fruitful for DAH on this score, seeing the premieres of productions addressing

specific war crimes, the experience of wartime physical and sexual violence more generally, and

national identities as derived from multicultural histories in urban spaces. Today, as the Yugoslav Wars

recede into history and are overtaken by newer, more pressing crises, DAH’s work has shifted its focus

away from such event-based “wounds” and aims instead at addressing more systemic injustices. As I

will discuss (especially in Chapters 6 and 7), recent devised performances address social issues like the

European refugee crisis (In/Visible City (2005-present)) and climate change (Previously Blue (2015),

TERRA (2020) and Drveće Pleše (2021)). The company are also presently involved in a number of arts

initiatives, such as the Antigone Project, which aims to tackle gender-based violence against women

and girls through workshops conducted in secondary schools, as well as the Future Academy on Tour

in Europe (FATE) project, which takes a multi-faceted approach to “create [connections] between new

migrants [to Europe], refugees and EU citizens through artistic training, inclusion and enhancing

employment opportunities in the arts sectors” (“EU Projects” 2021). These efforts provide the

opportunity to examine DAH Teatar’s work through a “trauma” lens that is not limited to the

event-based trauma models popularised by the trauma paradigm. Instead, we can explore how DAH’s

work gives articulation to what Michael Rothberg describes as trauma that “takes place on the site

of—and thoroughly embedded within—a system of violence that is neither sudden nor accidental:

exploitation in an age of globalized neo-liberal capitalism” (Rothberg 2014: xiv). By the same token,

this study’s expanded trauma-in/and/as-performance framework allows us to examine how DAH

Teatar continue to address, via their particular mode of performance-cum-social practice, the

“mutations of power and the conditions of life” that attend cultural suffering (Rothberg 2014: xiv).

Having made the case for the research itself, the question that remains is: why this researcher?

Or, to paraphrase Maps of Forbidden Remembrance again, what does it matter to me? Performance is an

affective art form, and what we, as performance researchers, choose to study so often correlates to
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what has affected us in the theatre—as spectators or practitioners. I believe in the impact of DAH

Teatar’s work primarily because I have, first-hand, experienced its impact. I first encountered DAH

Teatar’s work when the company toured the United States in 2010. They gave a week-long residency at

Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois, while I was an undergraduate drama student there. This residency

culminated in a performance of Crossing the Line, a documentary/verbatim play comprised of

first-hand testimonies from female survivors of sexual violence during the wars in former Yugoslavia.

The impression this performance made on me was profound (and is discussed fully in Chapter 5). My

theatre training until that point had been based in commercially-oriented styles of psychologically

realistic acting. It was very inward-looking: the focus was always on me, my process, my inner life, my

character. Learning about DAH’s praxis and history opened my eyes to the idea that performance could

serve a much more vital, more urgent social purpose. So, when I say that I am not an unbiased observer

of DAH’s career, I mean that the study that follows is driven by my own experiences with DAH Teatar,

and by the connections their performance work has led me to form, personally and professionally.

I had DAH’s work in mind when I moved to Ireland in 2015 to pursue a master’s degree in

performance studies at University College Dublin. My master’s research, which ultimately focused on

representations of institutional abuse in Irish theatre and dance following the 2009 publication of the

now-infamous Ryan Report, is also an important precursor to this thesis. My continued interest in9

DAH Teatar thus also reflects my keenness to understand the ways live performance can address and

even impact on social suffering.

This thesis is, in many ways, the one I have always been writing. When I was growing up in

Chicago, my father had a neighbour who had been a filmmaker in Zagreb. She and my dad would talk

politics, and I loved to listen to them argue—she, who had grown up under Tito’s communism, and he,

a Reaganite republican. In what might have been a cheeky attempt to undermine my dad’s conservative

9 From 1999 to 2009, the Irish government convened a Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse in order to
investigate allegations of the physical and sexual abuse of children in state-sponsored Catholic care
institutions from 1936 onwards. The Commission’s findings, known popularly as the Ryan Report, were
incredibly damning not only for the Catholic Church in Ireland, but for the Irish state, whom the Commission
found to be complicit in the abuse due to their failure to intervene (see Pine 2011).
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politics, she would pass me books by writers like Milan Kundera and Orhan Pamuk—books I was

perhaps not quite old enough to fully understand. To her I owe no small part of my intellectual life.

What I did not realise until I was much older was that our neighbour had likely come to America to

escape a civil war in her country. To what degree can it then be said that the dissolution of Yugoslavia

has been an invisible hand guiding my academic development? How is it that I can identify so strongly

with a tragedy that does not “belong” to me?

Perhaps I am motivated by what Alison Landsberg calls “prosthetic memory.” Prosthetic

memory is created through an encounter with a narrative of a past that is not one’s own—a narrative

that nevertheless enables one to “[suture] himself or herself into a larger history,” such that the person

does not “simply apprehend a historical narrative, but takes on a more personal, deeply felt memory of

a past event through which he or she did not live” (Landsberg 2004: 2). Landsberg develops her idea

through the study of encounters between contemporary people and pasts that are ostensibly long

gone—twenty-first century Americans reckoning with stories about the Middle Passage, for example.

For me, my prosthetic memory of the wars in Yugoslavia during the 1990s doesn’t arise from an

encounter with the distant past so much as through the uncanny haunting of a “phantom” present—the

kind of ghostly double we in the theatre know so well. Let me explain: two weeks after my first

birthday, Slovenia declared its independence and the Yugoslav Wars began. These events, the ones I am

studying here, the ones that forged and shaped the performance practices of DAH Teatar, have been

churning away in the background of my entire life. How am I, as an American, implicated in historical

violence in which my country declined to intervene? How far can or should my personal responsibility

extend for crimes I did not commit? Landsberg contends that prosthetic memories have the ability to

powerfully “shape [one’s] subjectivity and politics” (Landsberg 2004: 2). The ways my subjectivity and

politics have been shaped, then, by my father and his neighbour from Zagreb, by DAH Teatar, and, more

indirectly, by the wars in former Yugoslavia, are also driving forces behind this study.
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2. Start from the Wound: DAH Teatar’s Relational Praxis

Art is a state of encounter.
(Bourriaud 2002: 18)

I ask myself, what is hurting me? What is broken? Where is the wound?
This is the beginning of my theatre.

(Dijana Milošević, personal communication, 23 November, 2018)

On the 24th of March, 1999, after years of hand-wringing from the West over whether or not

they ought to have intervened more substantially in the violence in Bosnia, the North Atlantic Treaty

Organisation (NATO) launched a 78-day bombing campaign in response to then-Yugoslavia’s ethnic

cleansing of Albanian populations in Kosovo (Judah 2009: 330). This “humanitarian war” was

successful on paper, in that it hastened the end of the conflict and secured the withdrawal of Slobodan

Milošević’s troops from Kosovo (Schininà 2004: 33). However, it also took the lives of approximately

five hundred Yugoslav civilians and intensified the ongoing Yugoslav refugee crisis, as still more

citizens in Kosovo and Serbia found themselves displaced (Human Rights Watch 2009). NATO’s

airstrikes also brought the violence of Yugoslavia’s disintegration to DAH Teatar’s doorstep in Belgrade.

DAH co-founder and director Dijana Milošević (no relation to the former Yugoslav president/convicted

war criminal) says of this time,

When the bombing of Yugoslavia started in 1999, I realised that I no longer grasped anything... First

I thought that I would not make theatre any more, that I ought to do something that could help

people more effectively. But I soon realised that it was impossible to do anything at all. In that
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bombing war I could do nothing: neither stop the atrocities that my country's government was

perpetrating nor help people who were being bombed. In that kind of high-tech war you can only sit

and wait to see if a bomb will fall on your house or not. I asked myself what I could do: what did I

know how to do best? And naturally the answer was ‘theatre.’

(Milošević 2005: 19)

Dijana’s account here illuminates two crucial aspects of DAH Teatar’s praxis that have underpinned

their work since the beginning. Firstly, it highlights the way the company’s performances are always

driven by a deep, personal need to express something of what they are feeling in a given time and

place—to stage what “hurts.” The process of performance-making starts from this “wound,” and as

such, the results are inflected by this display of emotional vulnerability and personal investment. And

secondly, Dijana’s remarks speak to the way DAH performances are sited at the intersection of personal

feeling and social engagement. They are the vehicles through which DAH negotiate the wound “beyond

the realm of the interior subject into that of inhabited place, rendering it a political phenomenon”

(Bennett 2005: 151).

The performance devised “under the bombs” was 1999’s Documents of Times. It featured two10

performers in their thirties portraying “very, very old ladies,” who could “look at the 20th century with

different eyes and with the wisdom of age” (Milošević 2005: 19). The show was designed to be played

on a grand staircase, the kind found in museums or other large civic institutions. The premise was11

simple enough: the two women were on the hunt for meaning within the piles of “ruined, rotting

tomes” they carried with them (Clemons 2002: 83). After trying unsuccessfully to traverse the

staircase (their “old bones” couldn’t manage the steps), they built their own staircase out of the ruined

books, all while “[they reminisced] about youth, life, excitement, freedom—all of the things that one

can lose as one gets old.” The books turned out to be of no use to the women. Instead of the

sought-after insights, they found in the pages “a stocking, a U.S. passport, cigarettes, paper money,

11 Indeed, the Serbian premiere of Documents of Times was held on the main staircase of the Vojvodina Museum
in Novi Sad (Cleveland 2008: Ch. 20).

10 This production’s Serbian title, Dokumenti Vremena, has been translated alternately as Documents of Time.
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coins, water, dust… Even the stairway of books (or history), once finished, leads nowhere” (Clemons

2005: 112). Out of one last book came tumbling scores of Yugoslav banknotes from the height of the

1992-1994 hyperinflation crisis, denominated at ten million dinars each, and completely worthless.

The women flung the dinars into the air and they rained down like confetti; then the women began

tumbling too—in carefully controlled slow motion, the two performers “fell” down the stairs while a

violinist played. As they descended, they began shedding layers of their “old lady” costumes, so that the

audience could catch a glimpse of bright blonde hair or the flash of a young leg. By the time they

reached the bottom of the stairs, the two women had transformed (back) into their younger selves

(Nedved 2001: 4). The show closed with these lines from Helen Keller, written a hundred years prior, in

anticipation of the arrival of the year 1900: “This century, this wonderful century is coming to its end.

And right in front of us I see the gate of the new century, on which, in letters of light are written these

words: this is the way to wisdom, light and happiness” (Milošević 2005: 19).

Documents of Times wasn’t about the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia, nor was it about the

country’s catastrophic dissolution a few years earlier, though these events were certainly evoked

through the material presence of the hyper-inflated banknotes. Devoid of sudden, shocking, or

intrusive images and indexed to a relatively linear timeline (as opposed to a more episodic piece such

as Maps of Forbidden Remembrance), Documents of Times does not conform to the mould of what a

typical “trauma performance” looks like, nor of how we expect such a performance to behave. And yet,

it is an indicative example of DAH Teatar’s performance aesthetics, and the circumstances under which

it was devised are also emblematic of the company’s ethos. My argument here is that both of these

elements, working in concert, constitute an alternative “trauma aesthetics” that DAH Teatar

employs—that is, a representational and relational practice that is oriented toward critical

engagement with both trauma (in terms of painful personal histories) and the trauma paradigm (how

those histories are constituted within the public sphere).

This chapter will report on DAH Teatar’s performance aesthetics and their devising process,

locating these within wider discussions of the aesthetics of trauma, as well as in relation to the
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European avant-garde and Euro-American postmodern theatrical traditions from which they draw.

This dissection of the company’s performance dramaturgy is followed by a consideration of DAH’s

relational practices. Indeed, among DAH’s most impressive accomplishments is that they have been

able to build and maintain robust networks of intra- and international collaborators, from behind the

wall of NATO sanctions in the 1990s, and in the face of continued opposition from local authorities. In

this third section, I will argue that not only are these networks key to DAH’s survival from an

administrative and operational perspective, but that the relationships upon which they are built are

also essential components of DAH’s aesthetics. Finally, this chapter shifts its focus to the operations of

DAH’s aesthetics and praxis in situ—examining DAH Teatar in the Yugoslav and post-Yugoslav contexts

in which they have functioned, I consider the ways the company’s own “trauma aesthetics” has been

and continues to be recast as a mode of political resistance.

2.1 Bruise(d) aesthetics: marking the encounter

Documents of Times is exceptional in DAH’s catalogue not only because the artists’ lives were at

continual risk while they devised it, but also because it came together in just three months. Such a12

schedule may not be unusual in commercial theatres, but DAH ordinarily take one to two years to

develop a performance. This is not due to lack of performer availability or rehearsal time; indeed,

especially in DAH’s early years, the company would train together for six hours or more every day, and

performers turned down other jobs to adhere to this regimen (Anđelić 2020). Rather, this elongated

process is meant to encourage the unhurried evolution of a performance over time, as well as the

deepening of the company’s relationship to the “wound” from which it grows. As I have noted, the

aesthetics of trauma is routinely characterised by rupture; indeed, Roland Barthes’s punctum, an

element of an image that “rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces [the viewer],”

12 DAH had initially held rehearsals for Documents of Times in a school where they rented a small studio, but
were forced to abandon this space when a NATO bomb was dropped “just beside it, destroying a few houses
and part of the street.” Thanks to the generosity of another amateur theatre elsewhere in the city, DAH were
able to continue their work in spite of this difficulty (Milošević 2005: 20).
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is often invoked to describe the ideal form and behaviour of cultural productions in this mode (Barthes

1981: 26; see also: Duggan 2012: 9; Luckhurst 2008: 167). What would it take to move beyond this

prescriptive trauma aesthetics? Or, as Jill Bennett asks, “[H]ow does the staging of shock become more

than an aesthetic conceit” (Bennett 2005: 11)? We might find one answer, again, in Barthes: the trauma

paradigm seems to overlook that for Barthes, the punctum is not only the “accident which pricks me,”

but also that which “bruises me” (Barthes 1981: 27, my emphasis). I suggest that, insofar as we can

characterise DAH’s as a “trauma” aesthetics, it is in this sense. The bruise metaphor is an apt one: a

bruise appears gradually, it morphs and changes. You might not know where it came from, or when it

was incurred. The punctum as a bruise doesn’t imply one thing penetrating another, but two things

brought into contact, the traces of which linger, marking the encounter. DAH’s protracted development

period is one manifestation of this way of working. Before exploring the others, I offer a brief,

necessary biography.

DAH Teatar directors and co-founders, Dijana Milošević and Jadranka Anđelić, are both native

Belgraders. The pair first met as students on the University of Belgrade’s postgraduate course in

theatre directing during the mid-1980s. Says Jadranka, “We were lucky to meet in this phase [of our

development] and to understand each other.” Their training at the university was rooted in classical

European dramatic traditions, and both directors found it more than a little stultifying. Jadranka

continues, “We had an obvious need to do experimental work, and we kept submitting project

proposals [to the university] which were all rejected, of course” (Anđelić 2020). In the late 1980s,

Dijana and Jadranka spent term breaks travelling around Europe, “working at different student jobs”

and trying “to see as much theatre as possible” (Milošević 2005: 15).

It was during this time that they apprenticed with Eugenio Barba and Odin Teatret in

Holstebro, Denmark. Inspired by their time with Barba, Dijana and Jadranka began to imagine how

they might build their own independent theatre back in Belgrade that would create experimental

devised work indoors, and for a limited number of spectators (Milošević 2005: 18). At the time, the

independent theatre scene in Yugoslavia was miniscule. Yugoslavia was a socialist country where
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theatres, considered to be important cultural institutions, received their funding exclusively from the

state, and the government took an active role in their management―appointing and dismissing

directors or dictating programming as the case may be. According to Irena Šentevska, in the midst of

1980s and 1990s-era post-Tito reconstruction, Yugoslavia’s national theatres “became part of the

inherited infrastructure governed by political leadership. Theatre was thus expected, in a largely

democratic manner (without explicit censorship), to follow the political agenda of the state and to

reproduce the ideological premises which [underlied] the new order” (Šentevska 2018: 46). Funding13

avenues outside of this state-sponsored model were virtually non-existent; if a theatre group wished to

avoid the government influence and oversight that would come with state funding, they would have to

source their own funds privately―either via donations from family and friends locally―or else seek

funds abroad. Dijana recalls voicing these concerns to Eugenio Barba toward the end of her time

training in Holstebro: “I told him I would love to build a theatre like [Odin Teatret] in my country, but it

is impossible. [Barba] said, ‘If you believe it is impossible, then it is impossible’” (Dijana Milošević,

personal communication, November 2018). Dijana heard the challenge in Barba’s remark, and she and

Jadranka returned to Belgrade more determined than ever to preserve the authenticity of their own

theatrical voice.

Thus, DAH Teatar was born in the early summer of 1991. The word “dah” means “breath” in

Serbian—signifying from the very beginning how DAH envisioned the vital link between their work

and their personal lives. It was an appalling coincidence that, mere weeks after DAH was founded, on

the 25th of June, the Republic of Slovenia declared its independence, and Slobodan Milošević sent his

Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) to invade. This particular conflict would only last ten days, but over that

13 It is important to note here that state sponsorship in pre-war Yugoslav Theatre did not necessarily equate to a
stultification of aesthetics or didacticism of content and forms. Yugoslavia also had a well-established
tradition of fostering experimental performance dating back to the 1950s. Belgrade theatre Atelje 212 is
particularly noteworthy here―in 1956, this theatre staged the Eastern European premiere of Beckett’s
Waiting for Godot, which had been banned in countries across the Eastern Bloc (Hensel 2017: 190). In 1967,
the first Beogradski Internacionalni Teatarski Festival (BITEF) was held―this festival would go on to host
performances by a veritable “Who’s Who” of mid-century avant-garde theatre, including Jerzy Grotowski,
Merce Cunningham, Peter Brook, Joseph Chaikin, Robert Wilson, Ariane Mnouchkine, and the Bread and
Puppet Theatre Company (Dasgupta 1989: 219).
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summer and autumn, the war spread to Croatia, and finally, in early 1992, to Bosnia and Herzegovina.

During this time, DAH Teatar were in the midst of devising a piece called Gifts from Our Ancestors,

based on Serbian symbolist poetry. This was to be their first public production, and it was slated to

premiere in a studio space in central Belgrade. But, says Dijana, the company felt increasingly that they

needed to “find an adequate response to reality, because reality was really harsh” (Lund 2011). As their

country’s borders closed in on them, DAH shelved their work on Gifts from Our Ancestors and changed

track: they developed a new piece to be performed outdoors, in Trg Republike, Belgrade’s central

square in July, 1992. This piece, which will be discussed fully in Chapter 3, was called This Babylonian

Confusion, and it featured a text comprised of Bertolt Brecht’s anti-war poetry and songs. The change in

venue from studio to “the streets” introduced an element of physical danger; at the time, this area of

the city was swarming with soldiers, Serb nationalist demonstrators, and armed police. A year prior, in

the same square where DAH would be performing, the army had forcibly suppressed an anti-Milošević

regime protest, resulting in the deaths of two people (Jestrović 2013: 9-10). There was a non-zero

chance that DAH’s performance, with its overtly anti-war subject matter, would incite a violent

altercation.

As it happened, however, This Babylonian Confusion played for its entire two-week run without

incident. Jadranka describes the effect the piece’s abstract dramaturgy had on the assembled

nationalists:

They could not recognise who we were. Our [spoken] language and our body language was curious

to them. So the nationalists were surprised. They couldn’t judge it like a realistic performance with

recognisable characters. At the same time, common people completely understood it, because it

corresponded to their thoughts, their feelings, and their preoccupations… We got all this feedback

from them saying, ‘Thank you for saying what we are thinking.’

(Anđelić 2020)

Prior to this, Dijana and Jadranka never considered the prospect of “street theatre,” which, in their

experience, signalled carnival performance and parades. Says Jadranka, “We did not recognise
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ourselves in that theatre language” (Anđelić 2020). However, This Babylonian Confusion and the

response to it disabused DAH of many of the notions they held about what their theatre would be and

how it would function. This performance served to re-orient DAH’s practice toward the public staging

of the felt compulsion to express psychological/emotional pain; toward the insertion of the internal

wound into “fabric of the sensible” (Rancière 2013: 59). In the case of This Babylonian Confusion, this

wound might have encompassed feelings of shame, fear, grief, rage, or even hope, instigated by the

previously unimaginable escalation of violence throughout Yugoslavia. When such a wound is staged

and performed, it manifests “not simply as an interior condition but as a transformative process that

impacts on the world as much as on bodies” (Bennett 2005: 12). It enters the discursive sphere of

trauma at the “excruciated crossing” of the “individual and collective, private and public orders of

things” (Seltzer 1997: 5). It is negotiated at the intersection of “insides” and “outsides” (Bennett 2005:

12, 44-45).

The confluence of public and private wounding I am suggesting here is different to the models

of testimony and witnessing proposed by Laub and Felman, via which individual trauma also enters

public space. In these models, the roles of “survivor” and “witness” are fixed—the testimony that is

offered belongs exclusively to the survivor and “cannot be carried out by anybody else” (Felman and

Laub 1992: 206). Crucially, the survivor and witness remain ontologically and interpersonally distinct.

Though they are both present during the performance of the testimony—indeed, there may be multiple

witnesses present—there is no real communion between any of them. They have separate experiences.

Through testimony, “the narrator (the survivor) reclaims his position as a witness: reconstitutes the

internal ‘thou’” (Laub 1995: 15). The witness, meanwhile, “in spite of his or her alignment with other

witnesses,” bears a “radically unique, noninterchangeable, and solitary burden” (Felman 1995: 15). The

survivor’s voice has the moral privilege of “offering ultimate truth about the human condition;” the

witness receives this truth (Fassin and Rechtman 2009: 76). Trauma’s “insides” meet the “outsides” of

public recognition, but the relational aspects of this seemingly one-way exchange remain an open

question.
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By contrast, DAH Teatar’s process may start with the felt wounds of the artists, but the final

product (what meets the “outside”) is a complex assemblage of images, gestures, and text that offers

itself to the individuated and collective determination of the audience. This assemblage is composed of

sequences generated by the performers themselves through improvisation, or of found

materials—texts, songs, objects, other media—that any member of the company may introduce into

the group’s exploration. Naturally, much of this material is extremely personal to the artists involved,

but the resulting performance is never a straightforward staging of these feelings. Over the course of

this sustained process, the director’s role is to select, transpose, edit, arrange, and refashion to create a

complex whole out of these discrete parts. The final performance is thus one that has already passed

through multiple layers of mediation by the time it is given over to the audience. There is no single

testifying voice at the centre of this work, just as there is no “solitary” witness in the audience who is

“burdened” with receiving it. Rather, recalling again Barthes’s punctum as a bruise, DAH’s work is only

ever realised through contact, through the encounter. These imagistic performances do not (perhaps,

structurally, cannot) solicit any kind of unified intellectual or emotional response from spectators.

Instead, they construct a multidirectional affective matrix, which spectators and performers may

navigate with equal autonomy during the process of the performed (and performative) encounter.

The proposition here is that this encounter is the basis of DAH’s own particular trauma

aesthetics; it is an aesthetics, I would argue, that is fundamentally relational, and so, to this end, the

writings of art theorist Nicolas Bourriaud are a useful starting point. In his seminal book, Relational

Aesthetics, which was first published in English in 2002, Bourriaud defines his eponymous aesthetics

as “a set of artistic practices which take as their theoretical and practical point of departure the whole

of human relations and their social context, rather than an independent and private space” (Bourriaud

2002: 113). Works in the mode of relational aesthetics present themselves as “social interstice[s]”

within which “new ‘life possibilities’ appear to be possible” (Bourriaud 2002: 45, emphasis original).

Bourriaud’s ideas are not without their critics, who observe that Bourriaud is ultimately more

interested in relational aesthetics as a formal exercise than its potential to radically disrupt social,
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political, and ethical relations (see Bishop 2004; Thompson 2015; Ross 2006). Bourriaud goes on to

speculate that “it seems more pressing to invent possible relations with our neighbours in the present

than to bet on happier tomorrows” (Bourriaud 2002: 45). What Bourriaud perhaps neglects, and what

distinguishes the “bruise(d) aesthetics” I am suggesting here from relational aesthetics as such, is the

possibility that today’s “social interstices” are precisely the tools with which “happier tomorrows” may

be realised (cf. Thompson 2015: 44). Still, the notion that aesthetic practice consists not of the

individual creation and interpretation of an artwork, but rather the intersubjective encounters

occasioned through these processes, is a fundamental cornerstone of DAH’s praxis.

According to the trauma paradigm, a “relational aesthetics of trauma” is an oxymoron. As

described in the introduction to this thesis, trauma aesthetics has been codified almost to the point of

cliché: as Lucy Bond and Stef Craps remind us, “[t]rauma theorists often justify their focus on

anti-narrative, non-linear, fragmented forms by pointing to similarities with the psychic experience of

trauma” (Bond and Craps 2020: 112). Above all, the methodology appears to be based on the

understanding that if trauma can’t be straightforwardly represented, its affective traces can be made

felt through various aesthetic and representational strategies. This supposed affective crisis is

necessarily sited in what Bourriaud would call “private symbolic space” (Bourriaud 2002: 14, emphasis

original). Performance theorists have sought to think a way around this by engaging the idea of live

co-presence that is unique to performance. Patrick Duggan, for instance, holds that “an unease that is

cognate with the experience of traumatic reoccurrence” can arise from the “irruption” of the “real” into

the mimetic world of a performance (as when onstage violence escalates to such a degree that it is no

longer easily perceived as “fake” or acted); or it may arise from the reverse—the “irruption” of the

mimetic into the “real” (i.e., “the possibility that what we are watching might after all be imitative”)

(Duggan 2012: 64). The destabilisation of mimetic orders by which the spectator (internally)

interprets external action impacts “painfully” on the spectator, and places them in the “position of

bearing witness to trauma” in a “viscerally embodied manner” (Duggan 2012: 74-75). Anna Harpin,

meanwhile, has proposed that it is the “palpability of the reciprocal gaze” in live performance that can
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trigger a “Levinasian face-to-face encounter with an audience,” an audience who are then urged (by the

performance) to “self-consciously endure another’s catastrophe” (Harpin 2011: 103, 105).

These approaches raise a few concerns. Firstly, in the gestures these approaches make toward

relationality or regard for others (especially when Harpin invokes Levinas), we can hear echoes of

Caruth’s utopian hope for trauma studies: that “trauma itself may provide the very link between

cultures” (Caruth 1995b: 11). The operations of the trauma aesthetics proposed, however, appear to

banish the spectator (back) into “private symbolic space,” doubling Laub and Felman’s model of

unidirectional testimonial exchange (Bourriaud 2002: 14). In Duggan’s operation, for instance, the

undecidability of mimesis triggers a traumatic micro-crisis in the spectator, who is left to bear witness

alone to that experience—the “others” performing are reduced here to instruments of “irruption.”

Harpin’s framing, meanwhile, depends not on what Levinas understands as the “the primordial and

determinative involvement the self has with other persons,” but on the solo experience of a

(necessarily imagined) version of another’s “catastrophe” that is “self-consciously” endured (Morgan

2019: 325; Harpin 2011: 105). Secondly, the trauma aesthetic is positioned as something that impacts

on the spectator. She is “challenged,” “confronted,” or otherwise acted upon by the performance. This

framing is easily problematised by Rancière, who articulates that “[b]eing a spectator is not some

passive condition that we should transform into activity. It is our normal situation” (Rancière 2009:

17). Thus, an aesthetics of trauma built on these one-way, privatising foundations creates, perhaps

inadvertently, a hierarchy of subjectivities that paradoxically undermines the fullness of the experience

of both the “testifier” and the “witness.”

Finally, it should concern us that these “relational” solutions/offerings to the aesthetic regime

of trauma are nevertheless still so often framed in terms of violence: of irruption, shock, puncture, a

re-enactment (and thus a doubling) of trauma’s affective force. What are the implications of a trauma

aesthetics that is dramaturgically predicated on affective unsettlement? This is not to suggest that

dis-ease cannot be a productive feeling in the context of spectatorship—as Claire Bishop has argued, it

certainly can be, and may even work to instantiate political action under certain conditions (Bishop
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2012: 26). However, I also agree with James Thompson, who queries whether aesthetic approaches

rooted in “shock” and discomfort also risk displaying “a somewhat callous dis-regard” for the

audiences they nonetheless wish to encounter (Thompson 2015: 438). An in-built desire to deliver an

affective blow not only potentially limits the aesthetic forms we might consider under the umbrella of

trauma performance, but also dictates the shape and tenor of the relations such aesthetics are so often

purported to engage.

What I am calling the “bruise” here is an evidential manifestation of the encounter. The

suggestion is that when DAH bring their “bruises” to bear in their performance praxis, inroads toward

the collapse of the “radical separation between an interior subject and its exterior” are laid (Bennett

2005: 44). It is through this collapse that “a memory for more than one subject” can be evoked, one

that is “constituted through an engagement with differential positions, colliding in the present”

(Bennett 2005: 44-45). Thus, we might say that DAH’s bruise(d) aesthetics arises from the collision of

individuated “insides” in the discursive, temporal, and spatial “outside.” Such an aesthetic practice is

bespoke to each performance situation, is context-dependent, and reflexive. DAH’s “wounds” do not

“wound” their audience. Rather, the “wounds” of the artists are sited in the public sphere, where they

may, or significantly, may not encounter the “wounds” of spectators. DAH’s performance dramaturgy

opens itself to these encounters, whatever form they may take, and welcomes them as world-building

opportunities—moments at which affective solidarities may form between participants in a

performance event (e.g. between performer and audience, or between and among spectators). As I will

explore in the following chapter, in political milieux like the one in 1990s Yugoslavia, there is

revolutionary potential in these types of solidarities. It may be possible, through these relations, to

build a world that operates according to both an enhanced sense of fairness and mutual concern as

well as an expanded opportunity for participation (cf. Renton 2012: 389). Such a potentiality is

perhaps best articulated by Bourriaud’s quoting of Epicurus and Lucretius’ discussion of the

movement of atoms through space: “if one of these atoms swerves off course, it ‘causes an encounter

66



with the next atom and from encounter to encounter, a pile-up, and the birth of the world’” (Epicurus and

Lucretius, qtd in Bourriaud 2002: 19, emphasis original).

2.2 Theatrical lineages

How does DAH’s bruise(d) aesthetics work in practice? Such an aesthetics may be disruptive to

the performative culture of the trauma paradigm, but it is more familiar to performance theorists and

historians, demonstrating again that trauma studies approaches stand to be enriched by a more careful

consideration of performance and theatre. Bourriaud’s relational aesthetics model has been engaged

and challenged by performance critics, who have used it to analyse practices ranging from “transitory”

or “itinerant” walking performances (Overend 2013) to the museum experience (Nicholson 2016) to

applied or community-based participatory theatre projects (Thompson 2015, 2021). Performance

scholars are also, as I have mentioned, approaching trauma representation this way, and contemporary

performance offers a rich selection of objects upon which to flex these theories. This section will argue

that DAH Teatar’s work is a worthy addition to these discussions, and not only because they are an

experimental theatre company operating in a post-conflict context (a contributing, but non-exclusive

factor). Appraising DAH’s methods, techniques, and dramaturgical practice, we can situate them

soundly within a web of European avant-garde and Euro-American postmodern performance

traditions; what follows will mark some of the most prominent of these resonances, noting how the

representational strategies DAH engage might most usefully be understood as parts contributing to a

whole that always exceeds their sum.

Perhaps most overtly, DAH’s aesthetics and devising process are inflected by the practices of

Eugenio Barba and the Odin Teatret in Denmark, with whom Jadranka and Dijana apprenticed, and

with whom DAH’s core performers have also trained. Like Odin, DAH are a laboratory-style theatre.

The first such theatre laboratory to be founded in Yugoslavia, theirs is a “collaborative and group-based

or group-initiated” structure (Chemi 2018: 11). As a “Third Theatre,” in Barba’s terms, DAH’s focus is
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on process over product, a principle that is evidenced not only by the long development periods that

attend each performance, but also by the continued actor training undertaken between productions.

According to Barba, Third Theatres “[live] on the fringes, often outside or on the outskirts of the

centers and capitals of culture.” Although Third Theatre practitioners may “define themselves as actors,

directors, theatre workers,” they may lack formal theatre training, or be forced by their economic

circumstances into other professions. “But,” Barba insists, these practitioners “are not amateurs. Their

entire day is filled with theatrical experience, sometimes by what they call training, or by the

preparation of performances for which they must fight to find an audience” (Barba 1986: 193).

DAH’s artists are certainly not amateurs, dedicating many hours a week to their training

regimens. This training, too, owes much to Barba’s techniques, particularly the notion of “extra-daily”

behaviour. For Barba, while “daily” behaviour is functional, utilitarian, and largely unconscious

movement “through which our bodies and voices absorb and reflect the culture in which we live,” the

extra-daily is a specialised, hyper-aware mode of physicality whose primary purpose is aesthetic.

Through extra-daily behaviour, Barba maintains, a performer can access the “level [of performance]

which deals with how to render the actor’s energy scenically alive… how the actor can become a

presence which immediately attracts the spectator’s attention” (Watson 1995: 32; Barba and Savarese

1991: 88, qtd in Watson 1995: 32-33). This intensive training regimen ensures DAH’s actors have the

physical endurance and control necessary to construct complex stage images and tableaux, such as the

slow-motion fall down the stairs in Documents of Times. DAH’s focus on physical training also reflects

the reality that, very often, the actor’s body is the primary expressive instrument in their work. While it

goes without saying that this also applies to great deal of performance work, experimental or

otherwise, a DAH performance, as I will go on to explore in subsequent chapters, will often include

sustained, silent, gestic movement sequences, live singing, the live playing of musical instruments, folk

dance, multiple spoken languages, and scenes organised around the collective execution of

exercise-like movement phrases. The body is the tool at the centre of all these practices.
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Correspondingly, in this, we can perceive how DAH are also influenced by Barba’s own mentor,

Jerzy Grotowski—an influence that manifests not only through this emphasis on the physical

expressiveness of the actor, but also through DAH’s Grotowskian “poor theatre” aesthetics (Grotowski

2002: 41, 76). This is reflected in DAH’s staging; they eschew elaborate costumes, sets, and technical

elements, making no effort to disguise the quotidian nature of the objects they use. Previously Blue

(2015), for instance, featured two stacked folding tables, one inverted atop the other, as its central

scenic element, while the scenography for Legend of the End of the World (1995) was delineated by the

actors themselves, as they poured out and traced lines of salt on the floor. This only-the-essentials style

of staging is reflective of the company’s philosophy of privileging the performer-spectator relationship,

yes, but it is worth noting how it has also been reinforced by practical constraints. DAH Teatar have had

to “move house” frequently over the course of their career, owing to both financial hardships and

political disagreements. They have set up premises in a strikingly diverse array of venues over the

years, from a school canteen that had once been a salt factory, to a short stint in the Sava Centar (a

major, high-budget arts centre in New Belgrade), to the back room of a pastry shop (Cleveland 2008:

Ch. 19; Dijana Milošević, personal email correspondence, 12 September, 2021). Frankly, the necessary

real estate to hold onto a large theatrical inventory has not historically been available to the

company—it would not be inaccurate, consequentially, to characterise the work they create as

“performance à porter.”

And yet, DAH Teatar differ from these avant-garde “masters” in important ways. Famously,

Grotowski limited the size of his audiences to only “the number of spectators they [could] truly

contain” (Fumaroli 1969: 176). Ian Watson, meanwhile, defends Barba against critics who assess his

work as “elitist” and “difficult to understand.” He argues that the work’s inscrutability is deliberate, and

that “it calls for a special audience,” a defence which, paradoxically, works to substantiate these

criticisms to a certain degree (Watson 2002: 176-177). Both Barba and Grotowski have led their

ensembles as “auteurs,” individual entities who metonymically replace the work their groups create.

Indeed, that the names “Barba” and “Grotowski” virtually stand in for “Odin Teatret” and “Polish
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Laboratory Theatre/Theatre of the 13 Rows” suggests a certain verticality to these organisational

structures that becomes evident (at least) in the reception of these works, if not in their creation.

By contrast, DAH was founded by two female co-directors, a creative arrangement that was

more or less unheard of in Yugoslavian theatre at the time (Anđelić 2020). Dijana and Jadranka had not

only a close personal friendship, but an intimate collaborative partnership; says Dijana, “We had a

simple rule: if something did not work out for one of us, then we would work it out again and again

until both of us were happy. We were never competitive” (Campus 2017: 183). Dijana and Jadranka

co-directed each DAH production in this manner, until Jadranka left Yugoslavia in 1997, spending more

than twenty years abroad, working first in Denmark and later in Brazil, before returning to Serbia in

2020. During Jadranka’s time away, DAH’s acting company has completely changed over, with several

long-term members departing and making way for new ones. And so, while Dijana remains the only

company member who has been with DAH for its entire thirty-year history, it is not, nor has it ever

been “Dijana Milošević’s DAH Teatar.” In this, the company is more of an organism than an organisation.

There is no one ego at the centre of DAH’s work; as I have mentioned above, all members of the

company play a significant role in the development of a given piece, such that the work privileges

neither the “originary presence of the actor [nor] the ruling vision of the guru director” (Bottoms 1998:

430). The devising process is always underwritten by each artist’s unique wound, or “inner story.”

Company member Ivana Milenović-Popović explains:

The director doesn’t need to know what is my inner story [sic]. It doesn’t need to relate to the

topic―it is my personal inner story. But if it works for the scene, Dijana will use it, and montage it in

other scenes... But me, on the inside, I have to be very precise, and to stick with my inner story,

otherwise I get lost. Everything is shallow, or empty.

(Milenović-Popović 2018)

The director(s) will assign “tasks” or topical improvisations to the performers, who generate

personally evocative physical and vocal material. This material is then edited, sampled, arranged,

inverted, or repeated by the director’s “outside eye,” resulting in performances structured around the
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possibility of tensions and resonances, associations, and inconsistencies, all of which make themselves

available to a multiplicity of possible readings. Significantly, the process of creating the work is one of

multiple mediation: the same editing/selecting process that informs a work’s creation is repeated (by

the spectator) in its reception.

In this respect, we can also find an important precursor to DAH’s work in Pina Bausch and the

Tanztheater Wuppertal. DAH do not have a personal connection with Bausch, at least not in the way

they do with the artists of Odin Teatret (who are old friends). Correspondingly, the resonances DAH

share with Bausch are not as frequently acknowledged, neither by the DAH artists nor by critics. Still,

the way the company approaches a new work is markedly similar to Bausch’s Stichworte (“prompts” or

“keywords”) method, in which the director sets the ensemble to various improvisational explorations

on the basis of an array of “quite personal or esoteric enquiries” (Weir 2018: 40). Bausch describes this

technique in action:

Yesterday I asked if anyone had ever been so frightened they’d messed their pants and when was the

first time they’d felt they were a man or a woman... Sometimes I think I’ve got really good questions,

but they lead nowhere. And then sometimes I ask a similar kind of question in a totally different

way, until in the end I’ve changed it completely—and then sometimes I get there in a roundabout

way.

(Bausch, qtd in Weir 2018: 40)

In DAH’s practice, what is “quite personal” to one performer may mean nothing to another. It may be

the case that sequences in some works derive from nobody’s wound at all, but acquire significance only

through the process of multiple mediation. This is what happened when, during rehearsals for

Zagonetka Revolucije (2018), actor Ivan Nikolić took the initiative to clean a pile of shoes the company

were working with, which were quite dusty and grimy from their time in storage. Director Dijana

Milošević spotted Nikolić as he did this, and this vignette of cleaning shoes one by one now appears in

the finished performance. Zagonetka Revolucije deals with the unfulfilled promises of political

revolutions throughout history; in this context, the shoe-cleaning scene might recall scores of
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Argentinian desaparecidos, or the infamous shoe exhibit at Auschwitz. DAH’s assemblage approach

ensures that, as with Bausch, every scene in a work has “a bundle of meanings that complement and

contradict each other. Nothing is narrow or unequivocally definable; even apparently obvious

meanings are suffused by a lot of minor doubts” (Klett 2013: 76).

In the same vein, another useful touchstone in considering DAH’s work is The Wooster Group,

arguably the most recognisable example of an American postmodern theatre. Marvin Carlson (2001)

has noted how the Wooster Group also engage in a collagist process to create their performances,

drawing from disparate source materials and media forms. Carlson comments especially on the

Group’s practice of “recycling,” re-using scenic elements, props, costumes, or video footage from old

performances in subsequent works. These “continual illusion-destroying devices… emphasize the

constructedness of [the Wooster Group’s] performances” and create a kind of meta-narrative across

their catalogue. Similarly, DAH will return to objects, texts, and even previously-developed characters

as “raw material” in order to give new life to previously-explored themes, to reframe and ask new

questions (Carlson 2001: 170). For example, Maja Mitić, a performer and company member from 1991

to 2016, developed a solo piece called Inner Mandala (2002) in which she revisited and re-performed

every character she had ever played in a DAH piece. The salt-as-scenography device I have described in

Legend of the End of the World (1995) reappears significantly in 2009’s Crossing the Line (discussed in

Chapter 5). But perhaps DAH’s catalogue offers no better example of postmodern recycling than 2014’s

The Shivering of the Rose.

In 2013, DAH were fresh off the premiere of their latest performance, Presence of Absence,

featuring company members Maja Mitić and Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić, as well as violinist Nemanja

Ajdačić. Living up to its title, Presence of Absence explored the issue of missing persons, and the

protracted grief endured by their surviving loved ones. Shortly after Presence of Absence opened,

however, Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić left DAH Teatar in order to pursue new creative projects. This was a

huge blow to the remaining company, not only because Krsmanović-Tasić had been a beloved and

esteemed collaborator since 1993, but also because Presence of Absence would become collateral
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damage to her departure. After an incubation period of more than a year, a finished DAH performance

will normally remain part of the company’s repertoire for two or three years, if not longer. Given the

intensive and intimate process it took to develop the piece, it wasn’t a matter of simply re-casting

Krsmanović-Tasić’s role. Rather than discarding the performance completely, though, DAH decided to

dramaturgically fold Krsmanović-Tasić’s departure into the piece—another absence with which to

grapple. After a further year of development, Presence of Absence was refashioned into The Shivering of

the Rose (2014). This piece recycled nearly all the dramaturgical elements of Presence of Absence, with

this key difference: Krsmanović-Tasić’s absence was marked by Dijana’s insertion of herself into the

show. She portrayed herself, “as” the director, circling the performance area and running light, sound,

and video cues from her position onstage. Action between Mitić and Ajdačić was intercut by Dijana14

reading from her own rehearsal diary for Presence of Absence, replaying the artistic journey of working

with a (now) missing actor to build a performance that was now also a ghost.

DAH Teatar have much in common, aesthetically, with the “ancestors” I’ve described here. They

also share similarities with theatre groups from other troubled communities, whose aesthetics may

comprise a completely different set of reference points. Grupo Cultural Yuyachkani is one example.

Founded in Lima, Peru, in 1971, Yuyachkani are another Third Theatre group whose work engages

with issues around trauma and cultural memory relating to Peru’s twenty-year-long civil war

(1980-2000). Yuyachkani are a mixed-race group that draw on indigenous performance traditions and

folklore as a means of “dramatizing the heterogeneity of the Peruvian nation, [...] giving voice to its

marginalized groups, particularly the indigenous peoples, and [...] exposing the trauma of a country

riven by domestic terrorism and state-sponsored violence” (Lambright 2013: 29). Indeed, in 2002,

Yuyachkani were invited to assist with public hearings in relation to the Truth and Reconciliation

Commission (TRC) convened by the Peruvian government to address the country’s decades of violent

history (Lambright 2013: 28). Aesthetically and organisationally speaking, DAH and Yuyachkani both

14 In this, we can also find resonances with the work of Tadeusz Kantor, who also frequently appeared in his
own performances “as” the director (Kobialka 1992: 128-148).
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participate in Third Theatre networks, and their magpie-like methods of composing performances

from disparate sources and personal exploration are comparable. However, while Yuyachkani have

garnered the support of the Peruvian government, DAH remain largely dependent on funding sources

from outside of Serbia. Yuyachkani seem to have attained the kind of local acceptance that still largely15

eludes DAH (a point I will return to  in section 2.4).

In this, DAH’s situation resonates with that of Belarus Free Theatre. Founded in 2005, Belarus

Free Theatre have taken an outspoken stand against the regime of Alexander Lukashenko. Although in

their home country, Belarus Free Theatre artists were “denied official registration by the Belarusian

authorities and subjected to a range of repressive measures (from dismissal from their jobs and

subsequent employment bans to numerous arrests and experiences of detention),” the company have

won “admiration and much-needed fellowship” from the international community. Several high-profile

figures, including Vaclav Havel, Tom Stoppard, Harold Pinter, and Mick Jagger have been counted

among Belarus Free Theatre’s patrons (Phillips 2011: 328). Today, four of the company’s core

members have secured asylum in the UK, where they have access to the Young Vic Theatre as their

artistic and administrative “home” (Livergant 2016: 244-245). If anything, Belarus Free Theatre’s

public profile has only been enhanced by the fact that several of its key artists are currently living in

exile. DAH’s situation is more nuanced―by continuing to live and work in Belgrade, DAH Teatar situate

themselves in solidarity with the Serbian people, and they maintain that the Serbian state is not

beyond redemption. While Belarus Free Theatre are outspoken advocates for freedom of expression

(often at great personal cost), DAH’s artistic message is equally important (if not more so) than their

politics. Or rather, the company’s politics is born, first and foremost, from its artistry.16

16 Other international “comparators” for DAH Teatar outside of Third Theatre networks may include
Brokentalkers and ANU Productions in Ireland, both of whom produce work that engages with Ireland’s
traumatic history of famine, occupation, partition, and physical and sexual abuse in Catholic care institutions.

15 Crucially, as DAH’s career has worn on, they have received support from the Serbian Ministry of Culture, as
well as the Secretariat for Culture for the city of Belgrade. DAH’s relationships with these authorities are
dependent on the individual politics (and, Dijana would argue, the moral compass) of the individual
ministers in office at any given time. DAH have also garnered extensive international support during their
career, such that they now present an attractive funding opportunity for Serbian cultural authorities who
wish to be perceived as “pro-Europe.” I discuss these dynamics further in Chapter 6.
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So, while DAH’s praxis may be initiated by an internal “wound,” the ensuing process is one that

always emanates outward. It produces the kind of performance that accrues “creators” at every stage

of its journey, taking seriously Rancière’s notion that the performance is the “third thing” always

negotiated between the artist and the spectator, that is “alien to both and to which they can refer to

verify in common” what it is they have both experienced (Rancière 2009: 14-15). While some like

Domnica Radulescu (2015) have written about DAH’s work as though the company’s aesthetics are

somehow a product of the difficult circumstances under which they were developed, the argument

here is that DAH’s aesthetic profile did not emerge because of the war, but rather is illuminated by their

country’s fraught political situation in crucial and complex ways. DAH’s aesthetic interacts productively

with the circumstances in which it is presented: the wars in Yugoslavia were waged on the basis of

nationalistic fear-mongering and economic anxieties channelled through the toxic lens of xenophobia.

These factors manifested in the severance of interpersonal ties between citizens who had been friends,

neighbours. DAH’s praxis is predicated on re-establishing these connections, and forging new ones. All

this to say that DAH’s is an aesthetic practice that specifically foregrounds the encounter—this

practice, taken together with the unique personal and political circumstances under which it evolved,

enters into compelling conversation with established catalogues of European avant garde and

Euro-American postmodern performance traditions. This analysis now shifts its focus to the relations

that enrich and enable this aesthetic praxis.

2.3 ‘You prefer to see things being born:’ feminine relationalities

Reflecting on DAH’s performance praxis, Dijana Milošević has said, “I consider it a very

feminine way to work. Not because we are women, because Eugenio Barba’s way of directing is also

very feminine. It is because you prefer to see things being born than to fabricate them” (Campus 2017:

183). It may be that by “things,” Dijana is referencing themes or moments that might form part of a

performance piece, but the proposition here is that the company’s entire ethos—of decentralised,
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horizontal structures of artistic primacy, of associative dramaturgies, of close, mutually supportive

relationships between and amongst company members—is usefully understood as “mothered” into

being. The company’s commitment to this ethos is physical and total, it is daily, and at times it can be

exasperating. It is material to mention here that for much of its history, DAH Teatar has been

comprised entirely of women artists. Maja Mitić joined Jadranka and Dijana from the very beginning,

and Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić became part of the company in 1993. As the company has grown and

evolved, Mitić and Krsmanović-Tasić have departed, but Ivana Milenović-Popović joined the group in

2005 and has been with them ever since. Though DAH have had male company members and regular

collaborative partners over the years—such as actor/musicians Jugoslav Hadžić and Nebojša

Ignjatović, and resident scenic designer (and Dijana’s partner of more than thirty years) Neša

Paripović—the driving creative force behind the company has always been decidedly feminine. This

femininity manifests not only in the way each performance is “mothered” into being, but also in the

shape and feel of the solidarities formed as a function of this process.

I’ve so far discussed the encounters DAH’s work engenders in terms of performer-spectator

interstices, but equally essential are intra-company relationships that make the work. As I have

mentioned, DAH’s core company members have worked together for decades—the devising process

they undertake together is “durational and intensive,” both physically and emotionally (Weir 2018: 44).

The intimacies that have developed and continue to evolve amongst the DAH artists are equally crucial

aspects of the company’s praxis. What this section will argue is that this fundamentally relational

process deliberately disavows the kind of binaric thinking that separates process from product, the

singular event of the presentation from the ongoing process of creation. This is evidenced in the way

Dijana describes her approach to rehearsals for Documents of Times, when the threat of an air raid was

constant:

Often when I arrived at rehearsal, I was thinking about how we would not be able to work because

we were too tired and upset, with our heads full of terrible rumours of what might happen to us and

to our country. So almost every day I would enter the theatre saying to myself: ‘Okay, let’s just have a
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coffee, talk a little, and go home. I do not have the right to keep these people away from their

children…’ And I told everyone that they had every right not to come to rehearsal or to leave when

they wanted. But they came every day and they never left before the rehearsal was finished.

(Milošević 2005: 20)

Dijana’s words again demonstrate that, for DAH, sensitive, attuned togetherness and supportive

relational structures are the foundation on which their performance practice and their aesthetics are

built. This is not to position these intersubjective relations as any more or less important to the

company’s praxis than anything that occurs onstage—rather, I am arguing that Dijana’s account ought

to invite a radical re-thinking of what the work is.

In Social Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics, Shannon Jackson looks to challenge the

framing that positions the “social” aspects of performance (the relations that make it possible, between

performers, production teams, audiences, and the wider community) as “extra-aesthetic.” “What if,” she

asks, “the formal parameters of the form include [these relations], casting such inter-subjective

exchange, not as the extraneous context that surrounds it, but as the material of performance itself”

(Jackson 2011: 15)? I would suggest that this question, for DAH, is asked and answered—the work

itself does not place “freedom and expression” in opposition to “obligation and care,” but in fact reveals

the way they “in fact depend on each other” (Jackson 2011: 14). Care especially, is a central tenet of

DAH’s praxis. Expanding on Bourriaud’s concepts, Thompson articulates how relational aesthetics

might be refigured and re-oriented toward such a radical re-thinking: he proposes an “aesthetics of

care.” This aesthetics is one that “notices inter-human relations in both the creation and display of art

projects… that is unafraid to lay bare what [Jackson] calls ‘the supporting infrastructures of […] living

beings’ (2011: 39), but more importantly, this is an aesthetics that could both present those mutually

beneficial structures and foster them” (Thompson 2015: 44). In the midst of a crazed, hyper-nationalist

atmosphere designed to drive wedges between people who had previously been compatriots, like the

one by which DAH found themselves surrounded in the 1990s, an aesthetics that is fundamentally
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based on intersubjective collaboration and affective sharing—on nurturing, and genuine care for the

other—becomes radically disruptive.

Recognising the unique constraints placed upon them by their sociopolitical circumstances,

DAH prioritised the development of such “care-full” networks early on. To say that the company

survived because of these relationships is not an overstatement. In May, 1992, NATO imposed a series

of debilitating sanctions on Yugoslavia that curtailed international trade, cultural and scientific

collaborations, and air travel. This made life extremely difficult for citizens; everyday essentials like

petrol, medicine, and basic food items like bread and milk were largely unavailable or exorbitantly

expensive, and rolling blackouts plagued the country (Bajić-Hajduković 2014: 61-62). Still, in 1993,

DAH expanded their mandate, founding the DAH Teatar Research Centre, through which they hosted a

number of festivals and workshops featuring other artists from across the world, including Odin

Teatret’s Torgeir Wethal. Dijana recalls the chaotic exercise of trying to assemble this kind of

programming during wartime: “It was an economical mess. So we were having these guests over for

the festivals, and we warned them in advance, ‘Please bring cash!’ Nobody brought cash. They could

not conceptualise that there was a country where they could not use their credit card” (Milošević

2018b). These gatherings were crucial for DAH’s development not only because they helped to

heighten the company’s international profile at a time when Yugoslavia was subject to crippling

sanctions, but also because the artistic sharing that took place at these events helped to humanise

Serbian people in the eyes of the international community:

It was our subversive way, as a small theatre group, to break [the sanctions], and to say, okay, we

are not state-supported. We are not speaking in the name of our state, so people could not be fined

in their countries because they were coming here… It was very important at that time to bring

those people, because the country was in such a situation, that we really wanted to bring in the

face of the others. And let people here see that we are all the same people, and that we can

exchange on a professional level. We can bring education in the field of performing arts, and so on.

(Milošević 2018b)

78



That Dijana invokes Levinas here is not coincidental: arguably, it was a failure or refusal to recognise

the “face of the other” that set the stage for violence in Yugoslavia. For DAH Teatar, the most effective

way to counter this violence was, accordingly, to bridge these interpersonal chasms through theatre.

“Most importantly, we wanted to create a safe space for the community to come together with the art,”

says Dijana; Jadranka also stresses the important role these gatherings played in “[creating a] sense of

love, artistic solidarity, and human understanding,” which was a means of both opposing “destruction

and violence” as well as deepening their artistic practice (Milošević and Anđelić, qtd in Cleveland 2008:

Ch. 19).

These international encounters led to enhanced global recognition of DAH Teatar as an

independent voice within a Serbia beset by nationalism. DAH began to tour internationally, showing

their productions at festivals throughout Europe and the United States, and in 1994, they attracted the

attention of George Soros’s Open Society Foundation (Cleveland 2008: Ch. 19). Soros’s money enabled

DAH to continue working at a time when their financial straits were dire and to maintain their

independent point of view within an arts scene that had become subsumed by a combination of

pro-regime propaganda or non-confrontational revivals of classic plays from state-funded theatres

(Šentevska 2018: 49). DAH lost their space in the well-resourced Sava Centar due to their relationship

with Soros, but the company managed to scrounge up sympathetic (if temporary) homes at other

venues across the city—they prided themselves on building “a theatre without walls” (Cleveland 2008:

Ch. 18, Ch. 20). As unhappy as the Milošević regime may have been with DAH’s work, their growing

international reputation, and the financial independence owing to it, made theirs a difficult voice to

silence. Thus, DAH’s international networks have been life-saving for the company, acting as a

protective shield against censorship by the Milošević regime and by subsequent Serbian governments

(Milošević 2018b).

Chief among these life-saving international networks is the Magdalena Project. Founded in

Wales in 1986, the Magdalena Project is a dynamic, decentralised network of women theatre artists

that produces festivals, facilitates critical discussion of women’s work in theatre, and connects
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practitioners from all corners of the globe. According to Jill Greenhalgh, the project’s founding artistic

director, the Magdalena “functions within a horizontal structure of interrelationships between

self-selecting women artists who insist on its presence within their own cultural context” (Greenhalgh

2016: Ch. 12). The Magdalena’s constituent theatres and practitioners exist outside of commercial,

product-driven arts cultures, and the project has given “value and articulation” to their artistic

contributions (Gale in Gale and Greenhalgh 2013: 190). In this, the Magdalena Project takes its cue

from Eugenio Barba’s “Third Theatre” concept, but extends it even further. The Magdalena Project

acknowledges the reality that women’s contributions to theatre are often always already marginalised,

even in Third Theatre spaces. It seeks to explore what women’s unique contributions to experimental

theatre are, and what shapes women’s approaches to theatremaking can take. Most of all, it seeks to

create a space for women’s theatrical voices to be heard, and to enable this work to take place (Gale

and Greenhalgh 2013: 184).

Magdalena gatherings “provide relief from mainstream global arts markets” for women theatre

practitioners, who are then able to “negotiate their own politics and representations of identity” within

this non-hierarchical structure (Chynoweth 1999: 425). Exchange is a crucial part of such gatherings,

but not in a strictly value-based sense; like Barba’s concept of “barter” performance, in which two

groups “trade” cultural products—performances, demonstrations, tutorials—with each other, within

the Magdalena Project, it is “the act of exchange which gives value to the transaction, not the quality of

the items exchanged” (Watson 1995: 22-23; Taviani 1979: 106, qtd in Watson 1995: 26). Dijana and

Jadranka first became acquainted with the Magdalena Project through the 1992 Transit Festival hosted

at Odin Teatret by Odin member and Magdalena organiser Julia Varley. This festival, advertised as “a17

time to listen and get information rather than a time for discussion, a time to experience through the

17 1992’s Transit Festival was the first iteration of this event, organised around the work of women theatre
artists who had “transitioned” from performers to directors (Fry 2007: 170). Subsequent Transit Festivals
have taken on different themes―such as 1997’s “Women-Theatre-Politics” for example (Fry 2007: 278). As
of 2022, the Transit Festival is still being held. DAH estimate that they have attended two thirds of these
gatherings since 1992. As ever, in recent years, budgetary constraints have put a damper on DAH’s
participation (Dijana Milošević, personal communication, February 2022). For more on the Transit Festival
and Magdalena Project in general, see Fry 2007, Adams et al. (eds) 2011.
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experiences of others, rather than a time for confrontation,” featured performances developed by

women directors, as well as informal panel discussions and process demonstrations (qtd in Fry 2007:

171-172). It was these discussions and demonstrations that Dijana found to be the most impactful,

both for herself and for DAH Teatar (Dijana Milošević, personal communication, February 2022).

During these talks, Dijana and Jadranka made important connections with Magdalena artists like

Brigitte Cirla of Voix Polyphoniques (France) and Geddy Aniksdal of Grenland Friteater (Norway)

(Milošević 2011a: 126). These connections brought DAH Teatar to their first proper Magdalena

gathering in 1994, in Cardiff, Wales, thereby opening the door to further partnerships with women-led

Third Theatres including Grenland Friteater and Voix Polyphoniques, as well as Yuyachkani, and

especially the Italian-Danish group Teatret OM―when Jadranka left Yugoslavia in 1997, it was to join

this latter group in Denmark.

In keeping with the ethos of Third Theatre, we can see how DAH Teatar demonstrate their

engagement with theatre “not as a profession, but as a life-wish… [as] the fulfilment of private needs

and a method of transforming aspiration into action” (Mike Pearson, qtd Fry 2007: 19). DAH’s

performances are directly derived from the artists’ lived experiences―the way they move through and

respond to the world around them. For Dijana, Jadranka, Maja Mitić, Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić, Ivana

Milenović-Popović, and the many other female artists and collaborators DAH has nurtured over the

years, these experiences are necessarily gendered. It is not the project of this study to adopt a

specifically feminist lens in its assessment of DAH’s work, but I would be remiss if I did not

acknowledge here the important role these perspectives have played in making DAH Teatar what it is

today. Thus, when DAH engage with difficult histories in their performances, they always do so from

this particularly feminine point of view. As we will see in Chapters 4 and 5 especially, the reckoning

DAH make with cultural trauma via their performance work is a feminine reckoning.

The Magdalena Project, and DAH’s work within it, demonstrates the kind of aesthetic practice

Bourriaud advocates—one that resists “the spread of supplier/client relations to every level of human

life” (Bourriaud 2002: 83). Unlike commercialised, professional international festivals, which are
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oriented toward the trafficking of profit and prestige, a Magdalena gathering is premised instead upon

the belief that “[a]esthetic value is located in-between people in moments of collaborative creation,

conjoined effort, and intimate exchange” (Gale and Greenhalgh 2013: 190; Thompson 2015: 438). Says

Greenhalgh:

[Magdalena events] are about meeting each other, spending time, seeing each others’ work, learning

new methodologies or approaches to making work or working with younger emerging practitioners

or debating aesthetic or political issues that are current in people’s minds and work… It would be

unheard of for someone to turn up to show their work and leave without seeing the work of the

others, whether they be an established or an emerging artist. The project is cemented by

relationships and generosity.

(Greenhalgh in Gale and Greenhalgh 2013: 190)

After DAH joined the Magdalena Project in 1994, they soon became fixtures within it—both Dijana and

Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić have been contributors to The Open Page, the Magdalena Project’s own journal,

published annually from 1996 to 2008. In this kind of network, DAH found a mirror of their own

ethos—one that is “not all about self-satisfaction, self-promotion, and self-preservation.” They also

found collaborators who shared in a politics “that is not translated into the preservation of the status

quo and/or reduced to an instrument of power” (Blagojević 2016: 95).

And yet, this politics does have its own sort of power. The night the 1999 NATO bombings

began, DAH Teatar were attending the Magdalena Aotearoa festival in Wellington, New Zealand. The

company were scheduled to perform The Helen Keller Case that evening, but when news of the

bombings broke, preparatory work for the performance gave over to panic, as the company

desperately tried to telephone their loved ones and rearrange flights so as to return home as soon as

possible. Greenhalgh remembers, “As a witness to this situation, I experienced a deep sense of

uselessness. Anything said in comfort sounded hollow—words of outrage equally empty.” In a gesture

of what Greenhalgh describes as “resistance and resilience,” DAH decided to perform as planned that

evening (Greenhalgh 2016: Ch. 12). Such was the impression DAH’s perseverance made on the other
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festival attendees that, following DAH’s departure, the other women from the Magdalena festival held a

silent protest outside the American Embassy in Wellington, openly opposing NATO’s violent

intervention in Yugoslavia (Magdalena Aotearoa 1999).

The public positioning of DAH’s “wounds,” via the mechanism of the Magdalena Project, created

a tangible, embodied, affective solidarity between and among the artists present at the New Zealand

gathering. During the 1990s, it was difficult for DAH to tour internationally without being

automatically perceived as representatives of Serbia (and by proxy, of Serbia’s government); the

function and format of the Magdalena gatherings restored them as individual artists—speaking only

for themselves (Anđelić in de Leon 1996). These encounters are all crucial touchstones in DAH’s

history, and they bear mentioning here because I want to put forward the notion that DAH’s

performance work “as a social product is inseparable from [their work] as a social relation”

(Jakovljević 2016: 5). Returning to the idea of a bruise(d) aesthetics, we might say that the mutual

impact made by separate parties on one another within and through an artistic encounter can produce

affective sensations that linger, changing in shape and intensity over time. Pushing this metaphor

further, these sensations may even approach something like tenderness. Following Jackson and

Thompson again, if we re-orient our conception of what a theatre group’s aesthetics can entail, we can

see easily how the “shape and feel of the relationships at the heart of [a given] project” are the seeds

from which artists like DAH may “cultivate the understanding that regard for others is central to

making the world a better place—where remaining the bystander is an affront to shared feelings of

mutual concern” (Thompson 2015: 439). And it is here that we can see how a relational,

trauma-oriented aesthetics is always already politicised.

2.4 The personal is political

If DAH Teatar’s disruptive aesthetic potential inheres in its horizontal dramaturgical structures

and its foregrounding of the relational encounter, what this section argues is that the political potential
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in DAH’s work can be found here also. This is not to say that an aesthetic practice based on relationality

and care is inherently political. Indeed, one critique theorists have levelled against Bourriaud is that, in

his formulation, relational aesthetics automatically indicates itself as political precisely because it takes

relationality as its object and end (see Bishop 2004; Ross 2006; Thompson 2015). Bourriaud asserts

that the gestures relational art makes can “patiently re-stitch the relational fabric,” and as such, they

comprise part of an “angelic programme,” positioned to enact a better future (Bourriaud 2002: 36).

Again, if we take the concern of “politics” to be the sensible distribution of power and resources, it

follows that affective connections with others are not automatically oriented toward altering that

distribution in any equitable or ethical way. “Compassionate” relations can be fundamentally one-sided

(or uni-directional) and, as Lauren Berlant notes, can instantiate a “hornet’s nest of problems about

what responses should be desired and when private responses are not only insufficient but a part of

the practice of injustice” (Berlant 2004: 9). Recalling Rancière, while equality (in relations, for

example) may be “the condition required for being able to think politics,” it is not, “to begin with,

political in itself” (Rancière 2013: 48). We know that the type and quality of the encounters a work

fosters and how those encounters are mobilised bear directly on whether the “distribution of the

sensible” is reinforced or altered in material and lasting ways (Rancière 2010: 36). Once again, the

political potential of an aesthetic relation between parties is context-dependent.

Jadranka and Dijana did not conceive of DAH as a “political” theatre. Taking after Barba and

Bausch again, who have both made similar pronouncements about their own work, DAH specifically

deferred the “political” label because the theatre they envisioned would deal with broad, human

themes rather than adhere to a specific, goal-oriented agenda (Watson 2000: 107; Turner 2004: 7-8;

Weir 2018: 100). It is a puzzling deferral—given all that I have so far discussed regarding DAH Teatar,

classifying the company’s work as “apolitical” feels misguided. However, a context-specific lens again

provides clarification. In 1980s Yugoslavia, “political theatre” was a very specific appellation that was

applied to a handful of artists whose work engaged in “historical retrospectives on the questionable
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identity of Yugoslav socialism” (Juvan 2016: 75). Duca Knezević, a playwright and dramaturg with DAH

Teatar in the company’s early days, characterises these productions as somewhat pedantic:

[T]he winning formula usually consisted of a newly written magic realism play rooted in recent

history, an underlying narrative related to the current political situation, a direct stage discourse

regarding the governmental oppression, and injustices, a tragic hero (most likely male), and an open

ending aimed at provoking further discussion among the audiences and politicians alike.

(Knezević 2016: 7)

Dijana Milošević, for her part, has described this work as akin to Peter Brook’s deadly theatre—work

that “did not ask the right questions” and “lacked real responsibility toward its spectators” (Milošević

2005: 18-19). In reality, this “political theatre” was more complex than Knežević and Dijana seem to let

on here. Among this genre’s primary proponents were KPGT, a theatre collective founded in Ljubljana,

Slovenia in the late 1970s, which later became active across all of Yugoslavia’s constituent republics.18

KPGT had started as an independent theatre, something largely unprecedented in Tito’s Yugoslavia,

where National Theatres dominated the civic arts sphere, and for most of the 1980s, they were

considered to be great innovators in terms of their aesthetics as well as their organisational practices

(Hulfeld, Dolečki, and Halilbašić 2018: 20). By the end of the 1980s, however, KPGT’s leaders had taken

state-sponsored positions at the National Theatre in Subotica, Vojvodina. By 1994, KPGT’s founding19

director and manager Ljubiša Ristić had attracted the patronage of Slobodan Milošević’s wife, Mira

Marković, who enlisted him to serve as the president of her newly-formed, (de facto) pro-regime

political party, Yugoslav United Left (JUL). Ristić’s acceptance of this post appalled many of his

colleagues (Dević 2018: 201-209). Despite this, DAH’s criticism of KPGT should be read as somewhat

one-sided. For much of their career, KPGT were considered, both within Yugoslavia and internationally,

to be highly avant-garde in many respects (Dević 2018: 200). Their politics were radical and often

19 Vojvodina is an autonomous province in northern Serbia that is home to a sizeable ethnic Hungarian
population. Today, it remains officially part of the Republic of Serbia.

18 The company’s name reflects its Yugoslav-leftist ideals, being derived from the word for “theatre” in all four
South Slavic languages spoken across Yugoslavia: Kazalište (Croatian), Pozorište (Serbian), Gledališče
(Slovenian), and Teatar (Macedonian) (Dević 2018: 215, n. 1).
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controversial—many of their productions self-consciously adopted a critical posture toward

“prevailing societal and political systems” in Yugoslavia (Dolan 1983: 82). Thus, while experimental

Yugoslav/post-Yugoslav theatre in a broad sense is not the primary focus of this research, it is worth

noting the multifaceted and often contradictory operations of the artistic ecosystem in which DAH

Teatar was founded.20

DAH have been credited with staging the first openly anti-war theatre production in

early-1990s Belgrade (see Hulfeld, Dolečki, and Halilbašić 2018, Knežević 2016). As mentioned

previously, the response to the war(s) in early-1990s Yugoslavia from established arts institutions was

anaemic―those employed by these state-financed organisations faced extreme professional

consequences for speaking out against the party line, and accordingly, many of these theatres chose to

stage “unproblematic” classical plays rather than use their platforms to broadcast any kind of political

message (see Šentevska 2018). Many of these institutional theatre practitioners chose to emigrate,21

bypassing the war in a geographical sense, if not an emotional one (see Pavićević 2018, Knežević 1996,

2016).

When asked about DAH’s choice to remain in Serbia and to continue working despite these

obstacles, Dijana is clearly proud of all DAH Teatar has accomplished. “It is a great privilege,” she says,

“as an artist, especially as a new company starting out, to have [such a pronounced] sense of purpose,

and to really feel that your work is needed” (Dijana Milošević, personal communication, November

2018). However, we must consider these circumstances relatively. For instance, early in his tenure,

21 Importantly, some institutional theatre personnel did find ways to challenge the regime’s narrative. Directors
like Dejan Mijač, Nikita Milivojević, and Zoran Ratković folded anti-regime messaging into their productions
of plays by Shakespeare and Molière for the National Theatre of Serbia and the Yugoslav Drama Theatre, for
instance (Šentevska 2018: 49-53).

20 KPGT’s work was often thematically concerned with issues around national identity and nationalist mythos.
One production, The Liberation of Skopje (1978), presented an ambivalent view on certain aspects of the
so-called “Antifascist Struggle” during WWII, normally cast as a victory myth for Communist Partisans in
Yugoslavia (Dević 2018: 201). Furthermore, they were among the first wave of Yugoslavia’s independent (i.e.
non-state funded) theatres to experiment with staging works in non-traditional spaces, such as student
centres, cafes, and courtyards (Dević 2018: 202). While Ristić is arguably the most notorious of KPGT’s
founders, Croatian choreographer Nada Kokotović also had a significant hand in shaping the company’s
aesthetics, introducing a style she called “choreodrama,” which came to characterise the look and feel of
KPGT’s performances (Dević 2018: 203).
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Slobodan Milošević passed a law that enabled longtime occupants of state-owned housing to purchase

these residences at very low prices―Dijana and Jadranka’s families were among the tenants who took

Milošević up on this offer (Cleveland 2008: Ch. 19). That DAH were not dependent on government

funds to keep roofs over their members’ heads meant that the risk profile posed by speaking out was

different for them than it would have been otherwise. Even though DAH Teatar itself has always

struggled for funds in the face of often harsh opposition by city and state authorities, and despite the

reality that maintaining a company like DAH from within Serbia for thirty years has certainly been no

easy task, these circumstances demonstrate again the complexity of the political situation in early

1990s Belgrade.

Furthermore, it would not be out of the question to speculate that the non-inflammatory

programming at institutional theatres may have been, paradoxically, somewhat helpful to DAH in the

long run. Jadranka speculates that This Babylonian Confusion was not stopped or disrupted by the

authorities precisely because theatre was not perceived as a legitimately seditious medium (Anđelić

2020). Dijana, meanwhile, recalls being interrogated by Milošević regime apparatchiks after she and

Jadranka had applied for places at an Odin Teatret workshop in 1991. Odin had specified that the two

directors’ notices of acceptance would be delivered by fax―and the only fax machine the two women

knew of in Belgrade belonged to the restaurant of a football club that was a notorious hotspot for

Milošević’s friends and party members, so this was the fax number they provided. Apparently, the fact

that Odin’s fax was written in English, and addressed to a “Ms. Milošević” aroused the suspicions of

some of these “mobsters,” because when Dijana and Jadranka went to collect the message, their

reception was less than welcoming. Dijana recalls:

They wanted to know who we were working for… Without thinking, I said we were doing

something that opposed the idea of war. During those few seconds of silence that followed, I

noticed that the men’s muscles were flexing. ‘What do you mean?’ asked [one of the men] through

clenched teeth. ‘We do theatre,’ we said. A moment of silence, and then they all burst into laughter.

(Milošević 2018a: 96-97)

87



That the prospect of anti-war performance should be laughable to these men suggests the general

esteem in which theatre as a mode of social practice was held by the regime―an attitude possibly

reinforced by the lack of provocative work on Belgrade’s institutional stages at the time. This is not to

minimise the struggles DAH have endured, for, as I will discuss further on in this chapter, there have

been many. Rather, this is to point out that DAH were perhaps uniquely positioned to make the stand

they made. Other resistance actors faced different risks under differing circumstances.

And yet, other groups did emerge. DAH were among the vanguard of an alternative arts scene

that would come to symbolise resistance action in wartime Serbia and after, both aesthetically and

politically (see Hulfeld, Dolečki, and Halilbašić 2018, Knežević 1996 and 2016, and Dragićević-Šešić

2018). Chief among these is the Centre for Cultural Decontamination (CZKD), which was founded in22

1994 by Borka Pavićević, a former principal director of the Belgrade Drama Theatre (BDP). Pavićević

had attempted to use her position in BDP, a state-sponsored organisation, to speak out in opposition to

the war whilst attending a conference in Paris. On her return to Belgrade, she was swiftly asked to

resign—a sterling example of the consequences faced by institutional arts personnel for speaking out

(Pavićević 2018: 40). Everything about CZKD, from its provocative name to its programming, was23

chosen to function as a form of protest against the Milošević regime. The centre functioned as a theatre

and a production house, staging plays by writers like Albert Camus and Danilo Kiš under its own name,

while also opening its facilities to other “homeless” alternative practitioners in Belgrade as a kind of

“cultural annex” for this work (Pavićević 2018: 40). CZKD is the subject of further discussion in the

following chapter. Other independent performance groups, like Plavo Pozorište, Omen Teatar, ŠKART,

and Led Art, also came to prominence in the early years of the wars. Notable too are the works of

23 Another prominent figure to resign in protest was Mirjana Miočinović, one of Yugoslavia’s top theatre
scholars, who had been a Professor of Yugoslavian Drama and Theatre at the University of Belgrade
(Jestrović 2013: 26).

22 Although this analysis is concerned with the Serbian theatre scene specifically, it is worth noting here that
there were a number of theatres across former Yugoslavia, like Dodona Theatre in Priština, Kosovo, or Bosnia
and Herzegovina’s Mostar Youth Theatre, that approached anti-regime/anti-war performance work from the
Kosovar-Albanian and Bosnian perspectives, respectively. For more on these and the wartime activities of
other theatres across the Yugoslav successor states, see Dolečki, Halilbašić, and Hulfeld, eds 2018.
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playwrights Biljana Srbljanović and Zorica Jevremović (see Dragićević-Šešić 2018; Jestrović 2013).24

This alternative resistance culture would only grow stronger as the 1990s progressed; DAH Teatar

were among the most internationally visible of these dissenting groups.

So, although DAH decline to characterise their work as “political theatre,” I would argue,

following Rancière, this is in effect a distinction without a difference: “Art is not, in the first instance,

political because of the messages and sentiments it conveys concerning the state of the world. Neither

is it political because of the manner in which it might choose to represent society’s structures, or social

groups, their conflicts or identities” (Rancière 2009: 23). Rather, we might say, DAH’s work “bears on

politics” in the multi-directional, open-ended way it instantiates “an undecided and ephemeral

situation” in which the places of actor and spectator are reconfigured; the politics of DAH’s theatre

practice “consists in bringing about a re-framing of material and symbolic space” (Rancière 2009:

23-24). Never has this been more apparent than in the company’s activities during the wars of the

1990s.

The dissolution of Yugoslavia was widely presumed to have been triggered by long-standing

hatreds and deeply embedded suspicions between the country’s constituent ethnic groups—a

presumption that saturated the rhetoric of Western journalists and politicians in the early 1990s

(Sekulic 2014: 45). In practice, however, scholars have argued that the ethnic divisions drawn across

the country’s maps and societal relations are more a product of these conflicts than their cause (Sekulic

2014: 48). Indeed, in the personal experiences of DAH artists, the idea that they would be considered

“Serbs” caught them off guard. Dijana describes an incident very early on in the company’s existence,

when she and Jadranka were on a brainstorming retreat on an Adriatic island off the Croatian coast

(Milošević 2018a: 98). On the day of their arrival, elsewhere in Croatia, Serb paramilitaries ambushed

and massacred twelve Croatian policemen in the village of Borovo Selo (Milošević 2018a: 98;

24 Srbljanović’s debut piece, Belgrade Trilogy, explores the lives of Yugoslavs living in self-imposed exile due to
the wars―it premiered at the Yugoslav Drama Theatre, a state institution, in 1997. Jevremović, for her part,
was a dramaturg with KPGT until 1990. From 1992 to 1995, she worked exclusively with patients on a local
psychiatric ward, a space she found to be “‘out of reach’ of the official narratives of nationalism propagated
by the state at the time… [and] as a suitable and applicable metaphor of a society out of joint” (Hulfeld et al.
2018: 19).
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Engelberg 1991). Upon recognising Jadranka and Dijana as “Serbs,” a crowd of local islanders followed

the two young directors as they headed home from dinner, and began to pelt them with stones. Says

Dijana, “We were not Yugoslavs any more;” ethnic divisions were beginning to install themselves

between people—a process exacerbated and intensified by heightening violence (Milošević 2018a 98).

Krsmanović-Tasić similarly describes a friend in Zagreb, who, around the same time, summarily ended

their relationship with a letter, stating, “I cannot be a hypocrite and continue this correspondence. My

husband has gone to war. Who knows? Maybe he is shooting at your husband right now, in the

trenches” (Krsmanović-Tasić 2003: 70). In such a charged environment, in which “nationalism was

entering into all pores of social and political life,” a performance aesthetics like DAH’s, predicated on

relationships, becomes one possible way of breaking these paradigmatic frames (Bilić 2020: 62).

Figure 2.1: Žene u Crnom activists in Trg Republike (Žene u Crnom 2017).

DAH were not alone in placing relationality at the centre of their praxis during wartime; as

Bojan Bilić notes, several discrete branches of Yugoslav feminist and queer activisms also doubled
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down on intersubjective connectivity as a mode of resistance (Bilić 2012: 85; see also Bilić 2020).

Among the most prominent of these groups was (and remains) Žene u Crnom – Beograd [Women in

Black – Belgrade]. Inspired by a feminist collective founded in Israel in 1988 under the same

name—Women in Black—Žene u Crnom held their first silent protest in Belgrade in the autumn of

1991, just as the war in Croatia was intensifying. Like DAH, and like the Magdalena network, Žene u

Crnom is a diverse, distributed coalition of women activists, who engage in body-oriented protests

throughout former Yugoslavia. During wartime, they would hold silent protests every week in Trg

Republike, Belgrade’s central square—all dressed in black, of course, and holding signs that displayed

unambiguous anti-war and anti-nationalist slogans (Bilić 2012: 162). These vigils remain indicative of

their methods today: their practice is predicated on what Maggie B. Gale calls the “layered disruption

of public and state owned spaces” via “the gestural potential of women’s activist bodies as occurring in

[these spaces], in which those bodies are not socially, politically, or economically equal” (Gale 2015:

321, 313). Žene u Crnom’s activism is sited at the intersection of feminism and pacifism—something

that is evidenced by the two core mottos the group have espoused over the course of their three

decades of work: “Uvek neposlušne [Always disobedient]” and “Ne u naše ime [Not in our names]”

(Bilić 2012: 161). One of the most powerful ways Žene u Crnom resist both oppressive, patriarchal25

social structures, as well as cultures of nationalism, is by “claiming, sharing in, co-constructing, and

defending a portion of social space” in which group members can build intra- and international

solidarities (Bilić 2012: 169). These solidarities are what drives Žene u Crnom’s activism (Zajović

2007: 13, qtd in Bilić 2012: 164). In this, Žene u Crnom have much in common with DAH Teatar.

Perhaps because the Milošević regime adopted a policy of silence around the war(s), resistance

actions in Belgrade assumed an idiom of radical visibility. As Silvija Jestrović describes in Performance,

Space, Utopia (2013), protest actions in 1990s Belgrade were markedly theatrical. In addition to Žene u

25 The grammatical gender of the adjective neposlušne [disobedient] references a collective feminine
noun—Bilić has noted that Žene u Crnom’s adoption of this adjectival form is a self-conscious disruption of
the linguistic structures in Serbian/Bosnian/Croatian which adopt the masculine declension by default when
describing mixed groups (Bilić 2012: 161).
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Crnom demonstrations as discussed, multimedia arts collective Led Art “identified freezing and

hibernation as central metaphors in Serbian political and cultural life,” and so accordingly, many of

their initiatives involved ice sculptures (led means “ice” in Serbian). In 1993, Led Art made a

“spectacular entrance onto the countercultural scene” when they parked a refrigerated truck in the

middle of downtown Belgrade. Inside the truck was an “exhibition” consisting of various objects―from

kitschy figurines to a stopped clock to a bullet recovered from the Croatian front―frozen in ice.

Spectators were given army jackets to keep warm as they made their way through the truck, a

suggestion from Led Art that “everyone, no matter how uninvolved, was in a way part of the war and

implicated in the unfolding Yugoslavian catastrophe” (Jestrović 2013: 31). DAH’s work, especially their

1990s-era outdoor performances, can be considered in this same vein.

And yet, DAH’s work is not pure performance activism. As individuals, DAH company members

over the years, including Dijana, Jadranka, Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić, Maja Mitić, and Ivana

Milenović-Popović, have regularly participated in Žene u Crnom initiatives, and as I’ll discuss in

Chapter 5, Crossing the Line (2009) was initially commissioned by Žene u Crnom activists to

complement one of their anti-nationalist projects. But the aesthetic vocabularies engaged in DAH’s

performances do not map neatly onto the kind of activism practised by Žene u Crnom, or even the

more satirical performance actions of groups like Led Art; DAH’s work has more ambiguous effects. An

abstracted performance knit together from disparate sources and (re)mediated over and over is not

overtly confrontational in the way Žene u Crnom’s silent, embodied demonstrations are. Through this

ambiguity, rather than through the language of unobscured activism, it potentially becomes possible to

speak to the “wounds” of other Belgraders who may be put off by more confrontational tactics. DAH

can make truth claims that harness the political currency of trauma without doing so explicitly. In the

opening paragraphs of this thesis, I described a scene from Maps of Forbidden Remembrance in which

performer Maja Mitić recites the names of the men and boys murdered at Srebrenica in 1995; situating

that “bruise” (i.e. the personal need to bear witness to the genocide) within the public, discursive

sphere of the trauma paradigm performs remembrance of Srebrenica as a traumatic event. Wrapped up
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in this performance is, subsequently, the ethical implication that there must be justice, restitution, and

above all, witnessing—as the trauma paradigm demands. Through their performance, DAH make the

truth claim that it is a just and justifiable use of resources to ensure these things occur, without saying

so directly.

As artists, DAH’s political voices operate in a register different to that of activists. At the 1994

Edinburgh Fringe Festival, for instance, during the height of the Bosnian War, DAH were scheduled to

appear on a panel alongside a Bosnian theatre group, who, upon learning they would be sharing a

platform with Serbian artists, threatened to boycott the event. Determined to stand in solidarity with

the Bosnians, DAH chose to honour their wishes by withdrawing from the panel’s roster (Greenhalgh

2016: Ch. 12). Reading this interaction through the prism of the geopolitical moment at which it

occurred, again, we can see two things happening. The first is that, via their refusal, their gesture of

stepping down from the panel, DAH endorsed, in an international forum, the Bosnians’ feelings and

experiences. They acknowledged that the Bosnian group had every right to reject the solidarity of

Serbian artists at a time when the city of Sarajevo stood under siege and when hundreds across Bosnia

were dying at the hands of Serb forces. In this way, DAH’s stepping down was a gestural means of

taking responsibility for crimes committed “in their name.” Secondly, at a time when the West viewed

the breakup of Yugoslavia with ambivalence—as an internal affair, in which global intervention was

neither appropriate nor warranted—DAH’s self-silencing here can also be read as a performative way

of bearing witness to the Bosnian group’s pain and anger (Cushman and Meštrović 1996: 5). DAH’s

stepping down from the panel situated that felt injustice within the trauma paradigm, a re-framing that

implicitly demanded the kind of consideration political actors in the West had so far withheld.

Actions like these, coupled with DAH’s persistence in the face of unfavourable political

circumstances since the war’s end, have garnered DAH a formidable international following. And yet,

the company remain somewhat unacknowledged at home in Serbia. I offer here a demonstration by

way of personal experience: when I conducted my fieldwork for this study, DAH had recently finished

crowdsourcing the funds to renovate new premises at 76 Resavska Street―an office complex that had
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once been a Communist youth centre. Although this complex is on a major road in central Belgrade,26

DAH’s offices in it were like a well-kept secret. There was no sign or placard advertising DAH Teatar

anywhere around the building, and although I knew what I was looking for the first time I made my

way to DAH’s premises, I still became somewhat lost. The entrance to number 76 that faces the main

road opens into an office block, with a currency exchange on the ground floor―there is no office

directory. When I arrived for the first time, I asked an employee of the currency exchange where I could

find “the theatre.” The blank stare I received in response made me question whether I had misspoken.

No, the employee answered at last, she didn’t know of any theatre in the building. I thanked her and

began to climb the stairs, imagining I would know DAH’s office when I saw it. I climbed all the way to

the unoccupied fifth floor, where my way upward was blocked by piles of construction debris. Back on

Resavska Street, I was about to telephone Dijana when she appeared from around the side of the

building. She led me down a set of concrete steps and through an unmarked side door. Down another

short hallway was DAH Teatar: a small workroom with desks and computers, an even smaller

library/lounge, and a kitchenette. I had seen more substantive facilities in Chicago’s “storefront”

theatres. It was certainly not the kind of artistic home one might expect for a thirty-year-old theatre27

troupe with a decades-long history of international networking and an impressive list of financial

partners abroad―especially when compared with the relatively lavish facilities occupied by groups

like Odin Teatret.28

When I ask Dijana why she believes DAH’s reception locally has been chillier than the one they

receive on the international circuit, she invokes the aphorism: “You cannot be a prophet in your own

28 In addition to the grants from the Open Society Foundation during the 1990s, DAH have also received
financial support from organisations like Goethe Institut, the Trust for Mutual Understanding, the Dutch and
Norwegian embassies in Serbia, and the Culture Programme of the European Union. In recent years, some of
these funds have been matched by Serbia’s own Ministry of Culture, as well as the Culture Programme for the
city of Belgrade. In 1998, Dijana herself was the recipient of a Fulbright Fellowship, which she used to pursue
her teaching, training, and theatremaking in the United States.

27 Chicago’s “storefront” theatre scene is so called because non-equity (non-union) theatre companies with
limited access to operating capital will often rent vacant storefronts on a short-term basis, for the duration of
a single production. These storefronts are not purpose-built theatre spaces and rarely contain theatre
facilities, like bars on which to rig lighting equipment, banks of audience seating, or blackout curtains.

26 As of this writing, DAH Teatar have been forced to move yet again. They now rent a suite of second-storey
offices in Dorćol, not far from BITEF Theatre’s formidable building.
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village” (Dijana Milošević, personal communication, 30 October 2021). As committed as the company

remains to continuing its work in Serbia, DAH’s relationship with the community it hopes to serve has

not always been warm. This is demonstrated most markedly by the fact that for thirty years, the

company has struggled to find a consistent home―a venue of their own from which they can grow

their practice and programming, and to which they can invite the international artists and scholars that

sustained them during the company’s infancy. During the 1990s, as I have mentioned, DAH were

continually borrowing space, whether from Kulturni Centar Rex (another alternative arts venue

financed by anti-regime broadcaster B92), CZKD, or the offices of friends of Jadranka’s parents―a

situation that became untenable for DAH once they made clear what kind of politics they would

practise through their theatre work (Jadranka Anđelić, personal communication, February 2022).

Briefly, in 1993 and 1994, DAH were invited to take up residence in the Sava Centar in New Belgrade, a

major, high-budget arts venue that was struggling to fill its programming roster thanks to NATO

sanctions. DAH developed the play Zenith (1994) here, and it was here that they hosted the first of their

DAH Theatre Research Centre gatherings. However, Sava Centar management soon asked DAH to

vacate the space due to DAH’s relationship with the Open Society Foundation (Cleveland 2008: Ch. 19).

After this, they remained transient for a number of years. In 2003, they finally struck what they29

hoped would be a lasting deal with Kralj Petar II Karađorđević Elementary School in south-central

Belgrade. When DAH moved into a disused wing of the school, the whole building was in disrepair, in

the process of being converted from an old salt factory into the school it is today. DAH volunteered to

clear away pounds of leftover salt and debris, and during the course of their tenure, from their own

funds, they updated the electrical wiring and laid new floors, among other improvements to the space.

In return for this access to the space, DAH paid the school a small annuity in lieu of rent, and

collaborated with the school’s principal to launch various arts and theatre programmes for the

students. Unfortunately, the school never offered DAH a permanent lease, and they were forced to fight

29 From 1997 to 1999, the company rented the back room of Mali Princ Patisserie, owned by Dijana’s sister
(Dijana Milošević, email communication, 12 September 2021).
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at least three eviction attempts before they were finally ousted in 2016 after a lengthy legal battle and

thirteen years in residence (Milenović-Popović 2018).

While this transient state may simply be part of the territory for a Third Theatre group, DAH

consider themselves to be established enough to merit a more solid footing. After all, other Third

Theatres (and Magdalena partners) like Grenland Friteater in Norway and Grupo Cultural Yuyachkani

in Peru have their own purpose-built spaces. Yuyachkani, in particular, has a permanent home in an

historic building in the Magdalena del Mar district of Lima, Peru. In this space, which has been officially

recognised by the Peruvian Ministry of Culture as a “Cultural Centre,” there is a 160-seat auditorium, a

research centre dedicated to masks and mask performance, and two separate exhibition halls

(Yuyachkani 2021). Grenland Friteater, meanwhile, enjoys the support of local and national culture

ministries in Norway (Grenland Friteater).

It would not be out of order to speculate that DAH’s lack of local support is owed in large part

to the fact that the company create performances that address (ex-)Yugoslavia’s very recent, very

painful past―events which, on the relatively rare occasions when they are publicly addressed at all,

are still highly contested. There has not been any TRC in former Yugoslavia, nor at this late stage is

there likely to be. As the Yugoslav wars recede into history, DAH find themselves in the precarious

position of creating performance work that simultaneously seeks to honour the memories of past

atrocities whilst also urging its audience to look toward the future. DAH’s hope is that, through their

community-based praxis, discussions about the past that might otherwise provoke outrage or shut

down conversation can instead be given space to breathe.

One final illustrative example of DAH’s praxis in action―striking in part because it was so

mundane―occurred during my first fieldwork trip to Belgrade in November, 2018. After I had finally

managed to locate DAH’s offices on Resavska Street, Dijana offered to give me a lift to rehearsal the

next day. As we drove across Belgrade toward DAH’s offices, Dijana explained that they had approached

the owner of the complex about taking on even more real estate in the building, so that they might

extend their educational programming to students at the nearby school. Maybe, in time, they could
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even revive the youth centre. “But this is a prime city centre location,” Dijana demurred, “The owner

thinks he will make more money if he rents to many different tenants. Look how that is working out for

him.” And in truth, many of the units in the complex were sitting empty. We pulled into the narrow

gravel car park behind the centre―by the time we arrived, it was already almost packed solid with

cars. There was no way for Dijana to park without blocking someone else in, a regular annoyance, she

said. Dijana scribbled her mobile number on a piece of paper and tucked it under the wiper blades of

her own car, in case anyone behind her should need to get out during the rehearsal day. We barely took

two steps away from Dijana’s car before precisely this scenario unfolded, a man approaching us,

gesticulating and calling out in Serbian. Dijana told me to go ahead, that the others would already be in

the rehearsal room. I went. When I glanced back, I saw Dijana and the man plotting out their game of

vehicular tetris, strategising together. After a few minutes, Dijana joined us in the basement rehearsal

room DAH had bargained with another tenant to be able to use during the day. The rehearsal began,

but before thirty minutes passed, Dijana’s mobile rang―another car needing to exit the car park. “This

also is DAH Teatar,” Dijana told me as she hurried toward the door.

I know what she meant. “DAH Teatar'' encompasses so much more than performance work―it

is also flexibility, resourcefulness, a willingness to embrace chaos. But, on reflection, I cannot help

noting how Dijana’s remark might also map onto the very fact that she was willing to disrupt her own

rehearsal―an intensive and involved process requiring long hours of concentration―to go help a

neighbour. How easy would it have been for her not to leave a note, to protect the integrity of the

rehearsal process at the expense of another’s difficulty? There is, of course, an enormous difference

between parking-related inconveniences and the kind of socio-cultural trauma that has set neighbour

against neighbour in former Yugoslavia for decades now, but, as this chapter has aimed to make clear,

such an apparently small omission (i.e. Dijana’s failure to leave a note) would have constituted a major

transgression of DAH’s ethos. Over the years, Dijana has been known to reflect on DAH’s praxis, and

how they have tried to respond to Yugoslavia’s “dark times” as “[artists], not [social workers]”

(Milošević, qtd in Clemons 2002: 91). When I consider DAH Teatar and everything that arrests me
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about their practice, I wonder whether Dijana is mistaken, and whether, after Shannon Jackson, “social

work” is in fact the most important job an artist can perform.

2.5 Conclusion

We can therefore view DAH Teatar’s trauma aesthetics as one that is “always lived and

negotiated at an intersection” (Bennett 2005: 12). Through their self-conscious staging of the collision

between the “inside” and the “outside,” their reflexive revelation of the “bruise,” DAH’s praxis

demonstrates how the aesthetic is inseparable from the political. And through their privileging of

relationality as a fundamental part of that praxis, DAH Teatar also engage “an aesthetics and a

performance register that challenges the apparatus of representation” (Aston 1999: 14). A bruise(d)

aesthetics based on relationality and care—and genuinely so, not merely rhetorically—enacts a theatre

practice that invites the co-creation of bridges of affect across the gaps of intersubjective difference

that a (post-)conflict society enforces. Or, in Jill Bennett’s words, “by giving trauma extension in space

or lived place, it invites an awareness of different modes of inhabitation” (Bennett 2005: 12). In the

work of DAH Teatar, the personal, the aesthetic, and the political converge. This study turns its

attention now to how these three elements—aesthetics, politics, and the wound—operate

dramaturgically in that work. Through a consideration of a trilogy of outdoor performances staged

between 1992 and 1998, following chapter will investigate how trauma extends, not only in space, but

also in time.
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3. Gesture and Benjaminian Time: the Angel Plays (1992-1998)

In his famous “Theses on the Concept of History,” Walter Benjamin gives an often-theorised

reading of Paul Klee’s painting, Angelus Novus. He describes the angel figure in the painting, with its

wings spread, staring wide-eyed, mouth agape, at something before it. The angel is just about to turn

away, but is somehow unable to do so; it is arrested by the thing it sees. “This,” Benjamin tells us, “is

how the angel of history must look.” The angel of history faces the past, which, though it may appear to

us as an interlinked chain of separate events, appears to the angel as

one single catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it at his feet. The

angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is

blowing from Paradise and has got caught in his wings; it is so strong that the angel can no longer

close them. This storm drives him irresistibly into the future, to which his back is turned, while the

pile of debris before him grows toward the sky. What we call progress is this storm.

(Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 392)

Although Benjamin wrote this passage in 1940, before the full horrors of the Holocaust were realised,

and well before the PTSD subject was introduced into our collective consciousness, this angel of

history has nevertheless come to be regarded, per Sam Durrant, as “the figure for the traumatised

witness, a witness not to one historically locatable event but to history itself” (Durrant 2014: 93,
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emphasis original). The idea of history as “one single catastrophe,” and of the angel as its mute,

immobile witness, resonates with Caruth’s conception of trauma sufferers who “carry an impossible

history within them… [who] become themselves the symptom of a history that they cannot entirely

possess” (Caruth 1995b: 5). Anticipating many of the trauma theorists that would come after him,

Benjamin even goes so far as to regard modernity itself as traumatic—as a “series of shocks and

collisions” (Benjamin 2007: 175).

These observations were prescient ones; by the mid-to-late 1980s and early 1990s, the

perceived trauma of contemporary subjectivity, the destabilisation of history, and the figure of the

angel appeared to have a curious hold on the Euro-American “structure of feeling.” In the midst of what

Francis Fukuyama described as the “end of history,” marked by Western liberal/capitalist democracy’s

ultimate “triumph” over Soviet socialism, others like Jacques Derrida were observing what they

perceived as the catastrophic unravelling of Marxist “progress,” noting with horror the “macroscopic

fact,” that “never before… [had] so many men, women, and children been subjugated, starved, or

exterminated on the earth” (Fukuyama 2006 [1992]; Derrida 1994: 106). Encapsulating these anxieties

of chaos and apocalypse, angels began to appear conspicuously in a number of cultural productions

around this same time. In 1985, Sam Shepard and Joseph Chaikin presented a co-written radio

monologue entitled The War in Heaven that told the story of an angel who had crashed

unceremoniously to earth, while Tony Kushner’s famous Angels in America, parts one and two,

premiered in 1991 and 1992 respectively (Shepard and Chaikin 1985; Kushner 2013). German director

Wim Wenders’s celebrated 1987 film Wings of Desire follows a pair of angels as they wander through

West Berlin, eavesdropping on the thoughts of the humans they encounter (Wenders 1987). And

throughout the 1990s, in a disintegrating Yugoslavia, DAH Teatar felt compelled to devise a series of

performances featuring an ensemble of angels in response to the violence that surrounded them.

This Babylonian Confusion (1992) was DAH’s first-ever public performance, and it marked the

debut of this angelic ensemble. Famously, it premiered during the (intensely bloody) first summer of

the Bosnian War, and it responded both to this physical violence, as well as the symbolic violence of the
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dissolution of Yugoslavia, and of the suffocating media narratives championed by the Milošević regime.

The angels return in Angels’ Memories (1996), which entered into an explicit dialogue with other

“angel” productions of the time, directly referencing both Wenders’s film and Chaikin and Shepard’s

angel monologue. Weeks after Angels’ Memories premiered in the winter of 1996, hundreds of

thousands of Serbian citizens took to the streets of Belgrade to protest against Slobodan Milošević’s

government—the largest and longest-lived opposition demonstration since the regime had taken

power in 1989. Two years later, Angels in the Cities (1998) was staged as a one-day engagement for the

Belgrade Summer Festival (BELEF), which went ahead even as violence escalated in Kosovo and NATO

sanctions gutted the country. This chapter will engage these plays through the lens of Benjamin’s

writing on history, time, and gesture, with support from Giorgio Agamben, Jenny Edkins, and Rebecca

Schneider, who have built substantially on these frames. I argue here that gestural and temporal

engagement with trauma in performance can actually reinscribe trauma itself with

revolutionary/messianic potential, and carve out embodied, relational networks that transform the

time-space of “trauma” as such into one of radical political action.

3.1 This Babylonian Confusion (1992)

This Babylonian Confusion, co-directed by Jadranka Anđelić and Dijana Milošević, premiered in

Belgrade in July of 1992, and was briefly re-mounted for a second run in September of that same year.

As I have mentioned previously, during the autumn of 1991, as the war intensified across Yugoslavia,

DAH Teatar were preparing a separate performance piece called Gifts from Our Ancestors. It was DAH’s

intention to stage Gifts in a studio space in central Belgrade, but current events being what they were,

the company felt it was necessary to use their theatre practice as a means of speaking out against the

escalating violence in Bosnia and the Milošević regime’s complicity in it. As they began work on what

would become This Babylonian Confusion, Dijana and Jadranka approached Gorica Mojović and Vesna

Danilović, the directors of programming of the Belgrade Cultural Centre on Knez Mihailova (Belgrade’s
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main pedestrianised thoroughfare) about using one of the Centre’s street-level gallery spaces for their

markedly anti-war performance. Dijana and Jadranka were still postgraduate students when they first

met these two women. It was a calculated risk for Mojović and Danilović to support a performance like

This Babylonian Confusion at this time—again, most institutional theatres and cultural organisations in

Yugoslavia were not openly commenting on the war in 1991-1992 (Anđelić 2020). Mojović and

Danilović decided to take a chance on DAH Teatar; apart from their support in lending DAH Teatar

performance and rehearsal space, This Babylonian Confusion was financed entirely through donations

from family and friends (a friend of the Anđelić family was a printer, who donated the production’s

playbills), as well as the artists’ own personal finances (Anđelić 2020; Milošević 2018b, 2021).

The piece began in a ground-floor gallery space and transitioned outside, into Knez Mihailova

and Trg Republike, the city’s central square, intruding into this public space in the middle of rush hour.

I have been able to view around thirty minutes of video footage taken of the July run of this

performance, in the form of two discontinuous clips, and I have consulted a copy of the typewritten

Serbian language performance text (the English translations that appear in this chapter are a mixture

of DAH Teatar’s and my own). The gist of the piece is as follows: the gallery space is empty save for four

black chairs arranged in a line. Mounted on the wall are four pairs of angel wings, crudely shaped out

of gold wire, and a few handheld instruments—bells, shakers, and a tambourine. A small audience is

assembled near the front door of the gallery, which faces out onto the street. Four performers enter

through a door at the back of the gallery, dressed head-to-toe in black. There are three women (Maja

Mitić, Varja Đukić, and Mirela Pavlović) and one man (Petar Pjer Rajković) (“This Babylonian

Confusion”). They sit in the chairs in silence for a few moments, until one of the women gasps audibly,

arching her spine and contorting her limbs as though shocked by a bolt of electricity. Then all four

performers begin a slow, drawn out series of physical exercises with their chairs—somersaulting over

them, lifting them up, or balancing on them. They recite text taken from the WWII-era poems of Bertolt

Brecht—the play’s title, This Babylonian Confusion, is also borrowed from a line in one of these poems.

Gradually, these physical exercises increase in tempo and intensity, until all four actors assemble at the
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far wall, lift the instruments from their mounts, and slide the wire wings around their shoulders. The

four “angels” then march through the audience, out the front gallery doors, and into Knez Mihailova

(DAH Teatar 1992a).

The second video clip begins with the angel ensemble moving through the street, playing their

instruments and singing songs by Kurt Weill, composed for use in Brecht’s own stage plays. Where

Knez Mihailova transitions into Trg Republike, there is a wide, shallow fountain with several broad

steps leading down into it. This fountain functions as the “stage” for the remainder of the performance

(the basin was drained when This Babylonian Confusion was performed), and the audience gather

around the basin’s edge. The angels engage in a further series of athletic exercises. They jump, chase

one another, march in specific angular formations, and perform repetitive manual gestures—Mitić

swings a scarf over her head like a slingshot, while Rajković windmills his arms around, repeatedly

slamming the claves he is holding together, as though he were beating a large drum. Over these30

exercises, the angels continue reciting Brecht’s poetry, at first to each other, and then to the audience

directly. At the end of the piece, the angels remove their wings and throw them, along with the

handheld instruments, in a heap in the centre of the fountain’s basin. As “humans” again, the actors

face out towards the audience and sing one last song, whose chorus (again, borrowed from Brecht)

translates to: “Everything changes, everything changes; what has happened has happened” (DAH

Teatar 1992a).

30 Claves are a handheld percussion instrument consisting of two short, thick wooden sticks.
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Figure 3.1: This Babylonian Confusion: Maja Mitić in Knez Mihailova (DAH Teatar 1992b)

The poems DAH selected for use in This Babylonian Confusion are not only marked by their

overt anti-war messaging, but also by the way they each speak to a sense of time being out of control.

Throughout the text, there is repeated condemnation of various vague authority figures like “generals,”

“higher-ups,” or what Brecht calls “house-painters”—those whose job it is to “dress up” a dire situation.

But even these figures appear to be hostages to the “dark times” to which most of the script responds.

For instance, Pavlović recites a verse that engages a constellation of past, present, and future tenses to

characterise a present threat as a flood: “You who will emerge from the flood / in which we have gone

under / Remember / When you speak of our failings / the dark time, too, / which you have escaped.”

Another refrain, that Mitić’s angel character voices both inside and outside the gallery, is, “What kind of

times are these when to talk about trees is almost a crime, because it implies silence about so many

horrors” (DAH Teatar 1992b)? This section will argue that these unstable temporalities, as manifested

through the performance’s text, its setting, and physical action, are a means of both challenging the
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authority of Slobodan Milošević’s nation state and its symbolic order, as well as revealing the

revolutionary potential in what Jenny Edkins calls “the radical relationality of life” (Edkins 2014: 127).

All of this transpires, I argue, within a recognisably Benjaminian framework of time and

resistance. In his “Theses,” Benjamin puts forward two distinct registers of time. The first,

“homogeneous, empty time,” is what we generally perceive as “time:” linear, progressive movement.

This is the time of “the victors;” it is dictated and enforced by successive ruling classes (Benjamin 2003

[1940]: 394-395). Indeed, Benedict Anderson has famously argued that the modern concept of

nationalism could not exist except within the frame of homogeneous, empty time: that the idea of a

solid, consistent community “moving steadily down (or up) history” is a “precise analogue” to

Benjamin’s empty time (Anderson 2016 [1983]: 25-26). This kind of “progressive” time is, in

Benjamin’s metaphor, akin to the storm from paradise that blasts the angel of history into the future.

Against this framework, Benjamin then theorises a “now-time [Jetztzeit].” Unlike constantly advancing

empty time, now-time “comprises the entire history of mankind in a tremendous abbreviation”

(Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 396). In this idea, we can see Benjamin’s Marxist and Jewish-mystic

inclinations converge: now-time is distinct from homogeneous, empty time in that it is fully saturated

with revolutionary, or “messianic” potential. Where homogeneous, empty time depends on a linear

progression from then to now, Benjamin’s now-time exists within non-linear, non-hierarchical

constellations of other nows. Past moments can be “charged with now-time” and “blasted out of the

continuum of history;” in Benjamin’s example, the French Revolution was for Robespierre “charged”

with ancient Rome (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 395). The promise of revolution, like the promise of the

Messiah’s arrival, is both imminent and eternal; every moment, in this framework, is “the small

gateway through which the Messiah might enter” (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 397).

That DAH’s performers appear as angels in This Babylonian Confusion can be read in itself as a

gesture toward this messianic potential: angels are biblical heralds or messengers, harbingers of

something approaching. When they speak, as I have mentioned, the temporal register engaged is one

“in which the past is dislocated into the present and the present is extended into the past” (Agamben
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2005b: 74). For example, when describing her own angel’s “past” outside the gallery, performer Varja

Đukić says,

I came to the cities in a time of disorder

When hunger reigned there.

I came among men in a time of revolt

And I rebelled with them.

So passed my time

Which had been given to me on earth.

(DAH Teatar 1992b)

What goes without saying in this speech is that Đukić’s angel has (again) appeared in a “time of

disorder” when “hunger [reigns]” in the city—NATO having imposed sanctions on Yugoslavia at the

beginning of the summer of 1992 (Bajić-Hajduković 2014: 61). Through this fusion of past and present,

Đukić’s assertion that she “came among men in a time of revolt” and that she “rebelled with them”

introduces a “zone of undecidability:” is she describing something that already happened, or

something that is yet to come (Agamben 2005b: 74)? Significantly, the rebellion Đukić’s angel is

joining/has joined is human, rather than divine in origin. In many of the late 1980s and early 1990s

cultural renditions of angel figures, the angels themselves cannot impact on earthly affairs

directly—real change requires human agents. This is evident in Wings of Desire, in which the West

Berlin angels cannot materially affect the world around them (humans can’t feel the angels’ presence,

nor their touch, and, correspondingly, the angels themselves cannot feel embodied sensations like heat

or physical contact) as well as Angels in America, in which the Angel of the Millennium enlists

HIV-positive New Yorker Prior Walter to wage an angelic proxy war against “progress” (Wenders 1987;

Kushner 2013). Expanding Benjamin’s model, Giorgio Agamben proposes a temporal mode that speaks

directly to this necessity for human intervention. He theorises a cairological mode, as opposed to the

chronological operation of Benjamin’s homogeneous, empty time. For Agamben, where chronological

moments are undifferentiated units in a progressive series, a cairological moment is one in which

106



“man, by his initiative, grasps favourable opportunity and chooses his own freedom” (Agamben 1993:

104-105). In this light, the cairological mode cements the revolutionary aspects of a present “charged”

with the past, and it puts the onus for bringing about this “revolution” onto human actors (with their

own agency), rather than divine ones (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 393).

The cairological mode is not “revolutionary” in and of itself, however. A present time being

“charged” with past events, is not the same as realising progressive revolution in the Marxist sense (i.e.,

one that enacts both “greater fairness and the actuality of participation”) (Renton 2012: 389, emphasis

original). Can the state can hijack this messianic impulse and its imagery in order to further its own

gains? Arguably, the Milošević regime, in the early 1990s, was engaging (or pretending to engage)

precisely this messianic register in order to propagate its own “denuded utopian content” and to

champion the formation of a Serb ethno-state out of the remnants of socialist Yugoslavia (Renton 2012:

389). Before examining in further detail how DAH Teatar attempt to “take back” the register of

now-time with This Babylonian Confusion, it is necessary to provide some detail on exactly what they

were up against that summer in 1992.

One of Milošević’s key strategies for consolidating state power was the mobilisation of the

legend of the 1389 Battle of Kosovo as a “chosen trauma.” Per Vamik Volkan, a chosen trauma is “the

shared mental representation of an event in a large group’s history in which the group suffered a

catastrophic loss… at the hands of enemies.” Chosen traumas can be “reactivated” to secure collective

identity when the group is (or perceives itself to be) under threat from the outside (Volkan 2006: 307).

As the story goes, on the eve of the 1389 battle, Serbian Prince Lazar was visited by a prophet and

asked to choose between victory against the Turks and the reclamation of his “earthly kingdom,” or

defeat and death in exchange for an eternal “heavenly kingdom.” Lazar chose the “heavenly kingdom,”

and during the battle the next day, the prince was betrayed by one of his closest officers and martyred

by the Ottoman sultan (Judah 2009: 34-37). Consequentially, this account was utilised to instil a sense

of victimhood and unjust suffering in the centre of Serb identity construction at the end of the

twentieth century. This worked to manufacture a collective past that would make “present
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[ultra-nationalist] cultural values seem timeless and immutable,” and thereby position the Serb people

“as politically charged characters fated to fulfill the predestined story of [their] history” (Morus 2007:

3). Funnelling his rhetoric through this mythic/messianic register, Milošević positioned himself as a

“redeemer” of the Serb people, arriving from on high to deliver Prince Lazar’s “heavenly kingdom” to

Serbs on earth (Morus 2007: 8-9). This contributed to the inauguration of a situation across the31

whole of Yugoslavia (for similar tactics were being employed by Croat nationalists) in which, Dubravka

Ugrešić writes, “[p]ast, present, and future [were] all lived simultaneously. In the circular temporal

mish-mash suddenly everything we ever knew and everything we shall know [had] sprung to life and

gained its right to existence” (Ugrešić 1994: 42).

This manufactured mythos positioned the ethnic violence that destroyed Yugoslavia as an

inevitable eventuality—the result of long-simmering ethnic hatreds. And indeed, as I have noted in the

previous chapter, this was the popular perception, especially among Western journalists in the 1990s.

However, this framing obscures the potency of the Milošević regime’s “doctored” history; in actuality,

these ethnic tensions were largely “kept on hold” in Tito’s Yugoslavia (1945-1980) (Bar-Tal and

Cehajic-Clancy 2014: 127). There had certainly been ethnic conflicts throughout the history of the

region, especially during WWII, between the fascist Croatian militia group, the Ustaše, and the Serb

nationalist Chetnik movement during WWII. Both groups carried out terror and counter-terror

campaigns against Croat, Serb, and Muslim populations alike, each with the aim of carving out

ethno-states for their respective nationalities. When Tito, a communist partisan, came to power after

the war, however, he took steps to suppress these nationalist movements, executing their leaders, and

adopting an attitude that it was time to “move on” from the ethnicised violence that characterised

WWII in Yugoslavia (Ramet 2016: x). So, while Tito’s grip on Yugoslavia’s politics and its media outlets

certainly curtailed nationalist sentiments during his tenure, scholars like Dejan Jović maintain that it

31 Slobodan Milošević’s career as a nationalist crusader is widely regarded to have been launched on the 28th of
June, 1989, when Milošević travelled to Kosovo Polje, the ancient site of the Battle of Kosovo, to deliver an
explicitly Serb nationalist speech in commemoration of the 600th anniversary of Lazar’s defeat. Milošević
literally descended from a helicopter to give this inflammatory speech, “representing Prince Lazar coming to
earth” (Volkan 2006: 308).
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would nevertheless be inaccurate to suggest these sentiments were always active in the background,

ready to erupt (Jović 2009: 18). Instead, the Milošević regime fashioned a collective past out of these

discrete “injustices,” in which all of Serb history was rolling inexorably toward the present political

situation. WWII imagery and discourse came to constitute the “apogee of the Serbian-Croatian conflict”

during the 1990s, just as the Prince Lazar myth came to symbolise the conflict between Serbs and

Bosnian and Kosovar-Albanian Muslims (MacDonald 2002: 132). In effect, Milošević performatively

enacted a bizarre echo chamber of memory in which, Silvija Jestrović observes, “Serbian victims from

the medieval Battle of Kosovo [were] placed side by side with the dead from the Croatian

concentration camps of the Second World War and with the still fresh corpses of Serbs killed in Croatia,

Bosnia, or Kosovo and broadcast on state-run television” (Jestrović 2013: 14).

All these factors, from the activation of chosen traumas, to the “circular temporal mish-mash”

cultivated by the regime, and Milošević’s self-positioning as a Serb messiah, demonstrate a worrying

possibility identified by Edkins at the very end of her book Trauma and the Memory of Politics (Ugrešić

1994: 42). Namely, under the auspices of the trauma paradigm, there is the potential that the

nation-state can actually seize control of messianic time (Edkins’s own term for the messianic register

is “trauma time,” a compelling distinction I will parse further below) in order to operate in a

permanent “state of exception” (Edkins 2003: 233; cf. Agamben 2005a). Where Tito aggressively

consigned the painful events of WWII to the past, Milošević brought them (and other

“unacknowledged” historical traumas for the Serb people) to the fore, weaponising them to ignite a

catastrophic series of conflicts from which no one emerged “victorious.” How to resist such a situation?

What might a truly revolutionary temporal disruption look like when “the traumatic void around which

the social order is constituted is no longer an impediment, something to be concealed at all costs, but

an asset, to be played up and exploited” (Edkins 2014: 135)? Against these temporal and political

backdrops, I argue, This Babylonian Confusion functions, in Benjamin’s terms, to “brush” the regime’s

hijacked history “against the grain,” and to reclaim the revolutionary/messianic impulse that

underwrites the seizure of now-time (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 392). The play does this by “charging” its
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present with the past in three primary ways: through its text, through the fact of its physical staging in

Knez Mihailova and Trg Republike, and through the way it takes place, transitioning from the private

space of the gallery into the public sphere.

When I say the text of This Babylonian Confusion engages a temporal register “charged” by the

past, I do not simply mean that Brecht’s writing describes a past situation that is analogous to the one

in Belgrade in 1992, although the DAH artists did observe these parallels during their devising process;

says Dijana: “It was like [Brecht] was speaking to us as a contemporary” (Cleveland 2008: Ch. 18).

Rather, what I mean is that, when voicing resistance to their contemporary situation was made

difficult, DAH Teatar crafted a performance language through which resistance could be indirectly

articulated. Slobodan Milošević’s grip on power depended on manufactured mythos, yes, but of equal

import was the aggressive suppression of any oppositional voices, whether in the press or in public

protest (de la Brosse 2003: Exhibit 1.4). By the summer of 1991, the regime had near total control of

Yugoslavia’s media apparatus, and while there was no explicit law against publicly professing

dissenting opinions, the state found ways to silence these voices by other means. Those employed by

state institutions (including, and perhaps especially, theatres) faced severe professional consequences

for sharing such views, including demotion and dismissal (Kurspahić 2003: 69). This environment

necessitated an indirect approach.

DAH’s indirect approach, as I have indicated, manifests in three ways: its text, its use of site, and

its action—or, rather, the way the action unfolds in time and space. Firstly, the texts selected for This

Babylonian Confusion re-orient the messianic promise of now-time from an ethnic perspective—the

methodology of choice for the Milošević regime—to one of class. The anti-war tone the play’s text

strikes positions war as a class struggle, in which the “higher ups” devour the lives of those beneath

them without a second thought. This Babylonian Confusion is, therefore, not only “charged” with the

past resistance efforts of WWII-era anti-fascists like Brecht, but also with the arduous history of class

struggle, and the revolutionary promise of liberation from the structural violence of capitalism. In this
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performance, pacifism itself is an invitation toward, and a manifestation of, working class solidarity, as

evidenced by the following exchange:

MAJA:

When the leaders speak of peace

The common folk know

That war is coming

When the leaders curse war

The mobilisation order is already written out

Those upstairs

are gathered together in one room.

Men on the street:

Give up hope.

Governments sign non-aggression pacts.

Little man,

Write up your will!

[...]

MIRELA:

The war which is coming

Is not the first one. There were

Other wars before it.

When the last one came to an end

There were conquerors and conquered.

Among the conquered, the common people

Starved. Among the conquerors
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The common people starved too.32

(DAH Teatar 1992b)

This emphasis on the suffering of the “common people” and the exploitation of the “little man” in times

of war unsettles the Milošević regime’s ethnicised division between us and them; instead, this text

points out that the suffering us has always included all ordinary citizens, while the only them inflicting

harm is made up of war-mongering leaders.

Turning our attention to the play’s use of site, we can fruitfully consider This Babylonian

Confusion as a site-specific performance, in that it undertakes “a profound engagement with one site

[that is] absolutely central to both the creation and execution of the work” (Wilkie 2002: 150). The

play’s locatedness at the place where Knez Mihailova meets Trg Republike works to “charge” the piece

with revolutionary pasts in much the same way the text does. As I have mentioned, a year before This

Babylonian Confusion’s premiere, there was a protest in Trg Republike—the first major opposition

demonstration against the Milošević regime. The protesters’ primary demand was for a free press—the

regime had recently taken control of TV Belgrade, the city’s largest broadcaster. After days of escalating

tension and threats of violence from the regime, approximately 70,000 demonstrators assembled in

Trg Republike on the morning of the 9th of March, 1991. When the police tried to prevent leaders of the

political opposition from addressing the demonstrators en masse, the protest turned violent: police

doused the protesters with tear gas and water cannons, and JNA tanks rolled through the streets of

central Belgrade (Jestrović 2013: 9; Ramet 2006: 384).

Jestrović speculates, after Marvin Carlson, that real-life, physical spaces and the performances

that take place within them are linked in complex ways that are both “diachronic and synchronic.”

From this perspective,

32 The Serbian text of the script that I have been able to reference during the course of this research was
prepared for the September run of this show, during which Slobodan Beštić replaced Pavlović. Accordingly
the typewritten text lists “SLOBA” instead of “MIRELA” as the performer’s name. Pavlović speaks these lines
in the video of the July performance.
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performance can refer or even spring out of actual contemporary sites whose history is still in the

making… The real space might be still in the process of being shaped as its theatricalized doubling

unfolds… The reality and unstable position of a historical space in the making influences and alters

the meaning of its theatrical and performative renderings. In return, the theatricalization of an

actual space reshapes its future meaning in cultural memory.

(Jestrović 2013: 40)

The name Jestrović gives to this complex phenomenon is “interperformativity of place,” a reciprocal

spatial and performative mode that “allows for sounds and sites of an actual locale to iconically or

symbolically penetrate the fabric of [a] performance” (Jestrović 2013: 40, emphasis original). DAH’s

interperformative citation of previous resistance actions in Trg Republike would have been readily

apparent to their audience of Belgraders in 1992. When DAH’s angels align themselves with

contemporary resistance whilst also embodying “eternal” angelic figures, they implicitly position

resistance to violence as an equally eternal, emancipatory activity.

Perhaps the 1991 protest alone is not enough to permanently mark Trg Republike as an

incubator for revolutionary action, but, per Marko Živković, independent of the 1991 demonstration,

this square is “the place where citizens congregate for major events by default” (Živković 2011: 38).

Trg Republike would go on to be the site of significant public demonstrations against the Milošević

regime throughout the rest of the 1990s, demonstrations which, as I’ll explore in the following section,

increasingly adopted theatrical and performative tactics as the years wore on (Jestrović 2013: 46-47).

Trg Republike is also the place where Žene u Crnom had gathered in silent protest every week since

the autumn of 1991. That DAH’s angels also wear black as they occupy this place is an invocation of

Žene u Crnom’s resistance tactics. DAH’s embodied repetition of these protest gestures is arguably a

means of engaging the messianic promise of now-time: their embodied repetition of prior presences

(Žene u Crnom’s, the 1991 protesters’, and those of any other resistance actors who may have come

before) can be read, per Rebecca Schneider, as an attempt to “literally touch time,” to call one time into
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another, by taking what Benjamin calls the “tiger’s leap into the past” (Schneider 2011: 2; Benjamin

2003 [1940]: 395).

Knez Mihailova, similarly, is a politically marked site. As Živković explains, “[c]rises… and turns

of political climate all find visible signs in Knez Mihajlova [sic]” (Živković 2011: 40). In the summer of

1992, Serbia’s nationalistic crisis found its visible signs in the form of the kiosks that sprang up all

along the high street, manned by nationalist extremists dressed up in old Chetnik uniforms, peddling

Orthodox kitsch to the shoppers passing by (Jestrović 2013: 43). As Jestrović points out, Knez

Mihailova also represents the collision of traditional and alternative Belgrade cultures: at one end of

the street is the Serbian Academy of Arts and Sciences, “the keeper of cultural tradition,” which became

yet another nationalistic mouthpiece for the regime by the early 1990s. At the other end of Knez

Mihailova is the Akademia nightclub, “the cradle of the city’s alternative rock and roll culture”

(Jestrović 2013: 42). As it is situated between these poles, we can accordingly read This Babylonian

Confusion as a gesture toward both. The play itself was counter-cultural, an experimental theatre

performance by a group operating outside mainstream cultural structures in Yugoslavia.

Simultaneously, it was participating in the kind of emancipatory work that used to be characteristic of

Yugoslav national identity before the Milošević regime’s revisionist campaign: a tradition of

anti-fascist, anti-imperialist, proletarian political action (Jakovljević 2020). Thus, This Babylonian

Confusion and the site at which it was performed both inform, and are informed by one another in

equal measure.

To close out this section, let us turn now to the way This Babylonian Confusion actually takes

place—the way it interrupts and “makes strange” the summertime rush hour in Knez Mihailova. In

Benjamin’s own writings on Brecht and epic theatre, he discusses the operations of “alienation,” and

how this sensation is effected through “the interruption of happenings.” His archetypical example of

such an interruption occurs within the context of a family row: the mother is about to launch a bronze

statuette at her daughter, the father has opened the window and is about to call for the police, when

“[s]uddenly, a stranger enters” (Benjamin 2007: 150). The entrance of this stranger transforms this
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scene of intimate family violence into a “scene” in the theatrical sense, one in which all actors (the

family and the stranger) become spectators of one another, and in which what will happen next is

newly uncertain (cf. Bala 2021: 456). The bourgeois social order that underwrites this family row—the

unseen private life as separate from the public presentation of the functional family—is destabilised by

the stranger’s interruption, but crucially, this destabilisation is not the result of any transformation

that occurs. Rather, it is effected through the exposure of the violence that was already at the heart of

the social order in question.

Such an interruption or exposure triggers a breakdown of social frames in a manner cognate

with what Edkins calls “trauma time.” To introduce yet another Benjaminian temporal framework, one

to which I’ve previously alluded, Edkins theorises trauma time as “the disruptive, back-to-front time

that occurs when the smooth time of the imagined or symbolic story is interrupted by the real of

‘events’” (Edkins 2003: 229-230). These “events,” what the trauma paradigm understands as traumatic

events, are, in Edkins’s view, “overwhelming but […] also a revelation. They strip away the diverse

commonly accepted meanings by which we lead our lives in our various communities. They reveal the

contingency of the social order and in some cases how it conceals its own impossibility” (Edkins 2003:

5). Trauma time can be understood as an essentially Benjaminian framework not only because Edkins

theorises it in dialogue with Agamben, whose own messianic time is an answer to Benjamin, but also

because the temporality of trauma is defined precisely by the way it is “blasted out of the continuum of

history” (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 395). If nothing else, trauma is certainly a condition “in which the

past is dislocated into the present and the present is extended into the past” (Agamben 2005b: 74).

Edkins’s trauma time risks sounding redundant in this context, and I do not intend to imply that this

relationship flows both ways: now-time is not inherently traumatic, in the way that Edkins suggests

that trauma time is inherently revolutionary. I would argue, however, that trauma time is usefully

distinguished from Agamben’s and Benjamin’s analogous ideas precisely because it casts the shattered

state of traumatic experience as a site of resistance, as a site from which the fulfilment of a

revolutionary or messianic promise may originate. Trauma time, in exposing the always already
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fractured nature of social orders, also reveals the “radical relationality of life” (Edkins 2014: 127).

Trauma becomes the breaking of societal frames, rather than individual/subjective ones.

The argument here is that This Babylonian Confusion grasps at the revolutionary promise of

now-time, yes, but through its dramaturgy of interruption, it engages trauma time, too. When the

angels first emerge into Knez Mihailova, they are singing “The Ballad of the Soldier’s Wife,” a Kurt Weill

tune with lyrics by Brecht—the kind of song whose “chief function” is, per Benjamin, in “interrupting

the action” (Benjamin 1999 [1934]: 778). The angels’ choreographed, military-style marching also

works to make strange the presence of the JNA in central Belgrade at a time when the Milošević regime

adamantly insisted that Yugoslavia was not involved in the war in Bosnia in any way (Kaufman 1992).

Each of these interruptions can be read as a gesture toward the “traumatic void” around which 1992

Belgrade was spinning: that Yugoslavia was disintegrating, that histories, memories, and collective

identities were being violently overwritten, that scores of former compatriots were dying only a

hundred kilometres away, and that no one was saying a word about any of it in any official capacity

(Edkins 2014: 135).

The angels’ intrusion into Knez Mihailova also potentially “makes strange” the everyday

commute—the area is quite busy when the performance occurs, packed with shoppers and workers on

their way home. But Belgrade in 1992 was not such an authoritarian environment that a piece of street

theatre would be “strange” or startling in and of itself. Amongst the audience visible in the video

footage, there are several young children whose caregivers presumably regarded the performance as a

normal (and safe) enough event that they were permitted to stay and watch. But then DAH introduce

one more interruption: the performance ends with the angels removing their wings and tossing them

in a pile in the centre of the fountain’s basin in which they have been performing. They turn to address

the audience again as “human beings,” and sing one last song to them directly. What DAH are making

strange in this moment is the performance frame itself. Like the stranger interrupting the family row,

DAH’s actors shedding their angel costumes confronts the assembled audience with the same inversion

of perspectives: it is no longer the space/time of DAH’s performance that comprises the theatrical
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“scene” here, but the entire area—including the nationalists on Knez Mihailova and the police

patrolling Trg Republike. The performance breaks out of itself, producing “a sense of alienation from

those conditions that become astonishingly there to see, as if for the first time” (Butler 2017: 186). Via

this Brechtian gesture, This Babylonian Confusion asks, what is going to happen? Who will act next?

Crucially, the performance ends without resolving these questions.

Asking these questions in no way guarantees revolutionary outcomes—or indeed, any answer

at all. One reason the footage of This Babylonian Confusion that I have been able to view is so valuable,

from an archival perspective, is because the person behind the camera had the idea (or the foresight?)

to frequently zoom in on the spectators, even leaving the actors out of focus at times, so as to capture

the crowd’s reactions. The audience that has gathered outside the gallery is several times larger than

the one that had watched the play begin inside, suggesting that the majority of spectators happened

upon the performance in the moment, as opposed to having sought it out intentionally. Many of them

appear to be watching the piece with rapt attention, but others’ interactions with the performance are

only momentary. As the play progresses, the camera captures people wandering up, watching for a few

seconds, and walking away. At one point, early on, two women walk directly through the performance

area, appearing to ignore the actors (and the gathered audience) completely. Can we honestly suggest

that these erstwhile spectators are endowed with an “awareness that they are about to make the

continuum of history explode,” which Benjamin notes as characteristic of those experiencing a moment

of now-time (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 395)? With the hindsight we have now, such a suggestion is

refuted easily. As Knežević sharply observes, “If the theatre was so important and active in creating

public opinion, it is unavoidably necessary to ask whether theatre practitioners were able to stop the

war in ex-Yugoslavia, or at least to reduce its atrocities” (Knežević 1996: 409).

This Babylonian Confusion did not stop the war in ex-Yugoslavia. However, it did make gestures

toward Benjaminian temporal registers—now-time, messianic time, trauma time—all of which give

voice to the possibility that a future different to the one that actually materialised was possible. The

performance “charged” itself with the past in order to remind us that a revolutionary—or
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messianic—mantle was and is still waiting to be taken up. This is a possibility perhaps best

encapsulated by the angels’ final song, taken from Brecht’s 1944 poem, “Everything Changes,” and

performed by the actors in their “human” forms:

What has happened has happened. The water

You once poured into the wine cannot be

Drained off again, but

Everything changes. You can make

A fresh start with your final breath.

(DAH Teatar 1992b)

3.2 Angels’ Memories (1996)

At every step, every gust of wind, I’d like to be able to say, ‘Now…’ and ‘Now’ and ‘Now.’ No longer
‘Forever’ and ‘For eternity.’

- Wings of Desire
(Wenders 1987)

Less than a year after the Dayton Accords brought an end to the war in Bosnia and settled

Yugoslavia into a tentative peace, DAH Teatar’s Angels’ Memories had its Belgrade premiere as part of

the Alter Image Festival in late September and early October of 1996. Produced by BITEF Theatre, Alter

Image was designed to “be a proof of the spiritual and creative vitality of young artists from

[Yugoslavia].” In addition to performances by Belgrade theatres like DAH, MIMART, Ister Teatar, and

Omen Teatar, the festival also featured “para-theatre performances, fashion, music, and art happenings,

[and] multimedia presentation[s]” from a variety of non-institutional art collectives across Yugoslavia

(Nikolić 1996). Festival performances were presented at CZKD and Kulturni Centar Rex, both of which

provided DAH with rehearsal space in the run-up to the festival. By this time, we can see DAH’s

international networking bearing fruit for the company: Angels’ Memories, again co-directed by Dijana

and Jadranka, was fully financed by thes Open Society Foundation. It premiered in the CZKD courtyard
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on 30 September, 1996. Performances were held late in the evening, beginning at 11:00pm. The piece

featured three performers, who would form the core of DAH’s acting company for the remainder of the

decade: Maja Mitić, Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić, and Valentina Milivojević. Like This Babylonian Confusion,

Angels’ Memories was abstract and episodic in structure. As the play progressed, the angels sang songs,

danced, and recited dialogue lifted from extant textual sources (such as the poetry of Rainer Maria

Rilke, Octavio Paz, and José Angel Valente, as well as verses from the Bible). They also shared some

personal reflections and memories of the actors themselves—stories of their lives during

wartime—thereby troubling the boundary between actor and character. In Maja Mitić’s case, her angel

even recalled “descending” Belgrade on a prior occasion, as a performer in This Babylonian Confusion.

Throughout, the angels urged their audience to “awaken” and pay attention to what was going wrong

in the world (“Angels’ Memories”).

Wim Wenders’s Wings of Desire was a key inspiration for DAH in devising this performance. As

discussed, the film follows a pair of angels as they wander through Berlin, eavesdropping on the

thoughts of the people they encounter, but unable to materially interfere in these people’s lives. Angels’

Memories positioned these angels similarly: according to DAH’s website, the angels have “fallen to

Earth in a time [that demands] that people take sides, which our angels cannot do” (“Angels’

Memories”). Wings of Desire frequently depicts its angels perched on ledges or rooftops, and DAH were

interested in engaging Belgrade’s architecture in a similar way (Milošević 2021). Accordingly, Angels’

Memories was staged in the tucked-away courtyard of the CZKD building, which offered a number of

scalable walls, staircases, and balconies, and DAH made use of these levels throughout the performance

(see Figure 3.2). Although Dijana describes Angels’ Memories as a site-specific performance for this

reason, the piece might be more usefully considered, in Stephen Hodge’s terms, as something between

a site-generic performance, “generated for a series of like sites,” and a site-sympathetic one, which

involves physicalising an “existing performance text… in a selected site” (Milošević 2021; Hodge qtd in

Wilkie 2002: 150). Angels’ Memories remained part of DAH’s repertoire until 1999, and had further

performances in Athens, Bucharest, and Edinburgh, as well as other cities across Yugoslavia. Generally,
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these productions also took place in courtyards or around buildings with fire escapes or similar

elevated structures (Knežević 1996: 417; Milošević 2021; Edinburgh Fringe Festival 1997). However, in

early 1997, it was also remounted in Luna Park, an amusement park in Belgrade, and this iteration of

the production made extensive use of the carnival equipment there—a short YouTube clip shows the

angels driving bumper cars. The object of this analysis, though, is the CZKD courtyard performance,33

and the chords struck between the play and the sociopolitical sphere in which it was first received.

There is no extant video footage of Angels’ Memories in the CZKD courtyard, and the performance text

in DAH’s archives is merely indicative. Lines are not assigned to individual performers in the

manuscript, and there are no stage directions. Still, this indicative script, in combination with a few

production photographs, forms the basis for the following discussion.

As I have mentioned, the text of Angels’ Memories included personal accounts from the actors

(which are unfortunately not recorded in the surviving manuscript), and a selection of poems by

Rainer Maria Rilke, Octavio Paz, and José Angel Valente, as well as an excerpt from Sam Shepard and

Joseph Chaikin’s 1985 angel monologue, in which the angel character describes arriving on earth with

a large battalion, charged with escorting the soul of a “great man” to heaven—a soul they were never

able to find (Shepard and Chaikin 1985, qtd in DAH Teatar 1996). A refrain-like motif that repeats

throughout the piece and links all these disparate passages is the biblical story of the binding of Isaac.

According to the Book of Genesis, as a test of his faith, Abraham is charged by God to offer his beloved

son Isaac as a sacrifice. Abraham deceives Isaac and leads him into the desert, where he binds him and

places him on a sacrificial altar. Just as Abraham is about to strike Isaac with his knife, an angel cries

out and stops him, saying, “Abraham! Abraham! Do not lay a hand on the boy… Now I know that you

fear God” (Genesis 22:12). This story is introduced early in Angels’ Memories, with the angels reciting

the actual verses as written in Genesis. The performance is particularly concerned with the pivotal

moment in which the angel calls out to stop Abraham’s blow—the words “Abraham! Abraham!” are

33 This 90-second clip is an excerpt from a TV Studio B broadcast and can be found here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N5bQIG_-niw. As this staging is obviously quite different to the original,
I have elected to omit this footage from my analysis here.
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multiply interspersed throughout DAH’s text (DAH Teatar 1996). Accordingly, this section will attend to

this moment, its repetitions, and the gestures that comprise it—the raising of the knife and the crying

out that stops its fall. In keeping with Benjamin’s idea of now-time as a revolutionary instant “blasted

out of the continuum of history,” this section will argue that these gestures lift themselves out of their

biblical context in order to enact yet another kind of interruption in postwar Belgrade (Benjamin 2003

[1940]: 395). My contention, after Rebecca Schneider, is that these gestures operate antiphonically to

disturb a “mythic linear flow of time with the possibility that the past may yet have another future”

(Schneider 2018: 288).

Figure 3.2: Angels’ Memories: Maja Mitić perches on a wall. Photo by DAH Teatar

Recently, Schneider’s scholarship has trained its focus on the gesture of the hail—a hand held

up, as if in greeting—and on the ways this gesture is repeated and reciprocated through space and time

(see Schneider 2020, 2018, and 2010). This gesture, she argues, extends from one body to another,

simultaneously inviting a response and repeating itself via that response: I wave at you, and you wave

back at me (Schnieder 2018: 285). In this way, such gestures can be viewed as “ongoing body-jumping

performances that have the potential to carry history in different directions with each irruptive

singularity.” Through this kind of embodied call and response, gestures themselves act as “interval
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crossers as well as interval openers:” they can define and subvert spatial relationships, establishing

both proximity and distance at once, and, through their antiphony, they can instantiate relational

networks that transcend linear time (Schneider 2018: 286). Indeed, a key question that preoccupies

Schneider’s work on gesture is whether these intervals of “response-ability,” the spatio-temporal

channels through which a gesture may be forwarded and returned, are themselves time-sensitive. Or,

“How late is too late to turn 180 degrees and, perhaps collectively across time or somehow laterally or

transversally, respond to the ongoing iterations and ricochets of temporal, reiterative [gestures]? Is

there a way to make a response become a call, addressing the past for change” (Schneider 2018: 287)?

Again, echoing through these questions is the messianic promise of now-time. As Benjamin asks in the

second of this “Theses,” “Doesn’t a breath of the air that pervaded earlier days caress us as well? In the

voices we hear, isn’t there an echo of now silent ones” (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 390)? If the past can

caress us now, Schneider argues, then we can also always reciprocate that touch (Schneider 2018:

288). Configured thus, the gesture becomes the vehicle through which past and present “charge” one

another with themselves.

When I figure the relationship between Abraham’s blow and the angel’s arresting of it as

antiphonic, I don’t mean that each successive suspension begets another blow, in the way Schneider

argues a hail does—although a review of twentieth century histories of war and revolutionary

movements might invite such a reading. Instead, I argue, the gesture of forestalling the blow echoes

and suggests itself across generations. Benjamin’s second thesis again provides illumination here. The

interrelation and mutual response-ability of the present and past, he argues, produce “a secret index by

which [the past] is referred to redemption.” This index acknowledges, tacitly, that “our coming was

expected on earth… [and that] like every generation that preceded us, we have been endowed with a

weak messianic power, a power on which the past has a claim” (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 390, emphasis

original). The gestural antiphony in Angels’ Memories is not a relation between the “Abrahams” of

history and the angels (i.e. the ruling and “revolutionary” classes), but between successive generations

who, through their own contemporary engagement of messianic time, pre-figure future revolutionary
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gestures while also fulfilling the promise of revolutionary gestures that came before (Benjamin 2003

[1940]: 395; cf. Auerbach 2003: 73). As Sharon Jessop notes, “[t]he past is redeemed when it is

recognised, grasped in the present” (Jessop 2013: 648). Each revolutionary/messianic moment when

“man, by his initiative, grasps favourable opportunity and chooses his own freedom” is both a call and

response, or rather, such moments reveal how a response becomes itself a call (Agamben 1993:

104-105). In this light, DAH’s angels’ cries of “Abraham! Abraham!” can be re-appraised as entreaties

not to “Abraham,” but to the assembled audience: the aim is not to stop the blow per se, but to ensure

future callings out.

Figure 3.3: Angels’ Memories: Valentina Milivojević cries out. Photo by DAH Teatar

There are, of course, political implications to this gestural antiphony too. When Angels’

Memories premiered, the war in Bosnia had ended, but the Milošević regime’s suffocating media

narratives seemed only to intensify; regime-controlled media made particular use of NATO’s sanctions

as a means of defaming Milošević’s political rivals and casting them as “Western stooges.” Certain

cultural platforms were still available for the voicing of dissent (Angels’ Memories premiered in

Belgrade as part of an experimental theatre festival, after all), but the regime continued to harass and

imprison outspoken opposition leaders (Vladisavljević 2016: 43). “What happens to [political] action,”
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asks Judith Butler, “when its conditions of authorization and support fall away? What form does action

take when it is radically unsupported” (Butler 2017: 181)? Enter the gesture. Butler, after Benjamin

and Agamben, defines the gesture not as a pure action, but as an indicative one—the gesture indicates

itself as itself (Butler 2017: 182-183). In Agamben’s terms, gesture exists as “pure means,” a means

unto itself, rather than towards something else (Agamben 2000: 56-57). Action becomes gesture when

it is “truncated” and lifted out of the “context of its intelligibility” (Butler 2017: 182). For Benjamin, this

distance between the truncated action and its context is what makes a gesture quotable, or citational

(Benjamin 2007: 151). Thus, when DAH’s angels halt the “blow” of “Abraham’s knife,” nothing is

actually happening—there is no blow to be stopped, and so the act of halting this blow is dislocated

from the context that makes it both legible and necessary. The angels’ arresting gesture is “empty”

precisely because it does not correspond to real action. However, by quoting or citing a real action of

halting a real blow, the gestic incarnation of this same motion acquires, per Jenny Hughes and Simon

Parry, the power to “call others to register their connection [to each other] through imitation and

replication.” Repeated enough times across enough bodies, these gestures can even “mobilise a desire

to protect, defend, restore, at the same time as, in their emptiness, sustain an openness to alterity”

(Hughes and Parry 2015: 306). Thus, the “empty gesture” of halting as performed in Angels’ Memories

is both diachronically and synchronically linked to the possibility of “real” political action. As Butler

points out, these “disconcerting moments of citation, these incomplete performances, can bring to a

halt what has become both very usual and utterly wrong” (Butler 2017: 191).

Can this call to others extend backwards in time as well as forwards (Schneider 2018)? Taking

Schneider seriously, we can read Angels’ Memories as both a gestural fulfilment of a past promise as

well as a pre-figuring of responses (and calls) to come (cf. Auerbach 2003: 73). In November, 1996, less

than a month after Angels’ Memories was performed in Belgrade, the political opposition coalition

Zajedno [Together] defeated Slobodan Milošević’s Serbian Socialist Party (SPS) in numerous city

council elections, including Belgrade’s. The public’s elation over these victories and the Milošević

regime’s subsequent attempts to overturn them sparked a series of street demonstrations in Belgrade
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that would last for four months straight, all throughout the winter of 1996 and early 1997

(Dragićević-Šešić 2001: 76). These demonstrations were markedly theatrical in their approach and

execution. Protesters carnivalised the authoritarian presence of the police by dressing up in absurd34

uniforms of their own making, borrowing relatives’ old military gear or repurposing work clothes

(Dragićević-Šešić 2001; Miljački 2003). Another initiative saw protesters line the police cordon with

mirrors, so that “[h]our after hour, all they saw was themselves” (Dijana Milošević, qtd in Cleveland

2008: Ch. 19). Angels’ Memories did not instigate these protests, but when we understand the power of

gesture to “carry history in different directions with each irruptive singularity,” we can clearly hear

echoes of one “event” in the other (Schneider 2018: 286). When DAH’s angels call out to stop the blow

of Abraham’s knife (which, in the context of the performance, we might read as a metaphor not only for

the violence in early-1990s Yugoslavia, but for any number of historical or symbolic violences), they

offer the audience, “without expiration date, a politic of possibility” (Schneider 2010: 8).

Angels’ Memories drives this point home with its final iteration of the Isaac and Abraham story.

Rather than repeating the verses directly from Genesis, as the angels had done whenever this motif

was invoked previously, this final version borrows text from José Angel Valente’s poem, “The Sacrifice:”

Arriving at the plateau,

Where the signs of God

Seemed most evident,

Abraham prepared the altar.

There was nothing on the desolate cliff,

Nothing appropriate for sacrifice.

34 Student groups were especially prolific in organising theatricalised protest actions. One such action came to
be known as “Coffee with the President,” in which thousands of demonstrators occupied the affluent
Belgrade neighbourhood in which Slobodan Milošević lived. The group demanded an audience with
Milošević, so that he could hear their concerns over a cup of coffee. When, inevitably, Milošević failed to
appear, the students returned several days later, this time with puppet effigies of Milošević and his wife. The
students then pantomimed their coffee conference with their puppet “president.” For more on this and other
demonstrations, see Jestrović 2013: 21-27.
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And so, Abraham bound his son,

And placed him on the rough boughs.

The arrogant old man swelled up

With the dark power he held in his hand:

Obedience and faith.

At last, the blade shone over his naked chest

Like an angel’s wing.

Suddenly the entire force of life

Rose up and stopped the old man’s blow.35

(Valente, qtd in DAH Teatar 1996)

This reiteration of the gestural antiphony of the strike and its arrest is crucial to the relational

operation of Angels’ Memories. In his popular book, Why It’s Kicking Off Everywhere, Paul Mason

observes how “for many, politics has become gestural: it is about refusing to engage with power on

power’s own terms; about action, not ideas; about symbolic control of territory to create islands of

utopia” (Mason 2012: 3, qtd in Hughes and Parry 2015: 300). The “mythic history” to which the

Abraham and Isaac story ostensibly belongs is shattered by the story’s reiteration here at the end of

Angels’ Memories. Here, it is “the entire force of life” that rises up and stops the blow, not a divine

messenger. Valente’s poem, which continues on for a few stanzas beyond what DAH included in their

performance text, actually implies that it is Isaac himself who stops his father from killing him (Valente

35 Valente’s poem was originally written in Spanish. DAH Teatar adapted this original text slightly for the
purposes of this performance, so this translation is my own, from DAH’s Serbian version into English. I have
also had sight of an abridged script of Angels’ Memories, translated into English by DAH themselves, which
omits several lines and scenes from the Serbian original, including this Valente poem. This English script is
undated, but appears to have been prepared well after the original production of Angels’ Memories took place,
owing to the inclusion of a new line at the end of the piece: “Do you remember when we perched on the
shields of the police cordon last winter in Belgrade?” This is a clear reference to the 1996-1997 protests,
which had not yet occurred when Angels’ Memories was first presented. Accordingly, this analysis exclusively
considers the original Serbian text, but it is worth noting the ways the performance continued to evolve in its
subsequent stagings.

126



2013). The arrest here becomes a radical gesture of aliveness that utterly rejects the contract of

“obedience and faith” to which God and Abraham (two ultimate examples of power personified) have

made Isaac an unwilling and unwitting party. Angels’ Memories thus transforms the angelic gesture of

mercy into a human one of radical defiance, of a steadfast, animal refusal to be killed.

This transformation makes the difference between now-time and homogeneous, empty time

strikingly clear: in Valente’s retelling of the story, the shining moment in which “the entire force of life”

rises up against death is distinct from all other time(s). It inserts itself “suddenly.” Crucially, the “entire

force of life” is what’s required to enact this moment—neither Isaac, nor the angel, can do it alone.

DAH’s angels’ invocation of the arresting gesture is actually a means of offering it up to the audience for

response and repetition—passing it forward as though it were travelling across a constellation of

hands belonging to every prior generation as well as the present one, a constellation that marks the

way for someone, at last, to act, to realise the “weak messianic power” with which we are all endowed

(Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 390, emphasis original). By this logic, and following Schneider again, Angels’

Memories seems to imply that although the war in Bosnia has ended, the time to rail against it has

not—it is not too late to protest the devastation of Prijador, Mostar, Srebrenica, and Sarajevo. The time

for rising up and stopping the fall of the blade, DAH’s angels imply via their antiphonic gestures, is not

over (cf. Schneider 2010: 11).

In her review of the Alter Image Festival, theatre critic and playwright Zorica Jevremović

describes in detail the reaction of three young spectators following Angels’ Memories. Although the

performance concluded after midnight, these three audience members, whom Jevremović later learned

were secondary school and university students, lingered in the CZKD courtyard for a further ten

minutes after DAH’s angels disappeared, before inquiring, to no one in particular, “Are they [the angels]

coming back?” It could be that these students were simply inexperienced theatregoers, especially with

regard to a play like Angels’ Memories, which provided none of the social cues an audience might expect

from a kitchen sink drama on a proscenium stage inside a theatre. But Jevremović seems to assign a

greater significance to this moment, commenting,
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The question of freedom as the right to unrestrained theatrical play was once again posed for

consideration, aesthetically as well as ethically—freedom in one’s own expression, freedom in the

use of old forms and content. Nothing innovative happened at Alter Image, but spinning all the while

is an alternative life that always seizes the old pattern to comment on it, enrich it, and break it down.

(Jevremović  1996: 6, my translation)

This “alternative life” flashes up in what Schneider would call a “fugitive moment,” one of

“dis-temporality, of uncanniness, of error, or of a return to sense that happens in… tiny moments when

the ‘now’ folds and multiplies” (Schneider 2010: 11). It becomes visible and sensible through the

students’ puzzled (or hopeful?) question, through the carnivalesque gestures of the 1996-1997

protesters, through the angel’s crying out for a hold. As it seizes, reinscribes, and ricochets off “the old

pattern,” an “alternative life” extends us an invitation to reach out and grasp it.

3.3 Angels in the Cities (1998)

Milena Dragićević-Šešić observes that, generally speaking, summer theatre festivals and other

cultural events, whose primary aims are to maintain the cultural life of a city at a time of year when

most cultural institutions have “gone dark,” and to entertain the public, strike a tone that is “‘light,’

diverting and unpretentious.” The Beogradski Letnji Festival [Belgrade Summer Festival] (BELEF),

however, was first organised in 1997, in “a moment of great social crisis” in Yugoslavia. Feeling it would

be “inappropriate” to present a typical summer festival at this time, the BELEF organisers instead

curated a programme infused by “the art of protest, the expression of provocation… the culture of

rebellion and dissent” (Dragićević-Šešić 2007: 322-323). The theme for 1998’s BELEF, the second

iteration of the festival, was, accordingly, “Urban Provocations,” and its aim was to “bring into focus the

art-conscious dialogue between the artist and the city” (Dragićević-Šešić 2007: 323). DAH’s third Angel

Play, Angels in the Cities, was commissioned by, and performed as part of 1998’s BELEF programme, as

a special, one-off engagement (Milošević 2021).
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BELEF’s “urban provocations” were aimed at seasoned theatregoers as well as “accidental

audiences [who] may not even know that Belef [sic] is taking place” (Dragićević-Šešić 2007: 325). As

such, much of 1998’s programme was comprised of site-specific pieces designed to “inscribe [their]

performance codes onto the fabric of the city—onto the pre-existing text of a political struggle [that

was] strongly imprinted into the cityscape of the time” (Jestrović 2013: 44). For example, director

Stevan Bodroža staged a version of Heiner Müller’s Medea in the street-facing storage room of the

Narodno Pozorište, a space still “charged” with the March 1991 protest (which spilled out of Trg

Republike and into the Narodno Pozorište building shortly before turning violent) (Dragićević-Šešić

2007: 325-326; Jestrović 2013: 9). Angels in the Cities was performed in and around Kalemegdan Park,

the primary tourist destination in Belgrade. Kalemegdan is situated on a promontory flanked on either

side by the Sava and Danube rivers—the park’s chief feature is a huge, ancient citadel that dates back

to the 2nd century AD at least, but it also includes sizeable grounds, promenades, sculptures, a military

museum, terrace cafes, and the Belgrade Zoo. Per Marko Živković, Kalemegdan occupies a special

position in the Belgrade imaginary; not only is it almost always the first place Belgraders bring their

out of town visitors, it is also considered to be “the privileged spot from which to contemplate the city”

(Živković 2011: 42-43). “If there is a unifying, core image to be discovered” about Belgrade, Živković

quips, “you are supposed to find it sitting at this  promontory” (Živković 2011: 25).

Figure 3.4: Kalemegdan Fortress. Photo by Mykhailo Brodskyi.
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Angels in the Cities is the only one of DAH’s Angel Plays to have been directed by Dijana alone,

Jadranka having left Yugoslavia to join Teatret OM in Denmark in 1997. Critically successful

international tours of Legend of the End of the World (1995) and Angels’ Memories, as well as DAH’s

increasing involvement with networks like the Magdalena Project served to heighten DAH’s

international profile by the time Angels in the Cities was devised. This increased recognition helped to

draw foreign artists to Serbia to collaborate with DAH, despite the recently reimposed NATO sanctions.

British actor Alister O’Loughlin, a DAH apprentice at the time, was one such artist. He joined company

members Maja Mitić and Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić as well as Serbian actor Vladan Avramović to form the

angelic ensemble in Angels in the Cities. Musicians Ana and Časlav Glišić provided live accompaniment

during the performance (“Angels in the Cities”). During this play’s development, DAH Teatar was

renting the back room of the pastry shop owned and operated by Dijana’s sister. Because Kalemegdan

Park is free and open to the public, DAH were at liberty to rehearse their performance on site.

Dijana describes the play’s premise as that of a “cleansing ritual:” no script exists, as such. This

time, angel ensemble swapped out their gold wire wings for the barest of traces—a single feather here

and there, sticking out of a boot or the brim of a hat—and their clothes were dirty and worn: history

was beginning to take its toll on these characters. The angels guided their audience on tour through

Kalemegdan, but rather than following an expected itinerary chock-full of monuments to past military

victories, they called attention instead to a series of unmarked, secret sites imbued with darker

histories (Milošević 2021). In Kalemegdan’s long existence, many wars have been fought on its walls.

Throughout the five hundred-year-long Ottoman occupation of Serbia, and especially during a series of

Serbian revolts in the early nineteenth century, the fortress had been a prison, torture chamber, and

execution site (Sowards 1996). Angels in the Cities made the forgotten sites of these deaths the objects

of its tour. Once identified, the angel ensemble marked each space using their own bodies as measuring

tools (“This pillar is five arms tall”), then, with rubbish bins and brooms in hand, they began to

physically clean the areas in question. The reason the angels have appeared again in Belgrade, they
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explain to the audience, is to perform this ritual as a means of “cleansing” the sites from their history

(Milošević 2021).

Figure 3.5: Angels in the Cities: angels on the steps of Kalemegdan. Photo by DAH Teatar.

Figure 3.6: Angels in the Cities: angels cleansing the space. Photo by DAH Teatar.
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This cleansing ritual returns us to the gesture: DAH’s angels’ acts of measuring and sweeping

“[materialised], while immediately evacuating, the protest form that [they adopted]” (Hughes and

Parry 2015: 305). The notion that history required “cleansing” instantiates a protest position that is

belied at once by the “emptiness” of the theatrical gesture through which it is realised. Simultaneously,

the performance engaged a site-specific interperformativity that placed Kalemegdan’s dark history in

indirect conversation with “dark times” through which DAH and their fellow (ex-)Yugoslavs were still

living, thereby producing a multi-directional encounter between a violent past, an uncertain present,

and a hoped-for future. This section takes these two elements as its object: the “leaky” interchange of

past and present as manifested through inhabitation of a specific site, and the shamanistic gesture of

“cleansing” (Schneider 2010: 7).

In addition to its status as a tourist destination and hallowed space for “contemplation,”

Kalemegdan plays a significant role in the day-to-day lives of Belgraders: young couples may meet

there for a first date, grandparents might spend a day out with their grandchildren, and pensioners

regularly meet there for games of chess (Milošević 2021; Jestrović 2013: 81). The return of the angel

ensemble was not an initial starting point for DAH when Angels in the Cities was in development.

Instead, Dijana and the four actors met in Kalemegdan and walked the whole park individually, “to see

what the space [would] tell [them].” Each member of the company, in their independent exploration,

tapped into the “very heavy, very dark energy” that attended the park’s history as a military fort and

prison. “We had completely the same impression,” Dijana says, “I was thinking it was just me… We

started with this idea that we could cleanse [the space] from its history. Who could do that? Of course:

angels” (Milošević 2021). The angels return to throw habitual associations with, and lived histories and

memories of Kalemegdan (and Belgrade, by proxy) into suspicion; Angels in the Cities pulls the past

into the present and interrogates it “as an intruder, not a welcome guest” (Tumarkin 2005: 12). Almost

like physicians diagnosing a sickness, DAH’s angels flag the Kalemegdan fortress as something akin to

what Maria Tumarkin calls a traumascape.
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Per Tumarkin, traumascapes are “places across the world marked by traumatic legacies of

violence, suffering and loss [in which] the past is never quite over… It is through these places that the

past, whether buried or laid bare for all to see, continues to inhabit and refashion the present”

(Tumarkin 2005: 12). While many Belgraders’ relationships to Kalemegdan may have very little to do

with its military legacy or its history of violence, the fact remains that people who move through the

park also walk over dungeons, past cannons, along the porticoes of a citadel from which an

island—literally called Great War Island—can be seen surrounded by the Danube. In

Kalemegdan—even if the sites and circumstances of the tragedies with which DAH’s angels were

concerned in Angels in the Cities have long since fallen out of collective memory—a manifestation of

Serbia’s painful past encroaches on its present. This collective history, like trauma, is not contained in

any single event, but rather “in the way the event is experienced.” Traumascapes are, therefore, “much

more than the physical settings of tragedies: they emerge as spaces where events are experienced and

re-experienced across time” (Tumarkin 2005: 12). In Kalemegdan, this experience and re-experience is

deeply inscribed onto the cultural identity of Belgrade.

Tumarkin develops her concept of the traumascape with a view toward specific disaster sites,

like Port Arthur, Tasmania, where a gunman massacred thirty-five people in 1996, or the site near

Shanksville, Pennsylvania where United Flight 93 crashed to earth on September 11th, 2001 (Tumarkin

2005). Kalemegdan’s history of violence is more esoteric—belonging more to the Byzantines than to

contemporary Belgrade. Nevertheless, the park arguably symbolises the sense of national victimisation

mobilised by Slobodan Milošević to such devastating effect: the fortress itself, an architectural mash-up

of Roman, Ottoman, and Austro-Hungarian additions, is a physical manifestation of what the Milošević

regime maintained was Serbia’s “subordinate” status in Europe—passed between each successive

occupying power like a football. At the same time, though, the citadel also symbolises a kind of tenacity

of spirit that seems to animate many Belgraders, and that seemed to drive many of the resistance

demonstrations that typefied the 1990s in the city: “Belgrade is the phoenix of city’s [sic]!” brags one

TripAdvisor tour guide, “It has been razed 44 times, and rebuilt each time” (YourTourRep 2019). The
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notion of Kalemegdan as a traumascape is a useful segue to the ways Angels in the Cities, through its

inhabitation of place, reaches out toward trauma time, to recall Edkins’s concept.

Trauma time “renders linear time inoperative” (Edkins 2014: 134). It lays bare the

contingencies of the social orders on which identities—personal and cultural—have been constructed

(Edkins 2003: 5). How can trauma time be considered critically and aesthetically, without re-placing it

in linear time, with recourse to uni-directional temporal language? Or, returning to Caruth, how can we

approach the task of “listening and responding” to trauma “without eliminating the force and truth of

[its] reality” (Caruth 1995a: vii)? The suggestion here is that, by eschewing overt mention of the

Yugoslav Wars from its performance dramaturgy, and by subverting the solemn, monumental imagery

of remembrance with which the trauma paradigm has made us all familiar, Angels in the Cities attempts

to “acknowledge the [traumatic] void” that had installed itself at the heart of

Belgrader/Yugoslav/Serbian identity construction during the 1990s, “without attempting to name or

gentrify it” (Edkins 2014: 133). The angels are shabby, like a ragtag building crew. They are here to do

dirty work, not to aggrandize past sufferings through performances of remembrance or

monument-making. And yet, the “conversation” to which Angels in the Cities adds its voice is

unmistakeable: through all that goes unspoken in the piece passes an acknowledgement of the

“unspeakable.” “Such an acknowledgement,” or gesture, Edkins argues, “is a way of remaining faithful”

(Edkins 2014: 133). By cleansing Kalemegdan of its history, DAH’s angels also, indirectly and gesturally,

engage Belgrade’s more recent, violent past.

This cleansing gesture is one that stands in for, and indicates, what it does not actually do:

effect a cleansing of history. It is a gesture that surrounds, but does not touch directly, the cultural

trauma of 1990s Yugoslavia. Hughes and Parry, again, theorise the gesture as something that inhabits

the interstices between “symbolisation and symbol, being and meaning, presentation and

representation.” Their thinking on this is informed by Agamben’s discussion of the “enigma” of

communication. For Agamben, communication is never straightforward because “a perpetual fracture

between between signified and signifier means that experience can never be securely captured”
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(Hughes and Parry 2015: 306). They quote Agamben directly here: “the enigma belongs to the sphere

of the apotropaic, that is, to a protective power that repels the uncanny by attracting it and assuming it

within itself” (Agamben 1993, qtd in Hughes and Parry 2015: 306). The notion of the apotropaic

gesture is an important one: it “reveals the body staking its claim in the face of threat, but also

materialises an orderly and protective bodily form” (Hughes and Parry 2015: 306). The apotropaic

gesture, in its “emptiness,” nevertheless carries a superstitious kind of protective, talisman-like power.

This speaks to the magical thinking—what Jestrović calls “shamanic” thinking—that appeared to

underwrite not only the cleansing ritual in Angels in the Cities, but similar gestures of decontamination

that inscribed themselves across a range of resistance practices that took place in Belgrade in the

1990s (Jestrović 2013: 28).

Jestrović goes on to note that, under the Milošević regime, “history became the fuel for

nationalistic passions and as a means of legitimizing killing” (Jestrović 2013: 28). This vitriol was felt

by many to be a kind of contagion. For instance, Jadranka Anđelić describes Belgrade in the 1990s as a

“poison atmosphere” (Anđelić 2020). Anthropologist Marko Živković, meanwhile, adopts a medical

idiom, describing how the state of perpetual crisis in Serbia at this time could “give adrenaline rushes,”

but also “drain the organism” and “undermine the immune system” (Živković 2011: 11). In this context,

it should not surprise us that “medicinal metaphors of cleansing and healing dominated the narrative

of civil disobedience and political protest in Serbia” (Jestrović 2013: 29). This was evident in 1994,

when Borka Pavićević, a former principal of the Belgrade Drama Theatre who had been dismissed for

her political views, founded the Centre for Cultural Decontamination (CZKD), as discussed in the

previous chapter. According to its founding covenants, members of CZKD are not “health workers, but

researchers in healing methods,” whose process “starts with the premise that the overwhelming

contamination makes the demarcation between the sick and the healthy impossible,” and “investigates,

diagnoses, and heals various forms of reality [using] action as a therapeutic methodology” (CZKD 1995,

qtd in Jestrović 2013: 37). CZKD’s building, around which Angels’ Memories was performed, had been

an art gallery before WWII, but was subsequently taken over by the communist state and used for
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storage. CZKD’s first project, First Decontamination, was an art exhibition that mounted and displayed

all the debris that had covered the floor when CZKD moved into the building—drawings, photos,

architectural plans (Pavićević 2013). This exhibition was a way of “cleansing” a site of its history, and of

reclaiming the building as a “cultural and moral shelter” (Jestrović 2013: 37). Another cleansing ritual,

performed on many occasions and in many sites throughout Belgrade from 1994 to 2000, was Led

Art’s “Crime Reconstruction / Balkan Chalk Circle” project. These performances, advertised as “free

healing” clinics for the public, featured Led Art performers “diagnosing” spectators with “high political

temperature.” The prescribed cure was always to have the “patient” lie on the ground while the

performers traced a chalk outline of their body on the pavement (Jestrović 2013: 33). According to Led

Art, they worked to “draw contours of the body in white chalk, so evil becomes arrested in the

drawing.” Through apotropaic gestures like this one, like CZKD’s alchemical transformation of debris

into artwork, and like DAH’s angels’ cleaning of the Kalemegdan fortress, “[a]rt is placed in the service

of protection” (Led Art 2004: 103, qtd in Jestrović 2013: 33).

There were, of course, dangers in adopting a language of “contamination” as an overarching

language of resistance action in 1990s Belgrade. Fintan Walsh warns that uncritical application of

these metaphors can mimic what he calls “pathogenic performativity,” in which the “language and

phantasmagoria of contagion are deployed as tactics of abjection and governance” (Walsh 2020: 101).

Activating this language “suggests that we are living through times when imperceptible dangers

abound, ready to sprout and spread before we have a chance to grasp what is really going on, let alone

to intervene” (Walsh 2020: 106). Contagion language becomes a pathogenic performative because it

enacts the effect it describes: a shared affect of urgency and fear that in turn creates the necessary

conditions for virulent nationalism to spread. And while these dynamics arguably configure

nationalism itself as “catching,” it is more often the case that contagion language is subsequently used

to legitimate “social othering and cultural cleansing” (Walsh 2020: 114). Is it possible, then, for

performances like Angels in the Cities to harness this language without reproducing the dynamics of

fear and othering that so often accompany it?
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When DAH’s angels perform a “cleansing ritual,” the question of their authority to do so is

raised. Discussing the phenomenon of “cultural decontamination” in a 2005 interview, film critic Ranko

Munitić asks, “[W]ho has the right to put themselves in the role of a decontaminator, to

decontaminate—let’s say—me? Here we return to the Bible: who is the one who is allowed to cast a

stone? I am, and we all are, contaminated” (Bećković 2005, my translation). Munitić appears to take

issue here with the idea that the artists of DAH (and of CZKD and of Led Art) consider themselves

above the reproach of their own cleansing exercise. However, I would suggest that, in the case of Angels

in the Cities, Munitić’s umbrage is misplaced. DAH’s angels introduce their cleansing gestures not as

part of any holier-than-thou demonstration, but—in both the literal and Agambenian senses—as a

“gag.” Gesture, Agamben reminds us, “has precisely nothing to say,” because it indicates itself as pure

means, or “pure mediality.” However, because this pure means is, by definition, excluded from linguistic

structures under which human lives are organised, “the gesture is essentially always a gesture of not

being able to figure something out in language” (Agamben 2000: 58). Thus, DAH’s cleaning gesture is a

deferral that offers itself as a protective talisman when no words are sufficient. At the same time, the

gesture of cleaning Kalemegdan is a literal gag: during one of the measuring sequences, when the

angels use their own bodies as rulers to determine the dimensions of the area to be cleansed, one angel

cries out, “This step is three butts” (Milošević 2021)!

The monumentality of the task of “cleansing history” is thus undermined by DAH’s methods.

Angels in the Cities is able to surround historical trauma without “gentrifying” it because of the gags it

pulls; for DAH Teatar, the past’s intrusion on the present can be quantified by the breadth of an angel’s

backside. When the angels take up their roles as “decontaminators,” they do so with a smile and a wink.

This too is a gesture, demonstrating that we ought to seriously question whether the future absolutely

“must” be “built from the ruins of the past,” or whether, with “every step, every gust of wind,” we are

instead able to say: “Now… and now, and now” (Jestrović 2013: 77; Wenders 1987).

137



3.4 The revolutionary potential of trauma time

Of all the themes and ideas that swirl around Benjamin’s description of the angel of history,

perhaps the most evident is that of horror: as noted at the beginning of this chapter, this angel figure

has leapt across time to install itself in the contemporary imagination as “the figure for the traumatised

witness” (Durrant 2014: 93, emphasis original). But to read this scene as an exclusive expression of

despair and futility is, I think, a mistake. As Jessop observes, there are two perspectives on the

catastrophic scene Klee captures in his painting: the angel’s, and our own (Jessop 2013: 645).

Benjamin’s angel may be overwhelmed by the storm of progress, of homogeneous, empty time that

blasts it backward into the future, but, as Benjamin stresses elsewhere in his “Theses,” and as DAH

seem to confirm with their modification to the story of Isaac’s redemption in Angels’ Memories, it is we,

not the angel, who have been “endowed with a weak messianic power” (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 390).

This chapter has considered the way This Babylonian Confusion attempted a messianic

interruption of the “poison atmosphere” crafted by the Milošević regime in Serbia in 1992 (Anđelić

2020). Through temporal lenses theorised by Benjamin, Agamben, and Edkins, it becomes possible to

apprehend how an abstract performance like this one can mobilise the past and present at once as a

means of political resistance. The play’s destabilisation of temporal registers worked to reveal how

“revolutionary” structures always already exist, if we know how to look and listen for them. Angels’

Memories built on this proposition by engaging the messianic register in order to manifest an “empty

gesture” of resistance that presented itself “both ‘as if ’ and simultaneously if paradoxically ‘as is’” that

is, a gesture that reaches toward the messianic, emancipatory instant of now-time as something that is

yet to come, and has simultaneously already arrived (Schneider 2018: 306). The gesture’s antiphonic

operation creates an embodied network of resistance that transcends linear time—a network that is

always there to lend its strength to future emancipatory gestures. With Angels in the Cities, the

monumentality of linear time (as well as the monumentality imposed on remembrance practices

within the trauma paradigm) is further challenged by fleeting gestures; the play’s multi-directional
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temporal engagement with its site offers “the possibility of a new articulation of a public sphere”

(Miljački 2003: 105).

All of these measures serve to identify and articulate how trauma representation in

performance is intimately linked to radical political action and revolutionary potentialities. That there

is political power in the empty theatrical gesture and the dislocation of linear time through

performance binds trauma, performance, and politics to one another in dynamic and suggestive ways.

What are the politics of approaching cultural trauma in ways that are fundamentally theatrical—via

the gesture, the stand-in, the self-conscious calling into question of linear time? What kinds of politics

can be effected through artifice? The next chapter will further these discussions, through a close

consideration of DAH’s 2006 piece, Story of Tea.
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4. Grievability, Embodiment, and Care in Story of Tea (2006)

My hunch is that the affective outline of what we’ve lost might bring us closer to the bodies we want
still to touch than the restored illustration can. Or at least the hollow of the outline might help us to

understand more deeply why we long to hold bodies that are gone.
(Phelan 1997: 3)

The particular cruelty of the Yugoslav Wars is marked not only by the way systematic rape was

deployed as a weapon of war, but also by the sheer number of victims who are still missing. As of this

writing, the International Commission on Missing Persons (ICMP) estimates that of approximately

40,000 people who disappeared during the conflicts, as many as 12,500 remain unaccounted for, while

the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) places this number at 10,003 (International

Commission on Missing Persons; International Committee of the Red Cross 2020). These staggering

figures indicate the difficulties faced in both locating remains and identifying them. Victims of ethnic

cleansing campaigns would be buried en masse, only to be disinterred, disarticulated, and reburied

elsewhere. A femur may later be uncovered by forensic teams at one mass grave site while the

matching skull remains buried tens of kilometres away. This was a specific war strategy predicated not

only on the complete physical and social obliteration of its victims, but also on the deliberate

concealment of crime—for without a body as proof, who can say with certainty whether or how a

killing has occurred (Sorguč 2019)? For families and loved ones of the victims, writes Sarah E. Wagner,

these “chaotic [scenes] of commingled and partial human skeletons [represent] a rupture not only of

the materiality of the human body, but also of any prevailing sense of social, religious, or political
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order” (Wagner 2008: 15). Paralysed in their grief, survivors can become possessed by the idea that

their loved one’s remains must be somewhere, such that every field or copse of trees becomes a

potential graveyard (Wagner 2008: 7). Unrecovered, the absent dead are everywhere; spectres of the

missing haunt the living through both space and time.

The trauma paradigm privileges redress efforts like the location and identification of remains,

not least because these are often the stated goals of human rights-based approaches to trauma relief.

As Adam Rosenblatt tells us, human rights are “among the most powerful ways to describe both the

violations experienced by victims of atrocity and the claims for redress that can be made by survivors

and mourners in its aftermath” (Rosenblatt 2015: 176). Material remains, photographs, testimonies,

and other documentary evidence of traumatic loss can ostensibly aid in the process of “integration”

trauma theorists like Caruth argue is necessary for trauma relief (Caruth 1995c: 153). This evidence

works to transform the unspeakable, ephemeral, and affective forces of trauma into something that can

be handled and interpreted. Or, in Diana Taylor’s framing, we might view this as a transformation from

the “repertoire” of embodied experience into the “archive” of “supposedly enduring materials” (Taylor

2003: 19). The recovery of remains can help enact legislative changes and/or secure criminal

convictions, while also enabling families to conduct end-of-life rituals, like funerals and burials. In this,

the materiality of the body performs a testifying function: it reasserts the subjectivity of the dead

person as unique before the law, and it can shake families loose from the “state of emotional limbo” to

which they have purportedly been consigned (Wagner 2008: 7). Psychiatrists Bessel van der Kolk and

Otto van der Hart maintain that “[t]raumatic memory has no social component; it is not addressed to

anybody; the patient does not respond to anybody; it is a solitary activity” (van der Kolk and van der

Hart 1995: 163). The re-insertion of a missing person’s remains into the material world, then,

corresponds to a metaphorical re-integration into the fabric of social life for those beset by the

traumatic memory of that person’s loss. Put simply, the trauma paradigm positions presence as both a

means and an end when it comes to relieving trauma arising from disappearance.

141



This of course raises an important question: what happens if a body is never found? Families of

the missing may campaign powerfully for justice, but always in reference to this absence; without the

body, it is a campaign that never ends. A kind of social death is perpetuated, for both the missing and

their loved ones. The survivors are, in the words of Bosnian poet Abdulah Sidran, perceived as those to

whom “nothing, either bad or good, can happen any more” (Sidran 2009, quoted in Demiragić and

Hodžić 2014: 145). Indeed, as Ajla Demiragić and Edin Hodžić note, media portrayals of these

survivors often position the search for the missing as the only thing they have worth living for

(Demiragić and Hodžić 2014: 146). When trauma relief is linked to justice in the public consciousness,

and justice is linked to the recovery of remains, the danger is that, absent these remains, survivors are

given over to traumatic suffering forever—similar to the way the trauma paradigm disparages silence,

or the inability or refusal to “tell one’s story,” as a “dangerous retreat, a failure, or the site of continued

harm” (Thompson 2009: 45). Such a configuration fails to do justice to the “multiple forms of

embodied acts” that, per Taylor, “are always present, reconstituting themselves” (Taylor 2003: 193).

All of these issues of presence and absence, missing bodies, and traumatic memory are at the

heart of DAH Teatar’s Story of Tea (2006). While the production certainly acknowledges the perpetuity

of the “wounds” made by disappearance, Story of Tea arguably achieves more than this by performing a

kind of resistance to the primacy of presence when it comes to mourning and caring for the absent

dead. Taking its cue from Peggy Phelan’s “hunch” that “something substantial can be made from the

outline left after the body has disappeared,” this chapter argues that, through a complex process of

affective connection, surrogation, and care, Story of Tea challenges and enriches our understanding of

what, if anything, remains in absence (Phelan 1997: 3; cf. Schneider 2011). In so doing, it also

demonstrates how performance, given its long romance with the incorporeal, both embraces and

disrupts anxieties of materiality, memory, and truth that make themselves manifest in and through the

disappearance of human beings.

When Story of Tea premiered in 2006, DAH were settled into their semi-permanent home at

Kralj Petar II Karađorđević Primary School in Vračar, Belgrade (it would be another year before the
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company would suffer their first eviction attempt from the school board). Accordingly, this is where the

piece was developed, and where it was first presented. It was realised with financial support from the36

Rockefeller Brothers Fund, as well as funding from the Secretariat for Culture of the City of Belgrade.

Like all DAH performances, the piece is abstract and episodic in structure; according to DAH’s

website, the play’s central themes are “[t]rains and missed opportunities [leading] to missing people,

missing languages and missing truths. This performance explores the meaning of memory in relation

to truth – especially harsh truth” (“The Story of Tea”). Much of the text is drawn from Anton Chekhov’s

Three Sisters, and the opening series of playful, garden party-like scenes suggests the kind of afternoon

festivities of which Chekhov’s Prozorov family might partake. The play features four performers: Maja

Mitić, Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić, and Aleksandra Jelić as the “sisters,” and Jugoslav Hadžić as their

hapless brother. The sisters’ longing for a new life in Moscow is hopeful at first, but gradually, the

action takes a sinister turn, as the play’s theme of interrupted journeys is made manifest. While the

play’s structure may be abstract, the incidents it addresses are very specific: Story of Tea dramatises

the abduction of nineteen men from a passenger train at Štrpci, Bosnia and Herzegovina on the 27th of

February, 1993. The train had embarked from Belgrade and was bound for the Montenegrin coastal37

city of Bar—a domestic service, since, at the time, both Serbia and Montenegro were still part of the

Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY). There had been no scheduled stop at Štrpci—the tiny, desolate

station was the only one on a nine-kilometre stretch of track that dipped across the border into

37 There are conflicting reports regarding the number of victims here: nineteen victims have been identified by
name, but some sources report a twentieth victim, whose name and nationality have never been determined.
Some witnesses recall seeing a man described as “African,” “Arab,” or as having “dark skin” among the group
pulled from the train (see Husarić 2020; Humanitarian Law Center 2017; Brkanić 2015). The memorial to the
Štrpci massacre in Bijelo Polje, Montenegro acknowledges this unidentified victim, but the memorial in
Prijepolje, Serbia does not. Some surviving family members suspect that more information about this
twentieth person may be brought to light through additional court proceedings (Husarić 2020).

36 Story of Tea took eighteen months to develop, and remained in DAH’s repertoire until 2012. Perhaps second
only to Crossing the Line, which is discussed in the following chapter, Story of Tea has had one of the largest
touring presences of DAH’s entire catalogue. In the performance’s international itinerary, we can see the
company’s relational strategies bearing fruit for them. In 2009, DAH made their first visit to the UK since
1998, with sponsorship from the Brighton-based Prodigal Theatre Company, the artistic venture of actor
Alister O’Loughlin, who had performed with DAH in Angels in the Cities (Smith 2009). A year later, DAH took
Story of Tea to the USA as part of a 2010 tour, and performed it in repertory with Crossing the Line. This tour
itself was a direct result of the strength of the relationships DAH have built over the course of their career,
and is discussed at length in the following chapter.
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war-torn eastern Bosnia. Seizing this opportunity, members of a Bosnian Serb army unit known as the

“Avengers” forcibly stalled and boarded the train there, under the guise of checking passengers’ tickets.

They pulled aside eighteen passengers with Islamic-sounding names on their tickets, as well as one

Croat JNA veteran who tried to intervene to stop the kidnapping. There were hundreds of

witnesses—other passengers on the train. The whole abduction took no more than thirty minutes;

afterwards, the train continued on to its destination. It came out later, in a 2003 court case in

Montenegro, that the Avengers subsequently brought the kidnapped passengers to a nearby village,

where they tortured and humiliated them over the course of several hours, before finally executing

them and dumping all of their bodies into the river Drina. To date, only four of these bodies have been

found (Brkanić 2015; Ucanbarlic 2015; Fuka 2020; YIHR 2020a).

When Story of Tea premiered in 2006, however, none of these kidnapped passengers’ remains

had been recovered. No memorials had been erected in their honour, and none of their murderers had

been brought to justice. The single indictment in relation to this crime (leading to that 2003 court case)

was handed down to the Avenger whose only job had been to guard the door (YIHR 2020a). Since this

time, in addition to the recovery of four passengers’ remains, two memorials have been unveiled in

Prijepolje, Serbia and Bijelo Polje, Montenegro—villages where the majority of the victims had

lived—and a handful of additional indictments have been issued by Montenegrin, Bosnian, and Serbian

authorities (Ucanbarlic 2015; YIHR 2020b). And while these are all important steps toward asserting

that “the bygone is not entirely gone by and the dead not completely disappeared nor lost,” this work

will always, necessarily, remain unfinished (Schneider 2011: 15). The construction of both memorials

has been enveloped in controversy, and the indictments, tied up for years in legal bureaucracy, have not

yet produced additional convictions (Maksimovic 2008; YIHR 2020b). Neither commemorating the

Štrpci massacre, nor securing justice for surviving families, nor even locating victims’ remains appear

to be priorities for the Serbian state. As Branislav Jakovljević notes, by 2006, an “arithmetic of

[genocide denial]” had come to constitute the Serbian national identity, supplanting other

“emancipatory traditions,” such as legacies of anti-imperialism during the First World War or of
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anti-fascism during the Second, and replacing them with “their opposites: provincial thefts, blackmail,

and threats” (Jakovljević 2020, my translation). The affective registers within which representations

and discussions of genocidal acts could be negotiated in Serbia had thus become extremely fraught,

characterised by defensiveness and anger—reactions which often served (and still do) to silence or

discourage such encounters (Obradović-Wochnik 2013: 336-337). In this chapter, I am interested in

the ways Story of Tea subverts these obstacles, to pull the present and the past into a conversation

about traumatic loss.

I also engage here Judith Butler’s theorisations of grief, community, and interdependency.

According to Butler, insofar as we all “have some notion of what it is to have lost somebody,” loss itself

makes “a tenuous ‘we’ of us all” (Butler 2004: 20). Countering van der Kolk and van der Hart’s

assertion that traumatic suffering is a solitary activity, Butler proposes instead that grief “furnishes a

sense of political community of a complex order, [and that] it does this first of all by bringing to the fore

the relational ties that have implications for theorizing fundamental dependency and ethical

responsibility” (Butler 2004: 22-23). I am perhaps in danger here of conflating what van der Kolk and

van der Hart mean by “trauma” with what Butler means by “grief,” but what I want to interrogate

through this conflation is the way both terms operate within the social dimension. In the trauma

paradigm, trauma is unilaterally privatising, whereas for Butler, grief can be the site at which political

and affective coalitions are formed. I would offer, after Butler, that when it comes to the traumas that

arise from the loss of others, these feelings reveal less about the isolation of individual suffering than

they do about the “thrall in which our relations with others hold us” (Butler 2004: 23). In what follows,

I want to suggest that trauma, with all its attendant “unspeakability,” can nevertheless present

opportunities for affective solidarity to emerge: an “embodied commitment” made to another, a shared,

“felt determination” that passes between us as we put forward our bodies together to effect political

action (Thompson 2021: 176).
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4.1 Grievable lives: (re)claiming the Other as ‘I’

Story of Tea, as I have mentioned, premiered in 2006, and it had a substantial touring presence

throughout both former Yugoslavia and the United States. Whether for publicity or archival purposes,

DAH made an English-subtitled video recording of this performance (the actual performance filmed

appears to be a preview or dress rehearsal since there are only a few people visible in the audience).

Performance descriptions in this chapter are, accordingly, derived from this video, and textual

references correspond to the dialogue as spoken/subtitled within it. The piece’s opening tableau

consists of a mostly bare stage, flanked by two banks of audience seating, which face one another.

Several pieces of luggage of various sizes are strewn across the playing space: trunks, suitcases, hat

boxes. Painted on the floor are two parallel silver lines streaked with red, like blood on the proverbial

(train) tracks. Two onstage musicians score the scene with Slavic-sounding music. Soon, four

performers enter—three women: Maja Mitić, Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić, and Aleksandra Jelić; and one

man: Jugoslav Hadžić. They are dressed in white, turn-of-the-century-style clothing, and they are

carrying all the trappings of a traditional European tea service: silver platters, china tea pots, porcelain

cups. They prepare and serve nineteen cups of tea to the audience (a number whose significance is not

yet made known), while discussing the history of tea, its social uses, its curative properties, and its

global transit as a commodity. As the audience are welcomed into the performance, they are

unknowingly enlisted to hold space for the missing men by accepting cups of tea in their stead.

The play’s text is, as I have mentioned, primarily composed of lines from Chekhov’s Three

Sisters, delivered in a mixed-up, discontinuous stream: what is spoken does not correspond to the

onstage action. The piece unfolds in a familiar fashion for DAH, as a series of sustained, gestic vignettes

and stage images performed largely in silence, or with accompaniment by the onstage musicians. At

first, these vignettes are light and playful; there is a sequence in which the three women put ice skates

on their hands and perform an irreverent dance. Gradually, though, the tone of the piece darkens.

Military motifs are introduced, with the actors donning heavy wool coats and shouting abuse at one
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another as they perform “drills.” The actors produce newspapers from the onstage suitcases and begin

to read a jarring compilation of headlines―one announces the 1901 Moscow premiere of Three Sisters.

Another contains the public confession of the ex-paramilitary who assassinated Serbian premier Zoran

Đinđić in 2003 (DAH Teatar 2006). The piece’s central scene is an actual re-staging of the Štrpci

massacre, with Jelić performing as all nineteen victims at once, and Mitić acting as a bystander and

narrator (this scene is considered in detail in section 4.2). Story of Tea’s second half is explicit in its

performance of mourning—by the end of the performance, the significance attached to the audience’s

nineteen teacups is made clear. The play’s final tableau mirrors the first, only this time, the performers

distribute cups containing lit candles instead of tea (DAH Teatar 2006). The resulting stage picture

draws on the visual vocabularies of candlelight vigils, through which the “conjunction of the

performative memorializing of personal deaths in the framework of the social conditions that caused

those deaths” is made visible (Santino 2004: 364). In this way, Story of Tea arguably constitutes a

performance of grieving for the victims murdered at Štrpci; the aim of this section, then, is to address

and interrogate these mechanics of grievability.

In Frames of War, Butler uses the term grievability to describe the conditions under which a life

is apprehended, regarded, and valued as a life—a life which, when lost or taken, will be grieved, an

expression of that regard. “Without grievability,” writes Butler, “there is no life… Grievability precedes

and makes possible the apprehension of the living being as living, exposed to non-life from the start”

(Butler 2009: 15). To unpack further, when Butler addresses our exposure to “non-life,” she is

gesturing toward the physical vulnerability inherent in all our bodies (all bodies die) and toward the

social interdependencies to which we are all beholden as a function of that vulnerability. For “one’s life

is always in some sense in the hands of the other;” when we are born, we are physically given over into

a “social network of hands” upon which our survival absolutely depends (Butler 2009: 14).

Recognising one’s own belonging to, and dependence on these embodied networks of care, then, is also

to recognise the ways others belong to and depend on these same structures. This recognition

engenders a kind of identification that works to transform the other into “I,” or, rather, to reveal the
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ways I and the other are always already imbricated in one another’s lives and survival (cf. Jestrović

2021). This is perhaps one reason why processes of othering and the cultivation of us-versus-them

narratives appear as harbingers to so many acts of genocidal violence. When lives are rendered

ungrievable, their destruction becomes tolerable. What this section explores, then, is the possibility

that Story of Tea works to counter the othering of the Štrpci victims by engaging an affective register

through which these lost lives can (again) be recognised, and grieved for, as “our” own.

According to theatre critic Ivan Medenica, the Štrpci massacre was and remains an

“unmourned-for” crime (Medenica 2006, my translation). All nineteen victims were FRY citizens (YIHR

2020b). Because the FRY was not (officially) involved in the war in Bosnia, victims’ families had every

reason to expect the government to investigate the abduction as a war crime against civilians of a

sovereign state. But even though Slobodan Milošević himself hastened to the area to meet with the

families, promising to overturn “every stone” in order to find the missing passengers, no such efforts

materialised (Ucanbarlic 2015). In fact, it was later revealed that the FRY authorities were warned in

advance of the Avengers’ plan to kidnap Muslim citizens from passenger trains—so not only did the

state fail to recognise the victims’ lives as grievable after the fact, they also chose to let the operation go

ahead in the first place. Despite these revelations, over time, efforts to call attention to the crime were

received less as calls for justice than as deeply personal criticisms of the Serbian people (Ucanbarlic

2015; Subotić 2013: 309-311). These perceived criticisms worked to mobilise the “arithmetic of

denial” Jakovljević mentions above, thereby producing reactions ranging from defensiveness and anger

to repression and shame (Jakovljević 2020; Ramet 2007: 43). In this confrontation, we see a tautology

of grievability is formed: the Štrpci victims’ lives remain ungrievable within Serbian society because

that society has not grieved for them.

Story of Tea attempts to resolve this tautology, but it does more than implicate its audience in

mourning rituals. It actively counters the dis-identification so essential to the erasure of grievability by

soliciting associative and highly personal identifications from spectators through its use of stage

images. The performance places a pronounced emphasis on physical gesture and silence—there is very
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little dialogue. Although the runtime is approximately one hour, the play’s text fits on nine single sides

of A4 paper (DAH Teatar 2006). In other words, Story of Tea declines to explain itself. Although the

piece is organised around that central re-enactment of the Štrpci abduction, the rest of the action

unfolds as a series of physical vignettes that are not strictly related to one another in a narrative sense.

These vignettes do involve movement and speech, but overall, they function more like images, offered

up to the spectator’s interpretation. As Rancière tells us, spectators are never passive recipients of an

“understanding” or “energy” the artist wishes to transmit through a performance. Rather, the spectator

“participates in the performance by refashioning it in her own way—by drawing back, for example,

from the vital energy that it is supposed to transmit in order to make it a pure image and associate this

image with a story which she has read or dreamt, experienced or invented” (Rancière 2009: 13). It is

not a matter of DAH Teatar broadcasting the message that audiences ought to grieve the Štrpci

massacre—if the “arithmetic” of denial Jakovljević observes is any indication, such an insistence might

very well backfire, resulting instead in angry dismissal and refusal to engage (Jakovljević 2020).

Instead, Story of Tea relies on each spectator’s interaction with their own feelings and memories, and

the unique ways they connect the stage images they see to what they already know.

Figure 4.1: Story of Tea: women with accordions (DAH Teatar 2006).
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This is why I say the Štrpci victims may come be recognised as our own: Story of Tea’s

non-prescriptive performance dramaturgy offers multiple points of access, or “starting points” in

Rancière’s terms, to Serbian and non-Serbian audiences alike (Rancière 2009: 17). Specifically, these

starting points arise from the way stage images are temporally deployed in the piece, and how

individualised chains of association might be made from them. For example, in a scene following the

Štrpci re-enactment, Mitić, Krsmanović-Tasić, and Jelić cover themselves with long sheets of sheer

white fabric while Hadžić fits each of them with a concertina accordion, arranging their fingers on the

keys. The women begin to sway from side to side, stretching and compressing the accordions, so that

as they move, they begin to “play” a droning, mournful song (see Figure 4.1). It is not clear whom or

what the women are meant to represent, whether they are meant to be alive or dead, human or animal,

or something else entirely. The sheer white fabric conjures any number of associations: the women

look like ghosts, brides, corpses in burial shrouds, silkworms in cocoons, statues, automatons—all of

these at once, and more besides. The length of time for which images like this linger onstage enables

these associative chains to form and grow, break apart, or reverse themselves as the case may be. This

depends entirely on the individual spectator’s translation of the performance into their own “story”

(Rancière 2009: 22).

Which is not to say that the visual and textual vocabularies employed in Story of Tea are

exclusively abstract. On the contrary, there are several moments throughout the piece that overtly draw

from and cross-reference (ex-)Yugoslavia’s national history. For instance, early in the piece,

Krsmanović-Tasić changes into a long, green military coat—reminiscent of the uniforms worn by

Serbian forces in World War I. She produces a newspaper from one of the suitcases and reads aloud an

assassin’s confession. He describes lying in wait as a convoy of vehicles approaches, carrying his target.

He takes his shot: a hit. “For me,” reads Krsmanović-Tasić, “this murder was political” (DAH Teatar

2006). This is the published confession of Zvezdan Jovanović, the radical nationalist who assassinated

Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Đinđić in 2003 (Gec 2003). These words would have been instantly

recognisable to audiences in Serbia in 2006, but Krsmanović-Tasić’s WWI-era coat and the fact that
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both the killer and the victim remain nameless in her account perhaps invoke another assassination,

too: Gavrilo Princip’s infamous murder of the Austrian Archduke and Archduchess in Sarajevo in 1914.

Another specifically Yugoslav stage image involves the performers painstakingly constructing an

origami village out of newspaper on a silver tray left over from the opening tea service. Once the village

is complete, Hadžić, now dressed in a bright red bandmaster jacket and a green camouflage cap,

produces a lighter and sets it on fire. They all watch silently as it burns (DAH Teatar 2006). At first

blush, this scene is a clear reference to the common strategy of razing ethnically “cleansed” villages

during the wars in the 1990s—indeed, Hadžić’s cap is a callback to this era. However, what Hadžić’s

red jacket and the women’s white belle epoque-style dresses suggest is that this destructive motif

reaches back much farther than 1991. The razing of villages and forced flight of populations have long

featured in conflicts in the Balkans—so much so that, as Tim Judah notes, “ideas of national liberation

became inextricably entwined with the act of killing your neighbour and burning his village” (Judah

2009: 77). These practices only became known as “ethnic cleansing” during the Yugoslav Wars; Judah

further observes that “of course, only the name was new” (Judah 2009: 15).

These two scenes perform a tripartite function here. Firstly, they solicit identifications that are

likely readily available, referencing relatively recent, watershed moments in (ex-)Yugoslavia’s history.

Secondly, the layering of temporalities in these scenes demonstrates how history itself might even be

read as traumatically repetitive—in that each iteration of what is, in essence, the same violence is both

a new event and a re-performance of something that has already happened (see Wallis and Duggan

2011). Thirdly, because these “traumatic repetitions” are situated alongside references to and the

restaging of the Štrpci massacre, Story of Tea suggests that Štrpci too is an essential instalment in this

cycle of national tragedy. The implication is that, insofar as the Đinđić assassination, the practice of

burning villages, and the Yugoslav struggle for self-determination—as represented by references to

WWI—are all constitutive elements of a shared national consciousness, then so too is the attack at

Štrpci. When Story of Tea thus performs the Štrpci victims as “our citizens” again, it models how these

“others” are always already part of the national “self.” And because Story of Tea offers up these
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associations in an implicit, rather than an explicit way (audiences might draw these conclusions; they

might not), the performance is able to bypass some of the affective hazards that prevent meaningful

conversation on these subjects in Serbian public life. In this way, Story of Tea models how it might be

possible to apprehend, and grieve, the lives lost at Štrpci in a manner that, in Silvija Jestrović’s words,

“is open-ended and dialogic—neither implying accusation nor encouraging an alibi” (Jestrović 2013:

103).

But again, this cultural context is not a requirement for spectators to form affective

identifications. The performance also offers a whole host of “starting points” for spectators who may

not even understand the language in which the play is performed. One such starting point for38

audiences familiar with the Western dramatic canon is the way Story of Tea is haunted, or “ghosted,” as

Marvin Carlson would say, by Anton Chekhov’s Three Sisters (Carlson 2001: 2). This haunting manifests

not only through the costuming and staging (the belle epoque-style white costumes and the opening

tea ceremony produce what Medenica, in his review of the piece, calls a “Russian idyll”), but also

through the casting and the text (Medenica 2006, my translation). Krsmanović-Tasić, Mitić, and Jelić

evoke Chekhov’s eponymous sisters while Hadžić stands in for their hapless brother, Andrei. Chekhov’s

text is “recycled” in a hotchpotch manner: speeches from multiple Chekhov characters are sutured

together and spoken by the same performer(s), while some of the sisters’ most famous lines are

spoken by Hadžić, the only male member of the company (Carlson 2001: 14). Drawing from Three

Sisters made sense to Dijana as director, because for her, to live in Serbia in 2006 was to be trapped in a

period of suspension following the war, waiting for a metaphorical train to a “better future” that would

likely never arrive—just as the Prozorov sisters dreamed of a train that would bear them toward a new

life in Moscow (Milošević 2011b: 37). Non-Serbian audiences might not know what it was like to live in

Serbia at this time, nor might they have heard of the Štrpci massacre previously, but Three Sisters

38 While DAH Teatar typically translate all of their performances into English for the purpose of international
touring, and although the video recording features English subtitles, DAH took the decision, during one US
engagement, not to perform the piece with any translational aids, as I’ll discuss further below.
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nevertheless provides a familiar framework through which these feelings of national loss and unvoiced

grief might nevertheless resonate.

Susan Sontag has argued that while images (particularly images of the suffering of others) may

“shock” or “haunt” us, they are “not much help if the task is to understand” (Sontag 2003: 78). She

believes that narratives can convey understanding more effectively than images, in part because of the

length of time a narrative obliges one “to look, to feel” (Sontag 2003: 108). While narratives certainly

play an essential role in effecting political change with regard to the suffering of others, Sontag’s

postulation fails to account for the affective register in which a performance like Story of Tea operates.

In late 2006, the performance was brought to New Orleans; for this engagement, DAH specifically took

the decision not to translate the entire play into English. Reviewers nevertheless still found the piece to

be “transfixing” and “profoundly affecting” (“Zest at the Fest” 2006). These responses, I would argue,

indicate that spectators do draw some kind of understanding from Story of Tea’s stage images, even if

the language of the text is inscrutable to them. It is specifically by foregoing narrative that Story of Tea

foregrounds the relational aspects of grief and loss. Thus, it is not the performance that (re)assigns

grievability to the Štrpci victims, but the individual spectators’ experiential, affective, and embodied

ways of understanding. These things make possible an identification with the ungrieved-for other. And

these understandings persist—they linger in the affective environs of memory, as a continuing,

“unpredictable interplay of associations and disassociations” (Rancière 2009: 17).

This is perhaps rehearsing one of Caruth’s core arguments on trauma, namely that the ability to

speak and listen “from the site of trauma” does not rely on “what we simply know of each other, but on

what we don’t yet know of our own traumatic pasts” (Caruth 1995b: 11). That is, that through the

shared-yet-separate experience of trauma, we may recognised the depth and breadth of another’s

suffering by analogy to our own. In this way, says Caruth, “trauma itself may provide the very link

between cultures: not as a simple understanding of the pasts of others, but rather… as our ability to

listen through the departures we have all taken from ourselves” (Caruth 1995b: 11). A compelling

proposition, but one that, as critics like Stef Craps have noted, fails “to live up to this promise of
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cross-cultural ethical engagement” in practice (Craps 2014: 46). For one thing, presuming that

separate-but-equal experiences of trauma enable equitable affective exchange ignores the way trauma

is conceptualised according to Western constructions of subjectivity and psychology. Moreover, the

subsumption of unique distress under the shared sign of trauma, rather than facilitating apprehension

of the other, risks “assisting in the perpetuation of the very beliefs, practices, and structures that

maintain existing injustices and inequalities” (Craps 2014: 46). The question becomes: do these risks

invalidate the attempt? Ideally, the identifications we form in a performance like Story of Tea would

assign grievability to the lives of others because they would impute to those others the same

specificity, the same depth of subjectivity with which we experience our own lives. Ideally, any

solidarities arising from these identifications would preserve necessary differences, enabling Western

spectators to apprehend the lives of the victims, as well as their own positions as what Rothberg calls

“implicated subjects… beneficiaries of a system that generates dispersed and uneven experiences of

trauma and wellbeing simultaneously” (Rothberg 2014: xv). I describe these outcomes as ideal because

they are aspirational, perhaps even unlikely, and far from guaranteed.

This section has suggested that, in the face of ethnic violence and ontological erasure, Story of

Tea facilitates affective encounters with the ungrievable other—encounters that are channelled

through the image and mediated by the identifications, associations, dissociations, memories, and

feelings that individual spectators bring to bear. Through these encounters, it may become possible to

apprehend the nineteen lives lost at Štrpci in 1993 as having mattered. Per Butler, apprehension is a

form of knowing that is “bound up with sensing and perceiving, but in ways that are not—or not

always—conceptual forms of knowledge” (Butler 2009: 5). When the other’s life is apprehended,

perhaps even (re)claimed as our own, a tenuous, affective solidarity might start to emerge—one that is

not predicated on a “shared identity or on a presumption about how the other feels,” but on a

recognition of the ways we are always already socially constituted, at least in part, as the “enigmatic

traces of others” (Hemmings 2012: 158; Butler 2004: 46). These traces are reflexively made visible

through individuated engagement with the image—an engagement that paradoxically undermines the
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idea of grief and trauma as solitary, privatising experiences, and instead positions them as raw

materials from which powerful, intimate identifications may be formed. Returning to Sontag, while the

image may be limited in its ability to convey information, understanding can, and does, still arise from

the embodied after-affects of encountering stage images that “haunt” us (Sontag 2003: 78). Remarking

on the limitations of such images, Sontag perhaps neglects what Diana Taylor has so powerfully

argued: that shock, affect, and memory, as embodied practices, are themselves important ways of

generating, recording, and transmitting knowledge (Taylor 2003: 18). The next section turns its

attention, then, to issues of the body: to the political power of presence, and to the way living bodies

can bring the absent dead (back) into being.

4.2 Putting forward the body: surrogation, effigy, and the ‘failure’ to appear

That the dead may become present (again) through the mechanism of theatre has been well

argued. Indeed, Phelan writes that the “enactment of invocation and disappearance undertaken by

performance and theatre is precisely the drama of corporeality itself” (Phelan 1997: 4). Carlson

similarly contends that the theatrical medium, the places in which it occurs, and those who perform it

are always necessarily “haunted” by entities and events that are gone (Carlson 2001). The key to these

performed interactions with the departed appears to reside in the materiality of the performer’s living

body; as Rebecca Schneider notes, the live body is what enables “the specter to reappear across the

surface of live encounter” (Schneider 2011: 109, emphasis original). Given that Story of Tea is arranged

around a central scene in which the Štrpci abduction is re-enacted, this section will look closely at the

mechanics and implications of DAH performers standing in for the disappeared. Through close

consideration of the Štrpci re-enactment scene—the climax of Story of Tea, if such a performance can

be said to have a climax—I will explore how the performance goes about this process of “making the

dead appear,” and crucially, the ways it fails in this attempt. What might these failures mean? What

might they make possible?
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The re-enactment scene occurs, as I have mentioned, mid-way through the piece. The stage is

empty except for Mitić and Jelić, who sit back-to-back on two suitcases at the top of the performance

space. Responding to an unseen “Avenger,” both women slowly rise to their feet. Jelić, playing the

Muslim victim, steps up onto one of the suitcases and balances there. Mitić drags the other suitcase

around so that it is in front of the first one, and Jelić steps gingerly onto this second case. This sequence

repeats. While the two narrate the scene, Jelić moves slowly from case to case, miming producing her

ticket or attempting to conceal it, shielding her face, or reaching out in supplication. When they reach

the opposite end of the stage, Mitić exits with the second case, leaving Jelić balancing unsteadily on the

first, her foot outstretched. Krsmanović-Tasić then enters, and begins pinning black notecards to Jelić’s

white dress—cards bearing the names of the nineteen Štrpci victims. Jelić holds this pose for a few

more moments, then Krsmanović-Tasić covers her shoulders with a black shawl. Jelić steps down from

the suitcase and they both exit (DAH Teatar 2006). Of all the dramaturgical moving pieces in this

scene—the silence, the suitcases, the pinned names on Jelić’s dress—I want to consider above all the

way Jelić puts forward her body as a theatrical substitute for a missing man, and what, through this

substitution, her body becomes.

In feminist activist circles in Argentina, Barbara Sutton explains, there is a common expression

that evokes “the bodily dimension of political resistance;” in Spanish, this phrase is poner el cuerpo.

This phrase literally means “to put the body,” but, per Sutton again, a more accurate translation would

be a combination of “to put the body on the line” and “to give the body.” Poner el cuerpo “means not just

to talk, think, or desire, but to be really present and involved; to put the whole (embodied) being into

action, to be committed to a social cause, and to assume the bodily risks, work, and demands of such a

commitment” (Sutton 2007: 130). When I say Jelić “puts forward” her body, I mean it in this sense: the

performer stands in for the missing person, whose disappearance the state will neither investigate,

commemorate, nor acknowledge. Here, built into the familiar process of theatrical substitution—the

performer’s body as the stand-in for another (absent) body—is a powerful political gesture. The body

is put forward, not just in performance, but in the stead of another who has been obliterated, both
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materially and socially, by state violence. This effort to counter the violence of disappearance is not

theoretical, philosophical, or metaphorical; it depends on the materiality of the body.

Following on from this, my thinking in this section is also underpinned by two of Joseph

Roach’s concepts: that of surrogation and that of effigy. Surrogation, according to Roach, is the process

by which societies attempt to fill the “cavities created by loss through death or other forms of

departure” with “satisfactory alternates,” who, as substitutes for the lost thing, can perpetuate the

production of cultural memory around this loss (Roach 1996: 2). Insofar as memory is an activity that

can only ever be performed in/of the present, the idea here is that the Story of Tea company and Jelić in

particular, act as surrogates for the witnesses to and victims of the Štrpci massacre. In so doing, they

“insert and insist upon the presence of the absent people” (Santino 2004: 370). Effigy, at the same time,

while normally understood to mean a crudely fashioned representation of a person (such as those

“burned in effigy”), is instead used here to describe a specific process of becoming. Roach notes that

the verb form to effigy, is etymologically related to words like efficiency, effervescence, or effeminacy, in

that all these terms invoke ideas of producing, bringing forth, or making appear (Roach 1996: 36).

Roach prompts us to think beyond the ostensibly inanimate effigy made of wood or cloth; in certain

contexts, as in a performance, a “much more elusive, much more powerful” type of effigy may be

fashioned from the living body of a surrogate. To effigy, then, is to put forward the body in a way that

“fills by means of surrogation a vacancy created by the absence of an original” (Roach 1996: 36). While

all performance arguably engages in these processes by offering up performers’ bodies as substitutes

for bodies (both real and imagined) that are not present, when a performer stands in for a disappeared

person, this act of surrogation and the effigy thereby produced assume an added political dimension

(see also Schneider 2011; Carlson 2001; Phelan 1997).

This political dimension inheres in the way surrogation and effigy intervene in the

sociopolitical context of the violence by which the absent dead came to disappear. It has been

speculated that the Avengers perpetrated the Štrpci abduction so brazenly, before hundreds of other

passengers on the train, in order to terrify the majority-Muslim population of southwestern Serbia into
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vacating their homes—and to thereby ethnically “cleanse” the area without physically invading it (Ron

2003: 78). In this, the abduction was a vanishing designed specifically to echo and repeat itself across

the whole region. By bringing forth the kidnapped victims as living effigies through surrogation, Story

of Tea works to undo the violence of this vanishing. But, per Roach again, because “collective memory

works selectively, imaginatively, and often perversely, surrogation rarely, if ever, succeeds” (Roach

1996: 2). The DAH performers offer their bodies so that the dead may become present, but, of course,

the dead can never fully take their place: the illusion does not hold. Thus, in calling forth the dead only

for them to fail to appear (since the performers cannot actually become the missing people they

portray, nor can they produce the missing remains), Story of Tea “ghosts” itself—it actually redoes the

violence of the vanishing it simultaneously works to counteract. This doubled disappearance, too, is a

political gesture. Insofar as effigies “consist of a set of actions that hold open a place in memory” into

which surrogates may place themselves, Story of Tea’s re-enactment of the vanishing of the dead can

thus be said to constitute a refusal to consign their absence to memory—as the Serbian government

would perhaps have preferred (Roach 1996: 36). Instead, the absence remains “a psychic and social

wound that bleeds” (Simon, Rosenberg, and Eppert 2000: 5).

So what are the mechanics of effigy and surrogation in Story of Tea? How does this play put

forward performers’ bodies to produce effigies? How do the performers become surrogates for the

dead? Story of Tea offers no better example of this process than the Štrpci re-enactment. In this scene,

Jelić’s body is not a representation of the Štrpci victims, nor is her walk across the suitcases a

representation of their disappearance. Her act of surrogation, putting her body in the “place” of the

missing victims, depends on her physical presence in the space—on her “doing” rather than her

“showing” (Schechner 2013: 28). Discussing a performance by Catalonian dancer Gonçal Sobrer, in

which Sobrer re-enacts various executions by firing squad in order to “make the executed appear,”

Maite Garbayo-Maeztu speculates: “When my body makes others present, when the other’s body

appears via mine, something of me necessarily disappears” (Garbayo-Maeztu 2019: 47, 48). But I am

hard-pressed to identify what of Jelić disappears in this scene. When she walks across the suitcases,
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she wobbles and struggles to keep her balance. The physical effort of putting forward her body is plain

to me, especially in those moments when her otherwise ponderously slow movement is punctuated by

the flailing of an arm—a necessary exertion to keep from falling over. For me, Jelić the performer is

always visible in and through this effort—an effort which, according to the logic of surrogation, can

only be hers. She, the surrogate, is the one putting forward, bringing forth. It isn’t that the dead are

lurking in the background, struggling to appear; Jelić is the one struggling to make them appear.

Through and as a result of Jelić’s embodied effort, then, the effigy collapses even as it is formed. The

vanishing of the dead (re)occurs in precise conjunction with Jelić’s failure to disappear.

Conversely, isn’t some kind of presence a prerequisite for disappearance? How can the missing

vanish (again) if they fail—or refuse—to appear? Importantly, what I am seeing when I watch Story of

Tea as a video recording is evidence of another kind of disappearance: the Jelić I am seeing is not the

real Jelić either, but a recorded trace of her, and so the Štrpci victims she invokes are, by the time they

reach my gaze, ghosts of ghosts. So perhaps what transpires in this scene in Story of Tea is not a

trade-off in which the performer (partially) disappears in order to bring forth the (absent) other.

Perhaps instead we need to think in terms of accretion, what Rebecca Schneider calls

“inter(in)animation” (Schneider 2011: 7). Schneider borrows this term from Fred Moten, who borrows

it from the poet John Donne. Schneider explains:

Donne used the word “interinanimates” in his 1633 love poem “The Exstasie” in which he tells of

lovers lying still as stone statues while their souls intertwine, redouble, and multiply. Here, the live

and the stone are inter(in)animate and the liveness of one or deadness of the other is ultimately

neither decidable nor relevant.

(Schneider 2011: 7)

Inter(in)animation in this sense might be another way of articulating the fundamentally theatrical

operations of the double negative “not not” as well as the dilogy “is and is not.” When Jelić puts forward

her body, the dead are not not present in the performance, just as Jelić, an imperfect surrogate, is and is

not the missing victims, whose disappearance she marks and repeats. When I watch these actions on
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video, all these presences, including Jelić’s, are and are not present (again). What becomes apparent

through these actions is, per Alice Rayner, a “dynamic” (and fundamentally theatrical) “contradiction

that cannot come to rest in either what is visible or what is invisible” (Rayner 2006: xi-xii). The acts of

surrogation and effigy involved in standing in for the vanished dead require that Jelić put herself in

their place—a substitution that is both physically and temporally impossible, and yet somehow

(somewhat) accomplished via a theatrical layering of memories, identities, absences, and presences

behind which the performer herself never fully disappears.

But putting forward the body is no mere theatrical trick. Or, rather, it is quintessentially

theatrical, but there is nothing “mere” about it. While the trauma paradigm is structured around

individual pathology, rights discourses, and spoken testimony as the ideal (if not exclusive) mode of

trauma relief, Jelić’s self-reflexive “standing in” for the missing victims in the context of Story of Tea

foregrounds the public and relational aspects of trauma and loss. Here, the audience are not

transformed into “witnesses” of the Štrpci abduction itself, but they do engage with an embodied loss

that repeats, a “somatic reproduction of the trauma of absence” (Phelan 1997: 65). This “trauma of

absence” is resituated in a social context through performance; in putting forward a performer’s body

to effigy the dead, Story of Tea models an inter(in)animation that challenges the isolated, demarcated

forms of subjectivity and neoliberal individualism that inform the trauma paradigm. If Jelić is able, in

this performance, to become inter(in)animate with the missing dead, to what degree can it be said that

we are all, already, inter(in)animate with each other? As Butler explains, “No one is born an individual;

if someone becomes an individual over time, he or she does not escape the fundamental conditions of

dependency in the course of that process… We were all, regardless of our political viewpoints in the

present, born into a condition of radical dependency” (Butler 2020: 40-41). Just as babies depend

entirely on the physical presence and attention of others so that they do not die, so do the dead depend

on the remembering of the living for their continued existence, insofar as remembering is an embodied

process.
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Far from privatising traumatic suffering and grief, what Story of Tea makes apparent is the

possibility that traumatic absence can produce affective solidarities between bodies who feel,

remember, and care for each other. It is through this emphasis on the public, shared, material, and

interpersonal effects of traumatic absence, Taylor argues, that “social actors turn personal pain into the

engine for cultural change” (Taylor 2003: 168). Through their specifically terrifying brand of ethnic

violence, the Avengers sought to completely eliminate the nineteen kidnapped passengers, both

physically and socially; Story of Tea works to bring them back. In the absence of the passengers’ real

bodies, DAH performers offer themselves as surrogates. When that surrogation inevitably fails, what

becomes clear instead is the physical investment and exertion of the performer. Standing with the

victims’ names pinned to her dress, failing to make them totally present, Jelić (and Jelić’s videotaped

ghost) paradoxically proves that nothing truly disappears. This is perhaps a contentious claim; of

course it is not my intention here to draw an equivalency between an actor’s embodied performance of

remembering and an actual person’s life. Nor can Jelić’s surrogation even approach the significance

that the recovery of the victims’ actual remains would carry. Indeed, José A. Sánchez maintains that

“The disappeared cannot regain presence other than in their own bodies; any representation would

equal an ethical affront on the condition of the disappeared person, since it would require deciding

between their being alive or dead” (Sánchez 2019: 13). However, I would also suggest that Sánchez’s

argument—rooted as it is in discourses of rights and justice—perhaps creates a binary between the

present and the absent, and between the living and the dead, that exhausts its utility in situations like

the ones staged in Story of Tea.

What this binary fails to account for are the ways we are all always already “of” one another; it

is a binary Story of Tea resolutely rejects. As Schneider writes, “‘We’ are only as live, or as non-live, as

our habits of parsing such distinctions instruct” (Schneider 2017: 153). In this performance, the

missing are alive in the layered way the performer is alive, in the way that the perceiving audience is

alive; they are dead in the way that, per Schneider again, “performance is itself often composed of the

dead, or better said, [is] a medium for letting the dead play back across the bodies of the living”
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(Schneider 2020: 71). Judith Lewis Herman, a psychotherapist and pioneering voice in early trauma

literature, has written that “[t]raumatic events overwhelm the ordinary systems of care that give

people a sense of control, connection, and meaning,” leading those affected to a “withdrawal from

engagement with others, and an impoverished life” (Herman 2001 [1992]: 33, 42). Story of Tea,

meanwhile, in its “somatic reproduction of the trauma of absence,” its emphasis on the instability of the

boundaries between material bodies, and the way these revelations are shared in the interactive social

context of the theatre, engages instead a “both/and frame” (Phelan 1997: 65; Collins and Bilge 2016:

27, quoted in Schneider 2017: 158). This frame effects a shift in focus from what sets bodies apart from

one another (whether this is a designator like Muslim that may justify certain types of corporeal

violence, or a condition like trauma that forecloses on affective connections), to the power of our

material networks of interdependency. This shift, in turn, opens up political and relational

possibilities—possibilities that position traumatic loss as a site for the formation of affective coalitions.

4.3 Caring for the dead

Can we consider surrogation and effigy to be acts of love? The relational possibility inherent in

the giving over of one’s body—what Grotowski might call the actor’s “sacrifice”— becomes apparent as

a parenthetical: I put forward my body (for you) (Grotowski 2002: 34). This kind of sacrifice, the total

embodied investment described by Argentinian feminists with the phrase poner el cuerpo, is only

possible when the one putting her body forward cares, manifestly, about the causes for which, and the

others for whom she is standing in (Sutton 2007). To what degree, then, might we productively read

surrogation and effigy in a performance like Story of Tea as acts of care? Care—like trauma—is a

complex term that resists any singular definition. Like trauma, it engages discourses of ethics and

rights, while being neither inherently ethical, nor rights-affirming on its own. Berenice Fisher and Joan

Tronto have offered the following succinct and often-cited definition, positioning care as “a species

activity that includes everything we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live
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in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which

we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.” In this section, I am conceiving of care

according to this definition because it touches on all the workings of Story of Tea explored here so far.

Care encompasses the necessity of the intellectual capacity to apprehend the other, as well as material,

embodied action: as a “species activity,” care is performed by bodies. Thirdly, Fisher and Tronto, in

gesturing toward the “life-sustaining web” that care supports and maintains, highlight how crucial care

is to the affective networks of interdependency I have been describing here (Fisher and Tronto 1990:

40).

Focusing on the material, embodied aspects of care, Adam Rosenblatt observes that forensic

anthropologists exhuming mass graves, in their handling and cleaning of each unearthed bone, and

their painstaking re-assembly of complete skeletons from anonymous jumbles of remains, actually

perform care for the dead (Rosenblatt 2015: 168). To care for the dead is to engage in an up-close,

often intimate, tactile process: it is the washing of bodies, the brushing of hair, the smoothing and

pressing of clothing, the preparation for burial, and afterward, the maintenance of the grave. Care, in

this sense, is an intrinsically physical action, rooted in the spatial and affective relationship between

bodies. In the quality of its touch, in the respectful (if not loving) affect it conveys, care can also be

understood in aesthetic terms, as James Thompson has argued, and as I have discussed in Chapter 2.

Describing the care rendered by a physical therapist to his injured colleague, who was living with him

and his family at the time, Thompson writes:

My wife and I found ourselves using the same word as we struggled to capture the quality of this

relationship [between carer and patient]: independently of each other, we referred to it as beautiful.

We, thus, both used aesthetic criteria to judge the exceptional in this example of care. We were

drawn to some quality in the touch, the attentiveness and the focus of the relationship that

demanded to be appreciated using a language more usually associated with artistry.

(Thompson 2015: 431-432)
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Acts of care that are skilful and practised, ones that are artful, can be interpreted through aesthetic

frames, and conversely, certain aesthetic practices which are well-honed and performed with singular

attentiveness can be read under the sign of care. Both can impart to an observer a sense of something

like beauty, and can instantiate the corresponding “bruise” this kind of encounter implies.

To close out this analysis, I want to attend to one final scene in particular. Following the Štrpci

re-enactment, and the burning of the newspaper village, Krsmanović-Tasić and Mitić sit upstage on a

pile of suitcases while Jelić and Hadžić dance together—a waltz. Hadžić is dressed again in his white

“Andrei” jacket. Their dancing is tender and playful: they kiss, laugh, she stands on his feet, he lifts her

and spins her around. Suddenly, Hadžić spits up a large quantity of bright red blood. He covers his

mouth with his hands, trying to hold the blood in, but it smears across his face, into his hair. It dribbles

down his front, staining his white clothes. Hadžić exits. Jelić is devastated. Mitić and Krsmanović-Tasić

begin tearing through the suitcases, flinging pieces of clothing across the stage. Krsmanović-Tasić finds

a blood-stained white jacket, a double of the one Hadžić was just wearing, and passes it to Jelić. Jelić

threads her arms through the sleeves and holds the empty jacket out in front of her, so that it appears

to be embracing her. She resumes her waltz. Krsmanović-Tasić finds another jacket, a nondescript

brown coat. She wraps its sleeves around her waist and shoulders and begins swaying back and forth,

so that she appears to be slow dancing with the coat. She presses her nose into the coat’s collar and

inhales deeply. Meanwhile, Mitić has begun collecting all the other items of clothing that are now

littering the stage. She lays them out, one by one, in a line, smoothing out any creases as she goes (DAH

Teatar 2006).

Just as the quality of touch in Thompson’s colleague’s physical therapy appointments prompted

Thompson to read the interaction in aesthetic terms, I too am struck (“bruised”) by the gestural

aspects of this scene. They strike me as beautiful. Dramaturgically speaking, this scene is positioned to

be affectively impactful—the way its tenderness follows and contrasts with the tension of the re-staged

abduction and the shock of Hadžić spitting up blood—and this positioning certainly has a hand in

creating the beauty I perceive. But more than this, I notice the way Krsmanović-Tasić wraps her palm
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around the shoulder of the empty coat as though she were cradling the head of a baby, the way she

buries her nose in the fabric as though to breathe in a lingering scent (see Figure 4.2). There is

something almost erotic about this phantom embrace—reminding us that the Štrpci victims were

husbands, partners, best beloveds. The distinctly mammalian action of sniffing the coat also invokes

the maternal; these missing people were the sons of mothers, and the fundamentally physical nature of

that relationship is what resonates through Krsmanović-Tasić’s caring gesture toward a body that is

not there.

Figure 4.2: Story of Tea: Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić and the empty coat (DAH Teatar 2006).

The non-prescriptive stage image created here again invites a multiplicity of interpretations

(indeed, we are not told whom or what the coat is supposed to represent; we are not told what Jelić

and Krsmanović-Tasić are doing), which in turn works to universalise a felt sense of loss.

Krsmanović-Tasić’s gestures are legibly those of someone beset by longing. When I watch her careful

handling of the coat, I recognise myself: my own tactile experiences with the belongings of my lost

loved ones, my own longing for them. It is through the aesthetics of these acts of care, then, that Fisher

and Tronto’s “life-sustaining web” is woven into being, connecting me to an other I have not met (and
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can never meet) through a shared, felt sense of loss (Fisher and Tronto 1990: 40). These aesthetics, in

other words, model how an affective solidarity might be formed between and amongst bodies that are,

at least on the surface, disconnected from one another.

A gesture that is care-full—and thus beautiful—becomes that way through repetition. As

Amanda Stuart Fisher notes, “Quality care relies on the capacity to practise and perform a task, making

it repeatable and ‘practised’” (Fisher 2020a: 7). Krsmanović-Tasić, in cradling the head of an absent

child, may be drawing from her own lived experience; this is almost certainly a gesture she has

performed in “real” life, to render care to her real children, countless times. But when the gesture is

deployed in the context of this scene in Story of Tea, we have to consider that Krsmanović-Tasić is not

only reproducing what we might call, after Barba, a “daily behaviour;” she is also drawing on months

and months of rehearsal and discovery. Like other DAH performances, Story of Tea is the result of a

very long, physically intensive devising process. A key part of this process is the transformation of

everyday gestures into “extra-daily” ones. Per Barba again, the “extra-daily” pertains to the

performative quality of action “which deals with how to render the actor’s energy scenically alive, that

is with how the actor can become a presence which immediately attracts the spectator’s attention”

(Barba and Savarese 1991: 188, qtd in Watson 1995: 32-33). As discussed in Chapter 2, DAH’s lengthy

process is designed specifically to cultivate the actors’ onstage presence in this mode, so that their

behaviour in performance is as attentive and responsive as possible. In other words, we might say that

Story of Tea’s performance language, in its attentiveness and responsiveness, is fundamentally caring,

or care-full.

This scene with the empty coats, then, performs care on multiple levels. Firstly, the gestures

themselves are gestures of care: they are practised, attentive, and aesthetically composed. Secondly,

they model what forms care for the absent dead might still take, and thereby self-reflexively

demonstrate care as a means for countering both the violence of disappearance and the isolation and

“unspeakability” of trauma. The performance makes its investment in these interdependent networks

of care even more plain when, following the Štrpci re-enactment scene, which has almost no dialogue,
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Jelić breaks the silence to ask, “What kind of person could dig up somebody’s bones and bury them

again? What kind of man could sit in a digger and pull up somebody’s bones” (DAH Teatar 2006)? The39

framing of these questions is significant: Jelić doesn’t want to know who could commit such crimes,

nor who could be capable of violence like this, but rather, who could show such a distinct lack of care.

Who could care-lessly “sit in a digger” while the bones of another person, someone’s son, father,

brother, lover, are pulverised into the earth? The suggestion here is that, from the string of affective and

relational failures that made the Štrpci massacre possible in the first place, perhaps the most

remarkable offence is the failure of the Serb people specifically, the Yugoslav state more generally, and

the international community more generally still, to care about these nineteen murdered men.

In the years following the abduction, the FRY government refused to recognise the victims as

civilian casualties of war—a stance perpetuated by today’s Serbian state. The rationale is/was that

these murders took place in Bosnia and Herzegovina, outside FRY jurisdiction, and that because FRY

was not involved in the war in Bosnia, officially, there was no “war” with which these deaths could be

associated. Casualty status would provide the victims’ surviving family members with crucial,

materially and symbolically significant benefits, like monthly financial assistance and access to social

support programmes (YIHR 2020b). In effect, the “care-less” destruction of the victims’ lives and

bodies is doubled and compounded by the government’s refusal to care for the surviving families.

Amanda Stuart Fisher has argued that “performance of care can enact a mode of resistance” to such

“‘care-less’ state processes that are structured around the concept of care as quantifiable economy and

are designed to be measured and distributed only according to tightly predetermined formulas”

(Fisher 2020a: 3). In light of the FRY’s and later the Serbian government’s actions (or, rather, their lack

thereof), we can accordingly read Story of Tea as a countermeasure to this doubled destruction. The

care in this performance acts as both a salve and a challenge to the absence of care in the real world,

39 The verb Jelić uses is vaditi, which means to “take out,” “extract,” or “remove.” In the video recording of the
piece, the English subtitles read “take out somebody’s bones.” I have altered this translation for clarity and
specificity, since the action being described is one of “taking” bones “out” of the ground. The video’s subtitles
also use the word “dredger” in place of “digger.” Again, I have altered this translation for clarity. (DAH Teatar
2006).
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because, of course, the care in the performance is care in the real world, insofar as the performance

itself exists as part of the real world. In so doing, Story of Tea also gestures toward the unjust, implicit

denial of the victims’ human rights as effected through the continued failures of social structures of

care.

Highlighting Story of Tea’s performance of care is not to place it in competition with

rights-based modes of redress, however. Quite the contrary, care can be intertwined with rights-based

approaches in essential ways, as when families are provided with opportunities to come together to

publicly grieve through official commemoration, or when the redress sought under the sign of “rights”

involves care, as with the social support programmes to which the Štrpci families have been denied

access. But the care that Story of Tea performs differs importantly from according human rights to the

dead. Rosenblatt points out that human rights are, and should be, absolute: “one either tortures a

person, or respects his right not to be tortured” (Rosenblatt 2015: 177). To parse definitions of torture,

or to theorise a kind of “middle ground” of not-quite-torture is “nearly always to ally oneself with the

torturers” (Rosenblatt 2015: 177). Care, by contrast, can operate by degrees. It can be mobilised

toward the best of all possible outcomes (i.e. the safe return of the living Štrpci passenger), but it can

also intervene meaningfully in scenarios in which these outcomes are no longer possible (Rosenblatt

2015: 177).

Care, therefore, still has an important role to play with respect to the Štrpci victims, who, being

dead, “are and sadly must remain beyond the reach of the absolute guarantees of human rights”

(Rosenblatt 2015, 177). If we read the Štrpci massacre through the trauma paradigm, the violence of

the abduction is ontologically repeated and opportunities for care are foreclosed upon. The absent

dead are vindicated neither through official commemoration, nor through the prosecution of

perpetrators, nor, most crucially, through the return of their remains to their families. The traumatic

memory of this loss remains “unspeakable,” which imposes a social isolation on survivors. According to

the logic of the trauma paradigm, acts of care cannot meaningfully take place until traumatic

experience is “witnessed,” ideally through spoken narrative or other “official” channels. Absent this,
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then, the obliteration of the disappeared is total. But perhaps this is where the trauma paradigm

reaches the limits of its utility. After Butler again, while testimony, evidence, and official redress are

indeed essential tools for reclaiming the rights of the aggrieved, we might, perhaps, be making a

mistake

if we take the definitions of who we are, legally, to be adequate descriptions of what we are about.

Although this language may well establish our legitimacy within a legal framework ensconced in

liberal versions of human ontology, it does not do justice to passion and grief and rage, all of which

tear us from ourselves, bind us to others, transport us, undo us, implicate us in lives that are not our

own, irreversibly, if not fatally.

(Butler 2004: 25)

What Butler proposes here is that the enormity of traumatic affect, a thing that is “constituted by the

very incomprehensibility of its experience,” is also the very thing that binds us together (Caruth 1995c:

153). I do not need to know the full, literal truth of another’s traumatic experience to understand grief,

to apprehend rage, to care about their suffering. Perhaps the trauma paradigm ceases to serve us when

it insists on trauma’s “unspeakability” in the face of real acts of care that can still be performed. If Story

of Tea cannot precisely represent the trauma of a loved one’s murder, what it can still do is contribute

meaningfully to the process of learning how to continue to exist alongside this traumatic loss.

While the trauma paradigm has historically invested in objectifying or quantifying approaches

to traumatic loss—rights, testimony, evidence, official redress—Story of Tea highlights the structures of

care that remain despite (or in spite of) the absence of all these things. Even if the bodies of all the

Štrpci victims are never recovered, networks of affective solidarity, like the ones Story of Tea models

and gestures toward, ensure that the possibility for care still exists. Through a “complex process of

substitution, exposed connections, and marked absences,” the dead person’s place in the material and

social worlds may still be preserved, held open, through acts of care (Rosenblatt 2015: 188). Absent

the real body, we might have a coat. Absent the person’s real coat, we have its double in this

performance, staged, cared for, and subsequently, in Bert O. States’s words, “phenomenally heavy” with
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all that it contains and all that it does not (cannot) contain (States 1983: 382). Like Jelić’s body in the

re-enactment scene, the coat Krsmanović-Tasić cradles is not not the coat of a dead beloved, and when

she dances with its empty form, the missing man is and is not restored. The care rendered by the

performers to absent bodies in the theatre, then, both is and is not care rendered to real bodies that are

gone, if only for the duration of the performance. Even if this effect is fleeting, and the affective

solidarity conjured up during the show doesn’t survive the curtain call, Story of Tea nevertheless

demonstrates, per Rosenblatt, that “while it is indeed possible to violate the dead in such a way that

they are beyond the reach of human rights,” there is “no real way to place the dead beyond the reach of

care” (Rosenblatt 2015: 189).

4.4 Traumatic solidarities

This chapter has explored the notion that Story of Tea offers a mode of engaging with traumatic

absence that disrupts conceptions of trauma as a fundamentally isolated state of being. By engaging

multiple affective registers at once—indeed, one for each given spectator who brings their experience

and liveness to bear—the performance invites the formation of individuated identifications with its

material. The affective associations born of these identifications can work to counter the genocidal

othering and continued erasure of the Štrpci victims by transforming them (again) into ‘I,’ facilitating

an apprehension that (re)appoints grievability to the dead. Against the violence of state-sanctioned

disappearance, this performance demonstrates through the fundamentally theatrical operations of

surrogation and effigy, that the dead are never truly gone. At the same time, Story of Tea does not

simply attempt—unsuccessfully—to reincarnate the dead. It performs a complex layering of presences

and absences that re-enacts the violence of disappearance even as it insists on the continued presence

of the missing, thereby refusing the temporal framing Štrpci massacre as “past,” as something to be

“gotten over.” Finally, I have speculated that the bodily engagement required to “hold space” open for

the victims so that they may “play back across the bodies of the living” is care-full work (Schneider
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2020: 71). By materially and self-reflexively performing care, Story of Tea models the kind of affective

solidarity that remains available, even in the face of traumatic losses borne of state violence. What this

chapter has proposed is that, rather than consigning us to a perpetual state of irredeemable and

socially-isolated suffering, the symbolic void of trauma might connect us, per Butler, “in ways that we

cannot always recount or explain, in ways that often interrupt the self-conscious account of ourselves

we might try to provide, in ways that challenge the very notion of ourselves as autonomous and in

control” (Butler 2004: 23).

The possibility of such connections perhaps raises more questions than it resolves, however.

For instance, what guarantee do we ever have that the feeling mutual? Trauma might be a site for

coalition building under certain circumstances, but, as I’ve discussed previously, “trauma” itself does

not exist in a vacuum. As Bennett points out, “It is always easy for art and for audiences of art to take

the moral line—to feel sympathy and compassion, to use art to confirm us in our humanitarian role.

But… identifications are not always the result of moral choices” (Bennett 2005: 17). The circulation of

traumatic affect between parties may produce solidarities, but arguably it more often resembles a

transaction, where the victim-witness relationship is not one of equitable interdependency, but instead

forces both parties into “positions of hierarchical observation, compulsory visibility, and

non-reciprocal appropriation of the body in pain” (Feldman 2004: 186). The next chapter, then, turns

its attention to these issues. What is at stake in the sharing of grief? Who benefits and who is harmed

when trauma circulates like a commodity?
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5. The Trauma Market

Aren’t you just another victim
selling her trauma?

asked the Harvard blonde
whose brain is worth half a million.

In English, I could not say,
Do you have any idea how right you are?

Nine deaths, blood from the eardrums,
Squirming between bullets –

It all comes down to the word trauma.
And yes, I could not say in English,

I am afraid,
it is the only thing of value that I have.

- “Trauma Market” by Adisa Bašić
(Bašić 2004: 36, my translation)

There is a market for trauma. As Fassin and Rechtman argue, in capturing the Western

imagination, trauma has “created a new language of the event” (Fassin and Rechtman 2009: 6). This

new language frequently manifests as a tell-your-story paradigm, in which the benefit of sharing

traumatic histories for the survivor-sufferer is emphasised. But our cultural fixation on trauma has

assigned a value to it, and has thus produced a demand for these accounts—one that emanates not

from survivors desperate to “know” their “buried truth,” but from audiences (Laub 1995: 63). As

Bašić’s poem illustrates, when trauma stories enter international circulation as cultural products, they

are no longer merely shared, remediated, or performed, but marketed, traded, and sold. This chapter

accordingly examines the trauma story not only as a memory practice or a call to public action, but as a

commodity; it reframes the trauma paradigm as a trauma market. Economic responses to global

suffering have been explored at great length within human rights discourses (for example, Brockington

2014 and Thompson 2014), but while trauma has been an object of critical and cultural fascination for

the past thirty years, trauma scholarship has only recently begun to pay mind to the market dynamics

and economic forces this fascination both generates and responds to (see Tomsky 2011; Edmondson
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2018; Reading 2019; Pine 2020). Considering today’s trauma paradigm through the lens of a

marketplace makes visible the power dynamics that attend the exchange of trauma stories as cultural

products.

In humanitarian contexts, as Laura Edmondson points out, the production and reception of

trauma stories can be directly linked to the allocation of aid money (Edmondson 2018: 84). Roger

Luckhurst, meanwhile, has detailed trauma’s tumultuous history with Anglo-American tort law and the

insurance industry: traumatic suffering now forms the basis for substantial claims cases throughout

the Western world (Luckhurst 2008: 31). In these contexts, testimony not only performs trauma relief,

as Felman and Laub (1992) maintain; it also generates revenue. Per Fassin and Rechtman, trauma itself

“testifies to an experience that excites sympathy and merits compensation” (Fassin and Rechtman

2009: 5). My primary concern here, however, is not the movement of money, but the circulation of a

different sort of capital. Trauma’s value stretches beyond the purely economic—it is a driver of culture,

memory, and politics. In theorising a trauma market, this chapter asks: when a trauma story is shared,

whose needs are being satisfied? What, specifically, is exchanged, and who receives the “capital gains?”

I felt the pull of this market when I first saw DAH Teatar’s Crossing the Line. This performance,

which premiered in Belgrade in 2009, staged women’s first-hand accounts of wartime physical and

sexual violence in former Yugoslavia during the wars of the 1990s. I was a twenty-year-old drama

student at Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois, when I first saw the play; DAH performed it as part of a

week-long residency at Knox in October, 2010. As a student interested in experimental and devised

theatre, DAH’s residency would have already attracted my attention, but I would be lying if I pretended

DAH’s status as ex-Yugoslav artists creating work about wartime rape was not a major draw for me.

Born in 1990, I had no real memory of the Yugoslav Wars myself, but I had heard of the horrors of

so-called “Bosnian rape camps.” It was specifically the promise of this grisly subject matter that

attracted me to Crossing the Line. I wanted to experience “real” theatre that “mattered,” which I

suppose I took to mean a kind of performance that would deliver a powerful affective impact while also

accomplishing a social purpose. Why did I believe I would find these things in Crossing the Line? What
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was I anticipating the performance would provide for me that couldn’t be found elsewhere?

Coincidentally, Crossing the Line was both timely and germane to current events at Knox in ways DAH

could not have anticipated. During the months preceding DAH’s residency, a series of physical and

sexual assaults had been committed on campus by male students against their female peers. These

attacks ignited a college-wide conversation that involved not only student activists, but faculty and the

highest echelons of the college’s administration. In light of these events, the piece’s affective impact on

this audience—including myself—was profound.

Crossing the Line was the result of a collaboration between DAH Teatar and Žene u Crnom that

began in 2007. Žene u Crnom were, at the time, in the process of producing an anthology entitled

Women’s Side of War that included first-hand testimonies of womens’ experience with physical and

sexual violence during the wars in former Yugoslavia. Žene u Crnom invited DAH to perform some of

these testimonies at the launching ceremony for the book, but DAH continued working on the material

during the course of the next two years, finally premiering Crossing the Line in 2009. It remained part40

of DAH’s repertoire until 2013. The performance consisted of three female actors delivering these

first-hand testimonies—Maja Mitić, Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić, and Ivana Milenović-Popović. The piece

combined a testimonial approach familiar to documentary or verbatim theatre styles—in which some

of the testimonies included in the script are spoken live by the three performers and addressed directly

to the audience—with a more abstract staging of the archive, where other testimonies are played over

the theatre’s sound system as recordings while physical vignettes unfold onstage. A series of images

and videos are projected onto the back wall of the theatre as the play progresses. Sometimes, the actual

text of a given testimony is projected while it is being delivered, such that the audience sees onstage a

visual manifestation of the archive from whence the testimonies are drawn, evidencing what Emilie

Pine refers to as the “material history” of the abuses suffered (Pine 2020: 51). The play’s runtime is

40 Crossing the Line, like Story of Tea before it, was developed in Kralj Petar II Karađorđević Primary School, and
had its initial premiere in this space. The piece was realised with support from Žene u Crnom, as well as a
grant from the Reconstruction Women’s Fund, a Serbian aid organisation whose aim is to “support and
sustain the feminist political platform against war, nationalism, racism, militarism, and any form of
discrimination and violence against women” (“Crossing the Line”; Reconstruction Women’s Fund).
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approximately one hour. The scenic design, by Neša Paripović, consists of three low, irregularly shaped

platforms arranged in a triangle in an otherwise black box theatre. When the play begins, each

performer takes her place on one of these “islands.” Although the three actors can see each other and

interact verbally, they remain separated by the empty space between them. As they share—with the

audience and with each other—the real-life stories of women who have seen their family members

murdered, who have suffered horrific sexual violence, and had their homes razed to the ground, the

performers gradually bridge these gaps, stepping out into the central playing space to interact with one

another—dancing and playing together—and to engage more directly with the audience, as in one

scene when Ivana Milenović-Popović hands out fresh red apples to the front row of spectators. The

dramatic thrust of Crossing the Line is thus, fittingly, one of connection and repair. This chapter41

explores how DAH “sell” these trauma stories to audiences, both within former Yugoslavia and abroad,

and how Crossing the Line renegotiates their value through a variety of aesthetic and dramaturgical

strategies.

Just what to call a performance like Crossing the Line requires some unpacking. The

testimonies included in the piece had already appeared in various formats (NGO publications,

conference proceedings, or support group sessions) before they were compiled in Women’s Side of War

(Vušković and Trifunović 2007: 10). It is from this volume that DAH Teatar drew their source material.

In this, Crossing the Line appears to fall somewhere between a documentary play—one based on

written documentation—and a verbatim play, which features the word-for-word accounts of the

subjects whose stories are being performed. Often, these forms are consolidated for the purpose of

critical analysis—Pine, for example, proposes the term “docu-verbatim” to cover both at once (Pine

2020: 44). Amanda Stuart Fisher, meanwhile, further distinguishes a testimonial theatre (Fisher

2020b). While some (Fitzpatrick 2015) have used this term in reference to auto-performance, where

41 Crossing the Line takes its title from a 1994 poem by feminist theorist and anti-war activist Biljana Kašić, who
was based in Zagreb at the time. This poem was written not only as a metaphorical response to the
ethnonationalist divisions that cut across Yugoslavian society during the 1990s, but also as a direct response
to the destruction wrought in the territory between Belgrade and Zagreb, such that the telephone links
between the two cities had been severed. Kašić’s poem was thus an attempt to literally cross these lines, to
reach her friends in Belgrade (Vušković and Trifunović 2007: 379; Bilić 2012: 85).
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the testimonies being staged belong to the performers themselves, Fisher’s label doesn’t describe a

singular methodological approach to performance making (as “documentary” or “verbatim” might).

Instead, it marks how testimonial theatre’s “integrity… and therefore its authority, is rooted in its

promise of an ethical and honest creative process, established upon relationships of care and trust with

the testimonial subjects whose stories it enacts” (Fisher 2020b: 3). In this chapter, I invoke

“testimonial theatre” in this sense, with the important caveat that the works considered under its

umbrella need not actually be based in ethical dealings between producers and their subjects, as long

as they are perceived as such. In the trauma market I’m theorising here, I contend that the promise of

that “ethical and honest creative process,” and the “authority” or authenticity it implies, contribute

indispensably to the perceived value of a testimonial performance (Fisher 2020b: 3).

Although, as discussed above, I attended Crossing the Line myself in 2010, I have also been able

to reference a video of the performance, which is kept in DAH’s archives in Belgrade. The analysis that

follows, then is informed by both of these viewings. Nearly a decade had passed between my seeing the

performance in person and my revisiting it as a recording, but I can remember clearly the initial

attraction I felt to the play’s traumatic subject matter. This chapter takes that attraction as a point of

departure. That there is an appeal—a value—attached to trauma stories when they circulate as

cultural products is central to my argument here. Accordingly, my first order of business is to

interrogate this appeal, and mark the workings of the international trauma market that decides its

value. Though, as the following section will show, the conditions within the trauma market may enable

(or indeed, incentivise) the exploitation or appropriation of survivors’ experiences, this chapter

ventures to suggest that these are not foregone conclusions. The second and third sections that follow

aim to demonstrate, through discussions of Crossing the Line as performed in former Yugoslavia and at

Knox College, that these market conditions may be resisted, manipulated, and mobilised in favour of

ethical market participation—even if the means by which we participate may in fact, be appropriative.
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5.1 Trauma’s market appeal

In the opening lines of Trauma-Tragedy, Patrick Duggan suggests that “there is... pleasure in the

unpleasurable” (Duggan 2012: 1). He is not alone in this observation; Sara Ahmed, echoing arguments

made by Wendy Brown (1995), points to a “fetishisation of the wound,” while Kleinman, Das, and Lock,

speaking to the widespread circulation of trauma narratives in international discourses, note that

collective suffering is “a core component of the global political economy” (Ahmed 2004: 32; Kleinman,

Das, and Lock 1997: xi). They continue frankly: “There is a market for suffering: victimhood is

commodified” (Kleinman, Das, and Lock 1997: xi). This is a complete reversal from the way trauma was

understood for much of the twentieth century, when psychological suffering was regarded as the

manifestation of a weak constitution (Luckhurst 2008: 52; Fassin and Rechtman 2009: 23). It is also a

departure, as Pine observes, from previous cultural market trends that “privileged nostalgia on one

hand and progress on the other” (Pine 2020: 28). In this cultural moment, it would seem, victimhood is

profitable—and not just in the monetary sense. Per Michael Rothberg, trauma has become “a form of

cultural capital that bestows moral privileges” (Rothberg 2009: 87). Victim status carries with it a

prestige, a cultural and social value that derives from both the market demand for trauma stories, as

well as the symbolic importance attached to first-hand experience with atrocity. This section

interrogates this market value. How is it determined? How does it circulate? Why is there such a

constant demand for accounts and representations of traumatic suffering?

My discussion of value and capital here is informed by Pierre Bourdieu. For Bourdieu, capital is

“accumulated labour,” a distinction that usefully extends the concept to non-monetary value forms

(Bourdieu 1986: 241). He identifies three ‘strains’ of capital: economic, which is money, or that which

can be easily converted into money; social, the value derived from our networks and connections, the

reach and visibility of our platforms; and cultural capital, which encompasses “the symbols, ideas,

tastes, and preferences that can be strategically used as resources in social action” (Bourdieu 1986;

“cultural capital”). Cultural capital reflects what is deemed valuable in a given society at a given time,
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and as such, may manifest in multiple non-monetary forms. For example, in the trauma market,

cultural capital is embodied in a survivor’s lived experience and memories—those things that make her

testimony compelling and moving, which cannot be separated from her physical form. There is

objectified cultural capital in the testimony she gives and its reproductions, whether in performances,

memoirs, or films. Finally, there is institutionalised cultural capital in public commemorations, like days

of remembrance, or in legislation enacted as a result of testimony given or suffering undergone—in

short, institutionalised cultural capital has the power to “impose recognition” (Bourdieu 1986: 245,

248). When these forms of capital are “perceived and recognised as legitimate” by the society and

culture in which they are apprehended, they transform into what Bourdieu calls symbolic capital

(Bourdieu 1989, 17; my emphasis). Thus, while trauma stories can indeed spur movements of

money—as in humanitarian aid contexts—the trauma market I’m discussing here traffics primarily in

the symbolic capital attached to traumatic suffering.

To demonstrate how performances that engage traumatic pasts transact within the trauma

market, and how they meet the market demand for trauma stories, let me give an example. Everything

Now (2017) is a dance theatre performance directed and choreographed by John Scott of the Irish

Modern Dance Theatre (IMDT). It features a quartet of male dancers (three classically-trained Irish

professionals and one former asylum seeker from Angola) alongside a chorus of “Refugees and

Migrants,” some of whom are survivors of torture (IMDT 2017a; IMDT 2017b). While we do not hear

these survivors’ stories in the piece, we are aware of their painful histories and present social

precariousness—so while this example does not involve testimony or storytelling in the verbal sense,

we can still usefully consider it under the rubric of testimonial performance. IMDT bills itself as a

“Dublin-based ensemble mixing highly-skilled dancers with African and Middle Eastern refugees and

torture survivors;” Everything Now represented the latest instalment in a series of award-winning

dance projects featuring these populations (Dance Ireland 2018: 11). The 2017 Dublin Fringe Festival

premiere, which I attended, was met with positive reviews, earning five stars from The Irish Times

(Crawley, Heaney, and Mac Réamoinn 2017).
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It is important to note here the material significance of Scott’s work with the asylum-seeking

community in Ireland: participants in his performances and workshops have testified to the

therapeutic effects of their participation in these dances, and Scott frequently testifies at immigration

hearings on behalf of these dancers (Wallace 2009; Seaver 2016). Although I am about to offer a

critique of Everything Now and the way it operates within the trauma market, I want to make clear that

the issues I take with the performance stem in large part from the way it resonates with and is received

by Western audiences, not necessarily from IMDT’s process or aims. For instance, I bought a ticket to

Everything Now for much the same reason I was drawn in by Crossing the Line in 2010; not because I

was necessarily interested in making a tangible difference in the lives of asylum seekers (who might

have been better served by my donating the cost of my ticket instead), but because something

intrigued me about the prospect of tortured bodies dancing. What was it? How does the condition of

having survived torture become a cultural commodity I wanted to consume? If, in Marx’s definition, a

commodity “through its qualities, satisfies human needs of whatever kind,” what kind of need does a

torture survivor’s presence on stage satisfy (Marx 1990 [1867]: 125)?

One possibility is that trauma stories offer an encounter with the “real.” Duggan argues that

proximity to traumatic experience, whether by listening to a testimony or by watching the survivor’s

body perform live, can fulfil a “desire to evoke a sense of being there in an attempt to generate an effect

of ‘real’ presence, or presence in ‘reality’” (Duggan 2012: 43). He appears to be suggesting that trauma

can cut through the “spectacle” of an increasingly mediatised, globalised culture of consumption. While

some, like Susan Sontag, have forcefully argued that “to speak of reality becoming a spectacle…

suggests, perversely, unseriously, that there is no real suffering in the world,” Duggan’s line of thinking

appears to be the opposite: in today’s cultural moment, suffering is, perhaps, the “realest” thing there is

(Sontag 2003: 96-97). The survivor’s body in performance thus offers spectators the opportunity to

encounter traces of the “real” vicariously—an affective encounter, rather than a physical one. Alyson

Miller posits similarly that trauma’s seductive appeal is precisely this promise “to offer an emotional

‘real,’” that, in turn, “constructs a ready marketplace” for such stories (Miller 2014: 231, my emphasis).
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In short, we want to be made to feel something. If we were to index the value of a theatregoing

experience to the performance’s capacity to “move” us, then the traumatic “real” becomes a cipher for

these affective sensations—such that the mere presence of torture survivors on stage promises a

substantial emotional experience for the spectator. Correspondingly, this promise also imputes to

performances like Everything Now a kind of artistic prestige—symbolic capital—borne of the trauma

endured by its performers.

We can drill down further. If the performance’s value in the trauma market is based, initially, on

the embodied cultural capital of the survivor, how can that value “transfer” to other owners?” Or, as

Bourdieu puts it, “How can this capital, so closely linked to the person, be bought without buying the

person…? How can this capital be concentrated… without concentrating the possessors of the capital,

which can have all sorts of unwanted consequences” (Bourdieu 1986: 245)? The survivors may provide

the “seed funding” for this cultural enterprise, but it is John Scott and IMDT who compound this capital,

morphing it from an embodied to an objectified form: the performance Everything Now. This capital is

then institutionalised, via five-star reviews, which pay further social and cultural dividends to

IMDT—heightening the company’s profile for having produced an “important” piece of performance

work. I buy a ticket to the performance, exchanging my economic capital for the cultural and symbolic

capital attached to proximity to traumatic suffering—I pay money, and then ostensibly reap the

non-monetary profit of an affective encounter with vestiges of the “real.” I, the spectator, accrue a bit of

social capital in this exchange too: for even though I (thankfully) don’t become tortured by watching

these survivors perform, I do benefit from my (brief) proximity to them. Like seeing a famous rock star

live in concert, there is both social and cultural capital in being able to tell other people, “I was there; I

saw the ‘real’ thing.”

If these transactional exchanges are starting to sound exploitative or ethically dubious, this is

because they can quite easily slip into that mode, as I’ll describe below. But the allure of trauma

narratives need not always reside in what we, consumers, spectators, can glean from them. For some,

the opportunity to bear witness to trauma as an expression of solidarity with the abused can be an
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attractive prospect. In a 2011 working paper, Jonah Berger, Benjamin Ho, and Yogesh Joshi lay out what

they call a “framework of identity signaling,” a behaviour through which people may broadcast to

others via their consumer choices certain traits and values that comprise the social identity they wish

to embody (Berger, Ho, and Joshi 2011: 3). For certain individuals, that social identity might be one

that is oriented toward performing a public service like witnessing trauma—taking seriously the

familiar promise to “never forget.” Lizabeth Cohen theorises these individuals as “citizen consumers,”

who, through their consumption, “take on the political responsibility” of considering and potentially

furthering the good of the public (Cohen 2001: 204). This might mean, in the case of “trauma”

performances like Everything Now, that buying a ticket to such a production is a consumer choice that

can be motivated by our desire to be, or to be perceived as, “good citizens.”

This needn’t just be for show: the desire to bear witness can be rooted in deeply-felt

compassion—a genuine desire to deepen one’s commitment to others by engaging affectively with

their pain. These affective encounters have a social value; per Sara Ahmed, “emotions do things…

[They] align individuals with communities… through the very intensity of their attachments” (Ahmed

2004: 119). Thus, what audiences might feel (or anticipate feeling) upon viewing a representation of

trauma in performance has a psycho-social use, and a value that compounds as these feelings are

shared across (and so come to define) collectives. This is similar to Chapter 4’s argument:

performances can contribute to the creation of affective solidarities mobilised toward the realisation of

a more just, more caring world. Indeed, if we consider witnessing as a form of labour, there exists the

possibility, however remote, that the accumulation of such labour can result in cultural and social

capital that accrues to the traumatised subjects themselves (Pine 2020: 8-9). The nuance here is that

when a performance implicates audience members in this way—as witnesses—it also tacitly promises

a moral and social reward in exchange for spectatorship. Furthermore, the equation of witnessing with

ethical behaviour depends, of course, on the much-contested idea that testimony and witnessing are

the two necessary ingredients in trauma relief—that bearing witness to a trauma story is a way of

mitigating the horror it describes. At issue here is not whether or how any witnessing occurs during a
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trauma performance, but rather the way witnessing is framed as a beneficial, desirable, or necessary

product of spectatorship in this context.

According to IMDT, Everything Now “fuses the physically brilliant with the awkward, combining

the formality and rigour of highly disciplined dance with elements of a 1960s happening” (IMDT

2017b). By involving dancers of multiple races, national origins, and levels of physical ability, the piece

perhaps attempts to “democratize dance,” in the style of the Judson Dance Theatre, and in so doing, to

engender a “utopian” social space in the theatre (Phelan 1999b: 13). This message of radical

acceptance has political purchase in Ireland, where asylum seekers are “accommodated,” often for

years, in Direct Provision centres—large group living facilities whose dismal conditions have been

criticised by organisations like Amnesty International as “an ongoing human rights scandal”

(Nedeljkovic 2020). Given Ireland’s long history of both institutional abuse and mass emigration, the

(mis)treatment of those seeking asylum within the state is a matter of particular public scrutiny.

Everything Now thus ventures to comment on these politics of migration and hospitality. As a spectator

at the 2017 premiere, however, I found that, far from “democratising” anything, the performance

instead ultimately succeeded in reiterating existing geopolitical structures of power.

For me, the stark difference in technical ability between the professional dancers and the rest

of the ensemble, rather than “[fusing] the physically brilliant and the awkward,” instead made plain the

divide between them (IMDT 2017b). Deepening this divide was my awareness that some of these

performers had survived torture, as though this knowledge was supposed to assign heightened

emotional significance to movements that might otherwise be read as pedestrian or amateurish. As I

have mentioned, Scott is no stranger to creating dances with untrained bodies—which he describes as

possessing “different virtuosities”—having involved refugees and survivors of torture in his

performances since 2003 (Seaver 2016). The piece’s second half was largely composed of technically

intense choreography performed by the three professional dancers, while the rest of the ensemble sat

out (literally) on the side of the stage. In sections where the three professionals and the Angolan man

performed as a quartet, the differences in their “virtuosities” were even more apparent. This advanced
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choreography produced the uncomfortable implication that here was the piece’s real emotional core,

articulated in a performance language beyond the physical abilities of the “migrant chorus.” It was as if

the symbolic capital of their involvement in the performance was offered up as an advance

endorsement of the artistic and ethical merit of this latter choreography, in which they did not

participate.

So to whom, ultimately, does the symbolic capital attached to a tortured body in performance

accrue? To the survivors themselves? Certainly not; it takes only a cursory assessment of the social

precarity of refugees to conclude as much. Is it to John Scott and the IMDT? Not for nothing, Scott’s

embeddedness in the asylum seeker community in Ireland is deep. As I have noted, he frequently

testifies at immigration hearings for the individuals in his performances and workshops, mobilising the

social capital he possesses as an Irish citizen and artist (Seaver 2016). These relationships are genuine:

several of the migrant dancers in Everything Now have been performing with Scott for years. When it

came to the publicity rounds for this performance, however, Scott was the one giving the interviews.

His was the face and the voice of the production. Granted, some of the refugees and survivors in Scott’s

programmes prefer to remain anonymous, owing to safety concerns for their families back home, so to

some degree, this media strategy is guided by the participants’ wishes (Wallace 2009). Still, there is

certainly cultural and symbolic capital at stake in this kind of artistic advocacy for the vulnerable,

which is perhaps why Scott’s bio in the playbill for a 2018 Everything Now performance in Düsseldorf,

Germany sums up his career as follows: “Scott… fights deportations and makes dances” (Dance Ireland

2018: 11). Or, in Jasbir Puar’s framing, cultural capital is perhaps likeliest to accrue “to those who

represent the ‘Others,’ rather than to those who are represented” (Puar 2010). Which is to say that, just

as Phelan (1993) points out how representation favours the seer over the given-to-be-seen, in the

trauma market, bearing witness might be worth more, culturally, socially, and symbolically, than being

witnessed.

Am I, as the spectator performing witnessing, the ultimate winner here, in terms of capital

gains? When I perform compassionate spectatorship at a performance like Everything Now, do I risk
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“appropriating [the survivor’s] story to enrich [my] own” (Pine 2020: 29)? Watching and being moved

by this performance may prompt me to denounce the systemic dysfunction of the Direct Provision

system in Ireland, and decry the abuses it perpetuates, whenever these subjects come up in

conversation. Crucially, my witnessing requires from me no more than this—the “accumulated labour”

of my witnessing pays out to me alone. Genuine feelings of compassion may draw us to trauma

performances, but, as Lauren Berlant rightly cautions, compassion implies an unequal social relation

between spectators and sufferers that places an “emphasis on the spectator’s experience of feeling

compassion” rather than any material benefit these feelings might confer on the sufferer (Berlant

2004: 1). Thus, even well-intentioned participation in the trauma market is vexed. When compassion is

reconfigured as a driver of consumer behaviour, and when the “double hit of emotion plus politics” we

feel after seeing trauma stories performed is both affect as well as incentive, can we ever really

disentangle our “good” intentions from our self-serving ones (Pine 2020: 16)? We may be acting on

what feels like an ethical or humanitarian impulse, but when we seek affective experiences in accounts

of the suffering of others, we exercise what Edmondson calls our “geopolitical privilege [as] western

desiring subjects” (Edmondson 2018: 3). Exploitation of the other—the survivor whose story is being

performed—thus becomes a real concern when we decide to “invest in narratives and performances

that access the breadth of another person’s experiences,” especially where those experiences are

extraordinarily painful (Pine 2020: 22).

In sum, traumatic experience and the condition of victimhood are highly valued, socially,

culturally, and symbolically. This value might derive from the way trauma stories seem to offer access

to ‘real’ experiences, which can also produce powerful affective responses—valuable in themselves for

the sociopolitical effects they might generate. Consuming trauma stories might satisfy a need to

perform (and be seen to perform) witnessing. In this way, while social, cultural, and symbolic capital

inhere in the condition of victimhood, they are not exclusive products of having suffered. This capital

may accrue vicariously for both consumers partaking of trauma stories and producers engaging in the

presentation, remediation, and circulation of those narratives. Appropriation of unthinkable lived
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experience thus becomes a real concern. Given these dynamics, is ethical participation in the trauma

market possible? Reading the international circulation of trauma stories as market transactions, is it

necessarily the case that every exchange is a zero sum game? That audiences and producers may only

benefit at the expense of survivors? Are there situations in which the consumption and appropriation

of trauma narratives can be productive, rather than reductive? Pine writes that one purpose of

testimonial performance is to “combat the dispossession of the abused” (Pine 2020: 63). How can we

fulfil this purpose when the machinations of the trauma market appear to only encourage the further

dispossessing? The remainder of this chapter will put these questions to DAH Teatar’s Crossing the

Line, as performed in multiple countries and contexts.

5.2 Marketing ‘truth:’ testimonial performance and the authenticity brand

The way testimonial performances are so often discussed in terms of the “real” experiences

they offer reflects what we might think of as an authenticity brand. And in the trauma market, the

closer a cultural production can bring us to the “real” thing, the greater its value. This perhaps is why

testimonial performance distinguishes itself as a genre—the “authenticity” and apparent

non-mediatedness of the material sets it apart from other theatre work that deals with difficult

histories. As Pine and others like Daniel Schulze and Caroline Wake have observed, producers of

testimonial theatre can employ a number of strategies to brand their work as authentic, and to mask

the process of mediation they undertake to make it, such as the use of direct address and bare-bones

stage aesthetics, the visible involvement of the real testimonial subjects, as in Everything Now, or

publicity and marketing materials that highlight the im-mediacy of the performed accounts (Pine

2020: 45; Schulze 2017: 201; Wake 2010: 127-128; see also Martin 2006). Even DAH Teatar participate

in this kind of branding exercise. Apart from foregrounding their own “authenticity” as an alternative

theatre group that rose to international prominence by creating anti-war performances from within a

crumbling Yugoslavia, DAH also lean into framing Crossing the Line as a non-mediated testimonial
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performance. The promotional copy that appears on their website advertises the piece as presenting

women’s testimonies “without comment or further usage and abuse” (“Crossing the Line”). Articles and

reviews in third party publications also emphasise the “authentic” provenance of the testimonies that

make up the play’s text (Peščanik 2012; I.M. 2010; International Festival of Alternative and New

Theatre 2009; SEEcult.org 2009). As we have seen, the trauma market traffics primarily in

non-monetary forms of capital—I’d venture to suggest that rare is the artist who produces testimonial

theatre to get rich. So what does DAH’s branding of Crossing the Line as an “authentic” product in the

trauma marketplace achieve? If Everything Now uses actual bodies to “purchase” cultural and symbolic

capital for itself, does Crossing the Line make similar use of survivor testimony?

Because no matter how fervently testimonial performances may claim “authenticity” or

im-mediacy, these works are actually highly editorialised remediations of their source material, which

are never free from the biases of their creators. As Carol Martin explains, testimonial theatre

“strategically deploys the appearance of truth while inventing its own particular truth through

elaborate aesthetic devices” (Martin 2006: 10). Which is to say, even if the material staged in a

testimonial performance adheres absolutely to the record, various strategies of mediation are always at

work; the performance itself still enacts a point of view. In their determination of what is staged under

the sign of “authenticity” and how, testimonial performances necessarily make a truth claim about the

painful pasts they (re)present, and thereby direct the allocation of symbolic capital in line with this

perspective. When Žene u Crnom commissioned DAH Teatar to create a performance from Women’s

Side of War, they did so on the condition that not one word be changed (Simić and Milošević 2014:

105). DAH were, however, permitted to select and excerpt those testimonies they felt would best suit

their purposes (Women’s Side of War ultimately featured over one hundred testimonies, so to some

degree, this editorial process was driven by practical constraints). They then blended these accounts

with original material to compose Crossing the Line. The play’s authenticity branding, particularly the

claim that the testimonies in the piece appear “without comment or further usage and abuse,” obscures

DAH’s own role in authoring what is presented as “authentic.” Though arguably the play’s treatment of
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the testimonies does not constitute abuse, the mere fact of their staging certainly qualifies as comment

and further usage (“Crossing the Line”).

Notably, Women’s Side of War includes testimonies from Bosniak, Serb, Croat, and

Kosovar-Albanian women, all alongside one another. The events described span the entire decade of

the 1990s, and the testimonies come from all corners of the former Yugoslavia. Žene u Crnom spent a

year working closely with women’s NGOs and other humanitarian organisations to source these

accounts for the volume. Editor Lina Vušković writes that the book’s aim was to challenge the

competing narratives of victimhood centred around ethnicity that emerged in the region during the

months and years following the wars. Instead, Žene u Crnom hoped to resist these divisions by

re-framing “women” as a collective category of solidarity and strength (Vušković and Trifunović 2007:

9). Crossing the Line furthers this project, dramaturgically constructing a category of victimhood

centred on gender rather than ethnicity or religion. As Dijana Milošević herself explains, “It did not

matter who the victim was or where it [sic] came from, because the victim is a victim, and the biggest

victims in all wars are women” (Simić and Milošević 2014: 103). Thus, under the guise of the

authenticity brand, DAH Teatar performatively constructs a de-ethnicised collective of female

survivors, toward whom they (re)allocate the cultural and symbolic capital attached to the use of

testimony in performance.

Again, according to Bourdieu, cultural capital consists of ideas, signs, and perceptions that may

be used as resources in social action (“cultural capital”). In the trauma market, cultural capital accrues

according to the operations of collective memory. Who is believed? Which version of the past is

institutionalised and publicly remembered? How are past events framed in the collective imaginary?

More than representing history, Martin reminds us, plays like Crossing the Line have “the capacity to

stage historiography” (Martin 2006: 9). In their selection of how women’s wartime experiences in

former Yugoslavia are “remembered, written, archived, staged, and performed,” DAH Teatar can

harness both their own cultural capital, as well as the symbolic capital of the testimonies they use, to

ultimately help “determine the history [those events] become (Martin 2006: 9). The social action that
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DAH effect with these “resources” is, thus, the putting forward of a truth claim that deliberately

disrupts and intervenes in predominant narratives of victimhood in the postwar ex-Yugoslav states. In

Bosnia and Herzegovina, for example, wartime rape is remembered and discussed as an ethnic crime

rather than a gendered one. It is easy to understand why: although forces on all sides committed rape

during the conflicts, the overwhelming majority of these crimes were perpetrated by Serb men against

Bosniak women (Doja 2019: 546). Olivera Simić notes that attempts by researchers to involve Serb

women survivors alongside Bosniak women in their studies have been met with outrage by Bosnian

feminist groups. These views are not exclusive to those of Bosniak ethnicity. Simić describes meeting

similar resistance from Serb women themselves, who felt that any attempt to draw a parity between

the two experiences would constitute a minimisation of Bosniak women’s suffering, and a tacit

sanctioning of Serb war crimes (Simić 2016: 97, 98, 107). In this context, it would seem that while

cultural capital inheres in the condition of Bosniak victimhood, Serb victimhood is devalued by virtue

of its association with the perpetrators of atrocity, and by the way it has been appropriated to further

nationalist political aims. DAH’s truth claim in Crossing the Line thus effects a (re)allocation of cultural

and symbolic capital in favour of the sentiment that all women’s wartime experiences are valuable;

they are performatively enacting a memory culture in which this is true.

DAH’s dramaturgical choices in this regard raise two key issues. On the one hand, viewing

women as a collective category of solidarity, in opposition to the violence of men, risks essentialising

and over-simplifying the extremely complex circumstances under which the Yugoslav Wars were

waged. It also risks obfuscating the ways Serb women are specifically implicated in the violence

committed “in their name” (Vušković and Trifunović 2007: 11). On the other hand, it ignores the

intersectional nature of Muslim women’s pain—many of whom might feel keenly that the gendered

violence they endured is inextricably bound up in their ethnicity (Helms 2013: 126-129). Although, I

would argue, Crossing the Line attends carefully to this first tension, and does not look to “perform” a

version of history that absolves Serbs of their complicity in the violence, the second issue is not as

clearly addressed in the piece. When it enacts a certain version of the past, underwritten by
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authenticity branding and survivor testimony, Crossing the Line also consolidates symbolic capital

behind that version of the past—again, we need to ask, to whom, ultimately, does that capital accrue?

As we have seen in the previous chapter, collective memory in former Yugoslavia is a highly

contested territory. In James Thompson’s words, the ex-Yugoslav context is one “in which there is a

violent competition for truth,” and so events and accounts of them “will always be made to perform:” to

enact and support one partisan version of history or another, as a means of gathering political power

or consolidating cultural capital (Thompson 2014: 99). Women’s personal histories are no exception;

Albert Doja notes that “the special explosion of extensive media coverage” around wartime sexual

violence in ex-Yugoslavia made it easy for politicians to hijack women’s stories “to amplify nationalist

fervor rather than to help the traumatized women” (Doja 2019: 547). Therefore, when Crossing the

Line claims to present these stories “without further usage and abuse,” the unspoken correlative is that

they have elsewhere been employed towards purposes other than the survivors’ own, and that they

have been abused (“Crossing the Line”). Here, then, this claim is serving a different purpose, politically,

than merely branding Crossing the Line as an authentic expression of trauma for sale on the trauma

market. It functions both as an expression of solidarity with the women of ex-Yugoslavia and as a

statement of opposition to the exploitation of their traumatic histories. In proclaiming this opposition,

DAH mark (and market) Crossing the Line as a corrective to these “further uses,” even though the play’s

development process, performance dramaturgy, and publicity strategies are all arguably equally

interventionist and just as politically motivated (“Crossing the Line”).

The difference is that, while Crossing the Line does make truth claims underwritten by the

symbolic capital of testimony, and it does engage authenticity branding, I would argue it does not seek

to increase its own “market value” as a trauma performance via these methods. Rather, DAH Teatar

place dramaturgical barriers in the piece, barriers that word to redirect whatever capital gains Crossing

the Line may generate to the survivors whose testimonies are staged, and, by proxy, to all the women of

former Yugoslavia. This redirection can almost be read as a reverse of the one effected through

Everything Now. When Everything Now presented survivors’ bodies without any accompanying
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testimony, a kind of symbolic vacuum was produced, into which I, as the spectator, could insert my own

narratives and preconceptions about these survivors and their lives. Crossing the Line, on the other

hand, mobilised the testimonies it performs to invite spectators to remember differently.

But how is this accomplished without appropriating those testimonies, manipulating them in

service of DAH’s own agenda as enacted by their performance? As Stephen Bottoms warns, “without a

self-conscious emphasis on the vicissitudes of textuality and discourse, [testimonial performances] can

too easily become disingenuous exercises in the presentation of ‘truth,’ failing (or refusing?) to

acknowledge their own highly selective manipulation of opinion and rhetoric” (Bottoms 2006: 57-58).

DAH Teatar may use authenticity branding to entice an audience—to stake a claim in the international

trauma marketplace, but what is presented in Crossing the Line self-consciously highlights its own

mediated-ness, and makes apparent DAH’s authorial role in the piece. It is important to note that

wherever the performance is advertised as “authentic,” Women’s Side of War is also almost invariably

mentioned by name (Peščanik 2012; I.M. 2010; International Festival of Alternative and New Theatre

2009; SEEcult.org 2009). DAH Teatar do not pretend to have collected these testimonies

themselves—for them, Žene u Crnom’s involvement in the project is essential, and not to be obscured.

By broadcasting their own relative distance from the testimonies they use, DAH appear to defer the

capital gains of their performance in a way Everything Now does not.

Firstly, Crossing the Line specifically foregrounds the textuality of its source material. Unlike

testimonial performances that “try to make actors sound and appear as true a representation of the

actual person as possible,” DAH’s performance makes obvious that the testimonies it stages are coming

to the audience second- or even third-hand (Schulze 2017: 204). Remember, these texts are delivered

as recordings (in the performers’ voices, not the actual victims’), or else they are read aloud from

letters. In both cases, the text may be projected onto the back wall as the words are

spoken—sometimes real handwriting is shown (see Figure 5.1). Where the testifying women’s names

have been provided, the DAH performers will speak these names before reading out their accounts,

thereby deliberately affirming that the experience described belongs to a real woman somewhere, who
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is not present. Secondly, while Crossing the Line does employ a direct address style, the actors do not

embody the women whose words they are reciting in any naturalistic way, opting instead for a

Brechtian distancing effect, transmitted through a flattened vocal affect and a discontinuity of

character: the performer never disappears into the role. This further mediation of the testimonies also

positions them as hearsay, which is not so much to doubt their validity as it is to acknowledge these

accounts as tools with which truth—and symbolic capital—can be produced. Reinforcing this reading

are the videos that are shown periodically, which depict the same stage action the actors are currently

performing live—we see a video of Maja Mitić running her hands through her hair, while the real Mitić

performs this action on stage (see Figure 5.2). The video and the live action of course do not match up

exactly, underscoring again that what the spectator sees is an approximation, a (re)construction of the

past that isn’t factual so much as it is performative.

Thirdly, the testimonies are interspersed with original material that again makes visible DAH’s

authorial process. These sections are mostly devoid of dialogue—when present, this language is sparse

and symbolic rather than expressive of story or character. Marked by the absence of spoken or

recorded testimony, these sections are clearly interpretive, an acknowledgement of DAH’s own

editorial position. Indeed, it is in these scenes that DAH are able to give themselves a voice in the

piece—as Serb women living and creating in Belgrade during the 1990s, the DAH artists have their

own memories to “work through,” their own feelings of guilt and responsibility with which to make

peace (Harati 2009). This approach also hedges against the appropriation of others’ trauma stories; it42

positions Crossing the Line as a conversation marked by humility and equal exchange, in which DAH

place themselves alongside the testifying women, rather than claiming to speak for them.

42 The artists of DAH do not self-identify as Serbs. I have chosen to describe them as such here specifically
because, for this argument, this point is material to the play’s reception in places like Bosnia and Kosovo,
where there are ethnic implications to a performance by Serb artists in these countries, regardless of the
performance’s subject matter.
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Figure 5.1: Crossing the Line: Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić reads a testimony (DAH Teatar 2009b).

Figure 5.2: Crossing the Line: Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić and Maja Mitić. Photo by DAH Teatar.
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One example is a scene called “Dictionary” in the script (DAH Teatar 2009a). The three actors

take turns repeating the same words across the space to one another in Serbian, Croatian, and Bosnian.

The languages are so similar that often the only discernable difference is owed to small changes in

inflection (such as dete, dite, and dijete for “child”). Other times, the performers emphasise the

differences with pantomimic gestures: fingers forming devil horns for đavo (devil), a sinewy, snakelike

movement for šejtan (satan), snarling and clawing for vrag (devil or hell). It is a playful scene, but the

tenor shifts when they recite their last word, pronounced identically in all three languages: rat (war)

(DAH Teatar 2010). While the playful nature of the scene celebrates regional and ethnic

differences—in a way that might be read as “Yugonostalgic” (Lindstrom 2005)—each performer’s

ominous delivery of the line rat situates the war as an external threat to the group, rather than

something borne out of the very differences the performers are now exploring. Placing war at a remove

like this perhaps provides DAH with the critical distance required in order to put the perspectives of

Serb women in conversation with Bosniak suffering—not in a way that defers responsibility on the

part of Serb women for crimes committed in their name, but in one that assigns symbolic capital to

both points of view.

So how does this piece actually perform in the trauma market in former Yugoslavia? It’s one

thing to engage authenticity branding with a view toward international circulation; it’s quite another to

make these claims locally. Whatever cultural capital DAH might carry due to their own proximity to the

violence of Yugoslav Wars amounts to very little when they, a Belgrade-based group performing a

production about wartime violence, tour that performance to regions that were most severely affected

by that violence. Bosnian and Kosovar-Albanian audiences, for instance, know that their relationship to

the material in Crossing the Line is even more “authentic” than DAH’s—in these contexts, a Serbian

group performing a play about women’s traumatic wartime experiences (especially when the play

includes accounts from Serb women) seems bound to raise eyebrows, if not ire. Still, in late 2009, DAH

toured Crossing the Line in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where many spectators were moved to tears, and
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performances were met with standing ovations. In Bihać, a city that was besieged by the Bosnian Serb

army for the entirety of the Bosnian War, audience members expressed to the DAH company “how

important it was for them to publicly hear their stories, and in that way be acknowledged for their

suffering” (Simić and Milošević 2014: 107). For these majority-Bosniak audiences, it was empowering

for them to feel seen and heard, and to feel their experience of events presented as “record,” with all

the attendant cultural capital this implies.

The play’s reception in Kosovo was a different story. Kosovar-Albanian feminist groups and

theatre artists were angered by Crossing the Line, says Dijana Milošević, because they felt their own

stories were under-represented in the performance (perhaps not without reason—the Albanian

language is absent from the “Dictionary” scene) (Simić and Milošević 2014: 108). DAH were not invited

to present this performance in Kosovo until May, 2013, when it was included in the first-ever FemArt

International Festival for Women Artists and Activists organised by director Zana Hoxha Krasniqi of

the Priština-based theatre group, Artpolis. Not content to allow DAH’s framing of events to go

uncontested, Artpolis developed their own adaptation of Women’s Side of War to be performed

alongside Crossing the Line (Simić and Milošević 2014: 108). In this sense, the boldness of Crossing43

the Line’s truth claim that “the biggest victims in all wars are women,” endorsed by the symbolic capital

attached to the testimonies used in the performance, was sufficiently provocative to generate

meaningful engagement between DAH Teatar and the Kosovar-Albanian artists (Simić and Milošević

2014: 103). The 2013 FemArt festival was thus an exercise in staging competing and divergent

histories together without necessarily invalidating either perspective, in sharp contrast to the way

mainstream narratives of ethnicised victimhood are invariably employed (Simić 2014: 56). On a

personal level, for both Dijana and Hoxha Krasniqi, this collaboration carried “enormous importance

and meaning,” but it also bears mentioning that their partnership is a capital-generating mechanism in

and of itself, culturally, symbolically, and (potentially) economically speaking (Simić and Milošević

2014: 108). The artistic dialogue between DAH and Artpolis represents the coming together of two

43 Artpolis’s answer to Crossing the Line was called In the Valley of Her Suffering (Simić 2014: 61).
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formerly warring parties—something both James Thompson and Elissa Helms have argued is

idealised, and even insisted upon, by the international community (Thompson 2013: 154; Helms 2013:

129). This fixation makes itself plain in the form of accolades and press coverage, but also, critically, in

the disbursement of funds.

But does the fact that this result—the coming together of artists from two opposing sides of a

conflict—happens to perform well in an international market of trauma necessarily compromise the

personal meaning it carried for the artists involved? Is the partnership less meaningful because it may

have generated profits (cultural, social, symbolic, or economic) for participants, somewhere along the

line? Not necessarily. To make such an assessment also requires believing that DAH Teatar created

Crossing the Line with an exclusive view toward what could be gained by it, which is markedly not the

case. As I will explore in the following section, there is also value to be found in the exercise of doing

and feeling: the deeply felt connection between the two directors, much like the strong affective

responses from Bosnian audiences, is as important as any effects that might follow later on. Just

because these outcomes “fit the bill” for what constitutes a valuable experience in the trauma

marketplace does not necessarily mean that their pursuit is somehow unethical by default.

I have argued here that Crossing the Line claims authenticity as a testimonial performance,

while simultaneously deferring the symbolic capital gains such work normally produces, redirecting

these “profits” toward a refashioning of the past that evokes solidarity rather than division. To return

to Amanda Stuart Fisher’s definition of testimonial theatre, quoted at the top of this chapter, the

“authority” of a performance in this mode isn’t rooted in its source material so much as “in its promise

of an ethical and honest creative process, established upon relationships of care and trust with the

testimonial subjects whose stories it enacts” (Fisher 2020b: 3). In a way, we might say DAH’s

manipulation of the authenticity brand—the bait and switch of promising the “authentic” while

privileging mediation at all times during the performance—in order to direct the accrual of symbolic

capital toward victims is a demonstration of just such an “ethical and honest creative process” (Fisher

2020b: 3). It is a process that takes seriously its stewardship of the testimonies with which it has been
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entrusted. Jill Bennett writes that today’s trauma culture, and the politics it gives rise to, requires of

testimonial performance “not faithful translation of testimony; rather, [trauma culture] calls upon art

to exploit its own unique capacities to contribute actively to this politics” (Bennett 2005: 3). By

throwing symbolic capital behind a performed version of the past whose “first allegiance may not be to

the empirically true,” DAH Teatar renegotiate the value of women’s lived experiences, as well as their

survivorship (Phelan 1999a: 119). If ethical participation in an international market built on the

commodification of traumatic suffering is possible, it might look something like this.

5.3 Affective dividends and labours of love

In the English-speaking world, where understandings of the ethnic complexities of the

Yugoslav Wars are considerably less nuanced, some of the symbolic capital of victimhood might attach

itself to DAH Teatar, as a function of their relative proximity to atrocity. Western audiences might

arguably perceive these artists from Serbia as heralds, testifying from “beyond the veil” in a former war

zone—a perception that sets DAH’s work apart in a highly saturated trauma market. Adding to this

appeal is the way the Balkans themselves project a certain exoticism. DAH’s work is thus endowed with

a dual novelty: it is “real,” and emotionally impactful, owing to its “authentic” relationship to large scale

trauma, and it is alluring, and perhaps a little dangerous, by virtue of its association with the spectre of

communism (at least in the American imagination). Accordingly, much of the press attention the

company receives in the English-speaking world tends to focus on the company’s wartime origins and

their continued justice work, and DAH, intentionally or otherwise, capitalise on these associations.

As I mentioned at the top of this chapter, I saw Crossing the Line during DAH’s 2010 residency

at Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois when I was an undergraduate student there. I was drawn in by

this “trauma marketing.” Even though I was already surrounded by impassioned discussions on sexual

assault, due to a series of attacks recently perpetrated against female students on campus, the

fluctuating dynamics of the trauma market always necessarily “inflect the value of one trauma over
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another” (Tomsky 2011: 58). The foreignness of what I perceived to be “Yugoslav trauma” caught my

interest in a way initiatives aimed at addressing the assaults at Knox did not—a valuation based

straightforwardly in the logic of supply and demand. But my experience with DAH’s residency and their

performance of Crossing the Line was decidedly not straightforward. What happened when DAH came

to Knox College might well be viewed as a market disruption. This section, accordingly, attends to this

disruption. Having established the trauma market framework, I argue here that through its

demonstration of interpersonal investment, mutual regard, and affective aesthetic strategies, DAH

Teatar’s Knox College residency dismantles that framework.

That the residency happened at all was owed to DAH’s long-standing relationship with Dennis

Barnett of Coe College in Iowa, not far from Knox. Barnett first encountered DAH in Belgrade in 2001,

while conducting fieldwork for his own doctoral research on Serbian playwrights. Finding himself with

time to spare one evening, he attended a performance of Cirque Macabre on the recommendation of a

colleague. Of this performance, he says, “[I] was blown away. I waited for the performers after it was

over—and had beers with them and was invited to see their new facilities the next day. That was the

beginning.” To pull off the 2010 U.S. tour, Barnett lobbied hard to secure the necessary funds from a

combination of panels and institutes. DAH’s trauma market potential played a role in these appeals.

Says Barnett, “I had to dig up as much interest as I could,” by emphasising the unique pedagogical

opportunities offered by a company like DAH. The bulk of the funding Barnett secured came from a

grant aimed toward fostering collaboration between departments within the Associated Colleges of the

Midwest—a federation of small liberal arts colleges, of which Knox and Coe are both members. DAH

performed at the conference resulting from this grant, in addition to their residencies at individual

institutions, and shared their pedagogical strategies alongside drama faculty from participant schools.

Between Barnett, Dijana Milošević, and the rest of the DAH company, relationships were leveraged to

organise further stops at Brown and Georgetown Universities, La Mama Theatre (New York), Chopin

Theatre (Chicago), and 7 Stages (Atlanta) (Barnett, personal email communication, 22 January, 2021).
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As I argue in Chapter 2, DAH’s long-term investments in these relationships have paid

dividends for the company in the form of access to international audiences and scholarly interest.

These investments were certainly factors in bringing about the 2010 tour, but to read them as a

straightforward transactions of social capital does not capture the full picture. What gets missed is the

degree to which this was not a commercial enterprise, but rather a labour of love. Barnett’s investment

of his time and energy, his effort to capture the interest of his colleagues, was a result of his fervent

belief in the importance of DAH’s work. For DAH’s part, nurturing their relationship with Barnett over

the course of almost a decade was not a means to an end, but rather a manifestation of the way they

operate—their generous and relational praxis. These relations were repeated throughout the tour, with

faculty members of destination colleges offering DAH artists accommodation in their homes. In this,

DAH’s tour wasn’t a financial transaction so much as a Barba-style “Barter” performance, in which a

meeting between two communities is “realized through the exchange of performances—that is,

cultural products—but these products are not as important as the process of exchange itself” (Watson

2000: 334). Even if DAH’s tour was enabled by the trauma market—by DAH’s market value as a group

from former Yugoslavia making testimonial performance about war—the idea of “capital gains” is

irrelevant here. Not only would it be impossible to measure outcomes for the parties involved, but also

the action of exchange is what is crucial, and what drives DAH’s international practice and relationship

building. These relationships would not be possible without the powerful affective sensations and

lasting impressions DAH’s performances produce. For Barnett, it was Cirque Macabre; for me, it was

Crossing the Line.

The environment at Knox College that greeted DAH Teatar, as I have mentioned, was already

emotionally explosive. The attacks on campus, and the administration’s subsequent inaction, generated

a fierce debate among the student body, where voices in support of the victims were in the minority. A

series of anonymous campaigns were carried out, in which the college’s student union building was

papered over with posters listing statistics on campus sexual assault across the United States, and the

college president’s campus mailbox was flooded with lists of “demands” to be met in order to help
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restructure the school’s culture. The furore over these initiatives was so pronounced and the backlash

so vicious that a measure was brought before the student senate to ban anonymous postering

altogether (the measure failed). As an audience, we were, perhaps, already primed to respond

affectively to a performance like Crossing the Line. As Bennett writes, “affect, properly conjured up,

produces real-time somatic experience, no longer framed as representation” (Bennett 2005: 23). While

these incidents of campus activism may not have made this kind of impression on me, I approached

Crossing the Line with a readiness (and, indeed, an expectation) to be “moved” by the somatic forces

enacted by DAH’s performance.

One such somatically forceful example, that has stayed with me for more than a decade now,

appears in the play’s final tableau. On each of the three iceberg-like platforms that comprise the set is a

pallet of boxed table salt. The theatre fills with the sound of rainfall, then soft classical music. The three

performers tear into the boxes and begin to “wash” their bodies with the salt, which pours from the

containers in steady white streams. For several minutes, as the music plays, the performers pour salt

over their arms and hands, in their hair, and in their faces. Compositionally, it is a beautiful stage image.

The salt is symbolically evocative: the biblical tale of Lot’s wife might come to mind, in which a woman

is transformed into a pillar of salt when she turns back for one last glimpse of her homeland against

the orders of God. The opaque streams of salt look like streams of water, and so the sequence offers

simultaneous and contradictory suggestions of nourishment (watering the crops) and sterilisation

(salting the earth). The graphic, industrial packaging of the salt also recalls caustic soda. As a spectator,

I was highly conscious of the performers’ discomfort; performer Ivana Milenović-Popović in particular

pours multiple boxes of salt into her eyes. It is unclear whether the women are cleansing or destroying

themselves (DAH Teatar 2010). The affective impact of this scene was the result of a series of aesthetic

strategies operating in concert: the contrast of the white salt and the black theatre, the beautiful stage

composition, the skill of the performers, and the surprisingly arresting, elongated silence (except for

the music) after a performance full of talking. But the affect I am describing also exceeds these

mechanics, producing one of Jill Dolan’s “exquisite moments” that enables us to see how, as Thompson
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argues, “aesthetic intensity is in itself the propellant of political action” (Dolan 2005: 5; Thompson

2009: 128).

Moments like this one complicate the trauma market framework because their emotional

depth and temporal reach cannot be quantified. This does not necessarily erase or depreciate the

symbolic capital affective experiences carry: it was the promise of such an encounter with the

“emotional real” that loomed large in my initial decision to attend this performance—an encounter

with the “real” that, I assumed, would be enabled by the fact that DAH Teatar and the stories they

would perform came from (ex-)Yugoslavia. But, as Bennett argues, “Affect in art does not operate at the

level of arousing sympathy for predefined characters; it has a force of its own. By virtue of its

propensity to impact on us in spite of who we are, it goes beyond reinforcing the kind of moral

emotions that shape responses to a particular narrative scenario” (Bennett 2005: 50). What I felt and

what I anticipated feeling are two different things. Does my position of privilege relative to the women

whose testimonies I’d seen performed (the “only thing of value that [they] have”) cheapen or invalidate

the affective response I had to this final tableau (Bašić 2004: 36)? I would argue that it does not—while

my reaction may have involved, or been informed by compassion, it bears repeating that affect is an

embodied sensation. And so, as Bennett goes on to argue, “affective imagery” like DAH’s salt tableau

“promotes a form of thought that arises from the body… that ultimately has the potential to take us

outside the confines of our character and habitual mode of perception” (Bennett 2005: 44). In other

words, just as our expectations around truth claims made by trauma performances might generate

affective responses, so too can our affective responses to these performances carry a kind of truth, even

if they do not derive from or map exactly onto the stories being performed.

Conscious of the effects Crossing the Line might have on audiences, DAH built post-show

discussions into the dramaturgy of the piece. In former Yugoslavia and abroad, Dijana Milošević would

facilitate a conversation with the performers and audience members following every performance. The

aim was to create a relaxed atmosphere following what might have been, for spectators, an

uncomfortable experience, thereby allowing conversations to flourish which might not be possible in
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other venues or under other circumstances. The level of interest and involvement at the post-show

discussion following the Knox performance surprised both the DAH company as well as those of us in

the college’s theatre department (who had become accustomed to scant attendance at other similar

events). Questions like “What is our responsibility for crimes committed in our name?” and “How do

societies allow atrocities like these to occur?” guided the discussion (Carlin-Metz and Barnett 2020).

We began to draw connections between the catastrophic failure of national and social institutions in

former Yugoslavia, as dramatised in Crossing the Line, with our own experiences as college students in

the American Midwest.

Ivana Milenović-Popović recalls a particularly impactful interaction with one student spectator:

I went to the toilet, and I saw a girl, and she was crying there, and I said ‘Hey, hello, are you okay?’

and she said, ‘Oh, you are that actress from the performance there,’ and I was like, uh oh, what did I

do wrong? Maybe I was really bad! And then she just hugged me, and she said ‘Thank you so much,’

and I thought, ‘Why are you crying? This is not your issue,’ I mean, I was talking about women in

Bosnia that were raped. And then she says, ‘I was raped, by my uncle.’ And I was absolutely shocked,

and she said, ‘Thank you for being my voice.’ And I was absolutely stunned.

(Milenović-Popović 2018)

This spectator felt like Crossing the Line, a play, as Milenović-Popović notes, about wartime rape in

former Yugoslavia, had performed a reallocation of cultural capital in her favour. In this context, it

would be absurd to suggest this spectator’s response represented an instance of appropriation—a

Western audience member borrowing a survivor’s experience to enrich her own. Rather, a much

deeper kind of empathy was unlocked and enacted here, which makes plain the crucial nuances that

can attend such “exchanges.” If this spectator’s response can be called appropriative, we must also then

recognise that the process of appropriation is not inherently destructive—that it can also be an avenue

to fostering solidarity and mutual regard (Pine 2020: 25).

True to form, on their last evening in Galesburg, DAH modelled such solidarity and regard for

the Knox community by attending a student-led Take Back the Night rally (“DAH Teatar Residency”
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2010). This event, organised to protest not only the assaults at Knox, but gendered violence in general,

involved a night-time march through the campus and a candlelight vigil in a nearby park. DAH did not

attend with an eye toward increasing their cultural capital (what kind of capital could college students

offer DAH Teatar?). Rather, they did so because this is what they always do: lend their voices, their

bodies, their artistry to “combat,” as Pine says, “the dispossession of the abused” (Pine 2020: 63). In

this, they also demonstrated how we might direct the affective dividends of our spectatorship toward

social action.

Speaking personally, DAH’s Knox performance affected me tremendously, and I have thought

about it, and talked about it often in the years since. I don’t know if the affective impact I experienced

from Crossing the Line had anything to do with the Yugoslav Wars, or whether what I felt was purely a

response to DAH’s aesthetics and the theatricality of their staging. I am sure, though, that this

performance came to Knox at a time when the questions it asks were urgently relevant to myself and to

my peers, and that the play contributed, at least for me, to a cumulative process of attitudinal change

regarding the campus assaults. As a student at Knox, I was not involved with the efforts to hold the

administration accountable for its poor response to the campus assaults; I did not attend the Take Back

the Night rally. I did not know the victims personally, and while I felt sympathetic toward them, their

experiences were not particularly front-of-mind. In the years since, however, the administration’s

failures on this issue have become a fixation for me, which has completely altered my relationship with

the college and with my own memories of my time there.

Shortly after DAH’s residency, my cohort graduated, but the sexual assaults persisted, and

student activism continued to grow in response. In 2014, the college installed a new president and

appointed its first dedicated Title IX coordinator, a staff member whose full-time attention would be

devoted to receiving reports and providing support to victims. This is an ongoing process, according44

to Knox’s Title IX office, but the college freely acknowledges the strong influence student activists have

44 Title IX is a federal law in the United States that prohibits gender discrimination in any educational
institution that receives federal funding. I am indebted to Kim Schraeder, Knox’s Title IX coordinator, for
taking the time to speak with me in relation to this chapter.
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had in initiating these necessary changes (Schraeder 2020). That same year, the U.S. Department of

Justice (DOJ) opened an investigation into Knox’s handling of campus assault cases, and for the first

time in history, the DOJ made public the names of the institutions under such investigations (St. Clair

2014; White House Task Force to Protect Students from Sexual Assault 2014: 18). Knox College is a

private institution; this means that it relies heavily on alumni donations to cover its operating costs.

Following the announcement of the DOJ investigation, I notified the college that I would be withholding

any and all donations until the investigation was concluded and the college took tangible steps to

reconfigure its culture around sexual assault. In my case, this is a literal redistribution of economic

capital effected (however indirectly) through the trauma market. Whether this can be attributed in

part to Crossing the Line is something to be considered. It is also a redistribution of symbolic capital

where collective memory is concerned: each time I am contacted by the college’s development office, I

remember those victims, my peers, and I remember the ways our college community failed them. I try

to ensure the college remembers too.

5.4 The utopian promise of market participation

What the speaker in Adisa Bašić’s poem, quoted in this chapter’s epigraph, struggles to

articulate—“blood from the eardrums, / Squirming between bullets”—is easily distilled into a single

word by the “Harvard blonde” who appraises her (Bašić 2004: 36). “Trauma,” the signifier, neatly

packages everything the speaker cannot say—makes it “market ready.” This chapter has shown how

this interaction repeats itself on a global scale. Trauma’s international circulation occurs within a

market framework that functions according to the logic of capital. The cultural, social, and symbolic

capital inherent in traumatic experience ought to accrue to the survivor—the owner of that experience.

However, as demonstrated here, this capital can often take on a life of its own. Testimonial

performances, or other cultural productions that commodify trauma stories, can separate trauma’s

symbolic capital from the survivor herself, and mobilise it toward the social enrichment of others. The
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risk that this capital may be appropriated, whether by producers of testimonial theatre or by

socially-minded consumers bearing “witness” to these works, is very real.

Despite this risk, the suggestion here is that ethical participation in a seemingly unethical

market is possible under certain conditions. I have argued that Crossing the Line offers a blueprint for

how a testimonial performance dealing with trauma can alternately harness, subvert, or resist the

forces of the trauma market in which it necessarily participates. In the culturally particular discursive

space of former Yugoslavia, Crossing the Line makes good on its promise of “an ethical and honest

creative process, established upon relationships of care and trust;” by self-reflexively articulating their

own subject positions throughout the piece, DAH Teatar defer whatever symbolic gains might have

accrued to them through their staging of traumatic testimony (Fisher 2020b: 3). Instead, they attempt

to direct these profits, as best they can, to the testimonial subjects whose stories they perform. In the

United States, DAH continue to model affective reciprocity, both onstage and off, to create real

networks of support, and to perform labours of love again and again. Pine warns—correctly—that

although spectators of testimonial theatre “can feel changed, or more precisely, feel a changed

relationship to the particular history [being portrayed onstage], it is more problematic to identify

further outcomes, such as resistance to current and continuing abusive practices” (Pine 2020: 65). Still,

in considering my own experience with this performance, the conditions under which I saw it, and all

that came afterward, I hesitate to discount the admittedly utopian possibility that such engagement

can nevertheless be a catalyst for the realisation of a more just, more ethical way of being alongside

one another.
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6. In/Visible City: Dramaturgies of Dissensus

The inferno of the living is not something that will be; if there is one, it is what is already here, the
inferno where we live every day, that we form by being together. There are two ways to escape

suffering it. The first is easy for many: accept the inferno and become such a part of it that you can
no longer see it. The second is risky and demands constant vigilance and apprehension: seek and

learn to recognize who and what, in the midst of the inferno, are not inferno, then make them
endure, give them space.

-Invisible Cities
(Calvino 1974: 165)

Where the previous chapter addressed trauma as a market commodity in a general sense, this

chapter turns its attention to trauma as a political tool—specifically, it concerns the “trauma” of the

refugee experience, and the refugee’s right to inhabit urban space. As Mark Purcell observes, much has

been made in recent years, by urban studies scholars, policymakers, and activists, of what Henri

Lefebvre calls the right to the city. As with the trauma concept, the widespread nature of this

theoretical uptake has produced “a measure of conceptual bloating;” The World Charter for the Right to

the City, for instance, claims a right “to cultural memory, telecommunications, retraining, day care, the

removal of architectural barriers, and so forth” (Purcell 2013: 141). What does the right to the city

entail, and what does it exclude? Who has the right to urban space? Who has the right to visibility

within that space? Who lacks these rights? What happens when these rights-lacking bodies inhabit

urban space anyway, becoming visible where they have “no right” to be seen? Urban sociologist Robert

Park has suggested that “in making the city, man [remakes] himself” (Park, qtd in Harvey 2013: 3-4). In

this sense, the right to the city also represents a right to a kind of self-determination. Post-Milošević

Belgrade, indeed the entire “post-Yugoslav” region, has been playing out a similar drama across its
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urban geography. From Belgrade to Zagreb, urban activists have been staging confrontations with city

authorities and denizens of neoliberal capitalism over rights to the city (Štiks 2015: 139).

Meanwhile, an intensifying refugee crisis across the Middle East and Europe has reignited

humanitarian concerns when it comes to Belgrade’s international optics. In 2015, as many as 550,700

migrants, following what was known as the “Balkan Corridor,” transited through Serbia to reach the

threshold of the European Union (ACAPS 2016: 6). As Jessica Greenberg and Ivana Spasić observe,

Serbia’s handling of this influx of refugees has become a “litmus test” by which international actors

(press and policymakers) may judge the postwar state’s effectiveness in governance (i.e. controlling its

borders), as well as its ability to “behave in properly ‘European’ moral terms” in its dealings with the

refugees themselves (Greenberg and Spasić 2017: 315). At the same time, Serbia, whose EU accession

bid has been sputtering along for years without much progress, have a vested interest in furthering

certain “neoliberal urban transformation strategies” that will work to re-figure the image of Belgrade

“in the global competition to create a ‘good reputation’ and to attract the so-called ‘creative class’, as

well as new investments, tourists, students, and high-income residents” (Tsavdaroglou and Kaika

2021: 4). One such project, as I will discuss in this chapter, is Belgrade Waterfront—a United Arab

Emirates-backed luxury residential/retail development sited on the southern shore of the Sava river.

As Belgrade’s refugee population continues to grow in the long shadow of these sleek, expensive

condominiums, the question of how the Serbian state will handle this collision of capital and precarity

has become extremely fraught. What kind of state is today’s Serbia? What are its values? How has it

dealt with its traumatic past, and how is it dealing with traumas of the present? Crucially, Serbia is far

from the only European country to grapple with such concerns.

Since 2005, DAH Teatar have been engaging with these questions through In/Visible City, an

ongoing performance project staged on public transport vehicles in cities across Europe (as well as one

engagement in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil). The project’s aim is to “make the multi-ethnic structures of the

[cities in which it is presented] and the richness of different ethnic cultures more visible. To

re-discover what has become hidden, even though it has been part of [the city’s] culture for centuries”
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(“In/Visible City”). Drawing from the buildings and landmarks that surround them as they transit

through urban space, as well as from disparate cultural traditions, like folk music and dance, the

company of In/Visible City function as unsanctioned city tour guides tasked with re-revealing hidden

ethnic histories and infrastructures that have always been present in a target city—that still linger out

of sight, beneath the surface. This is a familiar remit for DAH—Angels in the Cities (1998) in particular

adopted a similar dramaturgical pattern, as per Chapter 3. However, as discussed throughout this

thesis, all of DAH’s work arguably aims, at least in part, to bridge cultural difference by exposing and

celebrating already-extant sympathies between groups. The original In/Visible City took place in

Belgrade in 2005, and has been remounted numerous times since then. While previous DAH

productions had been funded through a patchwork combination of small grants from NGOs,

foundations (like the Open Society Foundation) and, less often, local arts councils, In/Visible City was

the first arts initiative from Serbia to receive major financial support from the Culture Programme of

the European Union (Dragićević-Šešić and Tomka 2016: 61). At the time of this writing, in addition to

its Belgrade and Rio engagements, In/Visible City has been adapted and toured to numerous other

cities across Serbia, as well as cities in Norway, Denmark, France, England, Sardinia and mainland Italy,

and North Macedonia.45

In/Visible City is one of DAH’s most critically acclaimed projects. Certainly it is the piece that

holds the longest tenure in the company’s repertoire. It is a unique example within DAH’s catalogue in

that it spans the period from 2005 to the present, and it has been performed by an ever-shifting

ensemble. It featured Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić and Maja Mitić until their departures from the company

in 2013 and 2016 respectively. Ivana Milenović-Popović has performed in the project since its

inception, and she is now joined by a new slate of DAH affiliate actors. In addition to absorbing these

personnel changes, it also marks a shift in focus for DAH: with In/Visible City, DAH move closer to an

45 In In/Visible City’s international reach, we can again see the connections made via initiatives like the
Magdalena Project at work. The Norwegian scenario of In/Visible City was produced in partnership with
Grenland Friteater, while the Danish version was a collaboration with Teatret OM. Both of these companies
are Magdalena partners, and, for the artists of DAH, close friends. Similarly, the UK version of this production
was staged in Brighton, in collaboration with Prodigal Theatre. Prodigal Theatre is the artistic home of actor
Alister O’Loughlin, a former DAH apprentice who performed with the company in Angels in the Cities (1998).
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aesthetics of performance activism. The play’s title and staging on a public bus are clear nods to

Augusto Boal’s Invisible Theatre, in which actors rehearse and perform subversive “actions” around

social issues of “burning importance” in a “place which is not a theatre, for an audience which is not an

audience” (Boal 2002: 277). Spectators of Invisible Theatre are unaware that what they are

experiencing is theatre, and often involve themselves in the unfolding scenes. As Boal puts it, “Invisible

Theatre offers scenes of fiction, but without the mitigating effects of the rites of conventional theatre,

this fiction becomes reality. Invisible Theatre is not realism; it is reality” (Boal 2002: 289, emphasis

original). In/Visbile City, on the other hand, leans strongly into the fact of its fiction, its theatricality. As

Josette Féral has proposed, we can consider theatricality as a process that creates “a cleft in the

quotidian space,” dividing the world into an “outside” and a theatrical “inside” (Féral 2002: 97). This

“inside” thereby “becomes the space of the other, the space in which the other has a place” (Féral 2002:

98). In DAH’s case, this overt theatricality, as with prior productions like This Babylonian Confusion, is

a way of “changing existing modes of sensory presentations and forms of enunciation… and of building

new relationships between reality and appearance, the individual and the collective” (Rancière 2010:

141).

The new relationships In/Visible City looks to build have an obvious orientation. That is, each

In/Visible City iteration is devised with the aim of advancing an “EUtopian” project in Serbia, as well as

that of contributing to human rights dialogues and cultures of diversity and acceptance in other EU

states (Bilić and Stubbs 2016: 232). Thus, each In/Visible City is a subtle indication to DAH’s European

neighbours that they, as Serbians, are not uniquely placed to comment on injustice and oppression. The

Yugoslav Wars do not enter into In/Visible City in any explicit way. Instead, the piece explores the

migrant and refugee experience, as well as other pan-European concerns, like discrimination against

Roma populations. As scholars like Maurya Wickstrom (2012) and Wendy Brown (2006) have pointed

out, though, there is the risk that, in its emphasis on discourses of rights and tolerance, In/Visible City

may actually reinforce neoliberal structures of privatisation and depoliticisation. Brown writes:
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[T]olerance as a political discourse concerned with designated modalities of diversity, identity,

justice, and civic cohabitation […] involves […] certain practices of licensing and regulation; the

marking of subjects of tolerance as inferior, deviant, or marginal vis-à-vis those practicing tolerance;

and a justification for sometimes dire or even deadly action when the limits of tolerance are

considered breached. Tolerance of this sort does not simply address identity but abets in its

production […] And it naturalizes as it depoliticizes these processes to render identity itself an

object of tolerance.

(Brown 2006: 13-14)

In this light, we can see how a politics of tolerance mimics that of compassion, one that privileges the

affective experience of the subject over the material needs of the other (Berlant 2004: 1).

This chapter considers two In/Visible City scenarios: the Belgrade version, as performed in

2005 and intermittently since then, and a 2019 version developed and presented in Faenza, Italy. My

analysis of the Belgrade scenario relies on personal accounts of the artists involved, the play’s

unpublished text, and an hour-long documentary about the project produced by DAH in 2013. The46

Faenza scenario was presented as part of the Mauerspringer Street Theatre Festival. I attended this

festival and was able to see DAH’s show twice—my own recollections of these performances, as well as

other festival programming, informal conversations with the artists, and an unpublished play text I was

able to consult after the fact, are the foundations on which my analysis of the Faenza production is

built. What follows will engage Jacques Rancière’s concept of dissensus to explore how In/Visible City

negotiates urban topography as well as urban political identity in each of the cities concerned. Of

particular interest is how the right to the city is framed and claimed in these performances. How does

In/Visible City alternately support or destabilise neoliberalism’s “attempted diminishment of a

potentially political subject” (Wickstrom 2012: 2)? What kind of political community does it

inaugurate (or fail to inaugurate) in each city? How does it “make” each city anew, and what kind of

46 This documentary, entitled “In/Visible City 2013,” can be found here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sNY4m6ie3uY.
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“self” is re-made as a result (Park, qtd in Harvey 2013: 3-4)? My contention here is that In/Visible City

as a performance project is deeply vulnerable to the circumstances under which it is performed: what

might constitute dissensual practice in Belgrade transforms into something much more ambivalent

when the same dramaturgical strategies are mobilised on behalf of the European Union and its

humanitarian agenda. Finally, for clarity’s sake, I will herein refer to the ongoing Belgrade scenario and

the 2019 Faenza production by the titles under which they were presented in each country: Ne/Vidljivi

Grad and Città In/Visibile respectively. In/Visible City, the project’s title in English, will hereafter refer

to the entire ongoing enterprise.

6.1 Belgrade: Ne/Vidljivi Grad

Describing the postwar, twenty-first century Balkans, Igor Štiks tells us, “[i]t is a post-Yugoslav,

post-partition, post-conflict, and post-socialist landscape, one that seems to be in a never-ending

‘transition’ into free-market economics and liberal democracies” (Štiks 2015: 135, emphasis original).

Perpetually “in between,” the Serbia in which Ne/Vidljivi Grad intervenes still appears to be beset by

what Ugrešić described as a “circular temporal mish-mash” (Ugrešić 1994: 42). During wartime, this

undecidability worked to haul the past into the present in order to ignite a nationalistic explosion and

frame the collapse of Yugoslavia as a prophesied opportunity to seize the Serb people’s rightful

“kingdom.” The Serbia of today, however, seems to have been caught in the collision of the “entrenched

and the emergent” (Gilbert et al. 2008: 10, qtd in Pope 2016: 717). Since 2012, Serbia has been a

candidate state for EU membership, but this process has been slow and halting, owing to the Serbian

government’s lukewarm pursuit of the EU’s accession requirements. Specifically, the points of

contention have pertained to the pursuit of a human rights agenda that aligns with Brussels’s

expectations and sensibilities (including full cooperation with the ICTY), and the protection of a free

press (Huszka 2018: 357). Serbia’s ambivalent compliance with these requirements has produced a

bizarre and discordant social sphere, in which two contradictory and competing regimes of consensus
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seek to install themselves. On the one hand, the current administration in Belgrade has taken active

steps to present itself as tolerant, welcoming of refugees, and committed to the dual pursuits of

neoliberalism: the inviolate sovereignty of the individual, and the free rein of capitalism. This posturing

casts Serbia as a “European” presence on the global stage, while also distancing the country’s present

from its violent, “traumatic” past. On the other hand, the state’s actions do not match its rhetoric: per

Greenberg and Spasić, “At the same time that the government formally embraces pro-European

‘tolerance’ talk, it also undercuts democratic participation, civil rights, and economic transparency in

the context of privatization” (Greenberg and Spasić 2017: 316).

Against this backdrop, this section argues, Ne/Vidljivi Grad instantiates moments of what

Rancière calls dissensus, owing to the particular ways it interacts (physically and dialectically) with

postwar Belgrade. These moments of dissensus arise with respect to three key elements which are

reiterated throughout the piece. These are: Belgrade’s shifting toponymy, its social relations pertaining

to ethnic minorities, and the refugee’s right to this city. Before delving into this analysis, I offer a

summary of the performance, and a discussion of dissensus and how it bears on politics as enacted in

Ne/Vidljivi Grad and in the city of Belgrade.

Figure 6.1: Ne/Vidljivi Grad: Photo by ATA Stars (ATA Stars Redakcija 2018).
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Ne/Vidljivi Grad follows what, today, has become the In/Visible City formula. The number 26

bus, on which Ne/Vidljivi Grad is performed, is a single-storey vehicle that follows a cross-city route,

originating in the university district of Dorćol in the north—not far from Trg Republike—and

terminating in Braće Jerković in the south, a working class, residential neighbourhood. It is also one of

Belgrade’s busiest bus services (Krsmanović 2006). The route is six kilometres long—it takes the bus a

little under one hour to traverse this distance, barring any traffic or other obstructions. Before the

performance begins, the Ne/Vidljivi Grad company await the bus’s arrival as ordinary passengers

would. They are conspicuously dressed in traditional Slavic costumes and carry suitcases containing all

the props, musical instruments, and wardrobe changes they will make use of throughout the

performance. Still, it isn’t until all passengers have boarded and fares have been paid that a member of

the company stands up and bellows, “Welcome! Off we go on our way through the In/Visible City”

(DAH Teatar 2005, my translation)! Over the course of the next hour, the urban topography outside the

bus dictates the unfolding of the performance: the piece is organised like a bus tour for holidaymakers,

and the scenes in the piece directly reference the buildings and sites the number 26 passes on its route.

It is a carnival atmosphere on the bus: the performers’ costumes are brightly coloured and their energy

is festive.

As the bus winds its way through central Belgrade, the performers assume the personae of

various immigrants who have arrived and settled in the city over several centuries. In Dorćol, which

had historically been home to Sephardic Jewish immigrants, the company describe their “journey”

from Spain, and how they have kept their traditions alive even as they “became” Serbians. As the bus

passes various iconic buildings that were designed by Russian architects, one actor assumes the

persona of Nina Kirsanova, the Russian ballerina credited with founding the institution of Serbian

ballet. “Nina” reminds the audience that Serbia was a welcoming home to “White Russian” emigres like

her, who were forced to flee to the West in order to escape persecution by the Bolsheviks in the early

20th century. Throughout the piece, the company interact directly with spectators, posing them “pop

quiz” questions about Belgrade’s history and inviting them to join in the company’s songs.
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The audience are free to come and go during the performance—and each audience is

necessarily made up of intentional theatregoers, as well as unsuspecting passengers on the number 26.

In its mid-2000s iterations, Ne/Vidljivi Grad was produced with little to no institutional support, and

performances were advertised primarily via street flyers and online channels (Womack 2016: Ch. 6, n.

2). Rehearsals for the original 2005 production were held primarily in DAH’s studio in Kralj Petar II

Karađorđević Elementary School―access to the actual number 26 bus for rehearsal purposes was a

very rare luxury. The 2005 production was initially realised without any financial support from the

Serbian government ( sponsors for this iteration included the Rockefeller Brothers Fund and the World

Bank). However, the funding roster for the project’s 10-year anniversary production shows a

remarkable reversal in attitudes, with support provided by the Vojvodina Provincial Secretariat for

Culture and Public Information, the Serbian Ministry of Culture, and the Belgrade City Secretariat for

Culture. While DAH worried about the risk of their 2005 production being shut down by city

authorities, the Serbian Minister for Culture was invited to the 2015 production as a special guest

(Milošević 2018b). This attitudinal change is perhaps attributable to a number of factors―not least

among them the fact that In/Visible City won the support of the EU’s Culture Programme in 2011.

Importantly, as I will discuss below, financial support from the Serbian government or Belgrade city

authorities does not necessarily translate to support of DAH’s politics, nor of their aims.

So, while not an axiomatic example of guerilla performance (DAH Teatar did secure permission

from the Belgrade City Council to perform on the buses), early audiences were as likely as not to be

ordinary commuters. As the play gained popularity, DAH artists recall, performances quickly sold out,

leading to buses bursting with “intentional” spectators, with others chasing behind in taxis, hoping for

the opportunity to board at each successive bus stop (Dijana Milošević and Ivana Milenović-Popović,

personal communication, November 2018). Director Dijana Milošević has said that she prefers an

“unsuspecting” audience; she believes In/Visible City works best when it catches spectators off guard,

causing them to encounter the work from a perspective of having been “disarmed” (Dijana Milošević,

personal communication, 6 September 2019). This is, of course, a subjective impression, but it speaks
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to the way the play seeks to “invent new trajectories between what can be seen, what can be said and

what can be done” (Rancière 2010: 149). These new trajectories comprise what Rancière would call

dissensus. Before continuing with the analysis of Ne/Vidljivi Grad, let us indulge a short digression into

Rancière’s concept.

Dissensus, according to Rancière, is “not a conflict of interests, opinions, or values; it is a

division inserted in ‘common sense’: a dispute over what is given and about the frame within which we

see something as given” (Rancière 2010: 69). What Rancière describes as “common sense” isn’t purely

“that which makes sense” or “that which appears obvious;” rather, this is a reference to the entire

“distribution of the sensible,” to everything that can be sensed, and to the collective power structures

that dictate what things (and people) have the right to be perceived. Rancière’s term for the power that

enforces this consensual societal order is the “police.” In Rancière’s terms, the police order is “an order

of bodies that defines the allocation of ways of doing, ways of being, and ways of saying” (Rancière

1999: 29). Dissensus, by contrast, arises when consensual order of the police is breached or broken

down—it arises in truly “political” moments (somewhat akin to Edkins’s trauma time) in which the

“lack that underpins a sovereign symbolic order” is exposed (Edkins 2014: 127). For Rancière,

dissensus inaugurates the conditions under which true politics may emerge. His axiomatic example of

this is a remark made by Olympe de Gouges, a female French revolutionary. De Gouges famously

declared that “if women were entitled to go to the scaffold, they were entitled to go to the assembly.” De

Gouges’s remark implied that women, “who were apparently born equal,” were in actuality not equal:

their rights to vote and stand for election—their rights to political subjectivity—having been stripped

away. At the same time, that women could nevertheless be put to death as “enemies of the revolution”

established them as already political subjects in a world in which they were not political subjects, in

which they instead “belonged to private, domestic life” (Rancière 2010: 68). What de Gouges’s

statement occasioned was “the putting of two worlds in one and the same world:” the world in which

women have the rights they do not have, and the one in which they do not have the rights that they

have (Rancière 2010: 69). That is, if women—who were not perceived as political subjects and were
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not entitled to political participation—could be executed “thanks to a politically motivated judgment,”

then this meant that “their life from the standpoint of its being able to be put to death… was political.”

This kind of “twofold statement” is, for Rancière, the essence of dissensus (Rancière 2010: 69).

When dissensus is manifested, it consists of the wholesale rejection of “categories of those who

are or are not qualified for political life… It is the opening of an interval for political subjectivation”

(Rancière 2010: 69). In her gloss of Rancière, Wickstrom explains:

Political subjects in the making test the inscriptions that seem to protect equality, belonging,

well-being, and so on, insisting on their verification through scenes of dissensus. This doesn’t mean

a testing to see whether various inscriptions prove to be practically applicable, or to see whether

they are ‘true’, or obeyed. It means opening assertions, predicates, and inscriptions to dispute,

disputes about the frames in which we see something as given. Thus, rights are what the political

subject-in-the-making [sic] does not have, but which she shows that she does have. They are also

rights she has that she shows she actually does not have.

(Wickstrom 2012: 23)

The argument here is that Ne/Vidljivi Grad confronts the consensual order of quasi-neoliberal Belgrade

in order to dispute the framework in which the ethnic other’s right to the city is evacuated, thereby

also affirming the other’s right not only to inhabit the city, but to be its author.

The first way DAH’s performance enacts this “dispute” is, as I have mentioned, by engaging the

toponymy of Belgrade. In a post-conflict state like Serbia—in a process that is especially relevant to the

object and operation of Ne/Vidljivi Grad—the police manifests itself on maps and monuments, in the

way it literally names, inscribes, and dictates the “distribution of the sensible.” With any regime change,

the re-inscription of urban geographies is a common, well-documented practice (see Rose-Redwood,

Alderman, and Azaryahu (eds) 2017). Streets and cities are renamed and statues and monuments are

toppled—a means of obliterating the old order from the new face of the nation—what Maoz Azaryahu

has called “toponymic cleansing” (Azaryahu 2011: 29). In former Yugoslavia, this practice has been

markedly radical (that seven entirely new countries carved themselves out of Yugoslavia’s remains
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goes without saying). In the city of Belgrade, Ljubiša Rajić identifies no fewer than twenty-five name

changes of major infrastructural elements over the course of the last one hundred and fifty years, with

some individual streets and squares being renamed as many as six times (Rajić 2012: 203). Each of

these renamings indicated a shift in political, ethnic, and cultural circumstances—they were

introduced deliberately to shape narratives around national and urban identity in Belgrade. For

instance, during the Milošević era, Maršala Tita [Marshal Tito Street], a central thoroughfare in

Belgrade, was renamed as Srpskih Vladara [Street of Serbian Rulers], reflecting the regime’s cultural

over-writing of Yugoslavia’s socialist history in favour of a manufactured nationalist mythos

positioning Milošević as the inheritor of a long-awaited Serb “kingdom” (see Morus 2007). After

Milošević’s fall, this street was again renamed as Kralja Milana [King Milan Street], its WWII-era name,

a move that can potentially be read as a bid to enhance the city’s perceived “Europeanness” by way of

reference to Serbia’s long-defunct monarchy (Živković 2011: 35-36).

The practice of rewriting and renaming civic space is ostensibly intended to wipe out the old

names, and thereby the ideas, histories, and value systems those names metonymically signalled—it

represents the installation of a new “police.” What ultimately happens, however, at least in Belgrade’s

case, is that the new names instead stand as performative signposts, explicitly making visible the

manner in which, and the degree to which, the city is a palimpsest. Per Nick Kaye, the term

“palimpsest” here refers both to a “paper which has been written upon twice, the original having been

rubbed out,” and also, crucially, to a surface “prepared for writing on and wiping out again” (Kaye 2000:

11). Particularly striking is the current sign for Dečanska Street (Figure 6.2), which not only lists all the

names the street has historically borne, but also leaves its current appellation open for future revision,

giving the date range as “1997 - ”. Curiously, each attempt to overwrite the city’s toponymy appears to

undermine itself in this way. Živković provides an anecdote of an acquaintance who, fed up with or

perplexed by the many renamings of Maršala Tita/Srpskih Vladara/Kralja Milana, began to refer to the

street as “Maršala Milana.” Živković himself follows up this anecdote by informing his reader that he

will continue to reference “Maršala Tita,” regardless of what the maps may say (Živković 2011: 36).
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These are the dissensual kernels, the small “intervals” in postwar Belgrade’s consensual order that

Ne/Vidljivi Grad attempts to engage.

Figure 6.2: Street sign for Dečanska Street, Belgrade, Serbia (Rajić 2012: 210).

Early in the performance, as the bus begins its journey in Dorćol, the performers assume the

personae of fifteenth century Sephardic Jewish migrants, describing their harrowing journey from

Spain and their eventual settlement in this district in Belgrade. Today’s Dorćol is a university district,

boasting hip cafes, “concept” stores, and museums. As the bus winds its way through this area, though,

the performers point out the ways in which its Sephardic history is still visible, in shadows and traces.

The road the number 26 rumbles along is called Jevrejska [Jewish street], and it is revealed that the

National Museum of Serbia’s Gallery of Frescoes stands on the site of the former Beth Israel synagogue,

which was destroyed by the Nazis in 1944 (“Gallery of Frescoes”). As the bus moves south, a female

actor, speaking both Russian and Serbian, introduces herself as Nina Kirsanova—the Russian ballerina

credited with creating the entire world of Serbian ballet in the 1920s. Nina insists that, despite her

Russian origins, Belgrade has always been her true home city, and she points out that many of

Belgrade’s most beloved buildings were designed by Russian architects, including the Narodno
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Pozorište and the art deco Hotel Moskva. The “tour” continues in this vein, with the ensemble calling

attention to spatial vestiges of Belgrade’s migratory histories (“Did you know the first Buddhist temple

in Europe was built here in Belgrade?” the company ask as the bus passes the temple’s long-forgotten

site). When the number 26 passes DAH’s old premises, the Ne/Vidljivi Grad company write themselves

into the narrative by announcing, “And now, we are approaching Marulićeva Street, and on this street is

DAH Teatar Centre for Theatre Research” (DAH Teatar 2005).

Each of these vignettes simultaneously exposes Belgrade as a palimpsest, and makes evident

the extent of the consensual mediation and remediation of the city’s history, identity, and culture. In

reinscribing these toponymies and infrastructures, Ne/Vidljivi Grad accomplishes “far more than the

construction of an imaginary world,” or the configuration of an opposition between the imaginary and

the real. Its fiction approaches “the re-framing of the ‘real,’ or the framing of a dissensus” (Rancière

2010: 141). As Steven Corcoran tells us in his editor’s note to Rancière’s Dissensus, while “every

hierarchical order ultimately rests on a logic of the ‘proper’ that works to separate out different

domains and to allocate different shares to groups based on the supposed propriety of their place and

function of their activity, dissensus is based on a logic of equality that reveals the arbitrariness of that

distribution” (Corcoran in Rancière 2010: 5). Ne/Vidljivi Grad’s revelation here, all the more strongly

indicated by the fact that it goes unspoken, is that the Belgrade of consensus is just as imagined, just as

constructed and curated, as the “invisible city” that envelops the number 26 bus as it rolls along. The

dissensual core of this revelation: Belgrade as such is only one of numberless possible Belgrades, and

these numberless possible Belgrades are both imaginary and “real,” piled one on top of the other in

transparent, indelible layers.

The revelation of the physical city of Belgrade as a performed, palimpsestic construct raises the

question of the constructedness of its social infrastructures too. If intersubjective relations in

Belgrade—especially between a Serbian “us” and an ethnic “other”—are the handiwork of Rancière’s

police, how does Ne/Vidljivi Grad attempt to break these frames? This breakage, I argue, can be a

function of the play’s staging on a public bus. This “ambulatory” performance dramaturgy is not
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innovative in and of itself. As far back as the Middle Ages, European audiences could see mystery and

miracle plays traversing the countryside on pageant wagons (Nagler 1959: 49). In more recent history,

performances like Mick Douglas’s tramjatra (2000 – Kolkata and Melbourne) and Forced

Entertainment’s Nights in This City (1995 - Sheffield) have sought to establish, in Douglas’s words, a

“travelling dialogue” with the cities in which they were performed by taking place on board a moving

street tram and coach bus respectively (Wilkie 2012: 209). These “mobile” performances are not

automatically utopian in scope, however. In her critique of Nights in This City, Liz Tomlin cautions

against what John MacAloon has termed a “genre error,” wherein “the spectator looking through the

windows of the coach can dismiss the importance of any distinction between ‘contrived’ dramas staged

by consenting performers, and the ‘unwitting’ actions of passers-by” (Tomlin 1999: 140). Nowhere was

this “error” more pronounced in Nights in This City than when the private, air-conditioned coach on

which the piece was performed travelled through a working class housing estate on the outskirts of

Sheffield called “the Manor.” The large coach squeezed down narrow roads “only metres away from

front-room windows, with the residents… framed as if on public display—exhibits in their own

homes” (Tomlin 1999: 141). Taking into account the disparity in access to material resources and

social capital between the Forced Entertainment performers and spectators and the residents “on

display,” in hindsight, the risks of exhibitionism and exploitative voyeurism are easy to see. Which

brings us to the question: how does Ne/Vidljivi Grad approach encounters with Belgrade’s own

“deprived” populations?

If Ne/Vidljivi Grad has its own “Manor estate” episode, it is toward the end of the route, when

the number 26 passes through the neighbourhood of Marinkova Bara, which is home to a majority

Roma community. Timed to coincide with the bus’s journey through this area, a DAH performer

recounts an apocryphal origin story of the Roma people, replete with angry kings, star-crossed lovers,

and a curse placed on their descendants that “they may never cross the same river twice in one year”

(DAH Teatar 2005). The fantastical tone struck by this sequence is at odds with the lived reality of

many Roma in Belgrade. While Roma people face deeply-rooted prejudice and persecution across
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Europe, in Serbia, this racism is systemic, institutional. Many Roma Belgraders are former refugees

who fled north during the war in Kosovo in 1999, some without so much as their identity documents.

Without these, they are unable to claim Serbian citizenship or access social services. Their

undocumented children may attend public schools, but they may not receive diplomas. Afraid of facing

discrimination in hospitals, many Roma mothers give birth at home; their babies’ births are not

registered, and so the cycle of “statelessness” is perpetuated (Taylor 2018). On top of all this, they live

under constant threat of ethnically-motivated violence from their neighbours. Thus, we can readily see

how a “tour bus” performance in the style of Nights in This City might commit a “genre error” wherein

the Roma residents of Marinkova Bara are offered up to the audience’s gaze—a spectacle of

deprivation.

Ne/Vidljivi Grad hedges against this possibility. Firstly, where Forced Entertainment’s piece

took place on chartered coach, DAH’s is performed on a busy public bus during its normal hours of

operation, and passengers from all parts of the bus’s route have equal access to the vehicle. Because

the performers and their “intentional” spectators are passengers, just like those boarding the bus at

any time during the its run, the power structure on the number 26 is flattened. Even the conventional

hierarchy of the theatre event, where the lines between actor and spectator are clearly drawn, is

problematised here. Secondly, the play’s format lends itself to interruption—either by passengers

boarding or disembarking, or even by those passengers inclined to banter with the performers. In

particular, Dijana Milošević recalls one such encounter, when a Roma man boarded the number 26 in

Marinkova Bara. He was angry, gesticulating “like a drunk.” Dijana greeted this man and explained that

DAH were in the middle of performing a play, “telling stories about many cultures and minorities.” The

man scoffed and challenged her: “I bet you won’t be telling any stories about Roma people.” Dijana

explains: “In that very moment, the scene, the legend about how Roma people came to Earth started to

happen. And he was completely transformed. He stayed until the end, the last stop. He thanked us, and

we could see clearly that his dignity was really back” (Dijana Milošević, personal communication, 7

January, 2020). If we resist the somewhat pedagogical reading that levelling the power dynamic and
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uplifting Roma stories in performance will inspire subsequent social restructuring (“Understanding

alone can do little to transform consciousness and situations,” Rancière tells us, “The exploited have

rarely had the need to have the laws of exploitation explained to them.”), we can see how this

encounter too is a framing of dissensus (Rancière 2006: 83).

In addition to its mythologising tone, Ne/Vidljivi Grad deliberately avoids touching on upsetting

or controversial subject matter in its text, opting instead to cultivate a festive, carnival-like

environment. Of all the European adaptations of In/Visible City that describe Jewish migration (and

indeed, Dijana Milošević says, “You cannot tell a story about migration in Europe without [talking

about] the Jews”), not one mentions the Holocaust, nor the eastern Pogroms, nor any other violent

persecution (Dijana Milošević, personal communication, September 2019). Many of the real Nina47

Kirsanova’s Russian artistic colleagues in Belgrade were forced to flee the city toward the end of the

Second World War, for fear of retributive persecution by the advancing Red Army. But the story

Ne/Vidljivi Grad’s Kirsanova tells instead is about how Russian dancers built the institution of Serbian

ballet, about how she made Belgrade her home, and how she was willing to stay behind and fight for it.

And the Roma origin legend is spun in such a way that it sounds exciting, full of promise, without

reflecting the unfortunate reality Roma people have been experiencing in Europe for centuries. Far

from constituting revisionism or erasure, I would argue that this positive spin, this joyfulness, is a

“demonstration (manifestation) of a gap in the sensible itself” (Rancière 2010: 38). Dramaturgically

ignoring or erasing societal tensions that may exist around the presence of Roma people in Belgrade

makes the absence of those tensions visible and sensible. Correspondingly, just like the many names

listed on the sign for Dečanska street, this bizarre absence of tension serves to designate the tension’s

ordinarily overwhelming presence, and imputes a bizarreness to it in turn. In this way, Ne/Vidljivi Grad

makes it possible to observe and consider a societal tension as learned and adopted rather than as

intrinsic fact, making visible “that which had no reason to be seen” (Rancière 2010: 38). This scene in

47 Ne/Vidljivi Grad mentions the Spanish persecution of Jews only obliquely, as a means of explaining how such
a large Sephardic/Ladino population made its way to Belgrade in the 1490s (DAH Teatar 2005).
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Marinkova Bara, and the strong response of this Roma spectator, can thus be understood as

contributing to a dissensual reclamation of the rights of the “stateless” to the city—it is an expansion of

“sites of acceptable […] public participation and the kinds of actors who can make claims” (Greenberg

and Spasić 2017: 320).

Finally, in order to address how DAH instantiate a “gap in the sensible” around the sizeable

refugee presence in Belgrade, I want to examine an April, 2016 incident that added new relevance, and,

arguably, urgency to Ne/Vidljivi Grad. In 2012, the Serbian government and an Emirati real estate

developer entered into an agreement that would see the Serbian state lease one hundred acres of

riverfront property in Belgrade’s Savamala district to the Emirati developers, who would then

construct a luxury complex consisting of spacious condominiums and high-end retail space, enjoying

“extra-territorial rights” over the complex for thirty years (Matković and Ivković 2018: 32). This

development, to be called Belgrade Waterfront [Beograd na Vodi], was projected to cost a staggering

1.3 billion euros (Pope 2016: 712).

There were two major complications threatening this project, however. Firstly, the Serbian

government did not technically own this entire plot of land—Savamala is a densely-packed area that

was rapidly gentrifying (Pope 2016: 712). And secondly, a sizeable section of the proposed

development site comprised the largest improvised refugee shelter in Serbia. Demolishing the site

would mean displacing as many as two thousand people, who would have very few choices for where

to go next (Vukašević et al. 2018: 22). Legal contestations held up the Belgrade Waterfront project for

years, until, on the 24th of April, 2016, the Belgrade city authorities took drastic action. Around 2:00am,

masked demolition crews arrived at Hercegovačka, a street that ran through the proposed Belgrade

Waterfont site. Their vans and equipment were unmarked, and the men wore balaclavas. They tied up a

security guard for one local business, and confiscated his mobile phone to ensure they would not be

filmed. Calls to police went unheeded, and within two hours, the entire street was destroyed (Pope

2016: 728). At first, the city authorities tried to deny any involvement, but Serbian president

Aleksandar Vučić later acknowledged that the demolition order had come from the mayor’s office
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(Pope 2016: 729). In May of 2017, the refugee shelter was also demolished. By June, Belgrade city

authorities instituted a ban on camping in the open, leaving thousands of refugees who had been

sleeping rough in central Belgrade (both within the Savamala shelter and elsewhere) literally without a

place (Vukašević et al. 2018: 23-25).

As of this writing, apartments in the Belgrade Waterfront complex are listed for sale at almost

€10,000 per square metre, far beyond the budget of the average Belgrader, whose monthly wages

amount to just €947.21 (Bjelotomic 2021; Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2021). While it

may be true that the present Serbian administration wishes to banish refugees de facto from the city of

Belgrade, something more complicated is at work in the Belgrade Waterfront development. It wasn’t

just refugees who were displaced, but Belgrade business owners and their workers. Whose right to the

city is being championed here? Matković and Ivković have described perplexing approach the Serbian

government have taken to Belgrade Waterfront as rooted in the “neoliberal discourse of

instrumentalism,” which argues that “democratic institutional arrangements and procedures… are too

economically inefficient to allow for the overcoming of crisis and stagnation. These procedures are

seen as subordinate to the goal of creating a dynamic, competitive and efficient system claimed to

contribute to the ‘benefit of the citizens’” (Matković and Ivković 2018: 32). In this light, the government

were able to justify their incredible actions in Savamala in 2016: democratic red tape would only have

hindered progress, and would have kept Belgrade languishing in “economic stagnation” for that much

longer (Matković and Ivković 2018: 32). But again, who is the citizen that benefits? A disturbing

ambivalence was ushered in when this government exercised authoritarian control over urban space

and couched their actions within discourses of neoliberalism. As Greenberg and Spasić note, the48

48 A non-hierarchical activist collective that calls itself “Ne Da(vi)mo Beograd” was founded in the wake of the
Savamala incident. The group’s name hinges on the pun between the phrases “Ne Damo Beograd [We won’t
give up on Belgrade]” and “Ne Davimo Beograd [We won’t drown Belgrade].” This title has been anglicised as
“We Won’t Let Belgrade D(r)own.” Compellingly, Ne Da(vi)mo Beograd’s chosen mode of political resistance
is actually to “play by the rules.” When city officials are scheduled to hold procedural meetings in relation to
Belgrade Waterfront, Ne Da(vi)mo Beograd activists will interrupt these proceedings and demand a voice on
the floor. As of this writing, Ne Da(vi)mo Beograd have started putting their own candidates forward in local
elections. This practice of using structures of governance to resist structures of governance can be read as its
own kind of dissensus, in which the activists exercise their democratic rights as citizens of Belgrade in a
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present administration under President Aleksandar Vučić “confounds easy distinctions between right

and left, east European Euro-skepticism and tolerance. At the same time that the government formally

embraces pro-European ‘tolerance’ talk, it also undercuts democratic participation, civil rights, and

economic transparency in the context of privatization” (Greenberg and Spasić 2017: 316).

Ne/Vidljivi Grad acts as a challenge and corrective to this equivocation. It is worth noting how

all three of Ne/Vidljivi Grad’s major narrative threads described here—the Sephardic Jews, Nina

Kirsanova, and the Roma population in Marinkova Bara—are those of refugees, people driven to

Belgrade by external political and environmental forces. Belgrade’s Sephardic Jewish population made

the long journey to Serbia in 1492 in order to escape religious persecution in Catholic Spain. As a

“White émigrée,” Nina Kirsanova had fled Russia for fear of political repercussions from the new

Bolshevik regime in the early 1920s; she too found herself in Belgrade (Garcevic 2017). Finally, the

well-known migratory inclinations of Europe’s Roma people are represented by a retelling of the

legend of how they first “came to earth” and began their travels. The Belgrade that Ne/Vidljivi Grad

makes visible has always already been a city of refugees and migrants. By insisting on a version of

Belgrade to which the refugee is always already entitled, DAH affirm refugees as “subjects that [do] not

have the rights that they [have], and that [have] the rights that they [have] not” (Rancière 2010: 69).

That is, by revealing the way these migratory figures have inscribed themselves on the city’s

topography and infrastructure, DAH’s performance asserts the refugee’s right to the city, in a city to

which the refugee has no right—simultaneously, it belies the discourse of “rights” adopted by the

government, which verbally affirms the refugee’s right to the city, even as it takes spatial and legislative

steps to undermine those very rights.

In Belgrade, where clashes with authorities over rights to the city abound, this cultivation of

alternative collective memory (that Belgrade belongs and has always belonged to the refugee) is a

dissensual practice, not because it offers a competing alternative, which would legitimise the

“world” where the city of Belgrade has unilaterally determined that these citizens have no democratic rights
(see: Greenberg and Spasić 2017: 323; Matković and Ivković 2018: 33).
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consensual framework, but because it engages, deliberately and theatrically, in the very same action of

world-building that the authorities do, instigating a “dispute over what is given and about the frame

within which we see something as given” (Rancière 2010: 69). Silvija Jestrović rightfully cautions that,

while “[i]n the Serbian context of national belonging, it is important and even politically relevant to

assert the city’s multicultural identity,” performances like Ne/Vidljivi Grad must take care to avoid

presenting a packaged version of the city that is “above all aesthetic and consumerist… [and in which]

Belgrade’s multiculturalism becomes an ornamental feature.” Jestrović characterises this as a “selective

multiculturalism” rather than a genuine ethos (Jestrović 2014: 211). This selective multiculturalism is

arguably what resounded through a statement made by Serbian Prime Minister Aleksandar Vučić in

2015, in which he “officially welcomed refugees, spoke of tolerance, and compared the experience of

refugees fleeing war-torn countries to those of refugees during the wars of Yugoslav succession”

(Greenberg and Spasić 2017: 315). Despite this public front, Vučić’s administration has done little to49

encourage refugees to seek permanent asylum in Serbia. Ne/Vidljivi Grad critiques this ambivalence,

and recognises a need to articulate the refugee’s right to the city “beyond victimisation or

entrepreneurialism” (Tsavdaroglou and Kaika 2021: 5)

In/Visible City has had a curious relationship with the Belgrade authorities. In the project’s

early years, the city seemed content to ignore it, but as it garnered international visibility and the

support of the EU’s Culture Programme, it soon commanded the authorities’ attention. Eventually the

Serbian Ministry of Culture backed the project through “matching funds” (Dragićević-Šešić and Tomka

2016: 61). Indeed, Dragićević-Šešić and Tomka observe that most artistic projects in Serbia in receipt

of international funding, regardless of their content or political orientation, generally receive support

from local authorities as well. Far from signalling genuine state support for these projects and their

missions, however, such sponsorship arrangements are more likely to reflect “a symbolic act of

showing appreciation” for “desirable European values” in the context of Serbia’s EU accession journey

49 Vučić served as Prime Minister of Serbia from 2014 until 2017, when he was elected to the office of
President. In Serbia, the Prime Minister is head of the executive branch of the government, while the
President acts as head of state.
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(Dragićević-Šešić and Tomka 2016: 65). At the same time, the Serbian government has declined to take

material steps toward satisfying the EU’s actual accession criteria, resulting in a frequently stagnant

process that has been ongoing since 2012, with no end in sight. Aleksandar Vučić may present a

strongly pro-EU face to the international community, but domestically, his government has actively

suppressed dissenting media, kept the judiciary under tight control, and has not yet implemented a

consistent policy with respect to the thousands of refugees transiting through Serbia every month

(Huszka 2018: 362). And that’s not to mention the Savamala episode. In this, we can see how In/Visible

City remains, at least in Serbia, a “bottom-up initiative” that, “despite success and visibility, [has not

reached] top-down acceptance” ( Dragićević-Šešić and Tomka 2016: 61).

Still, with every iteration of the In/Visible City project, DAH Teatar are working toward this goal.

Ne/Vidljivi Grad, in the careful attention it pays to Belgrade’s “nexus of multidirectional relations based

on the legacies of war, devastating neoliberal privatisation, humanitarian crises, authoritarian

populism... contested sovereignties, and European integration processes,” highlights how each of these

factors, individually and in concert, can “fertilise the ground for various modes of exclusion,” but may

also “provide incentives for support and cooperation” (Bilić and Stubbs 2016: 244). Through the

moments of dissensus it instantiates, Ne/Vidljivi Grad invites its audience to think anew what

“Belgrade” is and what it means. Meanwhile, with each successive iteration, the In/Visible City project

on the whole also functions as a public challenge to how Serbian culture is understood in a European

and a global context, challenging the authorities’ exclusive privilege to represent the country on an

international stage. The question, then, that drives the following section is: what gets lost in translation

during this process? What happens when a potentially dissensual performance, like Ne/Vidljivi Grad,

transfers into a context where it can be harnessed by the state and used as a means of projecting

specifically European social ideals?
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6.2 Faenza: Città In/Visibile

“Mauerspringer” is German for “wall jumper,” and this was the title and the ethos adopted by

the Mauerspringer European Street Theatre Festival, which took place in Faenza, in Italy’s

Emilia-Romagna region, in September, 2019. Festival participants and attendees were encouraged to

“jump the wall of indifference and open up to the world so that the earth on which our feet rest [sic]

fills with footprints, traces of travel, paths in a free landscape without borders” (“European Street

Theatre Festival” 2019). The festival was primarily organised by Faenza’s own Teatro Due Mondi, a

community-based theatre group that focuses on promoting social integration for the sizeable

population of Middle Eastern and North African refugees who have been resettled in the Faenza area.

Since 2011, Teatro Due Mondi have facilitated a weekly theatre workshop entitled “BORDERLESS,”

which seeks to “create a space of exchange between people who want to share experiences of being a

refugee” (Teatro Due Mondi 2020). The entire Mauerspringer event, an extension of this programme,

was organised around an open air, free access premise, which championed the forging of connections

between and among Italian residents, international artists and spectators, and non-EU migrants and

refugees within the city (“European Street Theatre Festival” 2019). DAH’s reputation, and that of

In/Visible City, dovetailed neatly with the agenda and aspirations of this festival.

Significantly, the Mauerspringer festival, like so many versions of In/Visible City, was sponsored

primarily by civic institutions. This funding came from a combination of sources ranging from the local

(like Faenza’s City Council) to the supranational: the largest portion of the festival’s funding came from

the Creative Europe Programme of the European Union (“European Street Theatre Festival” 2019).

The festival featured, in addition to Teatro Due Mondi, five other European theatres: Théâtre de l’Unité

and Compagnie du Hasard from France, Germany’s Theaterlabor Bielefeld, Hortzmuga Teatroa from

the Basque region of Spain, and DAH Teatar. Each of these theatres presented works that addressed, in

direct, explicit ways, the migration crisis that had subsumed Italy since 2015. Teatro Due Mondi’s own

piece, Come Crepe nei Muri [Like Cracks in the Walls] re-staged Italy’s marine border crisis as a game of
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Red Rover, in which a crowd of actors playing “refugees” attempted to cross or breach a series of

partitions erected by another “team” of performers dressed in white, Derby-style costumes,

presumably representing “Fortress Europe.” DAH Teatar, meanwhile, presented a brand new version of

In/Visible City that was bespoke to Faenza.

Sanja Bahun reminds us that “[t]he meanings we attribute to artworks transform over time. So

do the modalities of their operation, patterns of influence and societal impact” (Bahun 2020: 72).

Where Ne/Vidljivi Grad addressed local, culturally and municipally specific tensions, the version of

In/Visible City DAH presented at the Mauerspringer Festival—Città In/Visibile—was decidedly

international in orientation, explicitly performing “Europeanness” in an EU context, and making a clear

argument for what being “European” ought to mean with respect to the influx of refugees driven to the

continent’s shores by war, famine, political violence, and economic desperation. As a spectator and

festival attendee, I felt a deep ambivalence toward the piece itself, and toward the Mauerspringer

Festival as a whole. This section aims to interrogate that feeling. In what follows, I suggest that, rather

than cultivating conditions for dissensus, Città In/Visibile, with its overtly pro-EU and pro-migration

messaging, instead functioned more like a cultural tool for Rancière’s police.

Città In/Visibile was the product of a two-week long workshop, conducted by DAH Teatar and

Teatro Due Mondi in tandem. The play’s ensemble thus included not only DAH actors, but performers

from Teatro Due Mondi, as well as interested amateurs—there were thirteen performers in all, roughly

double the number of the Ne/Vidljivi Grad company. This fact ended up impacting substantially on Città

In/Visibile’s mise-en-scène. Faenza is a typical medieval Italian city, laid out in tiny cobblestone

laneways that radiate outward from the central Piazza del Popolo. DAH’s intention had been to stage

Città In/Visibile on a route that traversed the labyrinthine city centre. Because these avenues were so

dense and compact, however, the only public transit vehicles that could navigate them were small,

twelve-seat people carriers (Dijana Milošević, personal communication, September 2019). Instead, the

linea 2 bus was only public transit service in Faenza that was physically large enough to carry the large

ensemble and its audience, so DAH were forced to adapt to these parameters. This route is a long loop
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that embarks from the city’s only train station, heading north into a sprawling industrial estate and

“big box” retail park before returning to its origin. Compared to the cultural and historical vibrancy

visible from the number 26 bus in Belgrade, Dijana told me, the surroundings traversed by the linea 2

are “a bit boring” (Dijana Milošević, personal communication, September 2019). The entire journey

lasts only twenty minutes.

Audience members were instructed to meet outside the train station in the morning on Friday,

the 6th of September, 2019. I arrived to find a large crowd already gathered around the station’s main

entrance, a significant portion of whom were wearing Mauerspringer branded clothing or carrying

festival programmes. I assumed Città In/Visibile had been advertised primarily through festival

channels, and wondered whether there would be any “unintentional” spectators at all. Soon, the

company appeared at the far end of the station’s car park, and made their way slowly towards us,

wearing dark overcoats and carrying ragged pieces of luggage. They assembled along the train station’s

front wall, which featured a mosaic map of Europe that stretched from floor to ceiling. It was clear this

map had not been updated in some time: nestled between Italy and Albania along the Adriatic coast

was an unbroken Yugoslavia rendered in bright orange tiles. Standing before this map, the company

began to sing, in several languages simultaneously (I heard English, Italian, and Serbian) words taken

from the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR): “Dignity is an inherent and

inalienable right… Everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as a person before the law…

Everyone is entitled to all these rights and freedoms without distinction of any kind… Everyone has

the right to freedom of movement and residence… the right to leave any country, including their own,

and to return” (DAH Teatar 2019a, my translation). When their song was finished, we all boarded the

bus and the rest of the piece proceeded in a manner similar to Ne/Vidljivi Grad. We heard stories of

Jewish migrants, the Roma “coming to earth” legend was replayed, and there was even a “rap” that

traced the multi- or cross-lingual origins of commonly used words. This production, importantly, also

involved workshop participants, who added their own stories to the series of vignettes presented―one

participant who suffered from sight loss described her experience learning to “see” her city through all
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her other senses. Musicians from Teatro Due Mondi as well as DAH Teatar’s Ljubica Damčević

provided musical accompaniment throughout.

Figure 6.3: Città In/Visibile: Ivana Milenović-Popović on the linea 2. Photo by DAH Teatar.

However, Città In/Visibile also differed from Ne/Vidljivi Grad in critical ways. The geopolitical

situation in Faenza, a city within an EU member state, made it so that certain dramaturgical elements

that may have been infused with dissensual elements in Belgrade were diluted somewhat when

deployed in an Italian context in 2019. Chief among these, in my view, were the way Città In/Visibile

interacted (or did not interact) with the physical space of Faenza itself, and the way the play’s textual

framing appeared to paradoxically accept the “police” premise of rights and borders, by placing itself in

direct opposition to their abuse and enforcement. The remainder of this section will now turn to a

discussion of each of these elements, reading them against the refugee crisis as it has been unfolding in

Italy since 2015.

As I have discussed above, In/Visible City dramaturgically depends on the urban environment

in which it is performed, in both a physical and social sense. Where Ne/Vidljivi Grad allowed for, and

perhaps even counted on unscripted audience encounters like the one Dijana Milošević describes in

Marinkova Bara, Città In/Visibile was almost completely closed off. There were only two stops along the
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linea 2’s entire route, the first on the side of a busy road near a motorway on-ramp and the second in

the “big box” retail park. During the two performances I saw, only one woman boarded at the first

stop—she was the only passenger to join us mid-performance. As I have mentioned, the route we

travelled took us outside of the city, across a somewhat anonymous landscape of roundabouts, dual

carriageways, warehouses, overgrown fields, and petrol stations—locations Marc Augé would call

“non-places.” In contrast to “places,” which can be defined as relational, historical, and concerned with

identity, non-places are none of these things (Augé 1995: 77). They are spaces of transience and

“solitary contractuality:” they exist to be passed through rather than inhabited, and they act as

departure points for individuals rather than destinations for communities (Augé 1995: 94).

Surrounded by this kind of space for its duration, Città In/Visibile performed instead a literal “invisible”

(i.e. imagined/imaginary) city for us. We were not transiting through the centre of Faenza, with its

culturally significant architecture, but the performance nevertheless addressed landmarks there as

though they were just outside the bus—like Faenza’s celebrated Museum of Ceramics, which houses

several pieces by Picasso. Why did the piece not adapt to its actual environment? This was my chief

question as a spectator.

Città In/Visibile did acknowledge when the linea 2 passed through a neighbourhood heavily

populated by Roma people (“And now we are passing the part of the city where our Roma neighbours

live!”), but unlike Ne/Vidljivi Grad’s Marinkova Bara episode, we made no stops there, and no one from

outside entered the performance’s internal space on the bus (DAH Teatar 2019a, my translation). This

moment was among the most emblematic of the ambivalence I felt toward the piece. It wasn’t that I felt

as though Città In/Visibile was directing my gaze outward toward the Roma neighbourhood in a

voyeuristic kind of way, as was the case for Tomlin during the Manor estate episode in Nights in This

City; rather, I didn’t feel my gaze was being directed outward at all. Città In/Visibile appeared to accept

the outskirts it travelled through as “non-places,” declining to engage with the political and social

realities that made them that way, and thereby, I would suggest, diminishing the political promise of its

own dramaturgical form.
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Figure 6.4: Città In/Visibile: Ivana Milovanović and Ivan Nikolić. Photo by DAH Teatar.

Perhaps another function of the “non-place” itinerary the piece was obliged to follow is that the

stories included in the script shared elements of personal choice and intention. Unlike the refugee

figures in the Belgrade scenario, Città In/Visibile’s characters chose to come to Faenza for various

reasons, ranging from trade and commerce to the arts. The performance underscored Faenza’s regional

history as an incubator for the modern banking system, noting how the world’s oldest bank was

founded in the neighbouring region in Siena. There was a scene entitled “The History of Money” in

which all the performers enacted a frenetic choreography of bidding and exchange, trading all different

kinds of coins and currencies with one another. In another scene, the actors embody a trio of Jewish

brothers who arrived in Faenza to open a tailoring business which is still in operation. The piece also

paid homage to Faenza’s unique and long-established traditions of ceramic-making, telling us how the

word “faience,” describing a special type of earthenware pottery, is borrowed from the city’s name, and

proclaiming Faenza as the origin point of a “Ceramic Road,” an artery of trade to rival the Silk Road. In

another scene, the ensemble told the story of a German opera singer who, enamoured by the music of
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Pucini, decided to come build a life in Faenza (DAH Teatar 2019b). All of this positions multiculturalism

as a personally enriching, world-building phenomenon—one to be desired.

In her essay “Precarious Life and the Ethics of Cohabitation,” Judith Butler puts forward the

idea that the primary thing that binds us in solidarity with and obligation toward one another, as

inhabitants of a shared earth, is precisely the “unchosen character of [our] open-ended and plural

cohabitation” (Butler 2015: 112-113, my emphasis). In specifically calling out the nature of our sharing

of the world as “unchosen,” Butler is underscoring (after Arendt) that the other’s “equal right to inhabit

the earth” is unconditional; in this respect, whether or not the other’s presence enriches us is

immaterial (Butler 2015: 114). “Not only do we live with those we never chose and with whom we may

feel no immediate sense of social belonging,” Butler explains, “but we are also obligated to preserve

those lives and the open-ended plurality that is the global population” (Butler 2015: 113). This is a

subtle, yet crucial differentiation. A vibrant urban multiculturalism may indeed be individually

enriching for some citizens, as Città In/Visibile appears to allege, but whether we are enriched by the

other’s presence or not is ultimately irrelevant. The other’s right to exist here transcends what we

choose, what we do or do not value, how we envision the city and its future. Accordingly, our obligation

to that other precedes our subjectivation as citizens of this place or that place, and is not dependent on

our feelings or morals. This distinction also resonates with the trauma paradigm and the way it

bestows moral privilege on survivors: we owe survivors our witnessing and our material support

because of what they have suffered. Butler’s framing acts as a counter to this, maintaining that we are

always already obligated toward one another anyway. In a situation where the “legality” of the

refugee’s physical existence is a political wedge issue, asserting and affirming this radical right of the

other to exist, to inhabit the same space as “us,” regardless of their background, and regardless how

“traumatic” we might perceive that background to be, offers a more compelling opportunity for

dissensus than does a performance like Città In/Visibile.

Rancière teaches us that dissensus is not merely “a confrontation between interests or

opinions” but is instead a “clash between two partitions of the sensible” (Rancière 2010: 38, 29). With
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its relatively uncomplicated thesis—that multiculturalism and migration are not only good things

ethically speaking, they are also the foundations of European life on a practical level—DAH’s

performance in Faenza did not, I would argue, usher in dissensus, specifically because it did not break

the frame of the sensible. In the discursive sphere of Città In/Visibile, refugees are to be

welcomed—the presence of migrants has always enriched the city of Faenza, and besides, the refugee

has the “right to freedom of movement and residence,” a right which must be respected (DAH Teatar

2019). Advocating for one position over the other—refugees are welcome or they are not—cannot

instantiate a moment of true dissensus according to Rancière’s model, which would require a

wholesale breaking of this discursive frame. In this, I found that Città In/Visibile championed

acceptance and integration, perhaps at the expense of a more considered engagement with the concept

of “rights” as laid out by Butler above—that is, as material, embodied facts, not as discursive dispositifs.

Città In/Visibile’s version of multiculturalism presents itself as a utopian scenario to be chosen and

cherished, transforming “the embodied experience[s]” oppression and precarity into “a disembodied

parole of ‘rights’” (Bilić and Stubbs 2016: 235). Meanwhile, calling for a radical opening of

borders—which was a refrain repeated throughout most of the performances I saw at the

Mauerspringer Festival, not just DAH’s—accepts and legitimates the premise of the border.

Throughout the 2000s and early 2010s, successive Italian governments failed to pursue a

consistent and “cohesive” policies with respect to migration, “resulting in a chaotic system often reliant

on outdated legislation and emergency decrees” (Glynn 2016: 193). These approaches were often

reactionary and ambivalent. Strategies of discouraging migration by way of diplomacy (increasing aid

to North African countries and upping the annual immigrant visa quotas awarded to these states) or by

way of force (arrest and deportation) were reversed and undermined by subsequent strategies of

offering amnesty and social support, and vice versa (Glynn 2016: 172-173, 194). However, in October,

2013, over three hundred fifty migrants drowned after a fire broke out on the boat that was

transporting them from Libya to the Italian island of Lampedusa, sparking international outcry. When,

only days later, another forty asylum seekers died in another maritime accident, Italy took unequivocal
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(if surprising) action. They launched the Mare Nostrum initiative, a military/humanitarian strategy by

which Italian “[f]rigates, patrol boats, helicopters, drones and radars” were to be enlisted to search for,

to rescue, and to deliver safely to Italian soil seafaring refugees “found in difficulty” (Glynn 2016: 175).

This measure appeared to upend the “general consensus” around how states typically respond to

crises of immigration (i.e. with hostility, and with stricter crackdowns on border crossings) (Glynn

2016: 176). Following yet more maritime tragedies in September, 2014, Democratic Prime Minister

Matteo Renzi defended Mare Nostrum, arguing that its continued operation was necessary to

demonstrate that “Europe has a heart and a soul, that Europe is worried about the lives of people”

(Renzi, qtd in Glynn 2016: 178).

But Europe, it seems, did not share Renzi’s concerns; very little support for Mare Nostrum was

forthcoming from other EU countries. When the “costs and burdens” associated with receiving so many

migrants became too much for the Italian state to bear, Mare Nostrum was wound up in October, 2014.

It was replaced a month later by the cheaper and more internationally palatable Operation Triton,

implemented by European Border and Coast Guard (Glynn 2016: 178). While search and rescue are

still a significant part of Operation Triton’s mandate, its top priorities, per a 2016 press release, are

“border control and surveillance… [and the deterring of] other forms of cross border crime” (Frontex

2016). In light of these realities, how are we to read the sponsorship arrangements underpinning the

Mauerspringer Festival, and Città In/Visibile specifically? As I have mentioned, the project received its

funding from a sizeable coalition of government agencies, on the local, national, and EU levels. If,

following Chapter 5’s framework, we view this financial support as a transaction involving a different

kind of capital, what is being bought?

In Artwash: Big Oil and the Arts, Mel Evans describes how oil companies will specifically seek

out sponsorship arrangements with “high art” institutions in order to “perform a role of Corporate

Citizen” and to deflect from their exploitative and environmentally devastating business practices.

Evans borrows the term “artwashing” from corporate lobbyist Tina Mermiri to describe this process.

For Evans, to artwash “is to do one thing in order to distract from another” (Evans 2015: 13). Is it fair
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to ask whether the Mauerspringer Festival was an instance of artwashing on behalf of its civic

sponsors? Was it meant to disguise the EU’s anaemic response to the refugee crisis in Italy? Does

Mauerspringer symbolically replace material interventions in the crisis like Mare Nostrum? In this

light, Città In/Visibile starts to look less like a vector for dissensus and more like an arm of the police, in

its implication that justice or equality can be achieved through the individualised, psychosocial

exercise of “jumping the walls of indifference,” rather than by making collective, embodied, radical

demands for it (“European Street Theatre Festival” 2019).

At the same time, though, as Shawn Womack cautions, it is perhaps unfair to reproach a project

like Città In/Visibile for fulfilling the brief of the festival that made its presentation possible. DAH

Teatar are careful not to “overstate” their claims about what In/Visible City is able to do: its aim, after

all, is to forge connections with other artists, with audiences and with citizens in all the cities to which

it is transported, not to topple the regime of the “police.” In short, dissensus is not In/Visible City’s

goal—rather, the project has always sought “[t]o move with an audience in order to move them, their

hearts and minds” (Womack 2016: Ch. 6). Dissensus may offer a framework for disruption, but it does

not provide a roadmap for how to live “with the uneasiness of difficult communication and with direct

interaction with others who might shake the certitude of our artistic values and identities” (Womack

2016: Ch. 6). If there is a limitation to Rancière’s framework, it is in the way dissensus seemingly

secures nothing but the promise of its own repetition: there is no such thing as “democratic rule” that

can follow a moment of dissensus, because to install any other principle of social organisation, even

one that is genuinely democratic in orientation, is to install a new police. Rancière does admit that

some police orders are “better” than others, and that the police can even “procure all sorts of good.”

But the relative “goodness” or “badness” of different kinds of police is ultimately irrelevant to the

question of dissensus and politics as figured by Rancière (Rancière 1999: 31). Dissensus instantiates a

disruption of the police, but it does not “overwhelm the ability of [the police] to reabsorb [it]” (Purcell

2014: 175). What comes after that disruption, and how are we supposed to figure a way forward?

236



As I have argued elsewhere in this thesis, there is something to be said for “empty” gestures.

Despite the ambivalences I have noted here, Città In/Visibile does make gestures toward a kind of

“EUtopian” vision (Bilić and Stubbs 2016). It seeks to manifest a Europe that does have “a heart and a

soul” (Renzi, qtd in Glynn 2016: 178). And so, in spite of Rancière, I would risk contradiction to suggest

that Città In/Visibile retains its own kind of political promise. As EU institutions struggle to negotiate a

coherent response to the migrant crisis, Città In/Visibile works to “[reinvent] the ‘European values’ of

democracy, anti-facism, tolerance, and co-existence, by relying on them and giving the Europeans a

chance to put them into practice” (Bilić and Stubbs 2016: 232). With its rather overt message of

multiculturalism, acceptance, and “rights,” Città In/Visibile performs “Europe” to Europe, urging it to

live up to its own ideals. This is a particularly poignant message, coming as it does from European

artists who are not yet EU citizens. Of course, chances are high that DAH’s performance in Faenza was

effectively “preaching to the choir,” given that its audience appeared to be comprised almost entirely of

people who had travelled to participate in a festival that expressly focused on pro-migration,

humanitarian street theatre. To echo a question I raised in Chapter 4, though, does this possibility

invalidate the aspiration of the work? Città In/Visibile was not a physical search and rescue enterprise

like Mare Nostrum, but it nevertheless represents a contribution to what Greenberg and Spasić call the

“warp and woof” of much of the work that engages “activists, human rights lawyers, street

protesters… EU bureaucrats… financiers, central bankers, and politicians from across the political

spectrum.” Namely: the collective process of “figuring out both what the European Union is and what it

might be” (Greenberg and Spasić 2017: 326).

6.3 Conclusion

This chapter has aimed to appraise In/Visible City as a mechanism for the realisation of

moments of dissensus in the sociopolitical urban contexts in which it is performed. Close analyses of

the Belgrade and Faenza scenarios of this performance demonstrate, however, the degree to which
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dissensual effects are context-dependent rather than dramaturgically intrinsic, ultimately calling the

dissensus/consensus framework into question as a means of determining the social and political value

of these performances. In Belgrade, Ne/Vidljivi Grad’s acts of world-building, of “making strange” the

ethnic tensions that are societally and geographically enforced, and of claiming the refugee’s right to

the city are subversive practices that directly challenge a quasi-neoliberal government that is actively

working to undermine democratic processes in Serbia. In Faenza, the performance’s parameters

hindered this same act of challenge to the “distribution of the sensible,” operating instead to validate

discourses of multiculturalism and tolerance within an EU context, and thereby running the risk of

neutralising its own political potential.

And yet it would be a mistake to view Città In/Visibile as ineffectual for these reasons. If

“unwilled proximity and unchosen cohabitation are pre-conditions of our political existence,” then

Città In/Visibile offers a trajectory toward a kind of politics Rancière might not recognise as such

(Butler 2015: 114). Embracing multiculturalism as not only a necessary component of any city, but a

desirable one, DAH Teatar demonstrate how “the question of what kind of city we want cannot be

divorced from the question of what kind of people we want to be” (Harvey 2013: 4). Once again, DAH

Teatar’s praxis and aesthetics invoke relational dependencies; they gesture toward the ethical

responsibilities we bear toward one another by virtue of inhabiting (and authoring) the same spaces,

regardless of whether we choose to bear them. When it reveals the hidden histories of refugees and

migrants who came apprehensively before us and built the cities through which we now move,

In/Visibile City does more than ask us to listen for those pained voices from the past, and to seek out

their traces in the places we live. Rather, it calls on us to perceive, now, “that which [has] no reason to

be seen” (Rancière 2010: 38). It calls on us to hear the cries of the dispossessed in the present, and to

honour our solidarity with, and obligation toward the other, to invest our cities with “the demand to

seek to make all lives livable and equally so” (Butler 2015: 115).
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7. Toward a Future of Trauma Performance

In the dark times
Will there be singing?
There will be singing.

Of the dark times.

(Brecht 2019: 660)

In the public lectures she gives in relation to DAH’s work, Dijana often quotes 20th century

French painter Henri Matisse, who allegedly once claimed that although “two world wars had passed…

neither of them entered [his] painting.” The object of DAH’s praxis, Dijana maintains, has been to “find

a balance” between Matisse’s sentiment, and Brecht’s famous poem quoted above—another motto for

the company (Milošević qtd in Clemons 2002: 91). In the face of war, death, disappearance, forced

migration, political violence—events we understand to be traumatic—what is the artist’s role?

This thesis has sought to interrogate trauma as a performative sociopolitical force, and to

investigate how that force plays out across, and is harnessed by the performance work of DAH Teatar.

Against the backdrop of traditional aporetic trauma theory—which continues to dictate popular

Western understandings of trauma despite its “heyday” being thirty years behind us—I have theorised

a trauma paradigm that mobilises the these understandings toward the production of very real

political, juridical, economic, cultural, and interpersonal effects. Among this study’s central concerns

has been how theatre and performance, as aesthetic practices deployed in conflict and post-conflict

contexts, can impact on the way trauma is perceived and understood. Chapter 1 examined the

theoretical backgrounds that have given rise to the performative trauma paradigm in which DAH
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Teatar’s work intervenes—it identified aporetic trauma theory’s origins as legacies of 1990s

deconstructionist criticism, and it interrogated the stereotypical aesthetic modes that have arisen from

and been fostered by these theories. It also made the case that many of the issues that characterise

discussions around trauma—representation, presence, absence, repetition, and “unspeakability”—far

from being the purview of a niche brand of literary criticism, are in fact foundational concerns for

performance studies scholars. As such, I have argued that theatre and performance merit serious

consideration as objects of analysis within trauma studies, and that, accordingly, performance studies

methods offer fruitful “ways in” to dealing critically with the traumatic. Lastly, the chapter marked the

operations of the trauma paradigm—the material effects it produces, and the discourses it instantiates

and reinforces. A guiding notion behind this thesis has been that trauma as such has transcended the

pathological sphere, to give rise to its own epistemological and ontological regimes. This study has

examined how performance participates in, subverts, or breaks out of these regimes.

Chapter 2 trained its focus on DAH’s praxis specifically. Through an examination of the

company’s history, I have charted the development of a bruise(d) aesthetics, one that takes the wound

as its point of departure. Siting that wound in the public sphere of performance, both during the

devising process as well as in front of audiences, I have argued that DAH’s aesthetic praxis reveals itself

to be more like bruise than a puncture. The work presents painful subject matter and tender affect as

objects for inter-subjective negotiation—DAH’s is a performance praxis that is only ever realised

through this encounter. Through discussions of DAH’s international relational networks with other

artists, as well as their political activism alongside Žene u Crnom, this chapter demonstrated that these

“bruising” encounters need not take place on stage. These inter-subjective relations are not inferior to

or separate from DAH Teatar’s practice of performance-making; this chapter has argued that these

relational networks an integral part of the company’s aesthetics.

In Chapter 3, I examined DAH Teatar’s relationship to trauma, performance, and time. Using

Benjaminian temporal frameworks, I have argued that the “empty” gestures made in DAH’s three Angel

Plays of the 1990s—This Babylonian Confusion (1992), Angels’ Memories (1996), and Angels in the Cities
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(1998)—are actually saturated with revolutionary/messianic potential. These temporal frameworks

allow us to see how DAH’s engagement of the traumatic experience of ethnic violence and national

disintegration can reposition trauma itself as a collective starting point for radical political action. By

pulling the present and the past into contact in these Angel Plays, I have argued, DAH Teatar gesture

toward relational solidarities that transcend linear time, and thereby articulate a revolutionary politics

that links trauma, performance, and inter-subjective experience in complex and compelling ways.

Shifting its focus from the time of the gesture to the site of the gesture, the body, Chapter 4

examined grievability, embodiment, and care in Story of Tea (2006). This chapter sought to ascertain

what remains in absence, what vanishes and what reappears when a theatre performance puts actors’

bodies forward as surrogates for the disappeared. Through a complicated and contradictory process of

affective connection, surrogation, and performed care, Story of Tea presented a challenge to the

primacy of presence and rights-based modes of redress within the trauma paradigm. After Judith

Butler, I have argued that this performance reconfigures grief as a powerful driver of affective

solidarity. Seizing on these solidarities, Story of Tea undermines the idea that the recovery of remains is

necessary to render care, not only to the missing (whom, the play argues, are never truly gone), but

also to survivors left behind.

Chapter 5 explored the more uncomfortable implications of this idea that performances of grief

and trauma can bring people together. It considered trauma’s international circulation as a commodity

within a market framework organised according to the “laws” of capital. In the trauma market, the

condition of victimhood bestows not only moral privilege, but significant symbolic capital, and as such,

it is an attractive product in this marketplace. These dynamics cause the risks of appropriating

another’s suffering to run high, especially when those consuming, or “witnessing,” trauma stories hold

geopolitical and economic privilege over the testimonial subject(s). Through discussions of Crossing

the Line, though, I have attempted to illustrate how this market framework can still be resisted. In

former Yugoslavia, Crossing the Line works to “raise capital” for all female victims of wartime sexual

violence, irrespective of ethnicity, and by so doing, it works to bridge some of the ethnic divisions
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installed by war. In the United States, Crossing the Line models affective solidarity despite its appeal

within an international trauma market. Once again, as was my own experience with this performance

at Knox College, these solidarities become blueprints with which we may construct a more just, more

caring world.

Finally, moving away from an explicit consideration of trauma as such, Chapter 6 unpacked the

migrant experience, the refugee’s right to the city, and the palimpsestic construction of urban identities

through the lens of Rancière’s dissensus. Where DAH’s In/Visible City project continues to nurture

dissensual potential in Belgrade, when it is transposed into an EU context, its sociopolitical effects are

less clear. Città In/Visibile revealed, indirectly, how neoliberal discourses of tolerance and rights can

start to mirror frameworks of trauma within the trauma paradigm. At the same time, Città In/Visibile

does model a kind of “Europe” that is worth aspiring toward, and DAH’s participation in events like the

Mauerspringer Festival can be read as a demonstration of how that Europe might be realised. Now,

having set out all the above, in this final chapter, my aim is to look past today’s trauma paradigm (if we

can), to ask: what’s next, not only for DAH Teatar, but for the trauma concept and its role in our social,

political, and cultural lives?

7.1 Moving on

Jadranka and Dijana founded DAH Teatar with the vision that their group would last for fifteen

years, perhaps a bit longer (de Sousa 1997) The company celebrated its thirtieth birthday in the

summer of 2021. While DAH’s early years were marked by struggles to—quite literally—survive, today,

the company’s concerns are more existential. They remain “adamant” in their desire to explore new

territories in their work, but a necessary part of entering into these new territories is the leaving

behind of old ones (Barnett 2021: 173).

Peru’s internationally renowned Grupo Cultural Yuyachkani can be read as a kind of analogue

to DAH in this sense. As discussed earlier in this thesis, from 1980 to 2000, Peru was subsumed by a
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violent internal conflict during which tens of thousands of civilians were murdered or disappeared

(Milton 2014: 1, 4). As Diana Taylor writes in The Archive and the Repertoire, Yuyachkani “actively

stages Peru’s social memory,” creating performances in dialogue with the country’s painful history and

its worried present (Taylor 2003: 196). Yuyachkani, like DAH, is many decades old by now, and like

DAH, how to grow and change, especially in relation to the violence in their country that is becoming

more and more memorialised, is a matter of paramount importance to these artists. How can a theatre

group continue to engage with history as time stubbornly marches on? Says Taylor: “Yuyachkani

understand the importance of performance as a means of re-membering,” that is, piecing back together

alternative, always already present cultural histories that oppose and undermine “consciously

deployed [strategies] of colonial dismemberment” (Taylor 2003: 209). This re-membering is not a

once-off occasion, but a means of transmitting the force of that alternative history, in which the

unspeakability of a traumatic national past/present can be given room to breathe. That performance is

fundamentally a mechanism of transmission, a means of remembering that of which we cannot speak,

is central to Taylor’s argument, throughout The Archive and the Repertoire, and about Yuyachkani

specifically. As company members age and younger artists are brought onboard, this process of

transmission is put to the test. The organic nature of the group’s functioning works to absorb these

new voices. As Taylor explains, “[The new artists] will not act like Yuyachkani, but be Yuyachkani,

adopting and adapting the character of the group itself” (Taylor 2003: 210).

DAH Teatar find themselves in a similar situation: in many ways, the departures of long-time

company members Maja Mitić, Jugoslav Hadžić, and Sanja Krsmanović-Tasić was the end of one era and

the start of another. Since these departures, the character of DAH’s work has necessarily shifted. These

days, the company comprises a younger cohort of actors, whose relationship to the Yugoslav Wars is

different to that of the original DAH company—perhaps less immediate. Several of these younger

actors would have been children or teens during the Yugoslav Wars, and one, Evgenija Eškina

Kovačević, was born and raised in Russia. More than this, DAH’s audience is changing too, and the

company’s work is finding ways to respond to new concerns. For instance, in addition to In/Visible City
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and its engagement with “Europeanness” and the migrant experience, recent performances have

addressed topics like climate change (Previously Blue – 2015; TERRA – 2020) and the rights of children

(For Your Own Good – 2020). At the time of this writing, DAH Teatar are also engaged in a whole slate of

multi-year, international culture initiatives, such as: Future Academy on Tour in Europe (FATE –

2020-2022), which works to create employment opportunities in cultural sectors for “newcomers” to

the European continent; Art for Human Rights (2019-2022), aimed at educators and teaching artists

who work with marginalised populations, and the Antigone Project (2021-2022), which mobilises

theatre and performance practices to address gender-based violence against women and girls (“EU

Projects” 2021).

In October 2021, I was fortunate enough to visit Belgrade for a third time―not officially in

connection with this study, but because DAH Teatar were premiering their newest work, and they had

invited me to come see it. This piece, Drveće Pleše (translated as Dancing Trees), is the first production

to be co-directed by Dijana and Jadranka for many years, a collaboration that Jadranka’s return to

Belgrade in 2020 made possible. Conceived as a dance-theatre piece, Drveće Pleše premiered in50

Studentski Park [Students’ Park] in the university district of Dorćol. Although this neighbourhood is

home to the University of Belgrade, it is also very proximal to a number of residential areas―the park

is a popular lunch and study spot for students and is also highly trafficked by dog walkers, families

with young children, and senior citizens. The park itself is a long rectangle, featuring large banks of

manicured lawns separated by paved pathways. It remains open to the public even after dark. Dijana, a

long-time resident of this area, tells me that this park looms large in the personal geographies of

Belgraders―not as monumental as Kalemegdan, perhaps, but essential to residents in a more

quotidian way. Drveće Pleše was inspired by another recent administrative scandal, in which Belgrade

city authorities felled a large number of the park’s trees, allegedly to curtail a strain of rot that had

infected them. However, students and other environmental activists soon suspected this decision had

50 A more precise translation of Drveće Pleše’s title would be Trees Dance, or The Trees Are Dancing, as “pleše” is
the present tense, third-person plural form of the verb “to dance.”
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less to do with tree rot than it had to do with plans for a nearby underground car park, since trees that

appeared healthy were also being cut down. In 2015, there was a series of protests against the felling.

Authorities assured the activists and the press that plans were underway to replace the rotten trees

with new saplings, however, as of Drveće Pleše’s premiere, only around fifteen saplings (of a planned

fifty-six) appear to have been planted (Radisavljević 2015).

Drveće Pleše was staged in a corner of the park where several large, older trees are still

standing. The seven performers wear crayola-bright costumes that stand out clearly against the park’s

dark backdrop. For the piece’s sixty-minute duration, the performers dance amongst the trees, kicking

up leaves, embracing the trunks, and―in one memorable scene in which actor Ivan Nikolić appears in

a sharkskin business suit and Santa hat―even threatening them with chainsaws (see figures 7.1 and

7.2). The play’s text is largely broadcast as a recording over a PA system. This text is drawn from books

like Peter Wohlleben’s The Hidden Life of Trees, Diana Beresford-Kroeger’s To Speak for the Trees, and

Hermann Hesse’s Trees, comprises a mixture of facts about urban trees (“Beech and Oak trees are

considered mature at 150 years of age, and their total lifespan is approximately 500 years. Trees in

cities are usually cut down before they are 50 years old”) and personal reflections from the performers.

Especially poignant is a monologue composed by actor/dancer Miona Petrović in which she channels

her frustration and despair at her inability to singlehandedly preserve the city’s green space into a

“love letter” to the trees of Studentski Park. In the play’s final moments, the performers beckon the

audience into the playing space, inviting us to see the park’s trees up close, to touch their trunks and

feel the crunch of their leaves beneath us. After a few moments, the performers disappear unnoticed,

leaving us on our own to continue our interactions with the trees for as long as we wish (see figure 7.3)

(DAH Teatar 2021).
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Figure 7.1: Drveće Pleše: Ivan Nikolić as “Corporate Santa.” Photo by DAH Teatar.

Figure 7.2: Drveće Pleše: the company in Studentski Park. Photo by the author.
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Figure 7.3: Drveće Pleše: spectators among the trees in Studentski Park. Photo by DAH Teatar.

While the performance was advertised on DAH’s own social media as well as with local press

outlets, it was also designed to be stumbled upon by spectators passing through the park. DAH’s years

of experience operating in contention with the city of Belgrade are brought to bear here: Ivana

Milenović-Popović tells me that while DAH had secured permission to perform in the park, their use of

a generator and the city’s electrical mains to power the show’s lights, sound system, and projector was

never explicitly authorised. Clearly, DAH’s hand-to-mouth existence has given them the benefit of

knowing from which city officials to ask permission, and from which ones to beg forgiveness after the

fact. When the show concludes and the spectators disperse, it takes approximately fifteen minutes of

concentrated tidying up to return the park to its original state, as though DAH Teatar were never there.

While previous DAH performances like Angels’ Memories or Documents of Time were “portable” out of

necessity, Drveće Pleše is so by design. In addition to this site-specific version of the performance, DAH
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are envisioning Drveće Pleše as a broader initiative that can be toured to, and adapted for, other green

spaces in other cities. A large portion of the performance’s funding was awarded by the Austrian

Federal Ministry for European and International Affairs and the International Relief Fund of the

German Federal Foreign Office―already there are plans in place to bring Drveće Pleše to Graz, Austria

(“Dancing Trees” 2021; Green Art Incubator 2021). That much of the play’s text is played as a recording

is no coincidence either; the recordings made it possible for spectators to hear the text over the

nighttime city noise on site in Studentski Park, yes, but this also makes it possible to re-record the text

into as many languages as necessary, for touring purposes.

I mention Drveće Pleše here in order to illustrate how DAH might continue to carry the memory

of Yugoslavia’s painful past into the future in productive ways, as demonstrated by the audience

reactions I witnessed following the show’s premiere. I confess my personal response to the

performance was middling―I was more interested as a scholar of DAH’s work than I was moved as a

spectator. However, I was taken aback by the highly emotional responses I saw in several spectators

(whom I presumed were Belgraders, or at least native Serbian speakers), and I was surprised by both

the enthusiasm with which these spectators approached the park’s trees at the end of the performance,

and by how long these arboreal interactions continued after the performers’ departure. On further

consideration, it would appear that this piece, ostensibly about the recent demolition of green space in

an urban setting, tapped into a well of local feeling and decades of cumulative pain. Where I saw an

interesting (but not riveting) dance-theatre piece, local audiences saw, perhaps, a meditation on

betrayal and obfuscation by government authorities; the destruction of something innocent, beautiful,

and shared by a community; the deadening of their city; and the imposed isolation that attends the

contracting of communal space. If we read the spectators’ prolonged engagement with the trees at the

end of the performance as a kind of mourning ritual, it is immediately clear that what is being grieved

for is much larger and more encompassing than a few trees in a city park.

Simultaneously, Drveće Pleše belongs to a different era in DAH’s canon than the works

discussed in this thesis, and is perhaps intended for an audience of a different generational
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demographic. There was a great deal of observable joy in these spectators, and I noticed several young

children amongst the audience on both nights I saw the performance. Drveće Pleše is clearly

future-oriented, and hopeful, despite its solemn message. Its creation was driven by social crises other

than Serbia’s legacy of military conflict and genocide―namely, climate change and environmental

justice, issues that concern the entire world, not just Yugoslavia’s successor states. Here we see DAH

using their theatre praxis to engage a new set of audience members in new ways, and around new

issues. Nevertheless, Drveće Pleše manages to enter into a dialogue with DAH’s previous work in

compelling ways, illustrating how, practically speaking, a company like DAH may shift its focus from

event-based trauma frameworks to address traumas of a more systemic nature. Conversely, it also

demonstrates how DAH’s method of using performance as a social practice might extend beyond

trauma frameworks.

In short, the profile of the company, and the thematic content of its work, is no longer

characterised by immediate experience with war in the way it once was. Or, rather, the group’s

relationship to those histories has changed—so too have their perspectives. These new trajectories,

marked as they sometimes are by “growing pains,” are not attempts by the company to create work

that “[acts] like” DAH Teatar during the 1990s or in the immediate postwar period, however (Taylor

2003: 210). These new artists—the new wounds they bring to bear on the company’s performance

praxis, the new relationships they form in the rehearsal room and outside of it—are DAH Teatar also.

The company reserves this right to grow and change.

7.2 Another view

When it comes to a company like DAH, there is a strong scholarly impulse to record—to

capture the who, what, where, and when of performances that engage so powerfully with difficult

histories. Much of the extant literature on DAH strikes this tone (see Barnett (ed) 2016; Clemons 2002,

2005). Accordingly, and in contrast to these works, another goal of this study has been to provide a
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deeper analysis of DAH’s work and praxis, heavy with theoretical freight. So the question that arises

here near the end of this thesis, is how effective is trauma as a lens through which to view these

performances? Just as not all of DAH Teatar’s work is primarily preoccupied by the Yugoslav Wars, it

bears repeating that not all distress is accurately described by trauma. Many times throughout this

research, I have found DAH’s work to be somewhat resistant to this trauma framework. Is trauma the

best point of departure for a discussion of DAH’s relational praxis, for instance? Does the the trauma

lens “fit” onto discussions of In/Visible City and Europeanisation?

The present study on trauma in/and/as performance is by no means a comprehensive one.

This is not even a comprehensive study on DAH Teatar. A focus on trauma in performance necessarily

closes off other avenues, other ways of approaching DAH’s work. For instance, the trauma lens has

necessarily sited the foregoing discussion in the shadow of psychoanalysis and deconstructionism, at

the expense of a more substantive engagement with DAH Teatar’s feminism, their experiences as

European women artists, and the feminine networks they have cultivated through their associations

with the Magdalena Project and Odin Teatret’s Transit Festivals, among others. I could have also

engaged more critically with applied theatre discourses—in addition to DAH’s work as a professional

theatre, their relational praxis extends through their extensive educational programming. Dijana, prior

to pursuing her course in theatre directing at the University of Belgrade, had earned a bachelor’s

degree in special education, and her early work experience was as an aide to children with

developmental disabilities (Campus 2017: 181). This experience is brought to bear through DAH’s

pedagogical work—the company’s diary is often filled by theatre projects with local schools. One area

of particular focus is conducting theatre workshops with Roma children (Dijana Milošević, personal

communication, November 2018). DAH’s work can also be read in terms of (post-)Yugoslav national

identity without an exclusive focus on trauma. DAH’s artists are first-hand witnesses not only to the

dissolution of Yugoslavia, but to the uneasy transition from an economic system of socialist

250



“self-management” to one of neoliberal capitalism. They have negotiated the corresponding change in51

their own expectations as artists under socialism, whose work would have merited consistent

government support, to struggling under the catch-as-catch-can circumstances of theatremaking under

late-stage capitalism. What might a socio-economic lens reveal about DAH’s praxis? All this to say, DAH

Teatar’s work opens itself to a multitude of critical “routes.” Future research can, and, I argue, should

follow these trajectories.

Another concern throughout this research has been the possibility of it reinforcing, even as it

critiques, the problematic ubiquity of the trauma paradigm. There is the potential that this study’s

focus on DAH’s engagement with painful histories has forced certain preconceptions onto the

performances it considers. An illustration, by way of anecdote: every DAH artist I have spoken with

over the course of this research has described how their own artistic practice is rooted in a “wound,” in

a deeply-felt social purpose, but they have also all underscored that this purpose is global in scope.

During one interview in 2018, Dijana Milošević was describing for me the premise of Zagonetka

Revolucije, which addresses the uncomfortable idea that political revolutions often fail “to bring the

right changes that we all expected and hoped for,” and that, in reality, “the state of the world is very

bleak.” I, relatively new to my research and with my head full of trauma theory, seized on this idea—I

asked Dijana about the 2016 Savamala incident, about which I had recently learned, curious about

what it might mean for Serbia’s relationship with its own history. “Yes, [that happened] here in this

city,” Dijana corrected me, “but I am referring to the whole world right now” (Milošević 2018b). To

what degree has an over-reliance on traumatic frameworks placed blinders around this study?

As this thesis has attempted to show, however, trauma itself is more than a “lens.” It has

saturated Western cultural life to such a degree that it becomes difficult to imagine how one might

critically approach DAH’s praxis without at least touching on these issues. This ambivalence is,

perhaps, what Dijana is speaking toward when she aims to “find a balance” between Matisse’s

51 Jakovljević (2016) adopts a similar approach, examining how Yugoslavia’s self-management system inflected
theatre practice in the country during the period from 1945 to 1991.
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assertion that world wars had passed without entering his painting, and Brecht’s directive that “there

will be singing / of the dark times” (Milošević qtd in Clemons 2002: 91; Brecht 2019: 660). DAH

Teatar’s oeuvre is “bruised” by the Yugoslav Wars and their aftermath—how could it not be? At the

same time, DAH maintain, ex-Yugoslavia’s experience of trying to come to terms with itself has much to

teach the rest of the world, and this also is what DAH’s work undertakes to make clear to us. DAH

Teatar’s mission is broader than engagement with any one specific set of atrocities. The trauma

concept is necessarily backwards-facing, but as DAH’s more recent work has demonstrated, there are

always new issues, new “wounds” to tend. What happens if we leave the wars behind?

In June, 2021, I attended an online lecture given by Silvija Jestrović entitled “On Mass Graves

and Mammoth’s Bones.” This title was a reference to the curious juxtaposition of two very different

roadside attractions one passes on the drive through Slavonia to Belgrade. On one side of the road,

there is a giant straw mammoth advertising a prehistoric creature’s recently uncovered fossils; on the

other, small sign with the inscription “Mass Grave,” indicating a trough in the ground full of relatively

young corpses, dating back to the 1990s (Jestrović 2021). In the Q&A portion at the end of this lecture,

Jestrović wondered aloud: what would it take to make the bones of the mass grave “safe” for us, in the

way the mammoth’s are? This is, in essence, a way of reframing the fundamental question of Caruth’s

trauma theory, as I’ve reiterated throughout this work. Rather than finding a way to speak and listen

“from the site of trauma,” what if we could learn to speak and listen past trauma (Caruth 1995b: 11)?

What might lie beyond these frames? There is room for future research on DAH Teatar to approach the

company’s catalogue from these angles; these are also questions that should concern any future

performance scholars interested in querying the complex relationship between performance and

trauma.
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7.3 Necessary but not sufficient: performance beyond trauma

Where does this study ultimately land on “trauma?” Does it land at all? A debate I find to be

instructive with respect to how I have come to regard the trauma paradigm over the course of this

research was played out across the pages of a 1998 issue of The Lancet. Fokko de Vries, a former

Medical Coordinator for Médecins sans Frontières-Holland in Bosnia, castigated Derek Summerfield for

a 1997 article that appeared in a previous Lancet, in which Summerfield argued that post-traumatic

stress was better understood as a “metaphor” rather than a “meaningful entity.” De Vries dismissed

Summerfield’s position on the basis of the “scientific evidence” that millions of people live with PTSD

every day. Horrific conditions in postwar Bosnia necessitated international intervention on

humanitarian grounds, de Vries argued, and mental health initiatives ought to be an essential

component of such an intervention. Again referencing comments Summerfield had made in his 1997

article about the colonising nature of a global PTSD regime, de Vries wondered, “Should [we] have

stayed at home so as not to risk ‘perpetuating the colonial status of the non-western mind’ with

western psychological concepts?… Should we leave these people on their own” (Summerfield 1997,

qtd in de Vries 1998: 1579; de Vries 1998: 1579)?

In answer to de Vries, Summerfield wrote, “The problem is that De Vries [sic] alludes variably

to suffering and to trauma, as if they were interchangeable” (Summerfield 1998: 1581). Summerfield

elaborates on his position in a 2013 article, describing his work with an organisation in Cambodia that

provided social support to survivors of land mine accidents. Confronted with “patients” who, in

addition to losing their limbs, also “[faced] a loss of livelihood, social discrimination and family

breakdown… [all framed by] deepening poverty,” this organisation didn’t prescribe antidepressants or

other psychiatric medications that might correspond to PTSD treatment regimens. Rather, “in a typical

case,” the organisation would counter these economic and social anxieties with “the gift of a cow.” The

cow, and all it signified, functioned in these cases as “antidepressant and painkiller.” Sometimes,

Summerfield argues, addressing “social suffering” is sufficient, and leaves room for modes of healing
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and coping that fall outside the “tell your story” paradigm (Summerfield 2013: f3509). While

Summerfield’s remarks here might be a touch too glib (is he suggesting all Cambodian land mine

victims’ troubles can be solved by the gift of a cow?), they do give voice to an uneasy question that I

have grappled with throughout this research. To what degree is my trauma lens reinforcing the trauma

paradigm—not necessarily by repeating its problematic elements, but by preserving trauma’s

monopoly over performances that address painful past events? Can research like this make a material

difference in the lives of people in pain? Would I have been better off “buying the cow?”

As a means of offering my own retort to Summerfield’s 1997 claim that trauma is a “metaphor”

and not a “meaningful entity,” what this study has aimed to show is that theatre and performance

necessarily trouble this distinction—a metaphor is a meaningful entity. Metaphors can have material

consequences, and to consider trauma metaphorically does not lessen its sociopolitical force. Granting

the trauma paradigm privilege of place in critical analysis, even as a subject of critique, risks many

things we might not intend. It positions us as consumers in an international market of trauma, and it

reinforces certain orders of “police.” As researchers fixated on these issues, we risk worsening the very

situations we so wish to remedy. At the same time, de Vries is right: we cannot “leave these people on

their own” (de Vries 1998: 1579). In the face of traumatic political violence, we cannot do nothing if, as

researchers in trauma and performance, our aim is to uncover ways through which to inaugurate a

better world, one where “remaining the bystander is an affront to shared feelings of mutual concern”

(Thompson 2015: 439). If trauma theory is to persevere as a critical lens, it needs to find a way to

incorporate this tension: we cannot help, and we must help. The collective process of dealing with and

working through the appalling must necessarily be one of failure after all, as Laub and his cohort have

argued (Laub 1995: 68). But I would suggest that it nevertheless needs to always seek out ways, to

paraphrase Samuel Beckett, to “fail better.”

Michael Rothberg, noting these tensions, perhaps offers a way forward. Not to dismiss trauma

frameworks, Rothberg observes that trauma has “provided us with a powerful hermeneutic for linking

events of extreme violence, structures of subjective and collective experience, and discursive and
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aesthetic forms” (Rothberg 2014: xiii). However, he continues, once we become aware of the ways in

which trauma has been mobilised as a social and political tool, as a “colonising force,” and as an

aesthetic category that forecloses on local or culturally specific modes of dealing with atrocity, “it is

incumbent on us to provide counter-forms that would maintain trauma as an object of inquiry” or,

potentially, to move beyond it (Rothberg 2014: xiii). This brings us back to one of the central questions

with which this thesis grapples: what is at stake when trauma is represented and performed? This

thesis has considered the ways trauma performs itself through and across issues of relationality and

inter-subjective encounter, time, resistance, rights, justice, grief and mourning, care, capital, urban

space, and political identity. Trauma is the thread that unites all these things, and yet a cursory glance

over this list also makes plain that these topics are enormous and far-reaching to an almost unwieldy

degree. Trauma may underwrite these subjects but it cannot fully explain them. For this reason,

Rothberg suggests we consider trauma as “necessary but not sufficient for diagnosing the problems that

concern us as scholars and human beings” (Rothberg 2014: xiii-xiv).

As a necessary framework, trauma continues to merit critical attention, especially as it pertains

to theatre and performance—areas perennially neglected in trauma scholarship, even as performance

theorists and practitioners have been urgently engaging these themes in their work for years. As an

insufficient one, trauma ought to prompt us to look beyond unspeakability and aporia in order to

discover new ways of bringing ourselves into bruising contact with others, and new ways to stand in

affective solidarity alongside each other. DAH’s praxis demonstrates how theatre and performance can

help push our thinking in these directions. Considering DAH Teatar in the context of cultural trauma,

collective memory, national identity, and political resistance, I am, accordingly, drawn to conclude that

their work, while not sufficient, is necessary.
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