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Abstract 

Public Address: Performing fiction for urban spaces 

This practice-based performance research tactically implements fiction to address matters 

of public space in the urban environment. A “public address”, defined as a speech made in 

public (performance), the equipment used for its delivery (technique) and the location 

where the community assembles (site), constitutes the method, means and setting for 

enactments of public discourse in the global city. The highly mediated world we live in is 

underpinned with both facts and fictions, though it is the individual’s responsibility to 

decipher between these seemingly oppositional modes of expression. In the globally 

connected city, both are implicated in a perpetual drive for identity, yet independently they 

reveal very different things: fact belongs to what is already known, everyday life and so-

called ‘reality’; while fiction, which is aligned with imagination and artistic representation, 

actively seeks a generative spark. In relocating the theatre to the quotidian reality of public 

space, the research asks, can foregrounding an interplay of fact and fiction reveal deeper 

truths about how the global city is imaginatively constructed?  

My interdisciplinary research practice, identified as public-space-performance, 

integrates participatory art techniques, theatre making, spatial practice and public art 

actions to reveal a two-directional flow between fact and fiction in urban socio-political 

constructions. This involves identifying key theories of fiction from philosophy, narratology 

and literary theory, and applying them to performative situations, cumulatively designated 

“fiction as method”, a term proposed by art & performance researchers Jon Shaw & Theo 

Reeves-Evison (Shaw & Reeves-Evison, 2017, p. 7). The resulting tactical performances 

employ actions and develop them as processes, discussed through a sequence of chapters 

as floating, negotiating, unsettling, and drifting, each implicating a movement through the 

city rather than a static materialization. 

Three independent public-space-performances emerge, collectively revealing rich 

fictional worlds while provoking a search for meaning between the performer, the public 

and the city. The Floating Theatre arrives from the sea and presents itself as an object of 

illusion-making. Cornered Speaker is a platform for free speech that unfastens the legacy of 



8 

censored speech. The Drifting Room disguises itself as a building but refuses any sense of 

place. Individually these mobile objects use theatre to address the public, exposing the 

city’s innate theatricality and shared illusions of public identity.  

Designed for and trialled in Auckland, New Zealand, the performances draw on 

common influences of the global city, which is increasingly driven by service and finance 

economies, operating partnerships between public and private to maintain public spaces, 

and experience-driven consumer values. The aim is for future performances in global cities 

further afield to draw on these same dynamics as a template, unveiling the productive 

fictions of public address. Designed to adapt and respond to specific (local) and shared 

(global) social histories and fictional anecdotes, each performance reveals how 

mechanisms of fiction are employed by power systems (the state, corporate and private 

wealth) to uphold political and social structures that define our experience of the city.  

Through spatial archetypes of public address, theatre comes to town, not as a 

travelling circus with exotic acts from far-off shores, but as a whimsical mobile object 

exposing fictional worlds within the city itself. Public-space-performance constitutes a 

critical spatial practice (Hirsch & Miessen, 2012; Rendell, 2006), which is consistent with the 

claim by political theorist Chantal Mouffe that ‘artistic practices can contribute to 

unsettling the dominant hegemony’ by creating different situations across multiple urban 

locations (Mouffe, 2013, p. 91). 
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Preface 

Addressing the reader 

This essay has a public. If you are reading (or hearing) this, you are part of its 

public. So first let me say: Welcome. Of course, you might stop reading (or leave 

the room), and someone else might start (or enter). Would the public of this 

essay therefore be different? Would it ever be possible to know anything about 

the public to which, I hope, you still belong? (Warner, 2002, p. 49) 

The public referred to in the public address of this thesis is firstly you, the reader. This 

practice-based research addresses the participant who engages in a critical relationship 

with the urban environment. For the many public artworks discussed, the public is 

addressed through performed spatial projects, and their involvement as distant observers 

or intimate contributors are both participative. As the study widens to consider public 

space, a broader definition of the public is implicated, and the symbolic meaning attached 

to practised acts of urban critique takes on a political dimension. All space can be political, 

even the empty space we see in the work of artist EPOS 257 at the beginning of chapter 2. 

How the public is addressed and through which mechanisms are the concerns of this 

research. 

Public address is commonly referred to in the study of public speaking, appropriated 

here as a metaphor for the relationship between the public, the artist and the city. This is 

not intended as a contribution to rhetoric and public address scholarship but to issues 

informing artistic research. This written discussion addresses the public through theoretical 

proposals and arguments, creating space for the consideration of an artistic practice that 

resonates beyond the local to the global.  

As a theatre maker and scenographer of many years, I have come to consider the 

conventional modes of theatre that often create a passive relationship with space. 

Confined to the black-boxed walls of the theatre, a paying audience sits in the dark 

observing actors representing other people and places, dissociated from the theatre 
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building itself. As I moved decisively out of the theatre and into making performance work 

in urban spaces, the terms of spectatorship changed. The performance was no longer in a 

space because the entire space was part of the performance. The city as scenography was 

part of the dramaturgy of the event; a collaborator imposing its symbolic meaning while 

the public became observers and participants of the performance, sometimes shifting 

easily between the two. Representations of fictional people and places were integrated into 

the event of the city too, just as the city came to symbolically represent the fictional world 

of the performance.  

These experiences led me to question how the role of fictionality in theatrical space 

could be translated to public space. Theatre is framed by signifiers of fictionality, such as 

the lights, stage and curtain, together with social indicators that confirm the audience is 

watching fiction. On the other hand, the urban environment is usually framed as reality, 

with everyday life confirming the frame as real. If people observing performance in a public 

space still understand the performance to be fiction, as they usually do, then how does this 

affect their reality frame of urban space? Does the city take on a more symbolic, fictional 

meaning?  

Power systems, whether they be nation-states, civic bodies, religions, corporate 

entities or communities, depend on both facts and fiction to sustain their ideologies. Cities 

are full of these kinds of representations, from the statues and monuments of nationhood 

to the transparent glass facades of corporate entrances and the transcendent steps to state 

buildings. The interplay between signifiers of fiction and the everyday reality of the city can 

be unveiled by a critical practice, revealing the symbolic meaning of space. The public is 

addressed in the city, in a public space and in a written encounter between artist–

researcher and reader.  

Focussing on ‘public-space-performance,’ this thesis is structured into four parts: 

floating, negotiating, unsettling, drifting. The titles evade fixed positions as they are 

invitations to participate in a movement through the urban environment. Floating takes 

the reader on a buoyant surface of aims and conditions of artistic research. Negotiating is a 

discursive space where public space is considered social and political. Unsettling presents 

the reader with methods of disruption, introducing fiction as a mode of address. Drifting 
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uses tactics of digression applied to artistic practice. Within each chapter, a principal artistic 

project is discussed that is informed by performance experiments, workshops and 

exhibition presentations. 

At the beginning of each chapter, a short description of performance work, my own 

or the work of others, frames the key concerns addressed within the chapter. Floating 

serves as an introduction. It begins with the description of The Floating Theatre, the 

initiating performance project from which this research was developed. It also establishes 

the field of research, setting out key ideas and  explaining the project process and 

methodology that merges theory and praxis that underpins the exploration of public-

space-performance. Negotiating explores the socio-political dimensions of public space. 

Unsettling explores the potential of public-space-performance to use fiction-as-method, 

drawing literature and case studies to develop the second principal performance and 

installations for an exhibition. Drifting provides a conclusion, presenting the third principal 

performance and examining the significance of the project, and its potential for future 

performances. The final epilogue proposes a future performance programme, combining 

elements from the work developed.  

At the centre of all cities is a mythical beginning; a story retold again and again until 

fact and fiction are indecipherable. When we retell the beginning we participate in its 

creation, guiding the narrative to fit our own values and make sense of the present. This 

research begins with a performance project, and its retelling creates a system for 

performance tied to the politics of space and an image of the globally connected city as a 

collection of truths, half-truths and fictions.  

Trust me: I’m telling you stories (Winterson, 1989, p. 159) 
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Chapter 1 

Floating 

Floating is an act of suspension in time and space, buoyantly 

carried by some other medium and no longer restrained to a fixed 

place. Floating islands, floating cities and floating palaces are the 

stuff of dreams and fiction, suspended in air, water, gas or the 

emptiness of space. To float an idea or to float a product on the 

financial market is to trial something without certainty of its 

outcome, offering it up to further tests and suggestions. A floating 

theatre is a metaphor for representation and fictional worlds set 

adrift in a cultural sea.  
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Prologue: The floating object appears 
Coursing through the seawater is a barge towed by a tugboat across Auckland’s 

Waitematā Harbour. Sitting on top of the barge is a white fabric-skinned structure 

with a peaked roof and featureless walls: a playhouse for performances and an 

urban performance in itself, an object and an action. In the summer of 2017, The 

Floating Theatre passed under the city’s massive steel bridge towards the Viaduct 

Basin’s marina with its urban backdrop of glass-walled towers. The sea is not just 

an entry point for this city: it is part of its cultural identity and a natural source of 

abundance. From migration stories to seafood resources to leisure activities on 

numerous beaches, the sea is an imaginative space for Aucklanders where 

relatively few restrictions are observed. Access to the sea is seen as a right for all 

citizens of a country that markets its natural environment as ‘100% pure’ by a 

government-sponsored international advertising campaign (Morgan, Pritchard & 

Piggott, 2002). 

 

 

 

Figure 1 - The Floating Theatre journey across the Waitemata Harbour 

(photo - S Bain) 

The Floating Theatre is heading for a landing in the downtown marina; a 

public space at the water’s edge available for marine visitors to the city. However, 

to perform at this site, several conditions of compliance must be met. 

Performance theorist Jon McKenzie suggests that performance is more than a 

cultural phenomenon; it is an organisational structure for knowledge, power and 

discipline, infiltrating every aspect of contemporary urban life and articulated as a 

triad of ‘administrative, technical and cultural’ performances that work together 

to create an event (McKenzie, 2002, p. 12). The performance of The Floating 

Theatre encompasses McKenzie’s triad across practical organisational 

components: problem-solving the design concept into a robust physical structure; 

presentations to funding bodies; preparing health and safety risk reports to access 

organisations; dealing with subcontractors and attracting media attention; 

producing and rehearsing a theatrical performance. The event negotiates multiple 

organisational strata to share its fictional world to the public, while the city and its 

organisational structure – its formal and informal public spaces, entry points and 

exits, ideologies and mythologies – are as much a part of The Floating Theatre as 
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the wooden bench seats and memorised words and actions of the actors. This 

aligns with theatre historian David Wiles’ statement that Western performance 

encompasses everything within the space of the event. ‘The play-as-text can be 

performed in a space, but the play-as-event belongs to the space and makes the 

space perform as much as it makes actors perform’ (Wiles, 2003, p. 1). 

Tāmaki Makaurau is the Māori name for Auckland (the names are 

interchangeable from a post-colonial position), which constantly performs 

through the many events that pass through, contributing its human and non-

human geographical features, sanctioned power systems, fragile social systems 

and its facts and fictions. Public space is the interface where people meet an 

amalgam of organisational structures and political wills that enable performance 

events. My collaborators are the artists and technicians who contribute to the 

aesthetic dimension of The Floating Theatre as well as the people of the city: the 

administrators and those who contribute to the symbolic dimension of space. 

 

 

 

Figure 2 The Floating Theatre enters Viaduct Marina, Auckland, New 

Zealand 2017 (Photo - S Bain) 

Public space bears the weight of historical precedents, responding to the 

politics of our time and the way people choose (officially and unofficially) to use 

space. Only sometimes are these people referred to as ‘the public’. This liberal-

democratic city is mostly inhabited by individuals, and even though public space is 

thought of as socially constructed, the city’s dominant ideologies seek 

individualised validation. The globalised city, which adheres to neoliberal 

economic reform, has produced new public spaces too as the shift from a 

production economy to a finance and real-estate economy empties redundant 

urban sites of heavy industry.  

Connected to the global financial marketplace, Auckland performs for 

the eyes of international investment, subjecting housing and labour markets to 

globalised fluctuations. Public events are important opportunities to push the 

global narrative, and this inner-city harbour is full of artefacts from various huge 

infrastructure projects staged to support the global city image, including the 

Cloud events structure built for the Rugby World Cup in 2011, the expansive 
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Viaduct Events Centre established for past and future America’s Cup yacht races 

and the recently established Wynyard Quarter’s housing precinct with its many 

cafes and bars brimming with tourists and locals. Developed by the Regional and 

City Councils in partnership with private enterprise, these projects are designed to 

brand Auckland as an international destination. Leisure and tourism scholar Greg 

Richards writes, ‘along with the “creative city”, the “tourist city” or “the 

entertainment city” [… ] the “eventful city” raises the global city’s profile in order 

to generate economic growth’ (Richards, 2017, p. 43). Auckland’s cultural icons, 

indigenous Māori identity, relationships with the natural environment and 

sporting heroes imbue the city with a point of difference from other cities of the 

world, drawing inspiration from corporate branding and packaged neatly as 

various forms of entertainment. Yet to what extent are these experiences simply 

serving passive urban consumption? Or do they benefit the imaginative lives of 

the public? 

The tugboat winds The Floating Theatre through the repurposed piers of 

a once-busy port for heavy industry; its bulging hulled ships long before replaced 

by a tidy marina full of super-yachts with Russian and American place names that 

reveal their hailing ports. Passing through these tall-masted totems to global 

capitalism, the theatre brings its own fictions too: the domestically scaled 

playhouse is a whimsical call to childhood while the roguish barge hides a treasure 

of theatrical tricks, imaginative worlds represented by simple props, made-up 

stories and costumed actors who dance and sing.  

The fictions of the city are no less consciously constructed; 

representations of the natural environment in planter boxes and emblazoned on 

flags with fern fronds, privately owned hotels that spill out onto the harbourfront 

like a public plaza, indigenous decorative arts that adorn the foyer walls of 

foreign-owned buildings and representations of colonial heroism and sporting 

achievements held aloft like gods. 

 

 

 

Figure 3 - The Floating Theatre passing beneath the raised arms of the 

double bascule bridge, Auckland, New Zealand 2017 (Photo - S Bain) 

The Floating Theatre is now in a line of three vessels waiting to pass beneath 

the levitating arms of the Wynyard Crossing, a footbridge built in 2011 that was 
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strategically completed to coincide with the Rugby World Cup. The double-leaf 

bascule bridge elegantly enacts a gesture of pure theatre every time one of the 

super-yachts comes in or out of the marina. All foot and cycle traffic are halted, 

underscored by a gentle beeping sound and the machine-smooth arm of a closing 

gate, while the centre of the giant 100m-long bridge splits and tilts towards the 

sky like two hands in prayer [fig.3]. One by one the vessels glide through to the 

inner sanctum of calm waters, a symbol of privilege and neoliberal utopia. The 

theatre enters the city, not as a travelling circus with exotic acts from far shores 

but as a whimsical mobile object exposing the fictional worlds within the city 

itself. 

As the barge’s mooring lines are thrown out to meet the pier, this landing 

remains an optimistic unknown that is guided by academic methodologies, 

steered by a professional grounding in theatre performance and driven by a flow 

of traditional performing arts conventions towards the socio-political significance 

of public space.  

 

1.0 - Introduction - Public address: theory and praxis 

 

Every story is a travel story—a spatial practice. For this reason, spatial practices 

concern everyday tactics, are part of them, from the alphabet of spatial 

indication ("It's to the right”, "Take a left"), the beginning of a story the rest of 

which is written by footsteps, to the daily "news" ("Guess who I met at the 

bakery?"), television news reports ("Teheran: Khomeini is becoming increasingly 

isolated... "), legends (Cinderella’s living in hovels), and stories that are told 

(memories and fiction of foreign lands or more or less distant times in the past).  

(de Certeau, 1984, p. 116) 

 

The common definition of public address is ‘a speech or other communication made in 

public to a large group of people’ and refers to ‘the equipment for addressing a large group 

of people’ as well as a particular location. Public is most commonly understood as ‘relating 

to the people as a whole’ within a community or nation or marking the ‘opposite of private’ 

(OED, 2021). Public address is a central metaphor, guiding a discussion between public 

space as the location, performance as the mechanism and fiction as the expressive mode of 

urban discourse.  
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Public address, as a study of rhetoric, is closely associated with matters of civic life. 

Such an approach examines techniques of persuading or influencing others (Parry-Giles & 

Hogan, 2010, p. 3); however, public address has been adopted as a discussion in this paper. 

Theories and practices in the built environment and from the arts coming together in praxis 

are applied to the researcher and the public participant, suggesting a self-reflexive 

awareness of engaging in practice and doing the theory. Writing theoretical ideas about 

performance and spatial practices is one way of doing while creating performance projects 

and testing them in public spaces in the city is another. Participating in these projects is 

also an invitation that asks the public to involve themselves in spatial or social structures 

leading to reflection and self-critique. Theory cannot reasonably force its way into the 

content of participatory performances, but an awareness that the event resonates beyond 

the individual experience is possible, understanding that the relationship between doing 

and thinking is interdependent. In a survey of European street arts, performance researcher 

Susan Haedicke observes that ‘traditional dramaturgical elements’ tend to be overly 

simplistic, suggesting that it is the ‘socio-political world itself’ that carries the message 

through an encounter or even confrontation with the public (Haedicke, 2012, p. 8). This 

interdependence between the public, the artist and the urban environment to decipher the 

meaning of public performance is part of the aims to inform participatory practices. 

Defining a practice for public address forms part of the objectives for this work using 

the framework of a critical spatial practice, which is discussed further in this chapter, and 

inflecting my own approach with performance and theatre techniques to create public-

space-performance, which is discussed fully in chapter 2. Addressing the socio-political 

production of space contributes to theoretical and practical applications of critical spatial 

practice. The introduction of fiction as a method for unsettling the dynamics of public 

space, elaborated in chapter 3, contributes to the body of knowledge on participatory 

practices ranging across performance studies and spatial design. Applications to public 

space design, temporary event curation and urban intervention are served by the 

vocabulary for analysis and critique of a two-way influence between fact and fiction in 

public-space-performance.  
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Figure 4 - Three principal performances: The Floating Theatre, Cornered Speaker, The Drifting Room (Auckland 2017–2020) 

Three performance projects provide the vehicles of public address that enable this 

praxis to emerge. The Floating Theatre, introduced in the previous section, recontextualises 

theatrical representation as a floating object unfastened from prescribed building and the 

land; Cornered Speaker mobilises a historic free-speech platform mobilised as a temporary 

object for public address and mixes elements of theatrical representation to unsettle 

multiple public spaces; The Drifting Room involves a miniature playhouse theatre occupied 

and mobilised by participants, guided by stories and observations in a conscious flow 

between fact and fiction. Each of these tactical public-space-performances along with a 

series of installation works selected as part of the New Zealand exhibition at Prague 

Quadrennial, the international exhibition of Performance Design and Space, introduce 

practical applications to this methodology. Applied to global cities nationally and 

internationally, these performance templates are ongoing projects to discover the fictional 

potential of public spaces and newly defined models of public participation. Concepts of 

fictionality and a critical spatial practice encourage experimentation with social structures 

to reveal the symbolic meaning of space. This research asks:  

How can the interplay between fact and fiction in performance reveal the political 

dimension of public space? 

The playhouse as an architectural form returns throughout the research, emblematically 

referencing the domestic home, the archetype of the theatre and the childhood memory of 

a house to play in. The conscious repetition of the form arrives at different results, adopting 

the ‘methodicy’ that curatorial theorist Henk Slager claims is an accumulation of 

‘operational strategies’ (Slager, 2012, p. 38). It is only at the end of a creative and non-linear 

process that the methodology can be articulated, echoing architect Aldo Rossi’s reflections 

on the analogous city that experimentation through repetition of form is ‘the unique 
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freedom to discover’ (Rossi & Scully, 1981, pp. 52-54).  

The following section presents an overview of the thesis, drawing on significant 

theoretical concepts and key terms discussed in subsequent chapters. Finally, a summary of 

chapters orientates the reader and outlines the research process. Public address seeks 

multiple surfaces of discourse to float, negotiate, unsettle and drift across the imaginative 

and actual city, exposing power systems that underpin the urban environment and enabling 

the public to move between practice and theory in the events of daily life and during 

extraordinary events.  

 

1.1 - Defining a practice 

Departing from a practice solely defined by theatre, this praxis – integrating theoretical 

research and artistic practice – draws on elements of spatial practice, critical theory, 

participatory performance, tactical urbanism and applications of relational and socially 

engaged art. Adopting the interdisciplinary term public-space-performance, critical 

attention to public space as a socially constructed space is merged with performance as a 

mode of address and an organisational structure in itself. Public-space-performance is also 

consistent with critical spatial practice, a term proposed by architect and writer Jane 

Rendell to articulate the relationship between theorists, artists and architects, which has 

subsequently been developed by theorists and artists (Hirsch & Miessen, 2012; Miessen, 

2017; Rendell, 2006). Assuming that space can be socially produced (de Certeau, 1984; 

Lefebvre, 1974 ), spatial practice can influence spatial and social reality by creating urban 

interactions, such as architectural or artistic projects and strategies. The critical in critical 

spatial practice applies to a way of interrogating and self-reflecting on the terms of that 

practice, informed by theoretical works in critical theory.  

As applications of public-space-performance emerge from practical and theoretical 

sources, an analysis of key artists’ work who employ performance and performativity to 

address the urban condition will influence my critical spatial practice and its relationship to 

public art. My involvement with New Zealand and European street art networks during the 

2010s has afforded me first-hand orientation, augmented with examples discovered 

through a growing body of contemporary scholarship on how art influences space. Artists 
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whose processes show characteristics of public-space-performance as a critical spatial 

practice include Dries Verhoeven (The Netherlands), Binge Culture (New Zealand), 

Alexandra Pirici (Romania), Tania Bruguera (Cuba), Lotte Van den Berg (The Netherlands), 

Brad Downey (USA), EPOS 257 (Czech Republic) and Teatro Gestual (Chile). Influential 

public art practitioners who manipulate theatricality as a tactic of fiction are also discussed, 

including Royal de Luxe (France), Christo and Jeanne-Claude (Bulgaria/USA), Christoph 

Schlingensief (Germany), and Banksy (UK).  

The breadth and scope of contemporary European and North American scholarship 

on public art from curators and scholars give a geographical inflection to many of the artists 

cited. These published works, discussing contemporary artists’ processes and intentions, 

have made a significant contribution to the vocabulary and critique of public art this past 

decade. Those who situate works as socially constructed include Shannon Jackson’s Social 

works: Performing art, supporting publics (2011) and Claire Bishop’s Artificial hells: 

Participatory art and the politics of spectatorship (2012). Other writers categorise what 

public artwork hopes to achieve politically, as seen in Claire Doherty’s Out of time, out of 

place - Public art (Now) (2015) and Florian Malzacher’s Truth is concrete: A handbook for 

artistic strategies in real politics, which categorises artists into ‘aspects of socially and 

politically engaged art as well as creative activism’ (2014, p. 6). The handbook or toolkit for 

artists and curators is an approach also taken by Nato Thompson et al. (2004), Andrew 

Boyd and Dave Mitchell (2013) and Ben Parry et al. (2011). Finally, the relationship between 

neoliberal values and the city are discussed by Jen Harvie (2013) in Fair play – Art, 

performance and neoliberalism and Susan Haedicke (2012) in Contemporary street arts in 

Europe: Aesthetics and politics. 

Categorising my own public-space-performances as ‘situations’ employing an action 

and a setting, following Situationist International co-founder and writer Guy Debord’s 

definition of a situation as ‘composed of actions contained in a transitory décor’ (Debord et 

al., 1958). The title of each chapter in this thesis adds an ‘-ing’, turning each action into a 

process: floating, negotiating, unsettling, drifting. Categorising the process of public-

space-performance situations highlights these works as research on future performances as 

opposed to finalised artworks.  
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Curator and dramaturge Florian Malzacher identifies two common tactics employed 

by artists in recent years to ‘escape consumer-capitalist demands’; the first is ‘to focus on 

the unfinished, on the process’, the other is to create projects that find ‘ever smaller and 

smaller manifestations that are still financeable without having to be commercially 

successful’ (Malzacher, 2014, p. 21). These tactics find their way into my processes 

articulated within several performance experiments and three principal performances.  

The politics of public space 

An exploration of the symbolic meaning attributed to historic connections and political 

struggles establishes an understanding of the politics of public space and provides 

provocation for the project. A historical perspective of Western public space commonly 

attributes the ancient Greek agora, discussed in chapter 2, as the spatial and political 

genesis of public space, consciously constructed by the state for the people. The narrative 

of a public identity developed by philosopher Jürgen Habermas (1991) into the birth of the 

public realm is drawn out by political and technological advances. Not until the nineteenth 

century does individualism significantly develop the concept of private and public space in 

search of a reconciliation of the urban condition. German sociologist Georg Simmel 

expressed this as a conflict between ‘man’ and the ‘individuality of his existence against the 

sovereign powers of society’ (Simmel, 1903, p. 13). The individualised citizen is a Western 

construct derived from two historical contexts according to sociologist Ulrich Beck, who 

identifies ‘Christian individualisation and the institutionalised individualisation of civil, 

political and social rights, the model of the welfare state’ (Beck, 2012, p. 1172). 

Twentieth-century concepts of public space are both politically and socially 

constructed according to sociologist Erving Goffman (1956, 1971), who studied normative 

rules and laws of behaviour in public space. Concurrently, Whyte (1980) studied the spatial 

characteristics of public space as a handbook for urban planners in The social life of small 

urban spaces. In the wake of the 1968 worldwide liberal protest movements, philosophical 

voices of dissent emerged, questioning authoritarian control of public space amidst rising 

liberalism. Among them, two influential French philosophers challenged capitalist 

dominance in the urban environment. Michel de Certeau considered ‘everyday life’ as 

socially structuring our experience of the urban environment, which he introduced as a 
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spatial practice (de Certeau, 1984), and Henri Lefebvre interrogated the capitalist city by re-

incorporating the peripheral in The right to the city and The production of space (Lefebvre, 

1968, 1974 ). The ‘right to the city’ has proved an enduring concept, addressing access to 

the city as a human right informed by the liberal values of social justice. Human 

geographers, urban planners, architects, economists, philosophers and sociologists have 

written about ‘the right to the city’ and continue to do so into the twenty-first century 

(Harvey, 2003; Low & Smith, 2013; Mitchell, D, 2003; Purcell, 2014). 

By the end of the twentieth century, there was a growing sentiment that 

privatisation and the effects of neoliberal economic reform negatively impacted the 

political autonomy of public space (Carmona, 2010; Dovey, 2014; Harvey, 2008; Harvey, 

Low & Smith, 2006; Kohn, 2004; Low & Smith, 2013; Sassen, 2017). Partnerships between 

corporate bodies and civic or state authorities had become commonplace under late 

capitalism and the ideology of neoliberalism. This spawned the concept of ‘hybridised’ 

shared urban space, with advocates claiming that private investment enabled better public 

experiences (Carr et al., 1992; Florida, 2002; Jackson, P, 1998). 

Typically, articulated principles for contemporary cities express liberal values of 

social justice and the idea that public space physically embodies democratic values. 

However, political and economic systems also pose a threat through privatisation and a 

diminishing sense of collective responsibility. The global city, a term proposed by 

sociologist Saskia Sassen (2004) to describe cities connected through economic 

interdependence, intentionally reduces the influence of the state to encourage the so-

called free-market economic autonomy. Public space in the global city is an important 

signifier for the city’s ability to attract foreign investment through global events, such as 

international sports tournaments or business conferences, and a perceived return on 

investment for the tax-paying public. However, as a political construct, the global city also 

depends on real and fictional ideas to sustain its image. As a site for critical performances, 

the global city is structured around a particular set of power systems, frequently 

experienced by artists as control mechanisms: health and safety protocols, permits, a 

necessity for sponsorship and more. The idea that the global city has a fictional dimension 

potentially realigns the relationship between artist, city and the public to share altered 

values. The terms of that relationship are largely dependent on how performance, as a 
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mechanism for expressing fiction (through public address), can assert itself.  

Performance as a way of doing  

Performance is a particular way of doing something that involves an organisation of 

elements that express a system of knowledge and power. Symbols and signs, language, 

gestures, aesthetics and social relationships form parts of that system, and according to 

performance researcher Jon McKenzie, performance is also a contemporary mechanism of 

control. In Perform or else, McKenzie establishes a triad of ‘organisational, technological 

and cultural performance’ that expresses, controls and measures almost every domain of 

urban life (2002, p. 194). Each part of the triad holds potential for a productive consequence 

known in literary studies and performance theory as performativity, first proposed by 

philosopher J. L. Austin who maintained that performative utterances were understood to 

produce an active effect, citing the example of ceremonies, such as marriage and the 

launching of a ship, in which the uttering of ‘I do’ or ‘I name’ enacts rather than describes 

the deed (Austin, 1962, p. 6). Performativity has since been extensively discussed by 

philosophers and theorists to draw a connection between what an act or speech symbolises 

and what it actively does (Auslander, 2006; Bolt, 2016; Butler, 1988; Derrida, 1988; Von 

Hantelmann, Dorothea, 2010). This has particular relevance to performance studies, artistic 

research, critical theory and urban studies. However, the difficulty in applying Austin’s 

definition to theatre lies in his claiming it as an exception because words are ‘hollow or void 

if said by an actor on the stage’ (Austin, 1962, p. 22). This exception to theatrical 

representation goes deeper than a conventional understanding of theatre; it underpins a 

social suspicion that fictional representations may be untruthful.  

Since the late 1960s, performance art has distanced itself from the object of art and 

has turned towards conceptual art, ‘an art of which the material is concepts’ (Goldberg, 

1996, p. 152). In the context of public art, performance theorists and historians from the 

1990s to the twenty-first century have identified three theoretical strands of art practices: 

the social turn, which seeks participation to construct socially engaged situations (Bishop, 

2012; Jackson, S, 2011); the politics of aesthetics, which pursues the symbolic relationship 

between aesthetics and political theory (Rancière, 2004); and the experiential turn, equating 

participation as a commodity experience (Schulze, Gerhard 2005; von Hantelmann, 
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Dorothea, 2014a). 

Public space can also be interpreted as acting performatively on the urban 

environment by socially constructing spaces of heightened public engagement. The global 

city is supported by its administrative, technical and cultural performances, both as a 

mechanism to address the public and as a form of control to align the public to its power 

systems. Within these performance strata are elements of fact and fiction, each producing 

an active effect on the public and the city. 

Between fiction and reality: A relationship that runs two ways  

If the urban environment and performativity of public art are both operating in real and 

fictional domains, then to what extent do they affect each other? Throughout this study’s 

theoretical and practical research, there is an unresolved tension between public art 

structured around social relationships and techniques of representation familiar to the 

theatre. Austin’s claim that words spoken on a stage are not performative derives from a 

deep-rooted suspicion that fiction may be a form of deception; a theme that has existed in 

the minds of humans for hundreds of years. Fiction and fact operate differently, but to 

what extent is this difference oppositional?  

Theories of fiction from nineteenth-century literature make a very clear distinction 

between the real world and the not-real world of fiction; as claimed by philosopher 

Bertrand Russell, there is only one real world and everything else is simply not real (Russell, 

1919 [1993], p. 170). Conversely, in theatrical representation, actors are acknowledged as 

both real and fictional at the same time. For example, in a critique of Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet, eighteenth-century writer Samuel Johnson observed that despite the actuality of 

the actors on a stage, the audience ‘know, from the first act to the last, that the stage is 

only a stage, and that the players are only players’ (Johnson, 2009, p. 366). Therefore, the 

frame of theatre gives licence for fact and fiction to act discursively with one another 

because the theatre itself is a fictional construct, a place of metaphor and representation. 

Could it be possible to reframe public space as a fictionally constituted place whereby acts 

of representation and actuality may be considered on equal footing?  

Feminist scholar Donna Haraway ponders the kinship between fact and fiction in the 
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field of science, stating that ‘facts refer us to human action, performance’, while fiction is 

etymologically connected to fashioning or forming: ‘fiction is about human action. So, too, 

are all the narratives of science—fiction and fact—about human action’ (Haraway, D, 1989, 

pp. Ch 1, para 8). Anecdotally, Haraway’s observations appear a lot closer to how public-

space-performances observe fictional entities within the triangulated relationship between 

the performer, the public and the city.  

Fiction theory from the past 100 years can be found in almost every domain of 

knowledge, yet a general theory of fiction is not currently forthcoming. However, a theory 

of fiction for public-space-performance has been selectively assembled from discipline-

specific theories in literature: philosophy, theatre, narratology, art history and science. 

Despite fiction’s close relationship to literature, recent scholarship uses an expanded 

meaning to apply fiction to entities, places, people, ideas and situations (Cullhed & 

Rydholm, 2014; Gunkel, Hameed & O'Sullivan, 2017; Stolzenberg, 1999; Westphal, 2011). 

Art researchers Shaw and Reeves-Evison adopt the term ‘fiction as method’ to describe 

what they see as a growing tendency to consciously exploit fiction, drawing on a diverse 

selection of theorists and artists to look at how ‘[the] “everyday” is constructed through the 

deployment of fictions to form and direct every part of our lives’ (Shaw & Reeves-Evison, 

2017, p. 7).  

Within this research, four theories consistently converge in public-space-

performance towards a distinctive use of fiction-as-method. ‘Possible worlds fiction’ from 

literary theorist Lubomír Doležel debunks Russell’s one-world theory in favour of a multiple 

worlds theory, evidenced by ‘artefacts produced by aesthetic activities’ (Doležel, 2010, p. 

15). ‘Taking the fictional stance’ by philosopher Katherine Tullmann (2016) builds on the 

psychological framework of literature to suggest that it is not only the recognition that 

something is fiction but an ability to participate in that world that produces a stance. 

Theatre scholar David Saltz looks at fictional schema where theatre audiences recognise 

that the stage space and the auditorium space have their own fictions, concluding that ‘the 

relationship between narrative and performance runs two ways’ (Saltz, 2006a, p. 215). 

Finally, the characteristic disruptions of ‘mimesis’ in post-dramatic theatre are observed as 

‘perceptive multistability’ by theatre researcher Erika Fischer-Lichte (Fischer-Lichte, 2008). 

Collectively, these four conditions and characteristics of fiction are brought to the location 
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of public space, assembled as a method and deployed through public-space-performance.  

Applying fiction-as-method 

Following these conditions of fiction-as-method, observations in other organisational 

domains confirm a conscious adoption of fiction. The distinctive qualities of populism 

within the sphere of left- and right-aligned politics also demonstrate a methodical interplay 

between fiction and reality. The characteristics of populism, defined by Dutch political 

scientist Mudde as ‘an opposition between “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite”’ 

(Mudde, 2004, p. 562), can be identified in the leftist public artwork of UK street artist 

Banksy whereby the fictionality of the artist’s identity is embraced as a way to renegotiate 

the conventional power systems of the institutionalised fine arts industry. Right-wing 

populism also embraces fiction as a way of doing things unconventionally, vividly illustrated 

by the 45th President of the United States, Donald Trump, whose public addresses 

encouraged populist division. Analysing political events as performance takes on 

performance theorist Richard Schechner’s ‘broad spectrum approach’ that although not 

everything is a conscious performance, it can be considered ‘as performance’ (Schechner, 

1988, p. 30), and fiction is observed as a method in the political arena. The rise of post-truth 

rhetoric, in which facts are seen as less influential than emotion and personal beliefs, has 

been the recent subject of rigorous debate and scholarship in the fields of journalism 

(d'Ancona, 2017; Lakoff, GPaD, Gil, 2018; Swift, 2016), cognitive psychology (Brotherton, 

2015; Fazio, L, Rand & Pennycook, 2019; Fazio, LK et al., 2015; Jago, 2018; Lazer et al., 

2018) and political theory (Farkas & Schou, 2018; Johnston, 2004), renewing calls for a 

more clearly defined division between what is fact and what is fiction. The implication of 

this strand of research suggests that public participation is largely immune to such a 

division, recognising that the interplay between the two modes presents a potential for 

greater participation on local and global scales. Furthermore, by acknowledging fictional 

worlds within real-world settings, a deepened sense of purpose may arise. 

Returning to the global city and the dominant hegemony of neoliberal capitalism 

played out through an intense rationalisation of space, can fiction be employed to unsettle 

power systems? Mouffe’s political theory of agonism whereby ‘opponents are not enemies 

but adversaries among whom exists a conflictual consensus’ (Mouffe, 2013, p. pxii), argues 
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that public art can play a constructive role in ‘unsettling the dominant hegemony’, through 

‘a multiplicity of discursive surfaces and public spaces’ (2013, p. 91). Subsequently, the 

potential of fiction-as-method to unsettle public space emerges as a strong contender in 

the struggle against hegemonic controls, engaging in a two-way dialogue between fact and 

fiction. 

 

1.2 - Structure of the exegesis 

Negotiating begins with the enquiry, ‘how public is public space?’ This central question 

proposed by Czech Republic artist EPOS 257 in the public artwork 50 square metres of public 

space (2010), provides a provocative example of performance as an activator of the urban 

realm’s hidden political dimensions. Public space is historically established in this chapter 

from the ancient Greek agora to medieval social spaces, the nineteenth-century 

development of a public sphere, the production of social space in the twentieth-century 

capitalist metropolis and the contemporary influence of individualism under a neoliberal 

capitalist ideology in the twenty-first century. Performance is introduced as a means to 

address the global city, examining public art as a performative blend of social, aesthetic and 

political dimensions of public space, theoretically framed with contemporary artistic 

examples. My practice in public-space-performance is contextualised within public art and 

as a critical spatial practice, while performance as an organisational structure is discussed 

through contemporary urban theories of the city, illustrating how performance is employed 

by power systems under the neoliberal project to deepen their own aims. 

The initial practice-based research project, The Floating Theatre, is introduced as a 

test case for addressing the global city staged amid Auckland’s prevailing culture of 

market-dominance and experience-hungry individualism. It illustrates how public-space-

performance treads the precarious line between serving power and resisting it. The 

chapter’s final section pivots on philosopher Michel de Certeau’s delineations of strategy 

and tactic, space and place, identifying a link between the city and public art (de Certeau, 

1984; Gielen, 2016). It also includes an overview of The Floating Theatre as a proposed 

performance structure for the global city as its tactical position claims a renewed 

relationship to space. 
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Unsettling considers the role of fiction in theatre and everyday life. It begins with a critical 

analysis of French street theatre company Royal De Luxe’s performance, The Deep-sea 

Diver, his Hand and the Little Girl-Giant (2010), illustrating how performance embraces 

fiction to create a counternarrative in Antwerp, Belgium. It interweaves key theoretical 

texts from literature (Dolezel, 1995; Russell, 1919 [1993]), philosophy (Haraway, DJ, 2004; 

Tullmann, 2016), narratology (Radford & Weston, 1975; Walton, 1990) and performance 

and theatre studies (Haedicke, 2012; Saltz, 2006a; Schechner, 1988) to posit fiction-as-

method (Shaw & Reeves-Evison, 2017) applicable to public-space-performance. Theatrical 

representation is also viewed through mimesis (Etchells, 2017; Fischer-Lichte, 2008; 

Lehmann, 2006) in the conventions of dramatic theatre from Shakespeare to post-dramatic 

theatre. Analysis of Dutch performance designer and visual artist Dries Verhoeven’s 

performance series Ceci, n’est pas... (2013) reveals a twist on the ambiguous double-

position of text and image commonly attributed to painter René Magritte (Foucault, Michel 

1983). Viewed as a fiction-as-method, this street intervention illustrates an adept 

manipulation of the relationship between fact and fiction while simultaneously creating 

public spectacle and intimate encounter. 

 My second principal practical research project, Cornered Speaker (2020), is discussed 

and redresses the pragmatic platform for free speech as a performative mobile object. The 

relationship between free speech and the formal allocation of space is expressed in classic 

public address rhetoric using the fiction-as-method characteristics and conditions. Political 

implications lead to a discussion on how fiction-as-method can be read within the sphere of 

global politics and the rise of populism. Re-reading the historic meeting of President 

Donald Trump and North Korean Supreme Leader Kim Jong-un as a performance examines 

how techniques from performance theory can be applied to the so-called reality of global 

politics.  

The opportunity to exhibit work at the Prague Quadrennial of Performance Design 

and Space 2019 (PQ19), selected as part of the New Zealand exhibit, offered a unique 

opportunity to test a series of participatory transformations using the playhouse structure 

introduced in chapter 2. Four interlinking installations perform spatial operations on the 

original Floating Theatre structure and reconfigure it as a dialogue between performer and 

public. An intimate encounter is presented as a Lightbox Carousel, an ephemeral object 
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represented by an Inflatable Theatre. The arrival is spatialised by a Dual Viewing Device, and 

the repetition of form is presented as multiple blocks enacting an arrangement of This City 

centred on the theatre. Discoveries from these public spatial interactions informed the 

design and concepts discussed in the next chapter.  

The fourth chapter, Drifting, involves an embodied improvisational means of coming to 

know a city. It begins with the Drifting Room (2020). The title of the project refers to the 

dérive, a technique established by the French Situationist International as a means of 

exploring urban space. Discussion of this third public-space-performance returns to tactics 

of scale and mobility to resist performance control mechanisms of the global city. The 

performance addresses the city as an event-space, inverting conventional concepts of 

theatrical representation by fictionalising the urban environment. Concluding observations 

summarise discoveries in practice and theory and considers how, in 2020, the COVID-19 

pandemic disrupted public spaces and the implications. An epilogue proposes a series of 

performance projects of public address in the global city, nationally and internationally.  

 

Conclusion to Chapter 

 

Public Address: performing fiction in urban spaces investigates public space as socially and 

politically constructed, shaped by dominant ideologies of the global city. Artistic 

interventions engage the public in alternative modes of organisation to question the 

dominance of these ideologies; three principal performances frame relationships between 

public space and public identity. This research asks how performance can expose the political 

dimension of public space though an interplay between fact and fiction.  

Current scholarship recognises that public space is socially and politically produced, 

while artistic performance interventions are frequently critiqued for their political content 

or thematic relevance. In this view, the built environment produces political space through 

actuality, while performance offers empathetic insight through representation. The tension 

between actuality-as-fact and representation-as-fiction is examined in many disciplines of 

knowledge, however a general theory of fiction is not attainable, creating ambiguity when 
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applying ideas of fictionality across disciplines, as is necessary in public art.  

Participatory art practice and theory goes some way to redress the social and political 

agency of performance, what’s more, by reframing performance as a critical spatial practice 

the built environment and public art become accomplices in shaping the politics of public 

space. Defining my own practice as public-space-performance, the agency of fiction is 

examined through fiction-as-method, while its factual potential is expressed through social 

structures and public participation. Power systems that define the global city also use 

strategies of fact and fiction to create public identity. By developing practices based on the 

oscillation between fact and fiction, the built environment and public art work together to 

infuse public space with social and political identities.  
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Chapter 2 

Negotiating 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negotiating suggests dealing with another person, a system, another space, or 

another way of being. In order to negotiate we must acknowledge the other, 

then take steps toward some form of shared arrangement. Negotiating with 

power systems is a political exchange, approached using strategy and tactic to 

shift the influence of organizational structures and potentially affect the 

governance of daily lives. Whether negotiating small acts of reorientation or 

grand designs of structural change, one must be open to the possibility of an 

alternative to the current position, a future worth pursuing. 
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Prologue: How public is public space? 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5 - 50 Square Metres of Public Space by EPOS 

257, Prague, Czech Republic, 2010 (Photo: EPOS 257) 

On September 4th 2010, an unidentified group of workmen install a steel 

security fence in the middle of a busy square in central Prague, capital of the 

Czech Republic. This unsanctioned installation, 50 square metres of public space 

(2010) undertaken as ‘the appropriation of public space with no apparent intent’ 

occupied the empty holding space of 50 square meters in what turns out to be a 

54 days occupation before being dismantled. The intervening negotiations 

between civic authorities, artist and public, demonstrate how easily social rules 

and laws of public space can be manipulated, leading one to question ‘how public 

is public space?’ (EPOS257, 2010b). 

The event is also presented as video documentation, re-performing for a 

wider audience and incorporating hidden perspectives. The blurred faces 

protecting the identity of the artist/workers reveal the potential illegality, and is 

accompanied by the sound of a telephone conversation, in which a female voice 

asks “what is it there for?”, to whom a male voice replies “it was simply all 

unauthorised, nobody knows anything about it” (Epos257, 2010a). Without clear 

authority both parties remain uncertain, until a later phone caller declares “it is 

simply an illegal matter, so I ordered it to be demolished at once”, to which the 

female voice replies with concern “we cannot just decide to demolish something 

like this, the transport department cannot just go like that and demolish some 

fencing” (2010a).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 – POS 257 construction worker, subtitled with text from phone 

conversation to civic authorities  (Photo – artist’s website) 
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Artistic urban interventions, like this one by the Czech artist EPOS 257, are 

an attempt to challenge preconceptions about public space and its susceptibility 

to manipulation within the complex politics of liberal democratic cities. According 

to the artist ‘we are not as free as it may initially seem’, leading to question ‘Is 

public space a mere myth?’ (Design, 2010). The performance takes place in 

Palacky Square, an urban space dubbed ‘Prague Hyde Park’ by Post-Soviet city 

officials in 2004 to celebrate two democratic milestones, the 15th anniversary of 

the Velvet Revolution, and the Czech Republic joining the European Union (EU) in 

2004. Named in reference to London’s Hyde Park, the so-called ‘free speech’ area 

is symbolically representative of the freedom to criticise the ruling political party, 

a freedom absolutely not afforded to citizens in the Soviet Communist era. Today 

Palacky Square shares similarities with many liberal democratic cities throughout 

the world: an historic public space established under state guardianship, now 

subject to ideological shifts of the global city. In Prague’s case, 50 years of 

communism is replaced by a form of globalism that favours free-market economy, 

competitive entrepreneurship, and a state bureaucracy that takes care not to 

overstate its influence.  

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 7 - EPOS 257 - construction worker installing fence (photo - 

artist's website) 

EPOS 257 tests these freedoms by unexpectantly obstructing space, in a 

challenge to the complex dynamics of a city embracing the EU market economy 

with multiple private and public interests. This public interventionist performance 

provides a series of questions: what does it mean to consider space as public in the 

contemporary global city?; how does performance, from everyday actions to 

extraordinary events, contribute to a more, or less, public space?; and how much 

do the public care about 50 Square meters of public space under the new ideology 

of neoliberal globalism.  
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2.0 – Introduction: Negotiating urban space through public art 

This chapter addresses some of the many different functions and meanings of ‘public 

space’; from a shared place for social interaction to a democratically governed space for 

public participation. Public space represents the pursuit of an ideal, supported past 

successes and future utopias, played out by laws and social rules. Through his discussion of 

the ‘right to the city’, philosopher Henri Lefebvre highlights how the use value of public 

space is frequently put into conflict with its exchange value, and such tension sits at the 

heart of how this chapter investigates public space. Played out in the contemporary global 

city, described by Saskia Sassen as a globally connected organisational structure 

increasingly dominated by the financial economy (Sassen, 2004, pp. 27 - 40), multiple 

spaces are developed and maintained by private-public partnerships. These uphold the 

image of civic participation and the fetishization of space in the pursuit of new consumer 

experiences. Here I outline how public art engages with the global city: encouraging public 

participation in temporary social structure; engaging with the symbolic language of politics 

and aesthetics; pursuing the consumer experience economy: and importantly engaging 

with both fact and fiction.  

Beginning with definitions of ‘public space’, ‘the global city’, ‘neoliberalism’ and ‘the 

politics of public space’, followed by a brief Western history from the perspective of urban 

development, architecture and theatre, this is then brought together with concepts of 

democratic public identity from sociology and political theory. A critical spatial practice is 

applied to public space (Rendell, 2006), defining my own approach as public-space-

performance, a form of public art encompassing live performance and situated 

predominantly outside the institutional walls of galleries or auditoriums. Public-space-

performance has a two-directional relationship with the city as it responds to space and 

produces space: negotiating the politics of public space while engaging its idealised 

fictional realm.  

The symbolic significance of public-space-performance is framed as ‘what art does 

in the city’, a multi-dimensional argument that questions the potential of art to 

consummate an action, referred to in art and performance theory as performativity 

(Austin, 1962; Bolt, 2016; Butler, 1988; Derrida, 2002; Von Hantelmann, Dorothea, 2010). 

Performativity is here interrogated as an iterative process, exposing a deeper 
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understanding of the power systems that sustain and disrupt democratic city space. An 

analysis of power relationships, defined by philosopher Michel de Certeau as strategy and 

tactic, are applied to public-space-performance as a way to position my own practice, 

seeking an active consequence to the production and maintenance of public space. 

The Floating Theatre research project addresses public space from the border of sea 

and land, interrogating how public art can contribute to the meaning and involvement in 

public space. Designed and produced to conform with civic mechanisms of control that 

encumber public art – event permits, health and safety standards, private sponsorship, and 

rigorous mechanisms of financial accountability – the performance simultaneously 

maintains autonomy using techniques of anti-institutional art that include resistance, 

impermanence, mobility and economy of scale.  

 

2.1 - Key definitions 

This section defines key terms and ideas central to the discussion; public space, the politics 

of public space, the global city and neoliberalism, public art, public-space-performance and 

critical spatial practice. 

Public space 

Public space is a contested concept that refers to shared space where there is some 

form of common consent to access a place. There is no definitive meaning that suits every 

public space, with increasingly blurred concepts of private and public spheres 

demonstrating characteristics of each other, sometimes with contradictory definitions. 

However, most interpretations agree on the following concepts; a geographical location for 

the public sphere, in which physical space fulfils the principles of open access at all times, 

regardless of socio-economic status or ethnicity (Carmona, 2010; Cho, Heng & Trivic, 2015; 

Marcuse, 2003). While rural space, and global space are rarely included in analyses of public 

space, this study, which focusses on the urban built environment, acknowledges their role 

in the evolution of public space.  

German sociologist Georg Simmel, in his 1903 essay Metropolis and Mental Life, 

regarded the city as a place of conflict between ‘man’ and the ’individuality of his existence 
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against the sovereign powers of society’ (Simmel, 1903, p. 13), suggesting that individuals 

must work to maintain their individuality. The discourse between collective and individual 

identity remains central to contemporary public space debate, with complex variations as 

to degrees of access, who may or may not be identified as the public, and how space is 

acknowledged. For political science scholar Margaret Kohn, public space should be 

government-owned places ‘that facilitate unplanned contact between people’ (Kohn, 2004, 

p. 9). In contrast, architect and urbanist Miodrag Mitrasinovic, suggests that ‘hybrid forms 

of privately-owned public space’ have created ‘a new set of normative expectations’ for the 

21st-century (Mitrasinovic, 2006, p. 18). Urban space scholar Im Sik Cho claims ‘the unstable 

definition of both public and private spheres creates a weak edge on both territories’ (Cho, 

Heng & Trivic, 2015, p. 5).   

The politics of public space 

The ‘politics’ of public space, refers to the negotiation of power in the production and 

maintenance of space, represented by state, civic, corporate or private power systems. 

According to anthropologist Seth Low and geographer Neil Smith, this includes the ‘source 

and nature of control over entry to a space, individual and collective behaviour sanctioned 

in a specific space and rules of use’ (Low & Smith, 2013, p. 4). Politics in a broad sense 

pursues principles, upheld through symbolic meaning, behavioural laws and rules.  

Just as ‘the public’ is not a fixed group of people but a set of ideals about 

‘publicness’, public space is not a permanently designated place, but a utopian ideal 

pursued through democratic processes. The public realm since the agora is an ‘ideological 

template’ according to philosopher Jürgen Habermas, highlighting its significance within an 

‘intellectual history’ rather than a purely social construction (Habermas, 1991, p. 3). Key 

philosophers and political theorists addressed in this research, situate public space as a site 

for democratic representation and social justice issues (Butler, 2015; de Certeau, 1984; 

Lefebvre, 1968; Mouffe, 2013). These concepts are referred to as the politics of public 

space, traversing issues of governance, ownership, spatial production, identity, exclusion, 

privatization, and access.  

Since the early 1970s there has been a growing volume of academic literature 

expressing a pessimistic view of public space, claiming the ‘end’ of public culture, or the 



 37 

‘death’ of public space, as privatisation and globalisation have become dominant in city 

values (Dovey, 2014; Jacobs, 1961; Low & Smith, 2013; Mitchell, D, 2003; Mitchell, WJ, 

1996; Sennett, Richard, 2017 [1977]). This view is commonly based on multiple instances 

where state controlled space is replaced by self-regulated market controls. Re-shaping the 

city and its organisational structure has spawned an array of labels, such as the ‘creative 

city’ (Evans, 2017; Florida, 2002), the ‘entrepreneurial city’(Harvey, 2002), and the ‘global 

city’ (Sassen, 2004; Sennett, R, 2011).  

The global city and neoliberalism 

The global city and neoliberal capitalism are helpful terms to discuss the significant 

economic reforms that many cities throughout the world have experienced since the mid 

1970s, shifting from production-economies, to financial and real-estate economies, 

resulting in in geographical redevelopment and increased interest in public space. The 

global city, according to sociologist Saskia Sassen, is globally connected via the so-called 

‘free-market’ economy, where state power is perceived as largely a bureaucratic structure 

to ensure the continued flow of the markets (Sassen, 2004, p. 27).  

The ideology that underpins the global city is so-called ‘neoliberal capitalism’, a title 

that has withstood a great deal of critique in the past two decades from economists, 

sociologists, architects, political theorists and critical geographers (Christophers, 2018; 

Dardot & Laval, 2014; Harvey, 2007; Lazzarato, 2012; Mirowski, 2013; Spencer, 2016). 

Marxist economic geographer David Harvey traces the evolution of neoliberalism from 

post-World War II America, and the pursuit of economic reforms led by ‘liberal’ economist 

Milton Friedman and the Chicago school of economics, who rejected socialist Keynesian 

economics for a ‘neo-classical’ economics of financial-market autonomy. Harvey describes 

the basic principles of neoliberal capitalism,  

that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial 

freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private 

property rights, free markets, and free trade.  

(Harvey, 2007, p. 11) 

Capitalism and the global city are inextricably linked, to the point where ‘the lack of 
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alternatives to capitalism is no longer even an issue’, according to cultural theorist Mark 

Fisher (Fisher, 2009, p. 8). The characteristics of neoliberal capitalism in the global city 

represent the kind of ‘common sense’ that considers all alternatives as unthinkable 

(Gramsci & Hoare, 1971, p. 199). 

The global city relies on a connectedness and financial dependence on a global 

network of cities via borderless markets, characterised by the centralisation of 

headquarters in urban centres, while strategic components of production are outsourced to 

other cities, regions or countries, networked through new technologies to ‘neutralize 

distance and space’, according to Sassen’s definition of the global city (p. 30). This is 

maintained under the organisational control of neoliberal capitalist policies that limit the 

regulatory power of the state, empowering the self-regulating structures of financial 

markets. Rather than necessarily pursuing a national identity, global cities renew localised 

strategies of political, economic and cultural identities, to compete for the sale of goods 

and services through brand recognition (symbolic value), and financial competitiveness 

(exchange value) in a global market.  

The symbolic value attributed to a global city is in no small part influenced by 

cultural identities, with public art playing a significant role in maintaining that cultural 

identity. Paris, for example, is inseparable in many people’s view from the innumerable 

public art works that occupy parks, squares and public buildings of the city, just as large 

scale sporting events are part of the global popular imagination of cities such as Auckland. 

Public art is strategically employed by power systems to enhance its dominant ideology, 

yet as discussed in this thesis, it is also capable of resisting or opposing these ideologies. 

Performance as a form of public art is the specific concern of this research, defined here as 

public-space-performance, and connotatively linked to critical spatial practice. 

 

Defining a practice as public-space-performance 

Public art encompasses ‘a variety of forms and approaches that engage with the sites 

and situations of the public realm’ according to curator and arts writer Claire Doherty 

(Doherty, 2015, p. 13), while Jane Rendell clarifies this is an ‘inter-disciplinary practice’ 
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located ‘between art and design’ (Rendell, 2006; 2010, p. 8). Public art is a helpful term for 

considering what art does, symbolically and politically. Latter twentieth century discussions 

sometimes refer to ‘public art’ as a genre within the fine arts (Lacy, 1995, p. 19), however, 

since the 21st-century, the term has been widely adopted as cross-disciplinary (Cartiere & 

Willis, 2008, p. 2).  

Public-space-performance is a form of public art that includes a live performance 

element, and is used in this research to define my own practice. As my own idiom, it 

combines the common usage of terms in education and academic literature, performing 

public space, public space placemaking and performance, and performance space and public 

movement.1 Public-space-performances construct urban ‘situations’,2 combining narrative 

dramaturgies with ‘social’3 relationships, and participation as two-directional dialogue. The 

public choose their proximity to the performance, at one end of the scale is an intimate 

participation, at the other is distanced observation. Participation is not mandatory, since 

witnessing the participants as spectacle, and participating in the spectacle are of equal 

importance. Acknowledging the politics of public space by engaging with power systems 

and the aesthetic language of symbols, public-space-performance is a form of critical 

spatial practice with an emphasis on live performance.  

Critical spatial practice is a term proposed by architectural discourse to express the 

interdisciplinarity of spatial practice and critical theory, particularly between the built 

environment and public art. In studying the social and physical context of public art, in 

practice and in theory, the conditions of public and private space contribute to a form of 

social critique revealed as spatial politics. Spatial practice is the study of space as socially 

and politically produced, rather than solely recognising the physical environment created 

 

1 Fontys University in Tilburg offer a course in Performing Public Space, RMIT in Melbourne – Art in Public 

spaces, University of California – Public Space: Placemaking and Performance. 

2 According to philosopher and writer Guy Debord, founding member of the Situationist International, a 

situation ‘is composed of actions contained in a transitory décor’ (Debord et al., 1958). 

3 Art and performance theorist Claire Bishop described socially engaged art as ‘participatory projects in 

the social field… with a twofold gesture of opposition and amelioration. They work against dominant market 
imperatives by diffusing single authorship into collaborative activtities’ (Bishop, 2012, p. 12). 
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by the auteur architect. Philosopher Michel de Certeau, in The Practice of Everyday Life 

(1984) and Henri Lefebvre in The Production of Space (1991), developed theories of ‘spatial 

practice’ suggesting that space has social and political consequences, constructed not only 

physically but through social conditions and everyday actions. Critical spatial practice builds 

on the idea that space is produced by people, places and things by looking at the 

relationships between organisational and physical structures, and symbolic meaning of art 

outside the art gallery, where it draws meaning from its relationship to the built 

environment.  

Critical theory has its roots in the field of philosophy attributed to the Franfurt 

School of the early twentieth century—exemplified by Jürgen Habermas, Herbert Marcuse, 

Walter Benjamin, and Theodor Adorno among others—interrogating shifts in society, 

culture and economy in terms of inequalities created by market capitalism, and drawing 

significantly on Marxist ideals. Critical spatial practice is a process between theory and 

practice that reveals the political effects of space. According to architect and theorist 

Markus Miessen, critical spatial practice looks toward ‘the relationship between 

architecture and related disciplines—first and foremost, art—in order to reinvigorate 

architectural production with cultural, social, and political criticism’ (Miessen, 2017, p.23). 

Architect and historian Jane Rendell uses critical spatial practice to examine how art and 

architecture produce spaces of social critique, providing a two-way relationship, ‘”places 

between” theory and practice, art and architecture’ (Rendell, 2006, p. 19).  

Critical spatial practice has particular relevance to the way theory and practice 

inform one another in the context, site and social conditions of performance. Public-space-

performance adopts critical spatial practice as a methodological critique of the social and 

political context for the production of space, and theoretical understanding of how 

inequalities created by economic disadvantage, gender, race and social norms contribute to 

ideals of public and private.  

 

2.2 - What is public space and who is it for? 
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Officially designated public space has evolved hand-in-hand with the complex social history 

of cities, and through evolving public concepts of enacting citizenship, and private concepts 

of ownership and individuality. As stated earlier, public space as an intellectual tenet has 

endured over millennia as a geographical representation of the public sphere, sometimes 

expressed through  principles or values upheld and regulated by laws and social rules.4 

Urban planning scholar Peter Marcuse summarises the five basic principles of 

contemporary public space as; ‘equity in distribution of resources, accessibility, non-

exclusionary access, aesthetic quality, and environmental sustainability’ (Marcuse, 2003). 

Reflecting a Western cultural perspective of the liberal democratic city, these relate to 

socio-political concepts of 

equality, social justice, 

individualism, symbolic 

significance and guardianship. A 

power relationship between the 

so-called public and the 

systemic custodians of power 

underpins an ideal of public 

space, constantly drawn into 

negotiation by changes to 

behavioural norms and social 

structures.  If contemporary cities are indeed witnessing a crisis of public space as claimed 

by scholars and critics, and typified by what architectural theorist Kim Dovey calls 

‘privatization and the erosion of democracy’ (Dovey, 2014, p. 167), then where has the ideal 

of public space stemmed from? Has a utopian public space existed in another era? 

Following this, what can art contribute to the debate of publicness, and how can my own 

practice, as public-space-performance maker, contribute to this discourse?  

 

 

4 “Laws and social rules” is a reference to the influential work of sociologist Erving Goffman, based on 

observed behaviour in urban space, and discussed further in this chapter under section 1.3, What does 
performance do? 

Figure 8 - St Patrick’s Square, Auckland (Photo: Auckland Council) 
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A short history of public space 

The emergence of public space as a 

feature of urban planning in Western5 

cultural history is attributed within the 

city-state (polis) of ancient Greek society 

as the agora, literally a central ‘gathering 

place’ for social, political, artistic, 

athletic, commercial and spiritual life. As 

described by Homer in the 5th-century 

BCE (Homer, 1962, p. Bk 9.112), the agora provided an open-air urban space where public 

discussion and political debate took place, while also operating as a market place and a 

location for processions and theatrical performances (Smith, 2014, p. 69). In time the 

theatre was given its own purpose-built space, and public life began to fracture into allotted 

arenas. The agora played a significant role in the early development of Greek democracy, 

where the demos represented those citizens who were not the holders of power being given 

the power to vote for representation in city decision making. However, using the agora as a 

representation of publicness comes with a note of caution: philosopher and sociologist 

Jürgen Habermas points out that ancient Greece was a slave economy, and the agora was 

only for the participation of free-men; masters of households who were ‘set free from 

productive labour’, leaving women, non-citizens, slaves and children out of public life. The 

separation of private from public was consequently written into Roman law, as the agora 

inspired Romans city planners to build the forum, an oval shaped place that functioned as 

marketplace and gathering place for diverse social activities.  

 

5 The history of non-Western public space is more complex, partly because the concepts of “public” life, 

and architectural “space” are Western cultural concepts and are therefore historically incongruous to many 
non-Western traditions, as discussed in the Chinese perspective of public space (Genovese & Li, 2017, p. 87; 
He, 2015, p. 677).  

 

Figure 9 - The Greek Agora of Athens, a contemporary artist's 

impression (image – athenskey.com) 
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Formally designated public space slowly faded from Europe as an organic organisation 

of space, until the medieval town structure emerged by the 10th century, focussing instead 

around the church as the centre of power and administration, and with it the concept of 

public life was usurped by ideas of religious life. As theatre historian David Wiles puts it, 

‘Christian builders were concerned with interior volumes of churches, not the exterior 

volumes of civic spaces’ (Wiles, 2003, p. 104). The medieval village, supported by the feudal 

system, still retained Roman legal concepts of private and public but they were not applied 

in common use. Social gatherings in village life took place in the street, while theatre, 

jousting and dancing eventually moved into the rooms of the palace (Habermas, 1991, p. 9). 

Social and festive events that might ascribe by contemporary standards as public, such as 

the theatre of the street in the form of the Corpus Christi processional plays and the mobile 

wagons,6 were framed as interactions of common resources and religious life rather than 

expressions of public citizenship (Wiles, 2003, p. 75). 

Urban space in the Middle Ages became increasingly formalised by the staging of 

temporary rituals, under the authority and auspices of royalty. Agricultural advances meant 

towns were able to grow and trade with one another, accumulating royal power and 

resulting in ceremonial events and processions according to architecture scholar Helen 

Norrie (Norrie, 2013, p. 45).  By the Renaissance age, the development of long-distance 

trade routes led to the establishment of an economic elite. Cities became organised by the 

use of ‘symmetry, scale, axes and geometry’, which would ‘allow a more effective control of 

 

6 Processional theatre, as discussed further in section 7, has four distinct functions: pilgrimage, parade, 

map and narrative (Wiles, 2003, p. 64). These aspects are later applied to performance research experiments 
The Floating Theatre, and The Drifting Room. 

Figure 10 - The Triumph of Isabella by Denis Van Alsloot 1615 (image - wikimedia) 
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the town, and rapid communications across it’, connecting key locations with axial streets 

demarcated with representations of power as nodal points; fountains, statues and obelisks, 

(Ibid). The Piazza, a pre-cursor to the city square, was a natural consequence of marking 

these nodal points in the city, creating space for markets, political rallies, and executions. 

Festivities of publicness were also an opportunity for the state to express its power. As 

Wiles states, the Piazza was far from an egalitarian space, ‘[t]he dead or tormented bodies 

of criminals exposed in the Piazza were a constant sign of this power’ (Wiles, 2003, p. 121). 

By the baroque period theatre had moved behind walls,  

The change was in the first instance economic. In the sixteenth-and early seventeenth-

century Dutch paintings, the actors we see are amateurs who belong to guilds or 

Chambers of Rhetoric; later the performers are professionals, and it is their  economic 

interest to close off and privatize the performance space.   (Wiles, 2003, p. 95) 

Revolutionary liberation of the peasants in eighteenth-century Europe, as an early-

capitalist economy replaced feudalism, allowed ‘good society’ to emerge just as the 

monarchy separated itself from the state, giving rise to what we now conceive as the 

modern distinction between private and public. ‘Private’ was defined as essentially 

everything not beholden to the state apparatus, while feudal power: the church, the prince 

and nobility, who were ‘representative of publicness’ eventually divided their power. The 

church became an essentially corporate body, while the prince separated resources into 

private and public budgets (Habermas, 1991, pp. 12-13). News as a commodity became 

available, firstly as an instrument of long-distance trade, then as an economy in its own 

right as the affairs of people from further afield became relevant to local interests. The 

printing press as an apparatus for public information is an important technological 

development in the advent of public-opinion and the public-sphere, though again 

Habermas claims this did not include the common person but only the educated classes 

who could read (Ibid, p.22). Access to the apparatus of public address is therefore a defining 

characteristic of publicness. As a new technology for addressing the public arrives, new 

publics are produced, along with new public spaces.  

By the nineteenth century the nation state controlled significant public resources 

through extensive long-distance trade and manufacturing, and public space became an 

architectural expression of ‘civil society’, serving a growing middle class (Habermas, 1991, 
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p. 23). Public space in Paris went through a highly influential transformation under the 

public resources allocated by Emperor Napoleon III who appointed city planner George-

Eugène Haussmann to design and manage the city’s rebuild. Massive international and 

domestic public works, leveraging the country out of an economic depression were funded 

largely by public debt (Harvey, 2008, p. 4), and served as triumphal corridors for the 

renewed power of the Second French Empire. The boulevard provided public space to see 

and be seen, it also ensured that the effectiveness of the barricades of revolution at the end 

of the eighteenth century could never be repeated, with entranceways for foot-soldiers to 

access any future barricades should there be civil unrest. The middle class discovered new 

opportunities to inhabit Haussman’s Paris for leisure, commerce, social interaction, and 

exploring the newly created museums and art galleries, also passing safely ‘from their 

suburban homes to the Opéra in the city centre’ as the theatre became a public event for 

the middle classes (Wiles, 2003, p. 125). 

City life across Europe began to acknowledge qualities of spectacle within the everyday, 

such as the so-called flâneur, a connoisseur of the street coined by French poet and novelist 

Charles Baudelaire (Baudelaire, C, 2018, p. 954). The flâneur was a wanderer through the 

city streets, appreciating the atmosphere and visuality of the city as participant and 

spectator.  

He, the lover of life, may also be compared to a mirror as vast as this crowd; to a 

kaleidoscope endowed with consciousness, which with every one of its movements 

presents a pattern of life, in all its multiplicity, and the flowing grace of all the elements 

that go to compose life.     (Baudelaire, C-P, 2010, p. III. para. 9) 

Early twentieth-century philosopher Walter Benjamin also elevated the flâneur to an 

emblematic urban archetype, describing a modern publicness that embraced dreamworlds 

of the urban environment. In The Arcades Project, Benjamin describes the covered arcades 

of Paris as a symbolic space, supporting the idea that city participation is imaginatively 

engaged. Framed within Marxist concepts of productivity, the flâneur’s leisurely labour 

produces ‘use value’ as opposed to the ‘exchange value’ of commerce (Benjamin, 1999, pp. 

446-447). Theatre in the nineteenth century was a by now a profession that inhabited 

purpose-built auditoria with complex technical machinery, performing for ‘a’ public as 

distinct to ‘the’ public. By way of colonisation, public space is established throughout the 
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world, while ‘public life’ as it existed in the nineteenth century declined, according to 

sociologist Richard Sennett, with an emphasis on private relations of individuals defining 

daily life (Sennett, Richard, 2017 [1977], pp. 5-15). This firmly established public and private 

concepts by the beginning of the twentieth century as a Western cultural phenomenon. 

Public space in the twentieth century, from public life to social justice 

In the twentieth century three social and political developments contribute significantly to 

the idea and use of public space: the prominence of social justice movements giving rise to 

the right to protest the state and represent a minority view; the strengthening of corporate 

power and private guardianship 

upholding social norms; and the rise of 

individualism as a driver of free-market 

capitalism, marked by the systemic 

defeat of socialist blocs and Soviet 

Communism. 

Post-World War II societies rebuilt cities upholding concepts of social justice, including 

individual freedom of access and speech without discrimination. Publicness in the city as an 

expression of social justice is frequently framed within urban planning as the ‘right to the 

city’, and endorsed in the wake of the global protest movement of 1968 (Lefebvre, 1968, 

pp. 147-159). Protests as public expression of opposition to decisions of the state are seen 

today as an important function of public space. The Occupy Movement of 2011 - 2012, the 

anti-government Arab Spring protests in 2010-2012, the Sunflower Student Movement of 

Taiwan in 2014, and the Hong Kong protests of 2019-2021, all represent a widely held right 

to protest by occupying public space. Subsequent control of public space inevitably follows 

such uprisings, exposing the extent to which the state can tolerate such a challenge. Global 

protests of 1968 throughout the world,7 set new precedents for how protest space tests the 

 

7 Many nations were caught up in protest pivoting somewhere around 1968, however the movement 

 

Figure 11 - Hong Kong pro-democracy protesters in 2019 use improvised brick structures  to impede the advance of 

Police vehicles. Is this expressing the right to the city? (Photo - Jérôme Favre) 
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limits of publicness.  

The spatial and political theories of Lefebvre, often reductively summarised as ‘the right 

to the city’, set up a basis for valuing the city as it may be used, less based on citizenship 

than simply being part of the city. The marginal position is just as valid in Lefebvre’s view of 

the urban, contributing to the evolving democratic project. His book, The Right to the City 

(La Droite de la Ville) rethinks the status quo of public space in the face of paternal 

governance and exploitative consumer culture (Lefebvre, 1968): a socially just city is one in 

which people are included in the production of space in the way it is used, since ‘(social) 

space is a (social) product’ (Lefebvre, 1974 p. 26). The right to contest space through 

protest is a necessary form of liberal-democratic engagement.  

[S]pace thus produced also serves as a tool of thought and of action; that in addition to 

being a means of production it is also a means of control, and domination, of power. 

(Lefebvre, 1974 p. 27) 

Urban planning scholar, Mark Purcell, argues that the right to the city has become a 

‘bloated’ concept, as applied by civic and state administrations, UNESCO, community 

organisations, NGOs and voluminous scholarly articles and books (Purcell, 2014, p. 141). 

 

known as May 68 in Paris is perhaps the most symbolically influential to public space. Initiated by student 

protests towards an unresponsive political bureaucracy within the University of Nanterre, a larger 

groundswell of unrest aimed at consumerism, capitalism and American Imperialism turned into a nationwide 

movement. They were eventually joined by factory workers who initiated crippling strikes and together they 

formed large scale occupations of public space that brought France to the brink of civil disorder. The 

protesters were united in a distrust of an authoritarian government that demanded greater recognition of the 

creative individual and a rethink of the urban experience.  

The movement spread to America, igniting marginalised groups claiming civil rights at a political and 

social level, then on to Australasia, South America, Africa and Eastern Europe, (with notable exceptions of 

Argentina who suffered great repression from the military, and Czechoslovakia 1968 is remembered as the 

invasion of USSR forces). The baby boomers of post-World War II united around the world in protest against 

the authoritarian governments of their parents’ generation, sexual liberation and anti-Vietnam War protest 

also fed into the mix of unrest to be forged and played out in public spaces around the world. 
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However, he goes on to suggest that the utopian openness of the idea remains its strength, 

despite the sometimes conflicting ideologies applied to it. A wider reading of Lefebvre’s 

philosophy reveals his intended rights to ‘move beyond both the state and capitalism’, 

suggesting that the city is already producing the beginnings of ‘an alternative society 

beyond capitalism’ that appropriates and reimagines the city as a site for encounters rather 

than consumption (Ibid, p.142). The struggle between accumulation of space (ownership), 

and the use of space (appropriation), applicable to Marxist theory as ‘use value, labour 

value and exchange value’, articulates the necessity to move towards the cultivation of an 

ideal to move towards, since ‘the urban as a possible world is in part something in the 

future, an imagined society that is yet to come’ (Ibid, p.146 – 151). I believe adopting 

Lefebvre’s analysis lends itself well to the contemporary liberal democratic situation, where 

global cities have been caught in a neoliberal loop of dominant exchange value. Concepts 

like the rights to the city activate a necessary fictional dimension to public space by 

focussing attention on future possibilities.  

 A rights-based understanding of public space is far from conclusive. Some scholars 

follow philosopher Jacques Derrida’s thoughts on hospitality, towards spaces of sociality 

that are hosted through acts of care, rather than as a right (Chabani & Edom, 2020; Derrida 

& Dufourmantelle, 2000, pp. 47-55; Lugosi, 2008). While rights to the city are associated 

with ideas of belonging and citizenry, Derrida also acknowledges that unconditional 

hospitality is an impossibility, since it demands the host presume sovereignty of space in 

order to offer it to the guest, and ‘risk becoming their hostage’ (Derrida & Dufourmantelle, 

2000, p. 55). My own view is that the rights to the city should remain a somewhat 

undertermined ‘possible world’ as Lefebvre suggests, affirming the need to engage in 

process, rather than the goal, of democracy. A care-based argument potentially 

foreshortens the process, appointing social responsibility over social engagement. The idea 

that the wrong sort of social engagement will result in the loss of public space is indeed a 

fearful prospect, but in vulnerability also exists the potential for change. The principles of 

public space as outlined at by Peter Marcuse in the name of equity, social justice, 

individualism, symbolic significance and guardianship, are fragile ideas in pursuit of real and 

fictional possible-world utopias (Marcuse, 2003). If they were to be made absolutes, the 

need to defend and debate their values would be lost. 
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Economic historian Philip Mirowski notes how neoliberalism as an ideology dodges 

definition, calling it an ‘ideology of no ideology’ that many deny exists (Mirowski, 2013, p. 

28). Mirowski’s neoliberalism is a lack of belief in the power of government, and an 

unreasoned belief in the financial market, post-common-sense, unperturbed by opposition 

since it does not believe an ideological stance exists. Perhaps the concept of public space, 

does not exist without the desire and necessity of a possible-world publicness? The greatest 

threat to collective public identity may be the rise of individualism whereby social order is 

irrelevant. Such a possibility was witnessed in recent political events in the United States 

where an attack on Capitol Hill in Janurary 2021 was carried out by a diverse group of 

‘Trump supporters, including Republican Party officials, GOP political donors, far-right 

militants, white supremacists, members of the military and adherents of the QAnon myth’ 

(Biesecker et al., 2021). While such a recent event makes any critique partial, voices of 

militant individualism ‘with “just enough” cohesion’ through digital media evidently make a 

powerful force (Munn, 2021). Perhaps under such extreme conditions of individualism 

public space no longer exists, so long as individual needs and expectations are met.    
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2.3 - What does Performance do?  

Performance enables people to navigate public space, from extraordinary public events to 

everyday actions, that fulfil social, aesthetic and experiential engagement. While theatre 

is historically situated in public spaces and subsequently moved into private domains, 

performance in the second half of the twentieth century moves out of institutionalised 

spaces into public space. Meanwhile, performance as a system of knowledge and power 

has entered into everyday areas of private and public as a measure of control, according to 

performance theorist Jon McKenzie, who refers to this as a cultural ultimatum to ‘perform 

or else’ (McKenzie, 2002, p. 4). Public art as an interdisciplinary practice (including 

performance), has established itself as an important contributor to the politics of public 

space, examined in this section through performance theory, critical spatial practice and 

the cultural and philosophical concept of performativity. Performance allows the public to 

participate collectively in public space, temporarily applying social and aesthetic 

considerations to the built environment, and is increasingly co-opted by global cities as 

value-generating experiences, characterised by being both producer and consumer, or 

‘prosumers’ as coined by futurologists Alvin and Heidi Toffler (Toffler, 1980, p. 11). The 

prosumer is critiqued as a form of neoliberal public participation, with implications on the 

production and guardianship of public space as a consequence of producing publicness 

through performing one’s role, as the public, and consuming the experience of publicness. 

Performing social norms 

The relationship between observed behaviour and performance is especially relevant to 

public space where individual identity and collective identities are played out as everyday 

actions and extra-daily events. Social laws and rules define how people behave in public 

spaces, and all behaviour can be read as performance of the self or the group. This 

approach has its roots in sociological studies and performance studies, but has expanded to 

many other knowledge disciplines. 

The urban environment had become an important area of study in Post-World War II 

North America, with sociologist Erving Goffman playing an important role in an 

observation-based study of everyday actions. Goffman analysed normative behaviour, 

often describing these interactions through ‘dramaturgy’, with reference to theatrical 
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performance as a metaphor for the front and back-stage aspects to social conformity 

(Goffman, 1956, p. 78). These interactions, draw on the relationship between performance 

and life, altering behaviour to adapt to the social situation. In Relations in Public: 

Microstudies of the Public Order (1971) he names these influences as law and rule, whereby  

Regulations themselves have been divided into two parts: law, the regulation of 

behaviour that draws upon the power and, authority of the state, and rules, namely, 

norms enforced by an authorized agent, but one whose authority comes from some 

organization less inclusive than the state    (Goffman, 1971, p. 96). 

The observed behaviour of social norms was also the methodological approach adopted 

by sociologist William H Whyte in his influential study, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces 

for urban planners, social science students and architects (Whyte, 1980). While working for 

the New York City Planning Commission in 1969, Whyte and his assistants watched how 

inner city public spaces, often large corporate plazas that bordered the street, were used to 

create social groupings, at times despite the intended use of such spaces. The intended 

result was to identify why some public spaces work and some don’t, and Whyte’s work 

became a practical handbook for urban planners. Along with Goffman’s reference to 

theatricality (Goffman, 1971, p. 49), sociological experiments based on behaviour in 

everyday life intersect with performance-based observations in the public location of the 

city. The word performance is commonly adopted from a theatrical application to mean 

showing that something is being done, but an expanded understanding of performance 

within everyday actions contributes to individual and collective public identity. 

Performance and performativity exercise power 

Two related yet separate concepts need to be considered in a critique of public-space-

performance. The first is performance as a mode of expression, doing or showing doing are 

ways of performing, and can also be seen as a form of power in itself. The second concept is 

performativity, an utterance with an active consequence that does something, an idea that 

has also been applied to aesthetic actions.  

Performance theorist Richard Schechner claims that ‘just about anything can be studied 

“as” performance’, noting that there is a distinction between viewing something ‘as’ 

performance and something that ‘is’ performance (Schechner, 2004, p. 30). An action that 
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is ‘showing doing’, is ‘pointing to, underlining, and displaying’, while to view something ‘as’ 

performance ‘means to investigate what the object does’ (Ibid.22-24). This ‘broad 

spectrum’ definition underpins much of performance studies, drawing on performance in 

everyday life through ritual, play, sports, business, technology, sex, and in the arts. Public 

space is produced and reactive to performed everyday normative acts as well as produced 

acts of showing.  

Performance is also a form of power in itself, an approach that performance theorist Jon 

McKenzie calls ‘an onto-historical formation of power and knowledge’ (McKenzie, 2002, p. 

194). McKenzie’s thesis claims three stratum of performance – organisational, 

technological and cultural – emerge as an expression of power relationships. Organizational 

performance measures efficiency, expressed through yearly reviews and reports on workers 

as ‘productivity, tardiness, motivation, innovation’ (Ibid.6-11). Technological performance is 

how we measure effectiveness of machines or systems, giving value to how well something 

functions. Cultural performance is the ‘expression of cultural traditions and transformations’ 

acknowledging race, gender, geography, and socio-political interactions and what we 

commonly see in entertainment and artistic expression. The urban environment is 

constantly performing for the public and demanding that the public perform to maintain 

social value across these performance stratum. 

Performativity is an important concept for performance theory and theatre studies 

denoting ‘the performance aspect of any object or practice under consideration’ (Loxley, 

2006, p. 140). It also has a specific meaning stemming from literary theory, discussed in art 

theory and cultural philosophy. Performativity as a concept of productive consequence was 

first proposed by philosopher J L Austin in his 1955 address How to Do Things with Words 

(Austin 1975), he claimed that ‘performative utterances’ were able to produce an effect 

beyond description, and thereby enact real-world consequences. Using the example of the 

words ‘I do’ in a marriage ceremony, the performative utterance actively produces the 

reality of being married (Austin, 1962, p. 6). Performativity has since been the subject of a 

body of philosophical and artistic consideration over the past four decades (Jacques 

Derrida, Judith Butler, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, and Jürgen Habermas have all 

made significant contributions), seeking to extract a nuanced understanding of the 

performative power of symbols, in language, gesture, action and image.  
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Of particular relevance to public-space-performance is philosopher Judith Butler’s 

suggestion that everyday performativity iterates what is considered normal behaviour, by  

doing or saying something often enough, a consequent action is generated. Butler 

discusses this in ideas of gender, by responding to Simone de Beauvoir’s statement ‘one is 

not born, but rather becomes, a woman’, that identity can be performatively constructed, 

as ‘through a stylized repetition of acts’ (Butler, 1988, p. 529). Butler sees public space as 

playing a vital role as a site for the expression of identity, both as an individual and as a 

collective public. In saying ‘we the public’ or through physically assembling as the public, a 

performative utterance influences society’s idea of who is the public, ‘and who is not’ 

(Butler, 2015, p. 4).  

“[T]he people” are not just produced by their vocalized claims, but also by the 

conditions of possibility of their appearance, and so within the visual field, and by their 

actions, and so as part of embodied performance. Those conditions of appearance 

include infrastructural conditions of staging as well as technological means of capturing 

and conveying a gathering, a coming together, in the visual and acoustic field.  

(Butler, 2015, p. 19). 

Applied to public art, a continually iterated performance therefore may have an 

iterative effect on the everyday behaviour of the city. In public-space-performance  

performance is therefore two way: performance as doing and showing doing is situated in 

public space as an aesthetic event, and public space is performing back on the event. The 

repeated act of performing constitutes an utterance that informs behavioural norms, while 

both performance and performativity influence who the public are, or are not.  

There is one point of contention, however, that must also be given due consideration. 

Austin in his original text gives one exclusion to performative utterance, claiming that 

words are ‘hollow or void if said by an actor on the stage, or if introduced in a poem, or 

spoken in soliloquy’ (Austin, 1962, p. 22). Are we to understand then that all 

representations are null and void as performatives? A mistrust of representation implies 

that fictionality equates to falsehood, an age-old suspicion that inauthenticity makes a 

subject void. I respond to this exclusion with two assertions; firstly that Austin’s claim can 

be refuted by examples in performance theory, and secondly that the claim illustrates how 
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fictionality can assert its own terms of performativity. In the first instance, I refer to 

performance theorist Philip Auslander, whose research into ‘liveness’ in the mediatized 

space claims performativity still operates when the public views documentation of 

performance in the exhibition context. Regardless of ‘whether an audience witnessed the 

original event’, watching the documentation has its own authenticity and the performative 

relationship is formed between the mediatized action and the witness in the gallery space 

(Auslander, 2006, p. 85). As to the second assertion, I turn to artistic research theorist 

Barbara Bolt who explores the assumption that iterative performativity produces 

repeatable results, as we see in science research, however artistic research is expected to 

yield results that mutate over repetitions. Performativity in artistic research is not based on 

truth statements but in the ‘movement in concepts, understandings, methodologies, 

material practice, affect and sensorial experience’ (Bolt, 2016, p. 141). The implication for 

public-space-performance is that performativity enacts a movement, rather than a truth 

statement, therefore theatrical representation (like performance documentation) does 

something in the world through shifting perception of what is public. 

Art moves out of the institution  

Within the built environment, the relationship between theatre (the site for 

representation) and public space (the site for publicness) throughout the evolution of 

Western theatre is reflected the social politics of each epoch, from the Greek agora to the 

Roman forum, medieval processional theatre to the formal piazza, Victorian civil society to 

modernism’s eventual erosion of formality. Interaction with public space in the early 

twentieth century was led by anti-establishment movements in the fine arts that sought 

public space to break free from conventions of representation in the name of modernism, 

rather than by theatre, which was institutionally accommodated in purpose-built 

playhouses. The separation of individual and collective identity became central to social 

life, and as institutional structures who had consolidated strength from nineteenth-century 

public nation-building projects, so too did counter-movements with an subversive agenda.  

Resistance to historic conventions emerged in the first half of the twentieth century, 

through avant-garde artists working across disciplines of fine arts, music, literature, theatre 

and photography who pushed against ideas of status quo, subverting conventions of time 
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and space. New spaces of experimentation helped to define this position, the Futurist 

movement took visual art to the theatres, Dadaists occupied interiors for cabaret, and the 

Russian Constructivists took to the streets through Agitprop. This continues in the mid 

twentieth century, driven by economic and existential catastrophe of two world wars, 

propelling new movements of art that expressed individualism, social justice and 

opposition to social norms. Reclaiming public space as the locale for counter-culture art 

was part of rebuilding a morally and economically bankrupt Europe. Post-World War II Paris 

spawned a movement of artists known as the Letterist International, a group of anti-

establishment artists who sought to re-imagine the city against a backdrop of mass 

urbanisation, they rejected the object of art and instead constructed ‘situations’ that 

produced artefacts of action. The Situationist International who evolved out of this group, 

developed key ideas that would fuel a de-institutionalised approach to art and public space, 

critical of consumer culture and the unchallenged expansion of capitalism (Wark, 2015, pp. 

40-60).  

Theatre architecture also went through stages of counteracting institutional norms, 

rejecting formal conventions of the proscenium, epitomised by director Peter Brook’s 

Empty Space (Brook, 1996) where the stage is stripped clean of many of the nineteenth-

century conventions of the stage to create a perceived neutrality of the empty space into 

which the actors enter.  The 1960s also built on experiences of individual freedoms with the 

Fluxus movement and rise of Happenings, essentially theatrical events that centred on the 

participatory live body in space, and frequently took place outside institutional houses. 

Anti-institutional theatre also came in the form of the Theatre of the Oppressed by Augusto 

Boal, and the 1970s community art movements in the United Kingdom, North America and 

Australia, choosing to decentre the role of the artist by creating dialogues between 

communities.  

By the 1990s a great variety of artistic practices, incorporating activism and political 

reflection, began to use public space as sites for artistic engagement. Public interventions, 

collaborative art, activist art, participatory art, socially engaged art, relational art, site-

specific performance, street art, and social practice, each approached public space with a 

sense of resistance to the institutionalisation of art. ‘Public art’, emerged as a term first 

adopted by the fine arts (Lacy, 1995, p. 19), then more widely accepted to reflect a cross-
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disciplinary practice (Cartiere & Willis, 2008, p. 2). By the beginning of the twenty-first 

century public art had come full circle in gaining institutional recognition and support, a 

robust language of critique, international exhibitions, conventions, working groups, 

publications, biennials, festivals, university courses, and public debate.8 Public art is today 

validated by institutional power structures despite its anti-institutional roots. 

Public-space-performance presents itself as anti-institutional by rejecting the 

institutional space of performance, and by circumnavigating the organisational frame that 

serves power. How those conditions are best met are dependent on the project and the 

artist. For EPOS257 it means employing guerrilla tactics to evade institutional influence, 

while for artists such as Thomas Hirschhorn discussed in the following section, it means 

working alongside institutions to find alternative models of presentation. For my own 

approach, public-space-performance must be clearly defined outside the institutional 

frame, even if mechanisms of control must be met to access resources and space. The 

crucial feature of public-space-performance is that it  should produce critical space 

performatively, in other words it must help produce the public. Without the built 

environment public-space-performance is an empty concept, since it works between the 

city and the people.  

 

2.4 - Public art responds to urban space 

The rise of public art in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries is the result of 

multiple social, aesthetic, political and economic forces. Three trends emerge as public art 

engages with social discourse and the democratization of space, identified by performance 

historians and theorists (Bishop, 2012; Jackson, S, 2011; Rancière, 2004; Von Hantelmann, 

Dorothea, 2010). The social turn describes how participatory techniques are employed by 

artists to construct socially engaged situations, the politics of aesthetics pursues the 

symbolic relationship between aesthetics and political theory, and the experiential turn 

 

8 The major institutions of art, from the Venice Biennale to the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney, 

Tate Modern in London to Auckland Art Gallery, all present public art as part of an expanding interest in the 
role that public space plays in society. 
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considers participation as an experience, adopted by consumer culture and art. Discussed 

individually they situate public-space-performance as a negotiation of influences.  

The social turn 

Artistic practice that actively engages social structures has been growing in prominence 

since the 1990s, corresponding with the decline of state welfare in many liberal democratic 

cities. The social turn in public art fills a need for social connection in urban life, resisting 

established models of art commodification and trialling alternative modes of social 

interaction.  

Movements of public art that reject the object of art in favour of social constructions 

are discussed in Social works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics by performance theorist 

Shannon Jackson. Collating key moments from the history of theatre, live art, philosophy 

and performance art to form a narrative of social relationships, Jackson highlights 

obligation, care and mutual dependence as the driving incentives behind social works. 

Adopting the term ‘social practice’ from performance studies to illustrate how artists 

respond to a growing need for coordinating public interactions, together with a retreat in 

state funded welfare and the rise of individualism creating a social void (Jackson, S, 2011, 

pp. 11-24). The social turn is both politically motivated and performing an absent social 

responsibility. 

In Artificial Hells : participatory art and the politics of spectatorship by performance 

theorist Claire Bishop explores ‘post-studio practices’ and critiques the social contract 

between performer and public (Bishop, 2012, p. 1). This thorough and influential text 

acknowledges the aesthetic and experiential turns in public art, yet focusses primarily on 

the social aspects of participation as a critical political art form, responding to historic crises 

and rejecting passive spectatorship in favour of a politically engaged public, suggesting that 

a general lack of democracy in society has necessitated this artistic movement (Ibid, p.13-

18). Aesthetic considerations in the production of participatory art works form the central 

argument, ensuring that formal concerns are not overshadowed by their social function 

(Ibid, p.220-239). Bishop also discusses the use of participation as a form of economic 

outsourcing, exposing mechanisms of exploitation that embrace participation in the 

division of labour and the emergence of ‘prosumerism’, discussed further as the 
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experiential turn.  

Temporary social constructions such as artist Thomas Hirschhorn’s monuments to 

philosophers, a series of pavilions in public spaces that present a busy timetable of social 

events (named after each of the philosophers, Spinoza 1999 & 2009, Deleuze 2000, Bataille 

2002), bring together communities that lack social infrastructure by creating a dedicated 

place for dialogue, while Tania 

Bruguera’s Immigrant Movement 

International (2010 – 2015) takes 

form as a socio-political 

movement engaging local and 

international communities to 

share in the experience and 

values of being an immigrant.  

The politics of aesthetics 

The second trend towards public space as a site for art is a growing interest from art makers 

and theoreticians into the relationship between politics and aesthetics. A belief that art can 

be political without necessarily overt political content, focuses on the symbolic meaning 

within the processes of public art as opposed to the direct messaging as is the norm in art 

activism. Philosopher Jacques Rancière defines aesthetics as a system of forms that 

determines sense, while politics ‘revolves around what is seen and what can be said about 

it’. The politics of aesthetics accordingly refers to the way ‘novel forms of political 

subjectivity’ are created by aesthetic acts (Rancière, 2004, p. 13). Political theorist Chantal 

Mouffe contests that art theory and political theory both use an aesthetic system of 

symbols to create meaning, suggesting that  ‘[t]here is an aesthetic dimension in the 

political and there is a political dimension in art’. Consequently ‘artistic practices play a role 

in the constitution and maintenance of a given symbolic order, or in its challenging, and this 

is why they necessarily have a political dimension’ (Mouffe, 2013, p. 91).  

Public space contributes to symbolic meaning both politically and aesthetically 

under a condition of dialogue, as Rancière calls a ‘negotiation of opposites’ between 

reading a message and its political meaning (Rancière, 2015, p. 63). Performance studies 

Figure 12 - Thomas Hirschhorn's monument to Gramsci, The Bronx NY, 2013 

(photo - Romain Lopez) 
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scholar Susan Haedicke applies this approach pragmatically in her survey of Contemporary 

Street Arts in Europe, which observes artists working in public space who do ‘not necessarily 

depend on political content, but rather on practices that displace the boundaries of artistic 

and political activities and reconfigure social space’ (Haedicke, 2012, pp. 6-8). She suggests 

that performances situated in the urban environment are necessarily political since they 

briefly transform the public realm into symbolic space, revealing a dissensus between 

understanding and experiencing. Haedicke draws on Rancière’s discussion of ‘dissensus’ as 

antithetical to a space of agreement, whereby ‘a dispute over what is given and about the 

frame within which we see something as given’ (Rancière, 2015, p. 69). Public art engages 

the political by negotiating a confrontation between the common sense impression of a 

place and how it is being temporarily used as an artistic intervention. Haedicke articulates 

how individual artists respond to the silencing of alternatives to the dominant power 

system, by reactivating a discussion of opposites.   

Chilean theatre company 

Teatro Gestual take this line of 

address in a confrontational 

performance called Su-Seso Taladro 

(2011), where two street clowns 

literally stop traffic by standing or 

lying in front of cars, sometimes 

climbing inside the cars and 

interfering with the occupants. Their 

behaviour would be unacceptable under normative conditions, but tolerated under the 

presence of an audience, setting up a tension between public expectation and a performed 

belligerence. A negotiation of opposites provokes dissensus between performer and 

unwitting participant, but in doing so they ‘interrogate democratic concepts of freedom, 

individual rights and agency’ (Haedicke, 2012, p. 50). While Teatro Gestual frame their 

interventions as public art, mayor Antanas Mockus used a very similar approach as social 

urbanism. Mockus became mayor of Bogotá, Colombia in 1995, firing corrupt police officers 

and replacing them with 400 mimes in the hope that ‘being ridiculed would be more of a 

deterrent for Colombians than any fine. And… he succeeded’ (Malzacher, 2014, p. 12). His 

Figure 13 - Su-Seso Taladro by Teatro Gestual, Lekeito 2016 (Photo - 

Festival Lekeito) 
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unconventional approaches to social problems often borrowed strategies from 

contemporary art to reframe everyday situations.  

Chantal Mouffe’s call for an ‘agonistic’ approach across multiple public spaces, also 

advocates the democratic maintenance of difference as opposed to agreement as a 

necessary resistance to a hegemonic political system. Mouffe claims ‘agonism’ harnesses 

conflict by sustaining disagreement, in contrast to antagonism, which attempts to destroy 

opposing views.  

According to the accepted view, the public space is the terrain where one aims at 

creating consensus. For the agonistic approach, on the contrary, the public space is 

where conflicting points of view are confronted without any possibility of a final 

reconciliation.      (Mouffe, 2013, p. 91) 

The widespread appeal of the theories of Mouffe and Rancière to artists working in 

public space, overwhelmingly apparent in critical writing across artistic disciplines (Bishop, 

2012; Haedicke, 2012; Jackson, S, 2011; Malzacher, 2015), stems from the idea that public 

art is doing politics by engaging in a dialogue of symbols, unsettling conformism by working 

with or against politics.  

Any discussion on the politics of aesthetics is not complete without 

acknowledgment of the critical language described as ‘relational art’, introduced by art 

critic Nicolas Bourriard in his influential book Relational Aesthetics, describing the 

proliferation of ‘art as a state of encounter’ burgeoning from the 1990s (Bourriaud et al., 

2002, p. 7). Bourriard considers a different kind of negotiation, where art is a partial object 

that must be read in relation to ‘other’ objects to determine sense; other people, places and 

things. He frames encounters with art as aesthetic arrangements, rather than an ethics of 

social interactions as proposed by Shannon Jackson and Claire Bishop, who contrastingly 

claim many artists are less motivated by aesthetics than a politicized working process 

(Bishop, 2012, p. 2). None-the-less relational aesthetics has proved crucial to the 

development of public art as a legitimate field of study.  

The Experiential Turn 

The third trend in art moving towards an increased presence in public space in the later part 
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of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, is a shift in focus from the production of 

objects-of-art to experiences-of-art, as echoed in broader economic terms by a shift from 

production economies to service economies in many liberal democratic cities. The 

‘experience economy’, a term first presented by business writers Joseph Pine & James 

Gilmore to explain how commodities deliver an experience, articulates how theatricality is 

adopted in retail and business to engage the public emotionally.  

When a person buys a service, he [sic] purchases a set of intangible activities carried 

out on his behalf. But when he buys an experience, he pays to spend time enjoying a 

series of memorable events that a company stages – as in a theatrical play – to engage 

him in a personal way.    (Pine II & Gilmore, 1999, p. 2) 

The theatre metaphor alludes to theatrical techniques of narrative and modes of 

presentation. However I suggest theatricality excels more as a strategy to merge fact and 

fiction through participation, and this unspoken promise is what is so compelling in the 

experience economy. New experience commodities, inflected with fictional possibilities, 

support the image of the global city with a renewed imaginative power. 

Since the turn of the twenty-first century a need to project beyond the walls of art 

institutions to provide wider public art-experiences has become commonplace. Late 

capitalism and the dependence on a self-regulating free-market has led to the 

financialization of new non-material products and experiences, and art has played a crucial 

role in developing the tools of public engagement adopted by power structures to sell those 

new products. At the same time, experience-based artistic practices have helped evaluate 

and measure how the public engage institutionally and individually with art.  

The global city embraces experience as a measure of its social effectiveness, 

recognition of diversity, and branded identity as a desirable place. Experience is linked to 

creativity as fulfilment of individual aspiration: to be involved creatively is to experience the 

city beyond one’s functional role. Urban development scholars note how global cities 

promote their individual brand such as the ‘eventful city’, ‘creative city’, or the ‘cultural city’ 

to attract international investment and sustain their global position (Evans, 2003, pp. 417-

421; Richards, 2017, pp. 43-56). Enthusiasm for the power of a city branded for creativity is 

charted by urban cultures scholar Graeme Evans, who identifies ‘over 100 cities claiming 
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the creative city tag, and many more adopting explicit creative city policies in their 

economic, branding and planning strategies’ (Evans, 2017, p. 311). Civic and state policies 

strategize ongoing art projects in public spaces in order to generate cultural value, which 

leisure researcher Nienke Van Boom describes as ‘generating economic growth’ through 

‘attracting human capital’ (van Boom, 2017, p. 363). The imaginative branding of the 

creative city found a theoretical hero in urban studies scholar Richard Florida, whose 

writing on the ‘creative class’ convinced a decade of civic planners around the world that 

redesigning urban space for a class of creative entrepreneurs would attract economic 

growth and propelled global cities to a new affluence (Florida, 2002, p. 8). Critics point out 

that this ‘homogeneous entity ignores significant social divisions’ and, as a neoliberal 

model, ‘faces the same intractable problem of gentrification as does the corporate city’ 

(Hollands et al., 2017, p. 298). Florida himself has subsequently acknowledged the 

democratic limitations of the idea (Florida, 2013), however the imaginative power of the 

‘creative class’ goes beyond its real-world application. The global city as an ephemeral 

home-base for creative entrepreneurship seldom lives up to much-touted expenditure 

projections, the true value lies instead in its contribution to the mythology and fictional 

potency of the city as a globally connected creative playground for individualized 

expression.  

Critics of the experience economy point to self-exploitation and the appropriation of 

cultural experiences as a commodity. Negotiating the experiential turn is addressed in an 

analysis of labour practices in the performing arts in the United Kingdom , which are 

scrutinised as part of the ‘creative industries’9 in Fair Play - Art, Performance and 

Neoliberalism (Harvie, 2013). Harvie’s research asks how much the adoption of neoliberal 

policies by artists and arts institutions has shaped the performing arts. The outsourcing of 

the labour of performance, and the audience as productive consumer, are two areas of 

concern for Harvie, who likens the performing arts participants to the ‘prosumer’ (Harvie, 

 

9 The “creative industries” was first named as such in the United Kingdom by Prime Minister Tony Blair in 

1997 as a rebranding of the arts into an entrepreneurial model to encourage a dialogue between business and 
art, intentionally rewording the language around art away from implications of a social service (Harvie, 2013, 
p. 67), a move emulated soon afterwards in New Zealand where the government moved to a creative 
industries model where two-thirds of the national arts council funding (Creative New Zealand) comes from 
gambling and national lotteries.  
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2013, p. 49). Furthermore, the emergence of pop-up venues both in the performing arts and 

in commerce, a familiar feature in the experience economy, and ‘their potential complicity 

with gentrification’ (Ibid, p.24), may inadvertently be encouraging elitist strategies by 

providing unique experiences to a privileged minority, thereby encouraging economic 

exclusion rather than an often self-proclaimed democratic experience (Ibid p.121).   

Art critic Dorotea von Hantelmann suggests that society seeks non-material 

relationships with artworks due to an over-abundance of material production (Von 

Hantelmann, Dorothea 2014b, pp. 7-12), building on sociologist Gerhard Schulze’s claims 

that an affluent society, defined as one which produces more than it can consume, will 

naturally shift focus from producing things to choosing things (Schulze, Gerhard, 2013, p. 

106). Von Hantelmann applies Schulze’s analysis to aesthetic experiences where individuals 

create a set of criteria that defines the self, transitioning from ‘appropriating nature to the 

creation of an appropriation of culture’  (Von Hantelmann, Dorothea 2014b, p. 8).  

 Experiences are often framed as temporary art events, increasingly regular on the 

civic calendar in the global city. As architecture scholar Ali Cheshmehzangi states in his 

survey of temporary events, the benefits to civic life created by the arts are well quantified, 

The ideology of the temporary uses of a place is, therefore, becoming a reanimating 

tool that can bring rhythms, patterns, socio-environmental values and spatial 

interrelations of the social [urban] environments.   (Cheshmehzangi, 2016, p. 63) 

In Auckland city the arts are employed to produce an array of temporary art 

experiences, funded by the civic administration in partnership with business associations 

and building development corporations to raise the profile of the city as a global 

destination. Governed by Panuku, the Auckland Council development organisation, 

temporary use of public space by the arts as both free-entry and highly priced ticketed 

events, is seen as a positive rationalisation of value, an investment to enliven the city’s 

public spaces and establish a growing sense of civic participation (Panuku, 2020). The art 

experience is a valued exchange for the financial support of civic infrastructure through 

taxation and property rates, feeding the bigger project of city branding to entice wealthy 

international visitors and investors, a ‘fuzzy logic’ according to urban cultures researcher 

Nienke van Boom, and one that hopes to turn the city into a brand in itself (van Boom, 
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2017, pp. 363-364). Civic authorities publicise public art events as a commodity return on 

investment (rates or local tax), corporate players theatricalise public participation as public 

relations (PR) exercises, real-estate developers invest in public art as ‘placemaking’ in order 

to enliven run down urban areas in order to privatise them, while state sponsored 

organisations like galleries and museums use participatory engagement as a measure of 

their effectiveness. Exchange value exceeds use value in the experience economy.  

2.5 - The Floating Theatre: Performance as research 

 

Figure 14 - The Floating Theatre activated during evening performance, in Viaduct Marina, Auckland (Photo - V. Birkinshaw) 

The Floating Theatre is a research focussed public-space-performance mounted in the first 

year of this research. A fully functional miniature playhouse is mounted on a barge and 

moored in the inner city Viaduct marina, performing a theatrical show each evening for a 

week-long season as part of the annual Auckland Fringe Festival. This multi-layered 

performance event engages with the city; as a performance space, as an archetypal 

representation of theatre, as a bureaucratic process, as a technical solution to the 

production of theatre, as a theatrical procession in the city, and as a vehicle for public 
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assembly. 

Within each of these layers, The Floating Theatre exposes how real and fictional 

mechanisms of control uphold the values of the global city, and equally how these controls 

act as a threshold to keep out elements that fail to comply. The Floating Theatre project, 

which received grants from Creative New Zealand and Auckland’s City Council, conforms to 

the rigorous demands of a civic and state sponsored performance event, at the same time it 

resists total assimilation with a global city event through tactics of scale, ephemerality, and 

negation of place. The three influences, the social turn, the politics of aesthetics and the 

experiential turn provide a structure for analysis of the event. The playhouse is introduced 

as a public experience: a physical structure that arrives into the harbour and provides an art 

experience for the public of Auckland. As a social encounter, the play itself is an interactive, 

immersive performance, while producing the artwork also has various social processes 

involved. The relationship between aesthetics and politics is embedded in the symbolic 

meaning of the event, derived from the location, the cultural history, and the performance 

narrative. 

Drawing on McKenzie’s triad of ‘organisational, technological and cultural 

performance’ the process and administrative procedures inform this analysis alongside its 

cultural relevance (McKenzie, 2002, pp. 7-9). 

Framing performance as a public event 

The Floating Theatre’s first public performance phase was mounted in Auckland city in 

early 2017. An operational playhouse theatre designed for a public of 30 people enters the 

city from the sea, floating on an industrial barge in the inner city Viaduct Marina, within the 

newly redeveloped Wynyard Quarter. The public are invited on board The Floating Theatre 

to view an evening performance, where live performers on a miniaturised stage distort the 

familiar tropes of theatre into a participative theatrical event, projected onto the opaque 

walls viewable from the outside as light and shadow-play. The audience entering the 

miniature playhouse are both observers and participants of an intimate event that takes 

place while public passers-by observe the theatre object itself as an urban spectacle, 

transforming the urban skyline into a theatrical scenography. The public are situated both 

as insiders and outsiders to the social laws and rules of public space, occupying a space-
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within-a-space as theatre audience, and assembled as spectators observing the spectacle. 

The custom-built theatre, just under four metres high to the apex of the roof, with 

tiered wooden seating for the audience and a stage floor with wooden trap doors, is 

constructed of steel and clad in a translucent white PVC plastic material. Lighting, video 

projection and sound system are activated by the technician seated out of sight under the 

audience seating. The stage, 80cm above the floor of the barge, enables the performers to 

appear and disappear into the ‘belly’ of the stage via the 12 trap doors. This serves as a 

theatrical device for conventions of time and space, scenic changes and back-stage 

storage. A red curtain, proscenium arch, and painted canvas of perspectival landscapes, are 

familiar gestures to the 300 year old traditions of theatre mechanics, some archaic some 

still in popular usage, revealed and concealed through the trap door system.  

 

 

Figure 15 - The Floating Theatre arrival, towed from West harbour where it was constructed (Photos - The Author) 

The arrival event begins a few days before the first theatre performance with the 

appearance of the playhouse from the sea to the city. A tug boat, usually assigned to the 

hauling of ocean-going cargo ships into the safety of the port, manoeuvres the floating 

playhouse from the upper reaches of the Waitamatā harbour, past the sprawling domestic 

houses covering the hillside, underneath the traffic-laden harbour bridge and into the inner 

city marina where luxury city-apartments open their balconies to the daily spectacle of 

internationally owned super-yachts. Pausing to pass underneath the double-bascule 

footbridge, pedestrians stop to watch the arrival of the rather more unconventional looking 



 67 

vessel of a floating playhouse. The familiar single volume white rectangle, with a peaked 

roof is domestic in scale at just 7m long, 3m wide, signals house, as in playhouse. The 

incongruity of a building floating on water puts it in stark contrast with the urban 

environment and out of place amongst the sleek nautical aesthetic of luxury yachts. 

Tethered to the public berth it remains curious for its lack of outwardly announced 

function. It is not until the sun sets that the inner workings of a theatre are revealed. 

 

 

Figure 16 – Plan drawing of Floating Theatre (image - 

Author) 

 

 

 

Figure 17 – Elevation of theatre structure – under 

stage and technician located beneath audience 

(image - Author) 

Theatrical performance as intimate encounter 

A ticketed audience assemble on shore and are met by the Guide who leads them up 

the gangplank and onto the vessel. Once inside and seated, the playhouse is illuminated by 

theatrical lighting and the guide transitions into a stage performer, playing the ambiguous 

role of audience guide and complicit animator of theatre illusions. He opens trap-doors, 

raises curtains and arranges props for a second performer whose identity is always 

disguised by costume and mask. Between them they operate a string of archaic theatrical 

illusions that sometimes appear ironic (a theatre ghost played by the performer under a 

white sheet), and sometimes sincerely delivered (a mechanical doll connected to stringed 

pulleys, played by the performer). The Guide directly addresses the audience as ‘confidant’, 

while the second performer remains faithful to the reality of the stage, as each scene 

collides into the next, underscored by a seamless soundtrack. In one sequence the audience 

are represented in miniature as a smaller version of The Floating Theatre appearing from 
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underneath the stage floor, animated from within. The performers are also gradually 

disembodied into objects and partial objects, eventually becoming just a head and a giant 

foot, their movement casts light and shadows on the walls of the theatre, merging with the 

shadows of the audience. The final sequence returns to the human presence of the Guide, 

who begins slowly winding the theatre machinery down and preparing for sleep, his breath 

represented by an inflatable plastic bubble that envelopes him, the stage, and then the 

entire auditorium, the lights fade out to finish the show.  

The theatrical performance, lasting 45 minutes, is a mostly wordless. It is inspired 

partly by the 1927 novel Steppenwolf by Hermann Hesse, in which a middle aged man in an 

emotional crisis comes across a ‘magic theatre’ where he experiences the fantasies of his 

own mind (Hesse, 2012). The fictional world in The Floating Theatre is always incomplete, 

the audience depend on the Guide, who keeps dropping out of the stage reality in order to 

include them. The implication is that the audience themselves are participants in the 

theatre as opposed to passive observers, they are experiencing the theatrical world from 

inside the theatrical mechanism and are ultimately part of it. Without the audience the 

theatrical performance and the dramatic narrative are incomplete. 

Figure 18 - The "ghost" appears from beneath the stage, Auckland, 2017 (photo - Author) 
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The experience machine 

The immersive experience of the performance is clearly understood by the audience, in 

its first iteration the public were quick to book all available tickets in advance, lured by the 

appeal of a floating structure and ready to participate in an unusual immersive experience 

of theatre-going.10 Framing the event within the Auckland Fringe Festival also played an 

important part in a preconception that the event would embrace difference, a familiar 

branding that Fringe plays in the annual arts agenda of many cities. Fringe is a global brand 

historically indebted to the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in Scotland, and according to 

geographer Bruce Willems-Braun, this temporarily rebrands the city as ‘a location to 

consume and display difference’ (Willems-Braun, 1994, p. 93). For many global city 

authorities the Fringe brand aligns with an unquantified impression of open-access 

participation and entrepreneurship in the arts, contributing to the idea that the creative 

arts attract economic growth, as described by van Boom (van Boom, 2017, p. 363).  

The theatre floating in the marina plays very well into this concept of Fringe arts, 

 

10 Performance researcher Adam Alston suggests that “immersive theatre” is a ‘loose term’, yet a 

common feature is a ‘focus on modes of productivity that are assigned to audiences’ (Alston, 2016, p. 6). 
Alston’s discussion situates immersion within the realm of participation, adding a qualifying “beyond” to the 
title of his book Beyond Immersive Theatre. The participant is immersed within the world of the performance, 
yet to what degree they form a social construction is debatable.  

Figure 19 - The Nose (a reference to Gogol) addresses the audience, Auckland 2017 (photo - Author) 
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offering difference as exchange value, a prosumer experience. Fringe is an inexpensive way 

to develop new tastes, its relationship to the International Arts Festival clearly demarcates 

it as a testing ground for the more costly and less risky curated programme. Recent 

scholarship suggests, however, that Fringe also participates in the same business models of 

exploitation and competitive winner-takes-all rewards as many other industries that 

interact with independent producers. Fringe is essentially a neoliberal model of market-

vulnerable commodity producers, where artists who produce their own content have very 

low chances of being paid for their work, in what amounts to a ‘masochistic lottery’ 

according to theatre researcher James Wenley (Wenley, 2019, p. 166). Jen Harvie confirms 

the financial precarity of Fringe participating artists, and sees it more as a training ground 

for the development of neoliberal market-dependent networks, demonstrating that 

‘entrepreneurial practices can be both socially and process-based’ (Harvie, 2013, p. 88).  

The Floating Theatre was sanctioned by Panuku, the independent redevelopment 

organisation of Auckland Council – ‘shaping spaces for Aucklanders to love’ – which 

strategically enables temporary art events as part of a ‘place-making’ exercise to encourage 

a lively public presence, partnering with corporate real-estate developers to create private, 

public and semi-public urban spaces (Panuku, 2020). Panuku’s objectives are to ‘regenerate 

parts of our city - from small projects that refresh a site or building, to major 

transformations of town centres or neighbourhoods’ (Ibid). This interpretation of the ‘right 

to the city’ includes art experiences, geographically softening the borders between private 

and public space, rewarding entrepreneurial exchanges and embracing experience as  

community building.   

From these perspectives, The Floating Theatre did participate in the experience 

economy, upholding the values of Fringe and Panuku, but it also engaged with the social 

environment of the city on its own terms. Even though market values were applied to 

public space via paid entry, it participated as urban intervention by engaging with the built 

environment and contradicting corporate consumer values. As an experience it falls into 

some of the traps that Harvie, Bishop and Wenley identify - prosumerism, exploitative 

business model, a currency of choice over content - these are addressed in subsequent 

research performances and proposed future iterations of The Floating Theatre. 
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Designing space within a space  

The Floating Theatre was conceived as both spectacle and intimate encounter, two social 

positions framed by the city and located with the city, as scenography and symbolical 

space. Beginning with early experiments into toy-theatre design as a participatory activity, 

then scaled up into shadow play as public spectacle, the social relationship between 

performer and public begins with the arrival of the playhouse theatre and ends with its 

departure.  

Beginning with small scale models to 

experiment with luminosity and shadow projection, 

the project grew out of a fascination with toy-

theatres as an interactive technology. Experiments 

into what a contemporary version of the toy-theatre 

might look like combined archaic mechanical objects 

- old fashioned theatre illusions recreated in 

miniature - with LED light sources and projection to 

create a cacophony of shadow and light. Toy theatres 

were characteristically do-it-yourself recreations of 

complex theatrical illusions of the times, popularised 

in late eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe as 

printed paper and cardboard designs of existing full 

scale productions became commercially available, for 

use as a hobby or a souvenir, as understood by 

theatre historians (Hofer-Robinson, 2018; Speaight, 

1946, 1971). The toy-theatre owner constructed or 

assembled the sets and costumes and subsequently 

produced miniaturised dramas either for small 

domestic audiences or for oneself as play. Early 

experiments into The Floating Theatre were 

constructed to explore this relationship between 

participating and observing theatre technologies.   

Figure 20 - conceptual models made from bamboo 

sticks took scale and from 18th & 19th-century toy 

theatres (photo - Author) 
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The next phase of the research was 

to upsize the conceptual model to allow 

adult humans to enter the space, retaining 

a sense of miniaturisation and exposing the 

technologies of illusion rather than 

concealing them. Commercial scaffolding 

was assembled with polythene sheets 

covering the structure in order to project 

the inner workings onto the surface, 

theatrical conventions were reinterpreted 

as participatory activities; proscenium arch, 

trap doors, pulley systems to fly objects, 

hand held and static lighting fixtures, all 

visible to the audience. The final design 

retained the basic scale of the scaffolding 

but customised these elements into a 

purpose-built steel framed structure, reworking the miniature theatre into a modular 

system of tubular steel trusses, covered in a tent-like fabric to aid a speedy assembly. 

  

Figure 21 - Puppet theatre performance, Charlevilles, France 

2011 (photo - Author) 

Figure 23 - Scaffolding experimental design in workshop 

(photo - Author) 

Figure 22 - Eighteenth-century toy theatre, British Museum of 

Childhood, London (photo - Author) 
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Floating the theatre 

 

 

Figure 24 - Aldo Rossi's Teatro del Mondo, 1979 Venice (Photo - WikiArquitecture) 

The idea to float the theatre came late the process, owing in part to an introduction to 

the architecture of Aldo Rossi and his writing on the function of ‘analogy’ and ‘archetype’ to 

emphasise the relationship between architecture and the city (Lobsinger, 2017, p. 597). 

Rossi’s Teatro del Mondo used the imaginative power of analogy and archetype in the form 

of a 25m high wooden theatre, reminiscent of Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, hence the play 

on words of Teatro del Mondo (Theatre of the World), sitting on a barge and entering the 

city of Venice as part of the inaugural Biennale of International Architecture in 1980. Rossi 

repeats the cube form in three of his major works – the Teatro del Mondo for Venice, the 

Modena cemetery and a moment for Cuneo – each repetition reinforcing the archetype. He 

states: 

The compulsion to repeat may manifest a lack of hope, but it seems that to continue to 

make the same thing over and over in order to arrive at different results is the unique 

freedom to discover.      (Rossi & Scully, 1981, p. 54) 
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Rossi recreated archetypal forms of theatre to encourage a sense of memory recall, an 

analogy for the city as a the ‘theatre of human events’ (Jo, 2003, p. 233). His theatre was an 

event in itself, as well as a venue for a theatrical event. It echoes the spectacular event that 

the city of Venice presents to everyday visitors and reaches back in time to recall 

processional theatre traditions of the past.   

Teatro del Mondo recalls 

the floating pavilions of 

Christian pilgrimage in Venice 

on Ascension Day, celebrating 

Doge Orseolo’s arrival into 

Venice in 1000 CE, an 

important expression of the 

power of the Republic of 

Venice, illustrating all of the 

characteristics of processional 

theatre, pilgrimage, parade, 

map and narrative, as David 

Wiles points out, always two-directional, meaning the participant (actor) is also spectator 

(audience) (Wiles, 2003, pp. 65-66). The city becomes the theatre through which 

participants pass in procession, creating a narrative event. According to anthropologists 

Victor and Edith Turner, procession and pilgrimage are an expression ‘converted into a 

commonness feeling, a “communitas” ’, gained through a shared experience (Turner & 

Turner, 2011, p. 13). The ancient Greek theatron was designed to be a processional space as 

much as a theatrical performance space, allowing a column of people to present their 

animals to the god Dionysus as they passed across the watching space to the ritual space. 

Pageant wagons were added to the procession and became a theatrical convention in the 

medieval period to recreate religious scenes. Processional theatre developed for practical 

reasons in the confined spaces of medieval cities, because it ‘allowed a huge cast to 

perform before a huge audience’ (Wiles, 2003, p. 76). 

Figure 25 - The Return of the Bucentaur to the Molo on Ascension Day, (1730) by 

Canaletto (1697–1768) 
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Inspired by Rossi’s iconic theatre, my 

floating playhouse is a repeated form 

throughout this research, an antipodean 

archetype of the domestic house from early 

European settlers, and floating on the harbour 

as a processional reverberation of immigrant 

arrivals via the sea. The Floating Theatre 

interprets this as an arrival into the marina, 

the public walkway and pedestrian bridge aid 

its appearance with a sense of parade, and a narrative is constructed through its public 

berthing and departure. The theatre is central performer, its arrival is an analogy for the 

city, the marina, and the waterfront public who assemble to witness the spectacle and 

participate in the event.11  

While processional theatre is not an everyday 

occurrence in the global city, many of the  core 

concepts are embedded into the daily spectacle of 

the city by urban planners. Celebratory events like 

sporting competitions, open-air music concerts, 

specialist interest conventions, temporary food 

markets, or festivals of art, each bring a particular 

colour to the city calendar, allowing different groupings 

of the public to experience public space as a participant 

and as a spectator. Auckland’s best known processional parades are commonly linked to 

sporting victories, also the yearly Santa parade and the gay Pride event.  

 

11 Reflections on The Floating Theatre as processional theatre are useful in advancing the conceptual 

frame for the event, even though at early stages of the production these connections were more tenuous. 

Developing the project proposal forward the four aspects of procession are more distinctly defined. 

 

 

Figure 27 - Conceptual sketch of the Floating 

Theatre as an archetype, stripped of detail to 

present an analogy of form. (image - Author) 

Figure 26 - Detail from Denis Van Alsloot, The Triumph of 

Isabella (1615), oil painting (image - Wikipedia) 
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A network of social arrangements 

The production process of mounting this first public test performance event reveals how 

social structures are embedded in the power structures of administrative, technical and 

cultural performance. The spatial design process, from toy-theatre models, to one-to-one 

scale mock ups and subsequent customised structure, were carried out on meagre 

resources using a variety of physical and digital modelling, followed by collaborative 

discussion with peers and artists, eventually workshopping performance material with 

hired actors. The production stage began once a financial budget was secured, entering 

into a complex process of sub-contracts and solving compliance issues, revealing a multi-

layered relationship with the power systems that control public space, based on risk 

mitigation and mutual entrepreneurship.  

As producer of the project I am necessarily aligned with the role of creative 

entrepreneur; outsourcing construction to welders, engineers, and fabric specialists; 

employing artists on fixed term contracts as independent sole traders who received 

strategically gained funding from national and local government, as well as private arts 

funding sources. These increase my cultural capital as a freelance arts professional, building 

my own brand and professionally pursuing a place amongst a competitive arts 

environment. Are the performance ‘rights to the city’ therefore contingent on compliance 

to the neoliberal mechanisms of control? To what extent is another value system able to be 

communicated to the public under these conditions of conformity?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 28 - Interior of The Floating Theatre during building & rehearsal stages (Photo - Author)  
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A structural engineer specialising in music concert stages is employed to determine the 

structural integrity of the truss system and wind loadings on the walls, with detailed 

working drawings by an architectural firm to make detail drawings of the joints in 

preparation for the welding work by a local engineering firm. The seating stall was designed 

using wooden laminated scaffolding planks commercially available, while the wooden trap 

doors were assembled during the rehearsal process to suit the demands of the production. 

The PVC cladding, made from billboard fabric, was fitted and sewn by a specialist fabric 

structures company, its head designer highly experienced in unconventional temporary 

buildings and event structures. The entire structure was designed to be erected in one day 

with a crew of three people and dismantled again in a few hours, transportable in a truck 

small enough to be driven on a standard drivers’ licence.  

Several floating pontoon systems were explored, from customised designs to 

commercial modular concrete and plastic systems, finally a commercial barge was sourced, 

solving a number of safety and structural problems, as a registered ocean vessel it also 

avoided any potential twisting of a non-rigid structure. The barge was hired from a marine 

salvage company who were able to tow the structure into place, secure it in place, and 

advise on marine issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Panuku enabled the theatre to use the public berth in the marina for an extended 

period, to access electricity and to create a safe environment for the public to mount the 

vessel. Funding for the project had been sourced from Creative New Zealand (the national 

Figure 29 - The Floating Theatre is towed into place by the tug, Viaduct Marina, Auckland 2017 (photo - Author) 
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arts council), Auckland Council, and art philanthropists The Chartwell Trust, each of which 

was obtained by significant proposal documents, competing for contestable public and 

private funding and requiring a detailed completion report.  

Building consent for a temporary structure was submitted to the centralised 

Auckland Council, with the document completed by the engineer in order to pass Council 

compliance and grant access to the marina. A health and safety report, another highly 

codified and complex document identifying potential safety risks on and off the water, was 

prepared with the engagement of an independent events specialist. This was then 

submitted by our production manager who liaised with the events department of Auckland 

Council to ensure we could achieve event compliance in time for the first performance. 

Liability insurance was sourced through an independent insurance broker who secured a 

policy with an international corporate insurance company.   

As a socially defined process of cultural production, each of these stages 

compartmentalise its own domain of responsibility. Financial liability is an important 

mechanism of control upheld by the global city to define relationships through a financial 

lens.  Discussions with ‘partner’ organisations were seldom framed as cultural ideas, rather 

an  emphasis on accountability and compliance, alongside a designation of potential 

liability and an absence of mutual responsibility, are features of the global city that are 

necessary components of a market-responsive individualism. The arts have historically 

operated in marginalised or alternative modes of production, consciously resisting 

dominant power systems of production by focussing on the cultural outcomes. In the global 

city, the creative economy dominates cultural production, assimilating the arts into a 

network of financialised relationships at every level possible. The Arts Council (Creative NZ) 

and other major arts institutions are also forced into market-orientated modes of 

engagement, ensuring that artists are subjected to the same power systems as they are. 

The artist must therefore become an entrepreneur in order to gain access to certain spaces, 

as Jen Harvie observes, ‘[p]olitical, economic and social mandates to foster creative 

economies are increasingly casting art practice as economic practice and the artist as 

entrepreneur’ (Harvie, 2013, p. 62). This forced relationship steers artistic interventions into 

a narrow definition as to how far it can critique the system.   
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Figure 30 – Top left shows wooden trap doors and audience seating planks, top right isometric drawing shows colour coded 

trusses. Bottom left and right details reveal how uprights are inserted into sleeves, each is then bolted for rigidity. 

(Construction Drawings by Still van Bohemen Architecture) 

The performance event within the politics of the city 

The political dimension of The Floating Theatre is inseparable from the politics and 

aesthetics of the location, implicated through its symbolic, analogous relationship to the 

city. Tāmaki Makaurau: Auckland has been described within this study as a model example 

of the global city, however its specific history and power structures relating to distribution 

of resources, colonialization and geopolitical location, bring with it a unique politics of 

space. A socio-political historical summary of Aotearoa: New Zealand follows, situating 

indigenous Māori as original habitants of the land, establishing the northern trading centre 

of Tāmaki Makaurau, built on desirable lands both traded and confiscated by British 

colonials, with newly reclaimed landfill on the waterfront playing a part in the modern city’s 

heavy industry, a nationally significant site of urban redevelopment and the principle 
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location for The Floating Theatre. The symbolic meaning of this performance is considered 

in the context of urban renewal, and on its own terms as a symbolic structure infiltrating 

the city from the sea. 

 

 

  

Figure 31 - map showing natural shoreline and (in dotted line) reclaimed land (image – Ports of Auckland/ GoogleMaps) 

Figure 32 - Ariel photo of Viaduct Marina with locations labelled (Photo - Marine Directory NZ) 
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A Pacific city, Tāmaki Makaurau: Auckland  

 Aotearoa: New Zealand was settled by Polynesian navigators in the early fourteenth 

century ACE, known as Māori, who thrived in the region of Tāmaki Makaurau, translated as 

‘Tāmaki desired by many’. Rich volcanic soils and seafood-rich sheltered coastal inlets 

meant this strategic region was frequently the object of competing struggles for control. 

Following the expansion of the British Empire via ocean navigation and cultural 

colonization into the South Pacific, a bicultural treaty in 1840 was established, Te Tiriti o 

Waitangi: The Treaty of Waitangi,12 between the indigenous Māori, and the British crown. 

Aotearoa: New Zealand declared independence by the mid twentieth-century, with 

immigrants from the United Kingdom making up the 

largest migrant group from the 1840s to the 1990s. 

Pacific Island populations were enticed to New Zealand 

from the 1950s with the need for new manual labour 

populations, and by the twenty-first-century Asian 

immigrants, particularly from China and India, made up 

the largest growing population. Tāmaki Makaurau: 

Auckland is today a thriving city of two halves, scoring 

highly in OECD ratings for quality of living but 

increasingly poorly on economic equality, with housing 

affordability reaching new highs of around nine times the 

mean household wage (Cox, Pavletich & Hartwich, 2017).  

Wynyard Quarter, urban renewal and neoliberal performance 

Tāmaki Makaurau/Auckland waterfront, which sits forward of the original shoreline (fig. 

31),  was largely inaccessible to the public until the late 1990s when shipping and logistics 

industries reorganised their operations, opening the reclaimed land to new usage. 

 

12 Te Tiriti o Waitangi (The Treaty of Waitangi) was a document drafted on behalf of the British Crown 

and signed in February 1840 by over 500 Māori leaders throughout the country, recognising Māori ownership 

of lands, waterways and forest, and equal rights as British subjects, in exchange for total British sovereignty. 

The document has become an important marker in the constitutional history of Aotearoa: New Zealand. 

Figure 33 - map of Aotearoa:New Zealand, 

with Tāmaki Makaurau (photo - Wikipedia) 
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Auckland, like Barcelona, Singapore, Sydney, Antwerp or London, have all partially 

redeveloped their once industrial waterfront into an event hub that celebrates sanctioned 

public assembly with grand spectacles and international sporting events. The viaduct 

marina has played an important role in major sporting events, the America’s Cup yachting 

races in 2003 and 2021, and the World Cup Rugby in 2011, all globally amplified events 

utilizing the waterfront and generating major infrastructural building projects. Reclaimed 

land has been developed by the Auckland Council with international corporate partners for 

an events centre, luxury apartments, flagship corporate buildings, luxury hotel, car parking 

facilities,  theatre, restaurants and public recreational space. The Wynyard Quarter, named 

after a colonial military official, merges commercial activity with public space, employing 

neoliberal mechanisms to create a sense of space that celebrates individuality and a 

sensory environment.  

Architectural historian Douglas Spenser suggests the architecture of neoliberalism 

is characterised as a ‘friction-free space supposed to liberate the subject[…], to liberate its 

nomadic, social and creative dispositions, to re-enchant its sensory experience of the world’ 

(Spencer, 2016, p. 1). The Wynyard quarter successfully reflects these values with the 

partnering of power systems in its social spaces, maximising the financialization of 

commercial space and championing the harbour as scenographic backdrop for its public 

strip of leisure spaces.  To the visitor there is an array of waterfront experiences on offer, 

walking spaces with views to the super-yachts in the marina, which are organised in 

relation to high-end bars and restaurants.  It hosts a range of temporary arts events 

resourced by Panuku, including ticketed and free music concerts, children’s school holiday 

programmes, roving street performers, site-responsive installations, temporary interactive 

sculpture, and even experimental performance events from time to time. However the 

reality is this waterfront development is established and funded to support global events, 

offering multiple spaces principally for commercial consumption, attracting the public 

through its role as urban event space. 
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A symbolic theatre  

A symbolic reading of The Floating Theatre on the water as opposed to land suggests that 

its temporary presence is suggestive of open-ended space rather than a fixed place, a 

heterotopia rather than a utopia. The theatre building usually belongs on the land as part of 

the city infrastructure, but this structure keeps the city at arms-length, resisting 

participation in real-estate by never laying claim to land. The built environment gives the 

city a sense of permanence, iconic buildings such as the needle-like Skytower in central 

Auckland – a defining urban icon built as part of the Skycity Casino –  are important 

markers of identity for the city: anchored to the land it is as significant as any natural 

geographical marker, while The Floating Theatre is ephemeral, never leaving its port of 

entry. The structure proposes ‘theatre’ as independent to the infrastructure of the city, 

located at the threshold to the urban.  

The floating barge helps retain its potential as a ‘heterotopia’, capable of 

transforming its relationship to space at any moment. Philosopher Michel Foucault defines 

heterotopias as constantly forming relationships with other spaces, mirroring or reflecting 

them rather than setting up a certainty of place in its own right. Citing theatre as a 

heterotopia – juxtaposing and intertwining real and other spaces – Foucault proclaims the 

ship as ‘heterotopia par excellence’,  since it  

is a floating piece of space, a place without a place, that exists by itself, that is closed in 

on itself and at the same time is given over to the infinity of the sea and that, from port 

to port, from tack to tack, from brothel to brothel, it goes as far as the colonies in 

search of the most precious treasures they conceal in their gardens. 

      (Foucault, Michel & Miskowiec, 1986, p. 9) 

The Floating Theatre calls to mind Foucault’s vision of a heterotopian space with its promise 

of other places, separate from the city, ‘a place without place’, yet there is also something 

unsettling about including places of oppression such as ‘colonies’ and ‘brothels’ that sour 

the imaginative potential of the term. Scholar Kelvin T Knight who situates the concept 

within Foucault’s first mention of the term in a radio interview, claims that heterotopian 

space is not intended to be interpreted as real space, but rather ‘a set of literary motifs used 

by writers to present an alternative configuration of space’ (Knight, 2017, p. 147). The 

fanciful riches of the colonies from literature, or the outmoded male fantasy of the 
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imaginative threshold of the brothel are fictional representations, according to Knight, 

inconsistent with Foucault’s historical writing on sexuality and institutional oppression. 

Heterotopian space has captured the imagination of architects and urban theorists, yet 

taking Foucault at real-world face value comes with the baggage of power systems that 

undermine its potential. Interpreting heterotopias as purely fictional, between mythic and 

real, is a more productive way to think about The Floating Theatre as a symbolic 

heterotopian space. 

Meanwhile the miniaturisation creates an other-worldliness, somewhere between a 

child-like game of shared imagination and an adult world of memory, celebrating whimsy 

through a distortion of scale. Familiar theatrical conventions transform human actors into 

giants, with tricks of perspective and representation turned comical by contradictions in 

scale: the audience is re-represented within the miniature, while the actors’ smallest 

movements appear clumsy.  

      

Figure 34 - Jenny McArthur performs as the Homunculus, The Floating Theatre, Auckland 2017 (photo - Author) 

When the actor appears as baby/homunculus with oversized head, the stage is too small 

and too fragile to contain its physical uncertainty. The child-like and the child-ish are held in 

tension with the adult game of entrapment and conventional representation. Literary critic 

Susan Stewart considers how the miniature bridges the gap between childhood and 

adulthood, 

as a metaphor, perhaps not simply because the child is in some physical sense a 

miniature of the adult, but also because the world of childhood, limited in physical 

scope yet fantastic in its content, presents in some ways a miniature and fictive chapter 

in each life history; it is a world that is part of history, at least the history of the 

individual subject, but remote from the present-ness of adult life.  
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(Stewart, 1984, p. 44) 

This whimsical theatre inverts the architectural grandiosity of the institutional theatre 

with its unseen mechanism of illusion and larger-than-life presence of scale, shifting time 

and space with technically sophisticated means. The Floating Theatre forces the audience 

into an imaginative, child-like relationship with space, not just suspending disbelief, but 

actively willing an alternative space into existence. To enter this particular theatre signals a 

willingness to alter the frame of reference to the surrounding built environment.  

 

Signifiers of the global city: the bank, the duck & the million dollar view 

In stark comparison to The Floating Theatre is Auckland’s newest live theatre venue, the 

permanently grounded ASB Waterfront Theatre completed in 2016, while on the other side 

of the marina sits a  temporary exhibition facility, where pavilions and entertainment 

structures are commonplace. A closer look at how these performance spaces function 

within the city events arena reveals to what extent The Floating Theatre succeeds in 

asserting its own conditions and values. 

The Australian-owned Auckland Savings Bank (ASB), visually dominates the area 

with a fluidity of entrances to highlight its public interface while protecting its own privacy, 

in what the Australian architects Bligh, Voller, Nield identify as, ‘the seamless integration of 

public and corporate space’ (Today, 2020). Nestled just behind the bank is the ASB 

Waterfront Theatre, home to the Auckland Theatre Company (ATC). Its name is something 

Figure 35 31 - Wynyard Quarter 2010 just prior to 

redevelopment (Photo - creative commons, Wikipedia) 

Figure 36 - Wynyard Quarter, Central Auckland in 2019 

(Photo - Auckland Council) 
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of a misnomer, since the promise of a waterfront experience is not forthcoming: the 

theatre offers no view or direct access to the wharf, yet takes credit for the meta-spectacle 

of the area. Waterfront, is evidently an associative quality that is suggestive of something 

that happens before or after the theatre experience. Two previous Watershed Theatres had 

temporarily occupied harbourside sheds, in 1991 and 1993, attracting the public into the 

area before it had been developed as a leisure precinct. One sat on a pier (now the Maritime 

Museum) and the other had a spectacular view of the waterfront from its bar.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 37 - ASB Waterfront Theatre – home to 

Auckland Theatre Company – (Photo 2016 – 

STUFF Ltd) 

The real waterfront view, with direct access to the marina is the newly built 5-star Park-

Hyatt Hotel imposingly positioned just over the street from the ASB Waterfront Theatre. 

The Hotel claims the harbour ‘perfectly located on the water’s edge’ with rooms that ‘offer 

expansive views across Wynyard Quarter’s Lighter Basin and out to the Waitematā 

Harbour’ (Hotel, 2020). The private Hotel experience, in contrast to the public theatre, 

promises to deliver an interaction with the sea served up to the table of the consumer. By 

contrast ASB Waterfront theatre is conservative in its lack of public interface, while its 

interior is also conventional in its lack of spatial flexibility (a 650 seat proscenium arch 

theatre with fixed audience seating). It proudly takes on the Waterfront label, giving the 

theatre a civic sense of place, branding the theatre as part of the highly valued eventful 

space of the harbour. The label is a stretch of the truth: despite being nearby to the water it 

outwardly shuns the harbour and does not contribute to the waterfront event experience.  

The diminutive and more truly ‘waterfront’ Floating Theatre is fragile and temporary 

in comparison, contributing to the spectacle of Wynyard Quarter but it does not lay claim 

to it. Without an institutional image of permanence it can only be a transient guest of the 

water’s edge. This power dynamic illustrates how temporary structures are able to address 
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the urban environment in a more responsive way than permanent buildings, but only so 

long as they do not disrupt the long-term strategy set out by state and corporate planners. 

The temporary structure is a ‘tactical’ response to the functional change of the waterfront, 

whereas the civic built theatre is a ‘strategic’ response, a distinction made clear by 

philosopher Michel de Certeau, who aligns strategy with power and tactic as the ‘art of the 

weak’ (de Certeau, 1984, pp. 35-36). 

Temporary buildings on the waterfront 

are a common sight, often promoting a sporting 

event, such as the giant inflatable rugby ball for 

the 2011 world cup, or supporting some other 

commercial purpose, seen in the 2011 object 

Four, an award-winning13 giant rubber duck by 

Dutch artist Florentijn Hofman. The object 

needs no explanation beyond its massive scale, a 

15m high inflatable duck sitting in the harbour, 

dwarfing boats and spectators. Rescaling this 

iconic bath-time toy creates a visual pun with 

the marina basin. Its amusement value typifies the purpose that temporary event 

structures hope to fulfil; an instantly recognisable and visually appealing object that 

supports the idea of the Wynyard Quarter as an entertainment destination. Beyond the 

photo opportunity there is nothing to interact with, sending the visitor onward to cafés and 

restaurants in the vicinity. The object itself does not convey a message, rather it fulfils a 

decorative purpose, deflecting the public towards its secondary motive of promotion, in 

this case the new Channel Four television brand. The giant duck travelled to many cities on 

the globe,14 promoting different events, each time benefiting from the waterfront, through 

what David Harvey calls the ‘Disneyfication’ of public space (Harvey, 2012, p. 104).  

The Floating Theatre has some things in common with the giant duck; materiality, 

 

13 Design Institute of New Zealand (DINZ) award for spatial design 2011.  

14 The giant rubber duck was eventually destroyed by a Hong Kong storm in 2013.    

Figure 38 – Rubber Duck by dutch artist Florintijn 

Hofman and NZ design company Special Group, as part 

of a promotional campaign for channel Four television, 

and awarded a Design Institute of NZ (DINZ) best 

design award (photo - FOUR) 
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location, object as archetype, use of scale to distort reality, however it cannot claim to 

‘Disneyfication’ of public space since it depends on the public to create social relationships, 

both inside and out. The theatre expresses its fictionality (mechanisms of illusion making) 

as a relationship between spectatorship and participation as an interplay of performance 

perspectives, whereas the duck transforms the city into a miniature world without any 

effective participation. The Floating Theatre is not finally promoting another commercial 

cause, and even though it also benefits from sponsorship (public and private), it aims to 

retain its own meaning as an event rather than deflect it to a secondary event. 

Locally published reviews of The Floating Theatre, critique the theatrical 

performance without significant discussion of its relationship to the city, rather highlighting 

the immersive experience.15 The theatrical performance does not present an overt political 

theme or content, yet as Haedicke suggests, it is the performance and the context of the 

city where the political dimension lies (Haedicke, 2012, p. 8). Can The Floating Theatre, as a 

structure occupying public space, affect the political dynamic of the Wynyard Quarter? 

Architectural theorist Albena Yaneva suggests that the politics of architecture should not 

solely address the finished form, but the how it participates in systems across ‘building, 

planning, construction and renovation processes’ that define the politics of a project 

(Yaneva, 2017, p. 6).  

Critical reception for the show was very positive,16 affirming its cultural capital as a 

performing arts event and winning three awards as part of the Auckland Fringe Festival.17 

 

15 See Appendix VI for media reviews of the performance. 

16 Newspaper reviews used phrases such as ‘seriously good’, ‘completely awesome’, ‘wonderous’, but also 

words like ‘metatheatre’ and ‘deconstruction’ to communicate a sense of how the experiential aspect of the 

show delivered unique and worthy qualities (Edwards, 2017; Mabey, 2017; McAllister, 2017; North-Bailey, 

2017). One reviewer said that ‘the experience was all that mattered’, recognising that public context of the 

theatre was central to the event, adding ‘when experience is performance rather than reality’ (Mabey, 2017). 

For full reviews see Appendix VI. 

17 The Floating Theatre was awarded three Auckland Fringe Festival 2017 Awards; Best Production 

Design Overall, Auckland Arts Festival Award (for international development), Best Musical Score. 
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However, the processes and formal contracts with institutions, private companies and civic 

power structures render the production effectively complicit with the global city, 

performing an entrepreneurial role in a creative industries framework. Neoliberal values 

applied to the politics of the site and equally to the structures of art making, put The 

Floating Theatre at odds with its intention to disrupt the status quo.  

The most productive outcome applies to the symbolic value of the project to resist 

assimilation through ownership and land-based financial-economies, the object itself 

reconstructed participation and spectacle as interdependent qualities, while its potential as 

processional theatre highlights the city as an active element; the city as the theatre of 

human action. The Floating Theatre is currently in storage awaiting its next voyage, the 

following section deepens an understanding of how the next iterations of this performance 

will more effectively and directly address power in the global city. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The fictions of the city, revealed through performance stratum—administrative, 

technical and cultural—also await future iterations. The reclaimed land from the sea, 

corporate owned space dominating public space on the waterfront, the development of 

commercial value through large-scale sporting events, these fictional dimensions of the 

global city will be addressed in later performance projects. 

 

Figure 39 - The Floating Theatre enters the Viaduct Marina, towed by a harbour tug 

(Photo - Author) 
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2.6 - Strategy and Tactic: rethinking public-space-performance  

The Floating Theatre project illustrates how relationships with the public and relationships 

with power are both systemically formed and independently produced within the global 

city. Calling on de Certeau’s previously mentioned observations of ‘strategy and tactic’, 

relationships of power are reframed and applied to artistic interventions in the city. Cultural 

sociologist Pascale Gielen builds on de Certeau’s concepts of strategy and tactic, space and 

place, to examine how the city’s relationship to public art produces lasting forms of public 

space (Gielen, 2016). The Floating Theatre is reconsidered as a proposal for the global city, a 

tour-able project that is responsive to each location, through a critical enquiry.  

Philosopher Michel de Certeau identifies two behavioural approaches to power 

relations operating in the city, strategy and tactic. Referencing military theory, strategy is 

the driving pursuit of a military operation, while tactic is the subservient degree of a single 

approach. For de Certeau, strategy depends upon the power of ‘its “own” place’, while 

tactic is ‘action determined by the absence’ of power (de Certeau, 1984, pp. 36-37). 

Adapting these terms to everyday life, strategy is the approach of city planners, 

governments, policy makers, property owners; those who hold the power of decision 

making and place to create physical places as long-term solutions supported by legally 

documented and legitimate processes. Tactic bends or disregards strategy as a short-term 

reaction, tactics can be incorporated into everyday actions like cooking, walking, talking 

and reading, since they are seen as separate from power structures. ‘The space of a tactic, 

is the space of the other’ and ‘an art of the weak’ since it has no place of its own and is 

‘determined by the absence of power’(Ibid.37-8).  

 This distinction is applicable to everyday behaviour and the extra-ordinary 

interventions, positioning the individual as either working with the powerful mechanisms of 

strategy, or reacting independent to power as a tactical position. ‘Tactical performance’ is 

most frequently embraced in activist art in an attempt to expose or come into conflict with 

power systems. Activist artists Andrew Boyd and Larry Bogad use this label as a definition 

of how tactical performance opposes political strategy, benefiting from its ability to shift 

easily and change course (Bogad, 2016; Boyd & Mitchell, 2013).  

 ‘Tactical Urbanism’ is an approach to urbanism that has been gaining traction with 
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urban planners in recent years, including in Aotearoa/ New Zealand (Resilio Studio, 2021). 

In recognition of bottom-up community lead urban solution making, tactical urbanism has 

effectively been co-opted by strategic planning organisations as a way to involve grass-

roots movements using self-organising tactics. Some urban research scholars acknowledge 

its productive potential in redressing the inherent hierarchy in urban planning (Silva, 2016), 

while others question its ability to counteract neoliberal urbanism (Brenner, 2017). My own 

thoughts are that such a transformation of guerrilla interventions to institutionally ratified 

policies might be interpreted as cynical, however, it is also clear recognition that tactics 

work when strategies cannot.  

 

One approach to artistic tactical urban 

intervention using illegal, un-permitted or 

unannounced procedures, can be found in the 

work of artist Brad Downey. His 2007 series, 

Spontaneous Sculptures, works at the perimeter of 

legality, temporarily altering objects in public 

space as an aesthetic re-organisation of street 

infrastructure, in what may be considered by some 

as acts of vandalism. Tactically he challenges 

authority of civic space by re-presenting space 

through playful acts of mischief, revealing an 

alternative order that sits between the viewer’s 

expectation of what is legal and a re-appropriation 

of public space. Titles of his sculptures include a 

time duration, expressing how long the sculpture managed to resist the control from the 

authorities before it is returned to its former state, in much the same way EPOS257 

measure the effectiveness of their disruption. The Spontaneous Sculpture interventions 

were all carried out in broad daylight, perhaps because they enacted a creative 

productivity, revealing a ‘mysterious phenomena lurking beneath the streets’ that ‘cannot 

help but reveal the historical or political subconscious of the city’ (Gooding & Thatcher, 

2011, p. 8).  

Figure 40 - Paving Pry Slab (House of Cards III) 2007 

Berlin, Duration 4 days (Photo - B.Downey) 
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 Strategic artists work within the controls of 

power systems that support it. Anish Kapoor’s Cloud 

Gate (2006), the massive bean-like public art 

sculpture in Millennium Park in Chicago aligns itself 

with strategic power in both the commissioning 

process in this technically ambitious sculpture - it 

was the winning entry in an international 

competition - and in its strategic position in the city, 

becoming a significant tourist attraction. 

In order for public space art to critique mechanisms of power in the global city, it is 

often necessary to engage both strategically and tactically. Artists supported by 

institutions are called upon to uphold strategic goals of the organisation, closely aligned 

with official government policies and funded by the public purse, even when the interest in 

that artist’s work may be in its anti-conformist stance, positioning itself tactically to oppose 

ideological principles upheld by power. Cuban-born performance artist Tania Bruguera, 

whose broad range of performance works include elaborate productions with the strategic 

aid of resources from many of the largest institutional art organisations, manages to 

tactically apply critique of those same power systems. Her participatory projects range 

from the multi-form Immigrant Movement International (2011-2015), which continued for 

over 5 years with social gatherings, workshops and political actions in New York, to self-

contained works such as Tatlin’s Whisper # 6, Havana Version (2009), in which the artist 

incited controversy in her native Cuba by setting up a microphone in a public square and 

encouraging the audience to speak uncensored for one minute on any topic.  

Figure 41 - Anish Kapoor, Cloud Gate (2004) in 

Millennium Park, Chicago. (photo Patrick L. Pyszka) 
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 The potential conflict to power was 

central to Bruguera‘s 2008 performance 

installation Tatlin’s Whisper #5 as part of ‘La 

Monnaie Vivante’, in London’s Tate Modern 

gallery. Two horse-mounted police officers used 

crowd-control management strategies to 

instruct the public, dividing and separating 

groups, commanding authority and upholding 

safety procedures. In the large open space of 

the Turbine hall of the Tate Modern, the effect 

was not intended to unite the public, as heavy 

handed social control mechanisms of authority 

routinely used in riot situations were applied to 

the gallery-going public. Participation in the hands of Bruguera adopts familiar strategies to 

unsettle the political dimension, the artwork tactically provokes the institutional space 

through a subversive re-application of strategic police control techniques.  

 

The city defined by its relationship to art 

My earlier critique of The Floating Theatre describes strategic relationships to power 

systems in the global city, from resourcing to administrative systems and engagement with 

place, specifically the event arena of the inner city. This source of some frustration 

recognised that to critique power one must stand outside its field of influence. Clarification 

of its relationship to strategy and tactic goes some way to chart a future path for the 

project, repositioning its strategic alignment with the values of the global city. 

A theoretical cornerstone for this reassessment comes from cultural sociologist 

Pascal Gielen, who takes de Certeau’s suggested application of strategy and tactic and its 

relationship to space and place, organising these terms to create a typology of ‘art, politics, 

and public space’ (Gielen, 2015, p. 276). Expressed schematically as a matrix, Gielen 

illustrates how art created for public space relates to the specificity of ‘place’ as opposed to 

heterogeneous ‘space’, depending on its relationship to strategy and tactic. He places four 

Figure 42 - Tatlin’s Whisper #5, Tate Modern, 2008 (Photo 

- artists website) 
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‘city’ labels to illustrate how each of the power dynamics work towards a recognisable 

experience of the city, which he then names as The Monumental City, The Situational City, 

The Creative City, and The Common City. These reference easily recognisable historical 

periods, but they are intended to apply to any city in any period.  

 

Figure 43 - Geilen's matrix spatialising  de Certeau's concepts (image – copied from Geilen’s original) 

The Monumental City is characterised by the provision of resources by the state. 

Highly ordered public spaces carry the values of the civic or nation-state as provider. The 

art of this period is typified by the monumental, larger than life sculptures of seeming 

permanence. The monumental city places the institutions of art, such as the opera house, 

the art gallery, or the museum at the very pinnacle of public space locations.18 

The Situational City is a tactical reaction to the monumental city witnessed in many 

liberal cities from the 1950s onwards. The spirit of resistance by New York journalist and 

activist Jane Jacobs stirred a strong public space movement in opposition to the 

monumental slum clearance being carried out by urban planner Robert Moses under the 

name of civic progress at the beginning of the 1960s (Jacobs, 1961). Operating on the same 

 

18 Some of these locations I will return to in later projects; This City as part of the PQ19 exhibition 

discussed at the end of Chapter C, and Drifting Room discussed in Chapter D. 
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instincts as Situationist International movement of art and political thought, a tactical 

resistance to place aims to confront monumentalism through inappropriate behaviour. 

Graffiti, intoxication and acts of rebellion characterise the situational city as an anti-

establishment sentiment strengthened through the social justice movements of the 1960s 

and beyond.  

The Creative City is strategically controlled by private-public collaborations, between 

state apparatus and corporate structures, and aligns with the global city as described in this 

chapter. With the growing influence of multinational corporate building projects, buoyant 

with new financial flows of capital and unrestrained levels of debt through ‘new credit 

instruments and debt-financed state and private expenditures’ (Harvey, 2008, p. 3), public 

space becomes a fluid use of experiential states. De Certeau’s fixed place makes way for 

urban space, with a proliferation of urban events and a pursuit of the self-branded ‘creative 

city’.   

The Common City is Gielen’s final category, observed as reclaiming space through 

tactical interventions. Autonomous from the legal structures of state or capital, the 

Common City is ‘a space or area that can be physical and symbolic, both material and 

mental, and may serve as a resource for all’ (Gielen, 2016, p. 58). A utopia of ‘common’ use, 

public space is temporarily appropriated, even at the edge of legality. A growing movement 

of social and artistic initiatives attach themselves to public space by unconventional, self-

directed means as resistance to the highly regulated creative city. While Gielen draws 

inspiration for the common city from sociologist Richard Sennett’s attention to the 

‘commons’ (Sennett, Richard, 1992), it is not an anarchic utopia that he advocates, rather a 

system of organisation that will not conform to capitalist and state serving strategies.  

Gielen’s enthusiasm for the Common City, posits it as a viable future for public space 

benefiting its potential to resist capitalist privatisation, but models of common space have 

long and diverse historical precedents, some deeply problematic. Legal historian Elizabeth 

Blackmar recounts a history of ‘the commons’ through North American legal documents, 

revealing complex ‘contests over the power to collect and distribute resources to build and 

maintain public spaces’ (Blackmar, 2006, p. 51). Common property is also at the root of 

citizenship according to geographers Mitchell & Staeheli who present a case study of 
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homelessness in San Diego, USA. They note that common property is still valued by the 

market since ‘landed property can only exist in relation to other properties… every owner of 

property has an economic interest in every other owner’s property’ (Mitchell, D & Staeheli, 

2006, p. 149).  

As critical spatial practice, Gielen’s analysis of the relationship between art and the built 

environment demonstrates how art contributes to the urban experience and vice versa. On 

one hand the presence public art is often the product of power systems, on the other hand 

it holds the potential to challenge existing power systems. The bureaucratic mechanisms of 

city administrations help shape how public art is presented, while those that make public 

art (artists and producers) have some agency in positioning how the relationships described 

by Gielen are maintained. Artists may also operate within more than one position 

simultaneously, Bruguera’s Tate Modern performance being an example of presenting 

work in the context of the state as provider, the Monumental City, while creating a 

disruptive social situation that we might associate with the Situational City.   

 The Floating Theatre in this first iteration is compliant with the Creative City model; 

resourced by private and state funding partnerships, the project is overseen by my formally 

registered limited liability company functioning as creative entrepreneur, it also contributes 

to place-making as a temporary event within the highly valued events precinct of the 

Wynyard Quarter in Auckland. The individual’s urban experience is affirmed through such 

symbolic displays as public art, The Floating Theatre upholds the dominant ideology of 

public art contributing cultural value of identity in the global city. However, it also 

simultaneously displays some of the characteristics of resistance that we associate with the 

Situational City; the liminal position on the water not fully adhering to the legal and social 

rules of the land, the intended purpose of the marina for hosting yachts subverted by a 

more participative theatrical performance.  

Gielen’s challenge to the public art maker is to embrace the Common City model, 

suggesting that it is both possible and necessary to break free from the bureaucratic and 

legal restraints of the Creative City model so pervasive in global cities, by employing 

tactical operations that ensure the common use of public space. In accepting the limitations 

of my own adherence to the global city mechanisms, I look towards how the Common City 
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model can be achieved in subsequent presentations of this and other projects. Tangibly this 

means retaining the potential of ‘space’ over and above ‘place’, and resisting the 

mechanisms of ‘strategy’ through ‘tactical’ means. Does this mean non-compliance to the 

mechanisms of control (Health & Safety reports, financial accountability, funding 

partnerships)? Or does it mean reconfiguring the context and content of the project to no 

longer require this level of compliance? Second and third research performances, Cornered 

Speaker and The Drifting Room, attempt to respond to these questions. 

 

The Floating Theatre looks to the global city for future performances 

The provocative potential of tactic to produce space as the Common City, imagines 

democratic participation as repossessed and reordered by the public. No less of a utopian 

ideal than the belief in liberal self-actualisation of the Situational City in the 1960s, or the 

limitless potential economic freedom of the Creative City in the 2000s, the reality of 

reclaiming space in the name of common ideals may well be just as susceptible to 

corruption and privatization. However it may also benefit from what cognitive linguist 

George Lakoff refers to as ‘fuzzy logic’, where vague boundaries exist between what is true 

and what is false (Lakoff, G, 1975). The ‘right to the city', conceived by Lefebvre as an anti-

capitalist call for liberal humanitarian values to be embedded into the urban social 

landscape, have been adopted by different power systems and split into multiple meanings, 

but for the past 50 years it has been an enduring fuzzy concept, negotiated with respect to 

the social laws and rules of our times. If the Common City has the potential to define a 

renewed enthusiasm; upholding the values of public space, then it must similarly occupy 

the territory of an ideal process. The global city is an ideal that has failed many through its 

inability to sustain the collective good. It has failed to maintain equality of resources and to 

protect people from economic precariousness and provide the basic levels of care required 

for a fair and fulfilled society. Collectivity at this time of intense individualism, propelled by 

neoliberal capitalist values, needs the utopian ideals of a Common City to redirect its 

attention. The challenge for public art is how to engage the public within this process: how 

to make visible the invisible workings of capital that claim freedom and democracy. The 

fuzzy logic here may well be a productive rejection of the dual relationship between urban 
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fact, and urban fiction. What stands outside fact still lingers in the periphery of influence 

within the urban environment, waiting for some potential future to activate it.  

The global city uses its fictions to sustain its image through strategic power and 

control mechanisms, therefore fiction employed tactically may also inflect the global city, 

addressing the symbolic dimension of the neoliberal urban environment. Critique of the 

global city at a non-material level of fiction addresses the power system outside of the 

boundaries of its exclusive control, using the adept aesthetic processes of public art to 

influence symbolic space. This chapter has gone some way to articulate how the global city 

is maintained by a self-image that strategically controls, regulates and inspires the idea of 

society served by a self-regulating market and minimal political interference. Yet the global 

city is full of contradictions that contradict the equity of such a system. Public space is 

similarly upheld by a fictionalised image of itself, constantly emulated and reiterated by the 

power systems entrusted with guardianship. Recognising the fictions employed by the 

global city is the first part of this study, the second part is to engage in a two-directional 

dialogue with fiction by re-applying tactics of fiction to space as an operation of change. 

Public art stands in a unique position to propose possible-world futures through fictional 

means; stories, images, social structures, abstract concepts and experiential narratives, 

these have proven their potential to provoke processes of democratization in space.  

The Floating Theatre enters this research as an archetype of the playhouse, revealing 

not only an inner world of theatrical representation, but the fictional dimension of the city 

itself. The playhouse is a heterotopian vessel that looks out and looks in, identifying the 

public and identified as public performance. The theatrical content from its first 

development, discussed here only fleetingly, takes a back seat to the playhouse-as-event. 

Designed for touring nationally and internationally, future seasons seek collaborations with 

local artists, integrating narratives of common fictions and a critical spatial practice to 

produce tactical public-space-performance that is both participatory and symbolically 

subversive.  
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Chapter 3 

Unsettling 

 

 

 

 

 

To unsettle is to invite disarray to a situation: to inflect it with a 

troubled uncertainty; to unground the grounded. Unsettling 

challenges the settled position, implicitly assuming an existing order 

that is actively disturbed. We might think of unsettling in relation to 

colonisation, normative identities, authoritarian control and 

oppressive political structures or some other form of social hierarchy. 

Unsettling seeks to undermine. Using tactic as a tool of the weak, its 

potential to unsettle is unleashed by our willingness to participate.  
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Prologue: Royal de Luxe unsettle the city streets 

In the summer of 2010, a girl is searching the streets of 

Antwerp for a diver with no hand. This Belgian city is the 

location for French outdoor theatre company Royal de Luxe 

and the girl is no ordinary human, but a towering, six-metre-

tall mechanical giant, animated by a team of performers and 

volunteers who painstakingly co-operate to lift each limb as 

she moves. Tens of thousands of spectators crowd the port of 

Scheld, a somewhat rundown suburb since heavy industry 

moved from the city centre, to witness The Deep-sea Diver, His 

Hand and the Little Girl-Giant.  

 

 

 

 

It’s an experience that performance design researcher 

Joslin McKinney witnesses as ‘kinesthetic empathy’ since ‘our 

senses are stimulated, allowing our body to respond 

accordingly’ (McKinney, 2013 P.65). However, there is more to 

this situation than simply a fictional tale: we the public are also 

responding to the overwhelming scale of these giants, 

rendering our own bodies and the built environment miniature 

in comparison. The gigantic and the miniature work together 

as archetypes, a relationship that literary critic Susan Stewart 

discusses with respect to mythology:   

Figure 44 - The Deep-sea Diver, His Hand and the Little Girl-

Giant, Antwerp 2010 (Photo - artist's website) 
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We find the miniature at the origin of private, individual 

history, but we find the gigantic at the origin of public and 

natural history. The gigantic becomes an explanation for the 

environment, a figure on the interface between the natural 

and the human.     (Stewart, 1984, p. 71).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The Girl-Giant dwarfs the urban landscape, densely 

packed with apartment blocks and industrial buildings, yet her 

actions are charmingly uncertain: her head wobbles and eyes 

blink vulnerably, drawing the crowd closer as if to comfort her. 

The crowd follows her through the streets as she seeks the 

Deep-sea Diver in order to reunite him with his hand, severed 

by the propeller of a passing ship. This legend of Royal de 

Luxe’s own mythic rewriting incorporates the giant Antigoon 

from local folklore (Courcoult, 2010).  

Augmentation suggests that the very large and the 

very small are complicit, working together to make sense of 

forces beyond private control as a spatial fiction. The property 

developers and city administrators of Antwerp, who are 

instrumental in changes to the city, are not present in the 

story played out in The Deep-sea Diver, His Hand and the Little 

and the Girl-Giant. The port is given over to a fictional 

dimension that encourages the public to self-organise as a 

united group: offering an alternative reading to socio-political 

changes for this often socially fractured city of Antwerp. The 

performance coincides with a long-term investment plan to 

Figure 45 - The Deep-sea Diver, His Hand and the Little Girl-

Giant, Antwerp 2010 (Photo - artist's website) 
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expand the Port of Antwerp just a few kilometres downstream 

is Europe’s second largest port. Royal de Luxe’s scenario 

introduces the Girl-Giant as an empathetic every-person that 

altruistically precipitates a mass walk through the city to find 

our place in the new order of the city.  

 We the public are part of a shared fiction that briefly 

unites a city frequently divided by economics, race and 

culture. We participate in the myth of the giant Antigoon from 

the Sheldt river, perhaps cynically but participating 

nonetheless, united in unsettling an area readied for 

development.  

3.0 - Introduction – Unsettling space with fiction   

This chapter introduces the idea of fiction as a tactical tool for participation in public-space-

performance. Just as the global city depends on real and fictional dimensions to sustain its 

self-image, fiction can be consciously infused into the urban environment to challenge 

normative laws and social rules. A two-directional application of fiction forms the 

methodology of fiction-as-method. An examination of theories of fiction in literature, 

philosophy and performance studies, and their practical application in space and time in 

post-dramatic theatre, public art and political populism foregrounds this exploration. This 

approach is then applied to my own practice, discussed through the key public performance 

Cornered Speaker and a number of short performance experiments in public spaces. 

Returning to the structural form of the playhouse, installation works are created as part of 

the New Zealand exhibition of Performance Space Design at the Prague Quadrennial 2019, 

integrating concepts of interplay between fact and fiction.  

 Fictional entities and fictional spaces underpin the creative arts, with literature, 

performance and the visual arts all engaging with fiction as part of a lexicon of meaning. 

Fiction can affect us emotionally, yet it also enables alternative versions of reality to be 

experimented, retracted or modified. Rendering fiction a productive part of our present, 

Donna Haraway notes that fiction refers to the ‘present act of fashioning, while fact is a 

descendant of the past’, (Haraway, D, 1989, p. 18). The interdependence of fact and fiction 
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that Haraway suggests is a rejection of the simple binary that pre-twentieth-century writers 

and philosophers assumed. Literary theorist Lubomír Doležel introduces fiction as having 

multiple possibilities in his ‘possible worlds fiction’, suggesting that possible worlds are 

both real and fictional and may exist simultaneously (Doležel, 1998, p. 12). Theoretical 

understanding of possible worlds of fiction in the context of artistic research are applied as 

a critical spatial practice, transposing multiple fictional worlds onto the city and its public 

space, imagining alternative visions beyond the global city.  

The generative power of a well-constructed narrative is as important to popular 

cultures as it has ever been. It is skilfully employed in product marketing, entertainment, 

formal and informal communication, and memory-based learning, illustrating how stories 

help create empathic relationships with the listener. Fictional entities – people, places, 

objects and ideas – need not be narratively connected, yet they are the imaginative 

building blocks that encourage participation in space and time, enabling the public to 

acknowledge existing fictions and activate new ones outside the controls of social norms.   

 

3.1 - Key definitions 

This section defines the following terms: fiction and fact; real and reality, followed by the 

structure of the chapter. 

Fiction and fact 

Fiction in this research means imaginatively constructed people, places, things and abstract 

ideas. Often associated with literature, the Oxford English Dictionary presents a survey of 

shifting meaning, appearing in the fifteenth century as ficcioun, meaning something that is 

‘imaginatively invented’. By the Seventeenth century it appears as fiction to mean 

‘“feigning” or inventing imaginary incidents, existences, states of things’, with the 

important qualification ‘whether for the purpose of deception or otherwise’. By the 

nineteenth century it was an ‘invention as opposed to fact’ in general usage, while in legal 

matters fiction is ‘a supposition known to be at variance with fact’ (OED 2021).  

The interdependence between fiction and actuality is arguably the basis of all 

knowledge but the terms are especially blurred in the arts where representations or 
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signifiers do not claim to be factual, yet may reveal truths. For example, William 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet was not a real person, yet the fictional persona reveals inner truth to 

millions of readers. Truth is not shackled to reality, just as fiction is not constrained to 

falsehood.  

In literature, fiction is differentiated from non-fiction where a work is understood to 

be factually representative of reality, while in journalism, fiction is held in clear opposition 

to truth. In theatre, fiction is not presented within the same dichotomy, but relates to 

representation and mimesis, denoted by a signifier such as an actor, a prop or a script. 

Mimesis is also discussed widely in philosophy and art history, beginning with Aristotle’s 

definition of it as the imitation of something real as opposed to pure invention, while in art 

history it is generally concerned with the representation of things. In post-dramatic theatre 

fiction breaks free from mimesis, as discussed further in section 3.  

Donna Haraway suggests that science, as with other forms of knowledge, is 

informed by social agenda. Because truths are assumptions confirmed by complex power 

systems of race, gender and science, the factual and the fictive are closely aligned to 

question the others’ position. Haraway writes that while fact is ‘a thing done… what has 

actually happened’, fiction can act as a ‘perverse double for the facts’, adding that ‘fiction 

can be true’ (1989, 17).  

Fiction’s kinship to facts is close, but they are not identical twins. Facts are 

opposed to opinion, to prejudice, but not to fiction. Both fiction and fact are 

rooted in an epistemology that appeals to experience. However, there is an 

important difference; the word fiction is an active form, referring to a present act 

of fashioning, while fact is a descendant of a past participle, a word form which 

masks the generative deed or performance. A fact seems done, unchangeable, fit 

only to be recorded; fiction seems always inventive, open to other possibilities, 

other fashionings of life. But in this opening lies the threat of merely feigning, of 

not telling the true form of things.  

(Haraway, D, 1989, p. 18) 
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Real and reality 

Appearing in the English language from the fourteenth century, ‘real’ means something 

‘actually existing, true’, derived from Latin realis meaning ‘actual’ or ‘belonging to the thing 

itself’ (OED). The Latin root res also relates to property, goods and wealth, from which we 

also get “real estate”, suggesting that real is connected to the physical world. In 

contemporary society we understand “real” as existing outside of the imagination and in 

mathematics it is polarised with the imaginary, while in philosophy, something real relates 

to how something is rather than as it is described.  

Structure of this chapter 

The structure of this chapter is divided into four sections, beginning with a review on 

theoretical approaches to fiction, then turning to the political arena to view techniques of 

fiction. The third section applies fiction as a method, applied to a performance research 

project called Cornered Speaker. Finally the method is applied to experiments in 

performance within an exhibition context. 

Section 1 establishes how fiction is employed in domains of knowledge to reveal 

real-world phenomena, with special attention to cultural performance. Theories of fiction 

are discussed from literature (Russel, Doležel, Walton, Radford & Weston), performance 

studies (Reeves-Evison, Shaw, Etchells), post-dramatic theatre studies (Saltz, Lehmann) 

and scenography (Wiles, Aronson). Practical observations of non-narrative fiction in public 

art includes a discussion on Ceci n’est pas…, a public-space-performance by Dutch theatre 

designer Dries Verhoeven. Section 2 explores fiction-as-method applied to art and the 

political arena using the archetypal ‘trickster’ to embody characteristics of political 

populism (Mudde, Laclou, Mouffe). Historic examples from the meeting of the United 

States’ 45th president, Donald Trump, and North Korean Supreme Leader, Kim Jong-un, are 

read as performance, illustrating the use of fiction within politics. Section 3 addresses 

fiction as explored in my public-space-performance, Cornered Speaker, which thematically 

utilises a platform for free speech in Auckland’s inner city Albert Park. This workshop 

performance is discussed with reference to the global free-speech movement of the 1960s 

and its contemporary implications. Section 4 asserts fiction-as-method in a four-part 

installation as part of the New Zealand national exhibit at the 2019 Prague Quadrennial 

exhibition of Performance Design and Space. 
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3.2  - Fiction-as-method and real-world outcomes 
 

At the center of the world there is a fiction; a fictional piece of land a meter wide 

by a meter long. It has not been thrown up from the depths; not from the 

violence of lava bursting up and cooling, though there is violence in it. It is called 

Null Island, and you cannot travel there. 

(Shaw & Reeves-Evison, 2017, p. 6) 

 

Arts researchers Jon K Shaw & Theo Reeves-Evison 

describe the fictional Null island, located at the geographical 

centre of the world where the equator meets the meridian. 

This imagined island, 570 kilometres south of Ghana in the 

West African gulf of Guinea, was created for Geographic 

Information Systems users to ground the zero-value position 

for computation of every location on earth. Without a land 

form at 0˚ North, 0˚ East, computers would be unable to place 

this exact location, so a fictional stance allows machine and 

human to share a reasoned consensus (Earth, 2009). Shaw & Reeves use Null Island as a 

metaphor for the many shared fictions that produce real-world solutions in what they name 

“fiction as method” (Shaw & Reeves-Evison, 2017, p. 7), implying that fictional entities, as 

with real entities, have agency. Fiction has a special relationship with literature and with 

performance, not least because acknowledging fictionality is part of the basic contract of 

engagement.  

Fictional entities can be found everywhere, in every field of knowledge and 

throughout history. From imaginary numbers to the folkloric existence of sun-catching 

gods, fictional entities enable humans to: work around problems of logic that confound 

reality; emulate that which cannot be witnessed; obscure the truth or project alternative 

ideas onto our own reality. Fiction is a fundamentally human creation, yet society still 

struggles to articulate why and how it impacts us. In order to comprehend any field we 

must consider what stands outside its scope, and this is often where we depend upon 

fiction.   

Figure 46 - Null Island in the South 

Atlantic Ocean (photo - Wikipedia 

Creative Commons) 
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 This section discusses key concepts of fiction from literature, philosophy and 

theatre to construct a method for its use in public-space-performance: including possible 

worlds, taking the fictional stance, manipulating mimesis, and infiction and outfiction, each 

examine fiction for its productive potential to view the social and political dynamics of 

space differently. Performance precedents from Royal de Luxe, Dries Verhoeven, Romeo 

Castellucci and Christoph Schlingensief illustrate how concepts of fiction provide a critical 

language to consider fiction as method. Each fiction concept provides philosophical and 

aesthetic tools to identify where fictionality is being used and how it is applied to a 

theatrical situation within the city.  

Possible worlds as a contemporary response to one-world fiction 

In 1765, English writer Samuel Johnson, referring to the plays of Shakespeare, describes 

how the audience is unmistakably aware that they are participating in a fiction, regardless 

of how realistic the representation is. ‘It is false, that any representation is mistaken for 

reality,’ states Johnson, ‘The truth is, that the spectators are always in their senses, and 

know, from the first act to the last, that the stage is only a stage, and that the players are 

only players’ (Johnson, 2009, p. 366). He is compelled to clarify that fiction is not taken for 

reality, suggesting that these two positions are mutually exclusive. This view of fiction is 

referred to as “one-world” semantics by Bertrand Russell, who maintains anything outside 

the real world must be fiction, including theatrical characters, claiming that ‘it is the very 

essence of fiction that only the thoughts, feelings, etc., in Shakespeare and his readers are 

real and there is not, additional to them, an objective Hamlet’ (Russell, 1919 [1993], p. 

170).19 The problem with one-world theory is that even an empathic reaction doesn’t make 

sense of its fictionality. This is the problem-turned-philosophical dilemma in twentieth 

century semantics known as the Paradox of Fiction. First presented by philosophers Colin 

Radford and Michael Weston in their 1975 essay How can we be moved by the fate of Anna 

Karenina?, the paradox asks, how is it possible that we might feel real emotion for a 

fictional character? (1975, p. 67). Their dilemma outlines the following: people respond 

emotionally to people and things that they know are fictional, yet we must believe 

 

19 Hamlet is the central character in the play Hamlet, written by seventeenth century English playwright 

William Shakespeare. 
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something truly exists in order to be moved emotionally. However, no-one who responds 

to fictional people or things thinks they are real. 

The paradox sets up a number of questions that have inspired aesthetic responses from 

philosophers attempting to untangle it (Harrison, 2008; Walton, 2008; Yanal, 1999), 

essentially arguing that an emotional response isn’t active, since this is reserved for reality. 

Philosopher Robert Yanal claims that ‘fiction arouses emotion with motivational force, but 

with little or no opportunity to exercise it’ (Yanal, 1999, p. 61), whereas Leda Cosmides and 

John Tooby state that ‘fictional worlds engage emotion systems while disengaging action 

systems’ (Tooby & Cosmides, 2001, p. 8). In both examples, even though we feel empathy 

for Anna Karenina, we cannot do anything about her predicament. 

In contrast, ‘possible worlds’ theory, introduced by Lubomír Doležel in respect to 

postmodern narratology in the mid 1990s, suggests that fiction works between the 

imaginative and the actual simultaneously, acknowledging that the public are participating 

in a two-directional relationship with fiction and reality. Doležel proposes that the dualism 

of a one-world frame has been largely replaced by a ‘multiple-world frame’ that he calls 

‘possible worlds’ (Doležel, 1998, p. 12). The term originates from modal logic and suggests 

that ‘our actual world is surrounded by an infinity of other possible worlds’ (Swartz & 

Bradley, 1979, p. 2). Possible worlds of fiction work in two directions, towards the actual 

and towards the imaginary. They transverse the real and the fictional.  

Possible worlds of fiction are artifacts produced by aesthetic activities – poetry 

and music compositions, mythology and storytelling, painting and sculpture, 

theatre and dance, cinema and television, and so on. Since they are constructed 

by semiotic systems – language, colours, shapes, tones, acting, and so on – we 

are justified in calling them semiotic objects   (Doležel, 2010, p. 15) 

In contrast to Russell’s determination that Shakespeare’s Hamlet was not a real person, 

Doležel assures us that Hamlet ‘is an individualized possible person inhabiting an 

alternative world’ (2010, p. 16).  
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To claim that the participating 

public in Royal de Luxe’s performance 

The Deep-sea Diver, His Hand and the 

Little Girl-Giant are merely emotionally 

engaged spectators, as we might 

conclude from a one-world frame, does 

not adequately describe how their 

participation in the event contributes to 

the mass movement of the crowd who 

effectively enact their own fictional 

mythology of reclaiming the streets towards the city centre. McKinney’s reaction to the 

puppets was apparently kinesthetic, but she did not confuse the physical response with 

reality. Doležel’s ‘possible worlds’ fiction suggests that the world of the puppets seeking 

redemption through the streets of Antwerp is just one possible way of viewing the 

spectacle. One may also recognise the gigantesque objects as a perceptive readjustment of 

the city. Alternatively,  perhaps the spectator never notices the puppets and instead 

participates in a pedestrian reclaiming of the streets from cars. Each of these scenarios 

have real-world and fictional-world implications.  

Taking a fictional stance 

The participant in a public-space-performance simultaneously occupies the actual space of 

the city street (the physical geography) and its fictional dimensions (participation in a 

system that agrees on imaginary concepts of public space and the fictional world of the 

performance). The ability to inhabit possible worlds of fiction is dependent on recognising 

where the fictionality lies, regardless of the scenario. The conditions of what philosopher 

Katherine Tullman calls a ‘general account of our psychological interactions with fiction’, 

are explained through perceptual and cognitive processes, revealing that the thing we 

observe is fictional, whereby 

(1) We know that the representation meets three conditions for being a fiction: 

as non-actual, as created, and dependent on particular objects and people in 

order to persist. 

(Tullmann, 2016, p. 771) 

Figure 47 - Spectators in the city of Antwerp, participate in mobilising 

the city (photo - Royal de Luxe website) 
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Tullman goes on to add two further conditions that activate the observer in “taking a 

fictional stance” towards the object.  

(2)  We can recognize representations as of or about particular kinds of objects.  

(3)  We recognize these represented objects as being fictional objects.  

 (2016, p. 771) 

The observer of Royal de Luxe’s Giant-Girl must, therefore, understand that what they 

witness is 1) meeting the conditions of fiction: she is not real, she was created by someone, 

and she depends on the wood and steel material to give form as well as the puppeteers to 

move it, 2) we see a representation of the Giant-Girl who, not merely in the imagination of 

the public, is able to be seen and heard, and 3) she is a Giant-Girl because, understanding 

the frame of representation, we see it as performance, theatre or sculpture, regardless we 

read she “is” a Giant-Girl. By these conditions, we the observer are able to “take a fictional 

stance”, cognitively participating in bringing the puppets to life by engaging in the process 

of their fictional existence. If only the first condition is met (that it is recognisable as 

fiction), but the following two are not (there is nothing to see nor hear, or there is no 

recognition that this is an artwork), then the observer is unable to participate by taking a 

fictional stance.  

 

Figure 48 - Ceci n'est pas une mère, Basel, Switzerland 2014 - created by Dries Verhoeven (Photo - artist's blogpost) 

Ceci n’est pas… (This is not…) (2013 - 2018) by Dutch theatre maker and visual artist 
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Dries Verhoeven, is a performance installation that is referred to as an ‘unwelcome 

representation of things’. Situated in the centre of a number of European cities, the 

installation is made up of a live tableau within a soundproof glass vitrine bearing a plaque 

announcing its title. Over 10 days the subject of the vitrine changes along with the title. 

This includes provocative actions that confront social stereotypes and taboos, such as This 

is not love, in which a middle-aged man in his underwear reads a story to a young girl, also 

in underwear, who sits on his lap; This is not history, where a contortionist shackled at the 

ankle wears only a loin-cloth while holding a bowl of peanuts; This is not a mother, in which 

a pregnant young teenage girl dances with headphones on.  All ‘performers’ are clearly real 

people who are the subject of unconscious biases by normative society. Contrary to the 

social convention of hiding non-conformity, these social outsiders are objectified in full 

view, caught in a double bind between social degradation and aesthetic objectification. 

Figure 49 - Ceci n'est pas une pipe, by René Margritte 

1929 (photo – Wikipedia)  

Figure 50 - Ceci n'est pas …, performance by Dries 

Verhoeven  (photo – artist’s blogpost) 

 The title of this collection directly references the seminal 1929 painting Ceci n’est 

pas un pipe (This is not a pipe), also called The Treachery of Images, by Belgian surrealist 

René Magritte.20 Verhoeven’s Ceci n’est pas… transposes the complexity of Magritte’s 

painting into a performance that provokes the audience to take a fictional stance: they 

 

20 The painting seemingly contradicts its accompanying text, questioning the relationship between 

reality and representation, the text implicating that the image of a pipe is not in itself a pipe but merely an 
image. The art work has been the subject of many discussions about the disjunction between image and text, 
notably by philosopher Michel Foucault in This is not a pipe (Foucault, Michel 1983). Foucault’s commentary 
demonstrates the complex relationship between the signifier and the signified, claiming that ‘signs invoke the 
very thing of which they speak - from outside… And in return, visible form is excavated, furrowed by words 
that work at it from within’ (1983, p. 22). Foucault considers Magritte’s pipe stuck in a ‘double position’, due to 
the multiple meanings associated with the text and image. 
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must either accept the accompanying text to be fiction or else will the encased performer 

to be enacting a fiction. The double bind means they cannot accept both as reality. The 

vitrine-like glass case elevates the status of the occupant with its aesthetic association to 

consumer commodity shop windows and museum gallery display cases, yet this is also an 

unforgivingly voyeuristic objectification of a human. The public stare at the subject in an 

otherwise socially unacceptable way, fulfilling the judgmental title of the installation and 

the museological nature of the vitrine. The young woman in Ceci n’est pas une mère (This is 

not a mother), is being publicly objectified for not being a socially acceptable mother. Her 

presence is unavoidable to the spectator. A further layer of uncertainty is added by the 

ambiguity of her objectification: is this a real teenage mother, or is it a performer who is 

made to look pregnant?  

The public are not asked to make-believe, nor to pretend that something exists 

beyond the work’s representation. The performance is political without stating its politics, 

theatrical without mimetic enactment, participatory without demanding that the public 

produce something, and two-directional in its relationship with the spectator. Fiction is the 

adopted method for confronting social taboos, inviting the public to take a fictional stance 

and thereby participate in the fictional dimension of the performance. “We the public”, to 

echo Judith Butler’s provocation, are self-declared within the situation that Verhoeven 

constructs, driving the public into one corner or the other and eliciting strong public 

opinions.21 

Mimesis as a condition of theatricality is upstaged by fiction 

The influence of mimesis in art and society is unquestionable, discussed in Western 

philosophy and aesthetics since Plato’s writing on the relationship between imitation and 

 

21 Accompanying several of the performance seasons are comments from the public, documented 

by a writer employed by Verhoeven and published as a blog on the artist’s website, leading to controversies 
that resulted in seasons being partially cancelled. Polish theatre reviewer Brian Hashimoto notes that ‘It was 
publicly provocative without being overtly confrontational’ (Hashimoto, 2016), and a Danish reviewer claims 
‘they are the ones we’d rather not come face to face with in the street, but who now looked straight back at 
us. In all their vulnerability and insistent humanness’ (Dithmer, 2015), while an anonymous passer-by in 
Hamburg is quoted by the blog writer as saying ‘Keeping such a young pregnant woman in a cage all day - this 
project is just inhuman!’ (Verhoeven, 2013-18). 
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reality in Book X of The Republic (Plato, 2000) and, more than likely, will continue for 

another 2000 years. Taking a fictional stance in performance shares similar concerns with 

mimesis, discerning a difference between reality and non-reality. However, this research 

contends that fictionality can and does replace the mimesis concept with a two-directional 

perception of reality and fiction, in which mimesis and anti-mimesis are playing equal 

significance. Theatrical performance is a key metaphor for fictionality in this research: as an 

archetypal structure in The Floating Theatre, then as theatricalisation of a free-speech 

platform in Cornered Speaker, discussed in the following section of this chapter.  

Both Plato and Aristotle placed mimesis (imitation) as a fundamental philosophical 

and aesthetic concern. Plato’s attitude in The Republic is one of ambivalence, claiming that 

fictional representation had nothing to do with the ‘essence’ of natural objects and we 

should be cautious of its power. While Aristotle also describes mimesis as an imitation of 

nature, he applies it as ‘action’ in Poetics, praising the use of imitation as a way of learning, 

in much the same way a child learns through imitation. Plato and Aristotle both viewed 

mimesis in a binary with reality: an imitation of something real, open to falseness as 

opposed to truth of the natural. The Platonic mimesis binary was largely unchallenged until 

the Age of Enlightenment when interest in ancient Greek texts was reignited.  

As a concept, mimesis occupies multiple trajectories of thought within Western art 

and philosophy. However, I will focus on theatre as a way to situate ideas of mimesis in 

performance. The birth of modern acting theory is credited to eighteenth-century French 

philosopher Denis Diderot’s Paradoxe sur le comédien, who repositioned Plato’s utopian 

ideal of mimesis by incorporating the actor’s imagination, which was then layered onto the 

actor’s body, ushering in ideas of expressiveness to the interpreter of text (Diderot, 1902). 

The second shift is typified by Russian theatre practitioner Konstantin Stanislavski’s 

“system”, an approach to performance technique that replaces mimesis for “genuine” 

actions rather than imitation of another (Stanislavski, 1938 (2008)). The third shift can be 

attributed to German theatre playwright and poet Bertolt Brecht’s twentieth-century work 

on the “epic theatre”, disrupting the actor’s demand for empathy by creating a distancing 

effect (Verfremdungseffekt), using direct address that eschews make-believe to alienate the 

audience (Brecht, 1965).  
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In the twenty-first-century, the material reality of theatrical space and the body of 

the actor are deconstructed by digital technologies and new concepts of mimesis are 

applied to the theatrical event. Emerging from the neo-avant-garde theatre of the 1960s, 

the dominance of spoken language is offset by the image, as articulated by performance 

theorist Hans-Thies Lehmann in Postdramatic Theatre, which describes the work of several 

global theatre companies working at the end of the twentieth century (Lehmann, 2006). 

The rupture in mimetic performance is characterised by a centrality of the theatrical event, 

reducing the importance of the text and the actor, who adopts an anti-mimetic form of 

address incorporating visual signals in ‘a simultaneous and multi-perspectival form of 

perceiving’. Lehman suggests a ‘fictive cosmos’ where the world is ‘abstracted but intended 

for the imagination and empathy of the spectator to follow and complete the illusion’ 

(2006, p. 22).  

Figure 51 - Guilio Cesare (1997) Socìetas Raffaello Sanzio 

Theatre director Romeo Castellucci’s 1997 performance of Giulio Cesare exemplifies 

how mimetic representation of character is redressed by a post-dramatic theatre by fore-

fronting the physicality of the actor. Many of the actors are blatantly cast as non-normative 

bodies. Two very thin women play the female characters, Caesar is played by a frail, aging 

man, Cicero an obese man resembling a sumo wrestler. Antonius is played by an actor 

speaking through a tracheostomy: the reality of the actor’s difficulty to undertake one of 

theatre’s most famous speeches through a microphone in his larynx subverts the audience’s 

mimetic expectation with a symbolic metaphor of the actor’s reality. The image and the 

individual bodily limitations of the actor bring renewed meaning to the performance, with 

the audience asked to form their own imaginative connection between the metaphor and 

the situation. 
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I suggest, however, that despite an anti-mimetic style of presentation, mimesis is 

still firmly present in the production of Guilio Cesare. The performer is still dressed as a 

Roman statesman and the speech is still delivered with the formal presence of 

Shakespeare’s intended characterisation. The concept of mimesis appears inadequate for 

explaining how the performance is perceived by the audience. Fictionality is perhaps a 

more useful term in understanding how the real body of the actor and embodiment of the 

fictional text create meaning.  

Theatre researcher Erika Fischer-Lichte discusses Guilio Cesare as destabilising the 

conventional unity of meaning read from the actor’s body and the world of the character. 

Instead the “order of presence” allows meaning to emerge.  

Focusing on the actor’s body meant forgetting the dramatic character 

completely; focusing on the character required a desperate attempt to overlook 

the very particular qualities of the actors’ or actresses’ bodies.  

(Fischer-Lichte, 2008, p. 86) 

She claims that there is a ‘perceptive multistability’ at work between the real body and 

fictional character (2008, p. 88). What is interesting about Fischer-Lichte’s interpretation is 

that fictionality is not seen as a stable order that creates certainty, in the same way that the 

perception of a character may be constructed with a genuine motivation as we might 

expect in the Stanislavski method, but there is an unresolved uncertainty between the real 

and the fictional that the audience must bridge intellectually, empathically or physically in 

order for meaning to emerge.  

Stability of order, in this case, means the highest degree of unpredictability. The 

process of perception turns out to be an entirely emergent process, over which 

the perceiving subject has no control.  

(2008, p. 88) 

Under a condition of instability, all elements of the production provide the tension 

between multiple orders of perception, the actors’ bodies, the space, the images and the 

soundscape. Applying Fischer-Lichte’s observations to public-space-performance, we begin 

to see how real and fictional worlds benefit from a “perceptive multistability” by creating a 

liminal position for the public to construct meaning.  
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In Verhoeven’s urban performance Ceci n’est pas… the performers in the vitrine are 

real people: a contortionist; a little person; a naked woman with an aging body; a pregnant 

teenager. The perceptive multistability holds these real bodies in relationship to the frame 

or representation: the vitrine and accompanying text. Fiction is not simply served up to the 

spectator, it emerges from the connection between what is real and what is representation.  

In order for the dramaturgy to emerge, the meaning must be incomplete. A dependency 

between fictional and real entities relies on clues and suggestions that there is an in-

between state, inviting the spectator to assemble the dramaturgy perceptively. 

No matter what form of mimesis a culture perceives as the closest representation to 

reality, from perspective painting of the Renaissance to computer generated fake videos of 

the 2020s, the gap between reality and fiction maintains a potential for new meaning to be 

perceptively constructed. Not all fictional entities work in the same way, for public art to 

maintain a liminal instability of perception between reality and fiction, there needs to be a 

careful use of fiction that renders it unstable.  

The challenge for the public art maker is therefore to maintain the potential for 

rupture of stabilities, between the reality of the urban environment and the fictionality of 

the art intervention, in order for the meaning to emerge through the perception of the 

spectator. The specific nature of fictionality becomes very important when it is charged 

with this role in the real urban environment. The kinds of fictions that are enacted in public 

space are therefore a matter of serious importance. Fiction that sets up a relationship to 

power systems invites the spectator to oscillate between real-world power systems and the 

fictional power, such as Verhoeven’s public vitrines, since emergent thinking implicates  

how the reality of our built environment is maintained. Public space performance has a 

distinct difference to theatrical performance in that it sits within a context of ‘real’ daily life, 

so the potential sustain the instability between fictional and real worlds is all the greater. 

 

Infiction and outfiction as a two-directional flow between reality and fiction  

Theatricality supports fiction as a two-directional interchange between the reality and 

fiction, not just because representation is a natural environment in theatre. It frames fiction 
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as a shared environment and this forces the observer to acknowledge a common grounding 

with other observers. As a physically shared space, the theatre building is real while the 

onstage representation is fictional according to the conventions of fourth-wall22 dramas, 

and by implication the audience is asked to look past the real world in order to see the 

fictional world. Theatre theorist David Saltz looks at flaws in this ‘standard view’ of theatre 

to suggest that a two-directional flow between real and fictional worlds operates 

simultaneously, allowing the public to participate in both the infiction of the imagined world 

of the stage space and the outfiction of the auditorium space where the audience construct 

meaning from the theatrical event (Saltz, 2006a, p. 215). This is not intended as a binary 

definition, but an illustration that fictionality can be a consciously constructed domain with 

shared consistencies. The concepts of infiction and outfiction can similarly be applied to 

Fischer-Lichte’s “perceptive multistability”, assuming multiple sources to which in and 

outfiction can be applied. 

In order to project Saltz’s concepts out of the theatre environment and into public-

space-performance, where the auditorium is located within the city and embedded in 

multiple urban realities, it is necessary to interrogate the basis on which infiction and 

outfiction is constructed. Saltz is responding to problems in ‘make-believe’ theory, 

specifically the work of Kendall Walton, who uses the example of children’s games to 

explain how shared behaviour can be based on imagining or pretence. Walton describes a 

theoretical situation, whereby participants in a game of make-believe leap-frog over bears 

portrayed by tree stumps in the forest (Walton, 1990, p. 24). Acknowledging the stumps as 

bears is fundamental to this game of make-believe and the generation of “fictional truths”, 

with consistent rules for each of the players. The objects that aid us to participate are 

referred to as “props”, which are signifiers to allow multiple people to join in on the same 

game. The action of the participant in the game leads us to believe that ‘fictionally there is 

a bear’, because they have a prop as an ‘object of imaginings’ to help them enter the 

fictional world (1990, p. 37-38). Walton applies make-believe to theatre, assuming that 

 

22 Fourth-wall drama refers to a theatrical conceit that the performers in a drama inhabit a different 

space from the audience, divided by an imagined fourth wall. The audience are able to see through the wall, 
but the actors behave as if they cannot.  
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similarly to the bears, the audience experiences ‘objects of imagining’ through the actors’ 

presence. Saltz points out that this means the audience has no interest in the performance 

itself beyond what it represents.  

The second point of reference for Saltz is the idea of “seeing as” introduced by 

Austrian-British philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, illustrated in the classic rabbit/duck 

image. Utilising a popular magazine image of a rabbit that also looks like a duck, 

Wittgenstein illustrates how the image looks different depending on whether the concept 

of ‘rabbit’ or ‘duck’ is applied to it, and since the lines on the page that draw the image don’t 

change, it is the visual experience that undergoes a transformation (Wittgenstein, 1953 

(2010), p. 174).  

 

Figure 52 - Ludwig Wittgenstein, Duck-Rabbit (1953) 

 

 Saltz employs ‘seeing as’ in order to offer a solution to the ‘make-believe’ 

inconsistency by introducing two fields of fiction, the infiction of the world being portrayed 

on stage and the oufiction of the auditorium itself where the audience are participating in a 

coded game of make-believe called the theatre. At the core of make-believe is a 

‘metaphorical structuring of reality’ that can be instantly configured as the ‘fictional 

schema that structures the performance event the Infiction, which we can distinguish from 

the narrative content that we extract from the performance event, which I will call the 

Outfiction’ (Saltz, 2006b, p. 214). Rules of the game involve recognising a fictional stance 

within the field of the fictional environment it belongs to.  
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As an analytic tool for public-space-performance, infiction and outfiction help to 

clarify whose fiction is being addressed within a field of possible world fictions. Multiple 

fictional and real entities require a continuous seeing as, reading the cultural signals that 

enable a fictional stance, the ability to see in or out of a fictional position, allowing the 

participant and observer to reposition within any given situation. By way of example, I refer 

to the public-space-performance by German theatre director Christoph Schlingensief called 

Please Love Austria! Schlingensief is a master of perceptive multistability, drawing the 

public into a shared experience where the boundaries between fiction and reality are 

continually shifting. These ideas can also be understood through public-space-performance 

examples. 

Figure 53 - Christoph Schlingensief in Please Love Austria!, Vienna 2000 (Photo – David Baltzer/Zenit) 

Schlingensief’s 2000 spectacle, Bitte liebt Österreich! (Please Love Austria!) in Vienna, 

emulated a live reality TV show-inspired performance where immigrants housed in a 

temporary container complex outside the Vienna Opera House would be voted out by the 

public. The spectacle created a contentious encounter between the Austrian public and 

asylum-seeking immigrants, in a performance that bridged live performance with digital 

online presence and urban spectacle. Central to the tension of the performance was an 

ambiguity between fiction and reality, with Schlingensief involved daily as a provocateur, 

ranting from the top of the container complex.  

The week-long elimination contest offered the winner citizenship via marriage 

agreement (depending on volunteers), while every day two losers would be systematically 

deported back to their country of origin. At the top of the containers was a large banner 

reading ‘Foreigners Out!’, along with flags of the right-wing populist party FPÖ (Freedom 

Party of Austria), which director Schlingensief constantly referred to in daily public 

addresses, taunting the people of Vienna to some form of reaction. This parody of Big 



 120 

Brother (a popular television phenomenon launched just a year earlier) was spectacular in 

its polarity and intensity, causing widespread debate and international recognition.  

 Maintaining a fictional stance was constantly troubled by the potential that the real 

situation may be mimesis: no more than a theatrical pretence involving actors rather than 

real immigrants, yet knowing or not knowing the mimetic “truth” offered no relief since the 

public were implicated in their individual position towards the performance. The infiction 

and outfiction of the performance, following Saltz’s proposal, involves not only the 

competition of citizenship played out by the immigrants in the containers, but also the 

theatrical gesture of provoking a public debate in the inner city square. The immigrants 

may or may not be viewed as real immigrants, but the game is clearly a fictional 

construction with rules that do not correspond to known laws and rules of Austria’s 

immigration policy. The observer must therefore engage with the game show as infiction, 

something that has an internal logic that is different from the real world. The outfiction is 

the public platform on which the game show is played, and here the reality of the street 

sets up a wonderfully ambiguous relationship between what is real and what is fictional. 

The in and out is not a binary here; it sets up the potential that the observer is engaged 

within a field or outside the field, but the fields are dependent on each other.   

 Shlingensief’s constructed situation is an encounter of the other played out in the 

public domain. In the feature-length film about the event (Foreigners Out! Schlingensief’s 

Container, 2002, directed by Paul Poet), none of the interviewees knew if the container 

people were truly immigrants or performers, due in part to Shlingensief’s absolute 

commitment to the fictional stance. Standing on top of the container complex with 

megaphone in hand, he assumes an antagonist persona in order to rile and cajole the public 

into action. The encounter is not intended to empathically engage the public, but to push 

them into taking their own fictional stance, thereby revealing deep-seated beliefs about 

racism and equality. 

Please Love Austria has been comprehensively discussed for its contribution to 

political theatre, but also in terms of its conscious acknowledgement of Gestus as coined by 

Bertolt Brecht (Kluge, 2010, pp. 114-115) *****FILL IN WHAT THIS MEANS. This has 

special relevance to theatre and performance studies, however a more productive 
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consideration is to view Schlingensief’s method of participative engagement as taking a  

fictional stance. Using mimetic and anti-mimetic techniques of performance, he cajoles the 

public into being political and spatially productive. The public square and shipping-

container temporary homes are endowed with new meaning that shifts and changes with 

the public’s belief in what they are engaged in.  

Schlingensief’s container dramaturgy is emergent, meaning the spectator must 

engage their own attitudes and relationships to reality in order to connect to the fictional 

world presented. Kluge’s analysis of the performance as an application of Brecht’s Gestus 

device ‘indicating historical class positions in the present’ (p. 115), is insightful in its 

positioning of the spectator as politically activated through the retelling of the theatrical 

situation, however by considering fiction-as-method as a critique of the spatial, textural 

and performative elements highlights the considerable agency that the spectator embraces 

by confronting reality with fiction. If we consider Schlingenseif was taking a fictional 

stance, then the spectator is no longer positioned as solely within the real world while the 

dramatic world is fictional, rather the spectator themselves oscillates between real and 

fictional worlds.  

Fiction-as-method as a critical spatial practice signals a relationship between 

symbolic meaning and functional spatial qualities of the shipping containers in the Vienna 

public square. The containers created an imposing disruption to the everyday reality of the 

square, while a privileged view inside the complex via digital media allows the spectator to 

interpret the space as both fictional and real simultaneously. By inhabiting the in-between 

space of real and fictional dimensions, this dramaturgy emerges. If these spaces lose their 

perceptual instability, in other words if they become definitively real or definitively 

fictional, then the spectator space is no longer implicated into the dramaturgy.  

 

3.3  - The trickster, populism and fiction as a form of political 
division 

The political implications of fiction-as-method have particular relevance to global political 

events of the late 2010s and early 2020s, when the obfuscation of truth in pursuit of belief-

based ideologies finds a strong ally in the manipulation of fictional worlds. However, to 



 122 

what extent can fiction as the obscuring of truth be aligned with the consciously 

acknowledged fiction that we find in fiction-as-method? To what extent can fictional 

worlds productively create the “we” and “they” of ideological division? To approach these 

questions, two characteristics of political fiction are investigated: the archetypal trickster 

character, who intentionally parodies truth by creating fictions; and populism as a so-called 

ideology that aims to divide the public into ‘we’ and ‘they’, adopting the incompleteness of 

fiction to imply alternative ways of viewing reality. Identifying how fiction-as-method 

relates to the political arena raises questions for how public art can resist, or fall prey to, 

power structures.  

 

We and they: a political division 

In 2016 the Oxford Dictionary selected ‘post-truth’ as its word of the year (Word of the Year, 

2016), reflecting the proliferation of false or incorrect information amplified by the internet, 

where the everyday flow of information is no longer controlled by the state or mass media. 

A recent study showed how false stories on Twitter were shared dramatically more often, 

and more quickly, than true stories, particularly with regards to politics (Vosoughi, Roy & 

Aral, 2018, pp. 1 - 6). The term ‘illusory truth effect’ is used by psychologists to refer to how 

repeated statements are understood to be more truthful than statements that are new 

(Fazio, LK et al., 2015, p. 993). Influences such as selective exposure, confirmation bias and 

desirability bias, all play a part in aligning truth with deep set values and beliefs (Lazer et 

al., 2018, p. 1095).  

Post-truth is defined by the Oxford Dictionary as ‘relating to or denoting 

circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than 

appeals to emotion and personal belief’, advocated by the concept of ‘post-truth politics’, a 

peripheral term that claimed mainstream use in 2016, the year of the United States election 

of Donald Trump to president, and the European Union referendum in the United Kingdom.  

 Fiction obscuring the truth has been employed in PR as strategies to garner 

emotional complicity ever since the early 1920s when corporate public relations first 

appeared. Around that same time greater efforts were being to employed by journalists to 
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formalise norms around objectivity and balance, in response to the powerful World War I 

propaganda machine (Lazer et al., 2018, p. 1094), invigorated by new technologies to 

transmit mass consumer information: print and radio. Twenty-first century technologies - 

the internet, mobile phones, personal computers - have resulted in similar calls for state 

powers to control the spread of false information for the sake of the public. The use of 

fiction has become a powerful tool in the creation of public opinion, polarising the public 

through their relationship to truth and belief. Such a divisive approach is sometimes 

attributed to what theorists and cultural commentators call “populism” (Mudde, 2004, p. 

542).  

 

Populism in politics and art 

‘Political populism’ is a contentious term that has been widely used to mean a variety of 

things at different moments in history (Berezin, 2009; Betz, 1994; Ernesto, 2005; Jagers & 

Walgrave, 2007). Dutch political scientist Cas Mudde defines populism as ideology that 

separates society into ‘two opposed groups, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite”’ 

(Mudde, 2004, p. 562), while political theorist Ernesto Laclau calls it a divisive strategy 

between the ‘underdog’ against ‘those in power’ (Laclau, 2005, p. 87). Chantal Mouffe 

claims political left and political right populism both aim to ‘federate unsatisfied demands’, 

the difference being how ‘we’ and ‘they’ are defined (Mouffe, 2018, p. 23).  

Populism can be applied to any domain, including the art world. Artists such as the 

anonymous activist Banksy uses fiction-as-method to create a populist division between 

the “we” and “they”, albeit through a politically leftist reading, identifying the common 

enemy of the status quo as oligarchy. Like a contemporary Robin Hood, he embraces a 

fictional stance, swooping in unseen and leaving characteristic trademark graffiti stencils 

that expose the division of “they” (the powerful) and “we” (the underdog). Global art 

institutions collaborate in enabling this fictional stance, actively participating in the 

creation of events that empower Banksy’s anti-elitist political artworks. The mystery of the 

faceless Banksy might be compared to the fictional vigilante character Zorro from early 

twentieth century American pulp fiction novels, or the comic book hero Batman from 1930s 

DC Comics, both whom act in the name of the common people to expose criminals and 
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misfits, despite their own connections to wealth and privilege.23  

In 2018, an elaborate ploy to ridicule the art market by one of Banksy’s artworks 

being on-sold at Sotheby’s, made international headlines when an image Balloon Girl 

shredded itself within its frame moments after being sold for £1.04 million (Christian, 

2018). Banksy responded to the event by claiming that he never wished his paintings to be 

on-sold and therefore had laid this elaborate trap several years before. Whilst the event 

itself is believed to have increased the value of the artwork, the prank was clearly a 

deepening of the politically left populist sentiment that the elite art world is the enemy of 

street art intended for ‘the people’. 

 

 

 

Figure 54 – Banksy’s Girl with Balloon, 

shortly after it was shredded at Sotheby’s in 

2018 (Photo - NY Times) 

The Trickster  

Banksy’s anonymous persona can be read as an archetypal ‘trickster’, deliberately 

withholding information or misleading people for the sake of exposing hypocrisy. The 

‘trickster’, a term popularised by nineteenth-century anthropology and folklore scholarship, 

subverts from the margins, according to cultural studies researcher Lori Landay.  

[T]hey use impersonation, disguise, theft, and deceit to expose hypocrisy and 

inequality, to subvert existing social systems, and to widen their sphere of 

 

23 In 2001, Banksy was commissioned to make an artwork on the wall of the underground carpark of 

the Swiss embassy in London. Banksy’s response was a picture of Lenin with a mohawk, named Vulture 

Capitalists. Despite a conventional relationship with a wealthy commissioning patron, Banksy maintains 

a branded “cool capital” that appears resistant to power (McGuigan, 2011, p. 12). 
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power… He performs his tactical ridicule in the public sphere, mocking and 

subverting the existing political, social, and economic structures.  

(Landay, 1998, p. 2) 

Other skilled tricksters include the performance artists and activists The Yes Men, whose 

hoaxes allow them to impersonate political officials in order to address official assemblies 

with preposterous admissions of guilt. In May 2002, The Yes Men posed as representatives 

of the World Trade Organisation to give a presentation to a conference of Certified 

Practising Accountants in Australia. They presented a lengthy lecture where they 

announced that the WTO would be shut down completely and rebranded as the Trade 

Regulation Organisation, charged with making corporations more responsible (Men, 2002). 

Once the hoax was complete, they revealed the fiction, but only once the deceit had been 

fully embraced. Described as ‘culture jamming’ by theatre theorist Florian Malzacher, The 

Yes Men claim that ‘sometimes it takes a lie to expose the truth’ (Malzacher, 2014, p. 155). 

 

 

 

Figure 55 - The Yes Men demonstrate the golden phallus, 

impersonating WTO members in Finland (Photo - Yes Men) 

Fiction-as-method applied to politics ‘as’ performance 

Trust me, I’m telling you stories. (Winterson, 1989, p. 159) 

Throughout his US presidency (2017—2021), Donald Trump demonstrated characteristics 

of the ‘trickster’, using sarcasm and mischief to create change (Chernenko, 2019). The 

Washington Post claimed that during this time he used 30,573 untruths, ‘averaging about 21 

erroneous claims a day’ (Trump’s false or misleading claims total 30,573 over 4 years, 2021). 

The widespread deployment of fiction-as-method helped create a populist division, 

however reframing this as performance reveals some relevant common ground for fiction-

as-method deployed in public-space-performance.  

The scale and effectiveness of Trump’s fiction-as-method illustrates the potential 

for public art to impact the political sphere and create change, an affirmation of its 
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performative potential. Populist politics and public art share common methods of fiction in 

manipulating mimesis, open-ended possible worlds futures, and insinuated infiction and 

outfiction relationships to truth. Taking a fictional stance in political rhetoric requires a 

cynical view of politics as fundamentally fictional, however this is consistent with Trump’s 

experience in the entertainment industry, specifically professional wrestling (Pearson, 

2017), where ‘two games are afoot’ (Mazer, 2017, p. 198). Cynicism does not preclude 

taking a fictional stance so long as the public are equally cognisant of its fictionality, 

explaining the populist division between those who accept false statements as a necessary 

fiction towards an end, and the political left’s position of refuting the factuality of each 

statement, a position shared by fact-based news media. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 56 - Trump and Kim amble in the hotel grounds (Photo - ABC News) 

 Read as performance, a rich example of Trump’s use of fiction-as-method can be 

found in his first meeting with North Korean Supreme Leader Kim Jong-un on the holiday 

island of Sentosa in Singapore in June 2018. Fiction is reiterated through familiar 

entertainment tropes overlaid with political ceremony. In the months leading up to their 

meeting, primed by a style of rhetoric familiar to wrestling entertainment, there was a bout 

of public name-calling, personal insults and threats. Donald Trump’s belittling naming of 

the North Korean leader as ‘Rocket Man’ was met by Kim Jong-un’s ‘dotard’, escalating 

personal attacks of macho antagonism (Stevens, 2018).  

Shortly into the first meeting, Trump presented Kim with a short video on a mobile 

electronic tablet, later shared with the media in lieu of any extensive policy documents. The 

video is a kitschy utopian promo clip in the style of a movie trailer, featuring both men in 

lead roles, with the US-accented narration challenging North Korea to ‘show vision and 
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leadership… or not’. This propaganda film mixes male heroism with inspirational slogans 

appealing to common sense and self-affirmation, advocating “a moment to remake 

history” (Hains, 2018). The globalised city is a central theme in Trump’s video. Images of 

high-speed trains, people and goods travelling between continents and time-lapse 

sequences of globally recognisable monuments underscore a belief structure embedded in 

globalisation. The fiction portrayed exposes the power system being addressed: a free-

market fluidity between individually constructed utopias, sidelining political idealism and 

interference from the global imaginary with individual notoriety. Donald Trump’s fiction 

reveals more about his own belief system than any policy discussions that may or may not 

take place subsequently. 

 

Figure 57 - Screenshots from the video President Trump showed to North Korean 

leader Kim Jong-un during their summit (photo - marketwatch.com) 

In one of the many media snippets capturing peripheral moments around the 

meeting, Kim Jong-un is overheard making an off-the-cuff statement to Trump (through 

his translator) that ‘there are many people who will think of this as a scene from a fantasy, a 

science-fiction movie' (AP, 2018). Reality and fiction maintain a symbolic order through 

which new possibilities may arise, Kim’s acceptance of the fictional realm of his meeting 
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with Trump shows how intertwined the two orders really are.24 American cultural critic and 

philosopher Steven Shaviro addresses the relationship between science fiction and reality 

as ‘emotional and situational, rather than rational and universalizing’ (Shaviro, 2016, p. 9), 

perhaps Kim’s observation is therefore acknowledging the power of a fictional stance to 

confirm a shared ‘we’ and ‘they’.  

Trickster actors are encountered in the built environment throughout the global 

city; fast food restaurants with children’s playgrounds, airport departure and arrival routes 

that channel the public through duty free shops in order to exit, retail warehouses exteriors 

covered in 2-d printed architectural features, redevelopment hoardings covered in replica 

plastic greenery, corporate buildings with public sculptures in the foyer, business leaders 

and city administrators who reconstruct promises into vagaries, gigantic floating rubber 

ducks and inflatable expo tents, these are some of the many forms the trickster can take. A 

trickster dismisses ideology as simply another costume, reductively comparing political 

action to self-promotion, and financial gain as the levelling order of social motivation. The 

global city tolerates trickster architecture and trickster leadership as necessary props in the 

dramaturgy of global marketing, indulging in a self-image that camouflages its fictionality 

behind cynicism. Exposing the fictional dimension of trickster structures and trickster 

personalities brings the public closer to the real ideologies driving social and political 

power.  

 

 

  

 

24 This is the premise for a fictional reading of the Trump/Kim meeting, written as a screenplay as part of 

the research process. This can be found within the visual documentation in the second part of this thesis, to 
view follow the link in the Ruukku article (p79). 
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3.4 - The Cornered Speaker: a public-space-performance 
fictionalising the free-speech platform 

This section introduces the second principal public-space-performance work I developed 

through this research. Cornered Speaker derives its name from a simple inversion of the 

Speakers’ Corner free-speech platform located in Albert Park, Auckland. Cornered Speaker 

mimics the original, yet this fictional speakers’ platform denies its apparent concrete 

construction to move through the city as a conduit for addressing individual attitudes to 

free speech as a right of individual expression. The performance, referencing an historic use 

of fiction supporting the monumental city25 concept, tactically mobilises itself to speak to 

the global city, asking ‘how are public spaces maintained by fictional and real concepts of 

free speech?’ This public-space-performance uses multiple urban locations to apply fiction-

as-method; proposing possible worlds of fiction to undermine the one-world frame, 

manipulating mimesis through language and performance design, empowering the public 

to take a fictional stance, and utilising infiction/outfiction as a dramaturgical tool for 

performance making. I will discuss Cornered Speaker in three sections: an initial interaction 

with the real Speakers’ Corner platform and its historic links to the free-speech movement 

of the 1960s; a workshopped performance that reactivates the structure as a mobile 

platform going from place to place; and a proposed future phase of the performance 

infiltrating public and private spaces.  

 The most important rule for an individual in this fight, is to… 

Our people are… 

There can be only one… 

Nothing is more radical than… 

We are not living in… 

Anger has a long history of bringing… 

Maybe you can’t override prejudice overnight, but… 

 

25 See section 8 of Chapter 2, the Monumental City uses strategy and place and to construct a spatial 

authority. 
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Figure 58 - The researcher/ performer and collaborating musician Hermione Johnson, Albert Park, Auckland. (Photo - J. 

Radford) 

So begins Cornered Speaker in Albert Park in central Auckland, delivered by the 

performer (myself) from the concrete dais designated by the Auckland Council for free 

speech, a solid platform with steel pipe barrier. Standing in solidarity just below is fellow 

performer, Hermione Johnson, playing the violin with weeping sweeps. ‘You will never be 

free, until…’, the speech sets up seemingly familiar truisms that remain unfulfilled, half-

claims that implicate the observer to take a position. Mounted on the front of the platform 

is an official notice from Auckland Council announcing Speakers’ Corner rules and 

regulations.  

Show courtesy to others.  

Respect alternative opinions.  

Be lawful.  

No offensive language.  

No amplification of any kind.  
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No promotion of commercial products.  

Maximum of 15 minutes per person if others are waiting. 

The performance location exercises an apparent right to free speech, catered for by the 

city in the form of this archaic piece of architectural furniture, a decidedly analogue 

platform in a digital age of social media and online feedback mechanisms.  

The platform is named after the famous Hyde Park Speakers’ Corner in London, 

discussed earlier with reference to EPOS 257’s work,26 however Auckland’s Speakers’ 

Corner is endowed with local rules and regulations, shackled to the ground with reinforced 

concrete, and sidelined to the eastern corner of the park, away from the centrally located 

monuments and water feature. Real and fictional histories merge at this iconic public 

space, on one hand informed by real cultural artefacts of protest and the fight for liberal 

freedoms of social justice, on the other hand fictional concepts of ideological tolerance 

constructed by power systems to conceal censorship and social controls. Speakers’ Corner 

is a title that embraces its colonial origins and produces its own histories. 

The Speakers’ Corner – a global import with fictional and real dimensions 

Speakers’ Corner in London’s Hyde Park is a place 

where, we are led to believe, anyone from anywhere 

is able to speak freely on any subject of their 

choosing, without fear of persecution. Enriched by 

imagined and actual concepts of freedom, this 

celebrated public space symbolises Western liberal 

attitudes of free speech and a democratic right to 

individual expression. London’s Speakers’ Corner 

was, in fact, originally used for a different kind of public declaration. In the twelth century, 

the public could observe criminals speaking their last words before being hanged from a 

tree, a practice that continued until the late eighteenth century. Prisoners were given the 

chance to give their ‘last dying speech’ before they were hanged (Sharpe, 1985, p. 144). 

According to social movements researcher John Roberts, the area became known over time 

 

26 EPOS 257 address the spatial implications of the civic free-speech area in section 1 of Chapter B. 

Figure 59 Hyde Park Speakers’ Corner in 1987 – 

Wikipedia, Creative Commons 
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as ‘a place for public dialogue about diminishing customary rights against the growing 

imposition of capitalist social relations and the rule of private property’ (Roberts, 2008, p. 

13). In 1866, the Reform League held public meetings in various parts of Hyde Park, which 

led to the 1872 Parks Regulation Act to provide police power to regulate gatherings there. 

The Act referred to ‘public address’ as a way of regulating decency. Under the reign of 

Queen Victoria, the state promoted civility and public morality to inspire national pride as 

the Crown’s subjects. Hyde Park’s Speakers’ Corner persists as a global symbol of 

democratic participation, emulated in parks around the world including, Singapore, 

Canada, Australia, Indonesia, Trinidad and 

Tobago, United States of America, Thailand, 

Italy and New Zealand.  

Albert Park in Auckland, a volcanic 

landform, was previously used by Māori for 

cultivation and home to Te Horotiu Pā (fortified 

settlement). In 1847, the British appropriated 

the pā as army barracks, then redesigned the area as a Victorian-style park in 1881. It was 

not until 1965 that the politically active free-speech movement in Auckland was awarded a 

specially designated free speech area, firstly a small space in nearby Meyers Park. After 

much public lobbying, Albert Park was later 

deemed more appropriate. Photographs by the renowned New Zealand photographer Ans 

Westra in 1971 show speakers standing on the grass or improvised boxes, but in 1975, 

archival council records show an aerial photograph with the concrete platform in place 

('Aerial Photographs of Auckland City,' 1975). At some stage in the intervening years, 

Council had evidently decided to fix the platform to the ground, perhaps to counteract 

unruly protesters who were, according to archival records, regularly making a mess of the 

nearby flower gardens ('Albert Park - General,' 1966-75; 'Finlay says he could have been one 

of those who caused mess,' 1969).  

Today, this functional structure is an underutilised relic of the free-speech movement, 

its symbolic meaning holding more capital than its practical value, yet it is still empowered 

by its official title. The object and the word, like Foucault’s ‘double position’, still hold an 

imaginative presence for the visitor. There is currently no law that denies public address in 

Figure 60 - Speakers' Corner in Singapore (image - Wikipedia) 
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any other part of the city. 

Figure 61 - Speakers' Corner rostrum, 

Auckland in 2020 (Photo: Author)  

Figure 62 - Speakers' Corner in Albert 

Park 1971 (Photo - Ans Westra, NZ 

National Archives) 

Figure 63 - snippet of aerial 

photograph showing concrete rostra 

in place, 1975 (photo - Auckland 

Council Archives) 

Addressing the past, performing the present 

In its first incarnation, Cornered Speaker was a public-space-performance on the Speakers’ 

Corner platform in Albert Park in 2020. Unannounced prior to the event and witnessed by 

passers-by and park users, it was an artistic response to the complex histories of this site 

and its English namesake. While this was not an historic re-enactment, it acknowledged 

past events through mimesis in its delivery, in order to address current social attitudes to 

the space. The platform as an object of public address is key to the presentational style, 

with language playing a crucial part in referencing the past, both imaginary and actual. The 

irony of free speech is that freedom, expressed by certain language in certain spaces, is 

frequently revealed by its absence: the enforced repression of language by power 

structures, according to legal scholar Owen Fiss (Fiss, 1998, p. 2). In this performance, the 

irony is highlighted through simple operations in language: unfinished truisms implicating 

the public through suggestion.27  

 

27 ‘Operational tactics’ in this instance means applying the same tactic of leaving the sentence 

unfinished, to a series of sentences.  This technique was developed out of a collaborative language game with 
a colleague, performer Tessa Martin in the rehearsal room. Workshop documentation is included in the digital 
exhibition accompanying this document. Two performers sit at either end of a large table as if addressing a 
press conference. Incomplete truisms are replied with more incomplete truisms, suggesting a positive or 
negative self-declaration, but without finishing the sentence the observer fills in the blanks with their own 
preconceptions. The teasing lack of resolve initiates the beliefs of the observer rather than the speaker.  
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 Just as the freedom to express an individual opinion 

through language is the idea underpinning Speakers’ Corner, 

repression of language is the driving justification for power 

systems to police public space on behalf of a perceived 

common good. State silencing of anti-government 

protesters was famously put to the test during the anti-

Vietnam War protests in Auckland, where renowned activist 

Tim Shadbolt, photographed standing on a portable wooden 

tea chest, was arrested at Albert Park Speakers’ Corner in 

April 1970 for offensive language, an incident he refers to in 

his highly influential counter-culture book Bullshit & 

Jellybeans (Shadbolt, 1971). The offending word, “bullshit”, 

was enough to earn him an initial 25 days in prison. Events 

such as these can be seen as a test to public freedoms of speech, just as they validate the 

silencing of socially unacceptable address. Shadbolt’s speech was challenging social norms 

of the late 60s and early 70s, confronting power and punishable with all the legislative force 

available to a conservative society in comparison to today’s standards. His arrest and 

incarceration was, in hindsight, represented a silencing of liberal values, ahead of their time 

for mainstream New Zealand in 1971. 

 My 2020 performance on the same location, standing on the city-sanctioned 

permanent concrete platform, is both mimetic and anti-mimetic, freely manipulating these 

two modes of performance. The language mimics historic speeches, but without 

theatricality of character or props. Open-ended truisms cannot be interpreted within a 

single, one-world frame and their incompleteness suggests multiple possible worlds of 

fiction. The observer, like the two performers, is grounded in a reality of Albert Park, itself 

informed by real and fictional histories, while the speaker presents elements of real public 

address and elements of pure representation. The violinist performs an important function 

here, in dialogue with the speaker, confirming the event as aesthetically considered: it is a 

performance. From these signals, the observer is able to adopt a fictional stance. The 

conditions of fictionality are met, the speaker is represented by something tangible, and 

they are recognisably situated within a frame of performance in order to engage in a two-

Figure 64 - Tim Shadbolt speaking at 

Albert Park Protest 1970 (Photo: 

Murray Cammick) 
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direction relationship between reality and fiction. As a tactical public-space-performance, 

fiction is employed as method, inviting a new reading of the space and its political 

dimension.  

Mobilising the free-speech platform, creating a fictional public address 

The next stage of this performance project was to address the physical structure (the free-

speech podium), transforming its relationship to the city and foregrounding its fictional 

world qualities, without losing a connection with the real Speakers’ Corner and its inherent 

histories. As a performed experiment, how far could the performance be pushed towards 

fiction before the two-directional relationship was no longer effective? I decided the 

platform should become mobilised, in order to travel through the city. However, before 

elaborating on the solution, the problem requires a brief discussion.  

The fixed place of the concrete Speakers’ Corner rostrum was a strategic response 

from the city authorities to what had been, up until the 1970s, a tactical mobility to move 

wherever the protester or free-speech speaker desired. What had been an ill-defined area 

of the park, where speakers could stand on their own box or chair, was, some time after 

Shadbolt’s speech in 1971, cast in concrete and tethered to the ground. This can be 

interpreted as a strategic gesture, a symbolic concession to allow the continuation of free 

speech but under a tighter reign of control. The civic authorities absorbed the liberal 

demand for free speech by adopting the free-speech platform in Albert Park as part of their 

own strategy, adding a few of their own values as rules and regulations along the way. This 

is an effective response from a progressive power structure, ensuring that it moves with the 

times, yet it is also presents its own problems. In appropriating some, but not all, values of 

the free-speech movement, they become arbiter of what is, and isn’t, freedom of speech. 

The irony of free speech, introduced earlier by Fiss, also recognises that freedom only 

benefits the privileged few, while silencing those who have no capacity to address the 

public (Fiss, 1998, p. 5). Fiss cautions that state power also has the ability to enable the 

minority view and therefore is not always the “enemy” of free speech (1998, p. 2). Could 

public perceptions of free speech therefore be more directly confronted by leaving the 

state, or civic, sanctioned space of the Speakers’ Corner? This question is the premise of the 

next development of the performance.  
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The Cornered Speaker becomes a mobile intervention  

   
 
 
 
 

 

How would the performance develop if the platform was no longer attached to its place 

in Albert Park? Could it function as a mobile object, claiming free-speech authority in 

different parts of the built environment, by infiltrating everyday social laws and rules of 

public spaces in the city? I built a faithful reproduction of the concrete platform from wood, 

light enough for one person to move, and coated with plaster and sand to resemble 

concrete, a tubular steel banister inserted into the top and trolley wheels attached to the 

underside. The painted finish allowed observers to see that this was clearly a copy of some 

other thing, regardless of whether they were familiar with the real platform in Albert Park. 

I chose two local areas to test the performance: Ponsonby Road, an upmarket 

commercial district and real-estate hot-spot; and Karangahape Road, the city’s iconic 

former red-light district currently undergoing an urban planning revamp as the area is 

slowly gentrified. I wheeled the structure to a handful of locations, prominent street 

corners, hence the name Cornered Speaker, with an open aspect to pedestrian and vehicle 

traffic. The title also applies to being forced into a place or situation that is hard to escape 

within the conditions of the global city. Accompanied by musician Hermione Johnson, we 

came up with a new set of speeches based on improvised language games that took a 

recognisable form of protest language but instead of a call for change, it names change 

that has already passed. Acting as the speaker, I mounted the platform to address everyday 

movements in the city, the immediate area and the gap between knowing and acting upon 

Figure 65 - Central city location of inner city area 

for performances  (image – Google Maps) 

Figure 66 - Location of performances, Ponsonby & 

Karangahape Roads (image - Googlemaps) 
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pertinent problems within this environment.28  

“I’m here today to announce the end of cars. They’ve been 

good to us, they gave us the ability to live in one place and 

work on the other side of town, to get away for the weekend 

or simply to drive around with no destination at all. But now 

they’re gone. Cars are now officially abolished. We all knew 

this was coming sooner or later, so now it’s arrived. The end 

of cars.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 67 - Cornered Speaker wooden(faux concrete)  

platform on location in Ponsonby Road 2020 (photo - 

 

28 The improvisation work with Tessa Martin in 2019 structured a comedy of manners for public 

address statements. The concept of the workshop was to present public statements that announced the 

absolute end for those being addressed, but for which the speaker was unaffected. Most scenarios announced 

the absolute end of something of global significance, implying that any discussion or refute was impossible. 

Alongside the speaker was a witness, standing in an act of solidarity but also empathising with those being 

addressed, effectively put in a double position of “us” and “them”. The comedy comes from the duality of 

speech and silence, responsibility and innocence, public address and private alliance. An array of situations, 

from announcing a personal death to publicly declaring the end of capitalism, many of which were edited into 

a short film in their own right, sharing the roles to understand the role of speaker and witness. Documentation 

can be found in the visual documentation at the end of Cornered Speaker. 
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Author) 

The speaker is announcing something that has already occurred, in this case an absurd 

proposition that there are no more cars, as of today. But the speech isn’t pure idiocy; it 

voices the double bind we find ourselves in as a society, conscious that cars are the cause of 

ecological and material problems but we drive them, buy them and desire them anyway. To 

declare that cars are already gone is to accept the painful end of one era that is simply and 

wholeheartedly accepted, as opposed to the ongoing reality of an battle between what we 

know and what we are prepared to sacrifice. 

 Applied to this public-space-performance, the speech expresses a possible future, 

recognisably fictional yet a sentiment - that cars in the city are a nuisance and an ecological 

problem - is shared by many observers. The mid-afternoon street corner is animated by the 

sound of vehicles, and while drivers sit frustratedly at the traffic lights, pedestrians keep a 

keen eye on the stationary cars as they tentatively cross the street. The fictional text, that 

cars have been completely banned, could not be further from the truth, but the belief that 

their dominance in this part of the city should be curbed is shared by many passers-by as 

they catch our gaze in recognition. Stationary drivers at the lights smile, a couple shout out 

a few words. The live moment is shared between performers and the public.  

 The next location, a street corner outside a fashionably redeveloped market 

building, gains more interactions with pedestrians, as the text changes to refer to the real-

estate redevelopments. The same technique calls an end to redevelopment, a ludicrous 

proposition given the amount of building works in the area. People stop to speak with us, a 

mixture of comments about the subject of the text, and the nature of the performance. 

Both the infiction of the speech content, and the outfiction of standing with the public on an 

elevated platform, are discussed without any sense of binary between these two worlds. 

 The final location for the day is a wide street corner on Karangahape Road, 

Auckland’s only inner city street with a Māori name until the mid-twentieth century was a 

pathway between two important landmarks of Māori settlement. The evocative name 

‘Karangahape’ can be broken down as karanga (meaning a callout or a summoning), and 

Hape (the name of a chief or perhaps a demi-god), conjuring numerous meanings and 

stories, both mythical and historical. According to legend, Hape was a club-footed tohunga 
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(leader) who arrived from the mythical homeland of Hawaiiki ahead of his canoe on a 

stingray and called to his people from the ridge as they arrived on the foreshore (Best, 

1899, p. 51). Karangahape Road was once a busy retail street that fell into decline from the 

late 1960s, became the city’s red-light district in the 70s and 80s, with an abundance of 

counterculture bars and music venues. Gentrification in the 2000s introduced boutiques 

and cafes into the area. 

The Cornered Speaker occupies a barren corner. There is a carelessness about this 

immediate area the long-term consequence of lethargic urban transition, where drugs, 

violent encounters, seedy bars, and prostitution have all played a part in its unsettling 

charm. As the violin plays a disturbing drone, the speaker announces “the end of 

Karangahape Rd”, referring to the slow self-conscious invigoration of infrastructure works 

to the area by Council.  

 “Karangahape Road has been great to all of us. It's provided cheap 

rent for people to do arty things, to start new businesses, to hang out and 

take drugs, to offer your services, no matter what your orientation. K Rd 

has been good for us, it has allowed all of us to do whatever we wanted 

without much interference from anyone whatsoever, but that’s it, it’s 

over, I can now declare the old K Road officially gone.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 The utilitarian platform fits in with the corner carpark as an unsettling extension of 

the existing landscape. Flanked by rubbish bins and a motorway onramp, the mobility of 

the platform is affirmed by a transient atmosphere. So much in this area is already on 

Figure 68 - The wailing speaker performed in duet with musician Hermione Johnson 

(Photo - M Dimitrijevic)) 
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wheels, ready to be shifted out. The words take on a new meaning, as confirmation that 

this abject environment has reached its natural end, finishing the performance with 

extroverted public wailing unbecoming to a public figure. Accompanied by the lamenting 

violin, the speaker’s head tilted to the sky, wails for the end of alternative subcultures, of 

counter-publics and the socially outcast. The area now stands for the status quo. Such a 

cynical possible future finds resonance in this liminal space as a fiction that twists reality a 

little to confirm what is incrementally happening already.  

Public-space-performance applies fiction-as-method to this urban location; the 

‘possible worlds’ approach to future statements to describe the present, mimetic and anti-

mimetic devices to create a live performance environment, a space where the public 

engages with the infiction of the language and the outfiction of the situation in dialogue 

through taking a fictional stance. What is missing from this performance is a connection to 

the virtual world of free speech, a vital feature of twenty-first century everyday life that 

grants the right to speech to any person able to navigate the various gateways of access to 

the internet. 

Cornered Speaker and the digital realm: a public proposal 

The third version of Cornered Speaker is presented here as a proposal for future 

performances. In light of the dominance of the digital realm in providing platforms for 

public address, the archaic concrete/wooden platform contradicts the immateriality of 

virtual space in a new phase of performance.  

The advent of social media since the 2000s, and the diminishing dominance of news 

media, has significantly shifted the free speech debate away from state control and 

towards the self-regulated marketplace of privately owned platforms. Until very recently, 

there was little recourse for liberal state powers29 to challenge freedom of speech as it 

applies to social media. The public can access to the internet via a plethora of technical 

 

29 Authoritarian state apparatus have successfully, systematically curbed the influence of social media 

and online platforms. In China, the online public are refused access to social media platforms not sanctioned 
by the government. World-leading private company Facebook, with 2.7 billion active users, is unable to 
operate within China (Most popular social networks worldwide as of January 2021, ranked by number of active 
users, 2021).  
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gateways that are privately owned, while it is the responsibility of the (predominantly 

privately owned) platforms to decide what kind of free speech is acceptable or not. When 

we participate in public address on Facebook, for example, our content becomes the 

property of Mark Zuckerberg as a major shareholder. Getting to the platform also requires 

negotiating a series of gatekeepers: the web host providers, search engines, domain name 

providers, Internet Service Providers and, of course, the hardware and software providers 

(Yemini, 2018, p. 152). Each of these have their own rules and regulations which we as users 

willingly accept. While we are ‘free’ to ‘add content here’, it is a highly regulated 

environment where any diversion from the path is met with expulsion.  

As the liberal political landscape scrambles to keep up with private control of public 

debate, 2020 and 2021 have seen some dramatic first steps towards government 

intervention. In January 2021, global social media company Twitter permanently suspended 

the account of sitting US President Donald Trump in an unprecedently high-profile case 

likely to be the subject of debate for years to come (Twitter). Legal scholar Patrick 

Ganninger concludes that while the suspension does not contravene the First Amendment 

of US law, it does threaten freedom of speech when ‘companies like Twitter [are] 

possessing unilateral discretion to control access to their platforms’ (Ganninger, 2021). 

Free-speech implications for the global city are far from being resolved, with pressure from 

both sides of the argument for and against public controls placed on digital freedoms. 

The analogue concrete platform of Cornered Speaker gains relevance when it is 

amplified in the virtual domain, allowing an address to be heard by larger audiences. But 

how can the interface between virtual and analogue worlds be addressed in this 

performance? The proposed third stage of performance draws on texts from online 

platforms, introducing a new language game collaging multiple free-speech texts from 

social media and online opinion platforms, public accusations, self-affirmations, belief-

based statements that contradict scientific knowledge and publicly voiced dissent. The 

language operation replaces proper nouns with “us” or “them”, implicating the observer 
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and removing the specificity of the speech for universal themes.30  

3.5 – Adapting public-space-performance through tactics of 
fiction: contribution to an exhibition 

The final section explores the tactical use of fiction to transform performance work to an 

exhibition space. The context is the Prague Quadrennial of Performance Design & Space 

(PQ), and the work experiments with the structural template of the playhouse theatre, 

introduced in chapter 2, into four installation situations. As critical spatial practice, the 

adaptations bring theoretical critique of fiction-as-method into a playful dialogue with 

public-space-performance practice, producing new spaces and social arrangements.  

Established in 1967, PQ is a four-yearly event closely aligned to international trends 

in professional theatre design and scenography studies, echoing both academic and 

industry movements. It assembles global representation in four different categories: 

Exhibitions of Countries and Regions; Special Thematic Exhibition; Student Exhibition; and 

Performance Space Exhibition. The city of Prague hosted the 2019 quadriennial at the 

Prague Industrial Palace, where multiple pavilions became public access points for 

exhibition, lectures and discussions. The theme for 2019 was ‘Porous Borders’, with 75 

countries represented and 70,000 visitors recorded over the 10 days. 

As one of six artists in the national exhibition from New Zealand, I was selected by 

national committee to participate in the group exhibition, spatially linked around curators 

Stuart Foster and Sven Mehzoud’s concept of a deconstructed waka (Māori canoe). The 

group format allowed each artist to produce their own content, with the curators tying 

 

30 A 2017 online rant about bus lanes by New Zealand media celebrity and opinionated news 

presenter, Mike Hosking, provides an example for this language operation. It was published on the website 
Greater Auckland Inc., established in 2008 as a public forum for public transport issues in the Auckland area.  

This is a PC world gone mad. People don’t want to bother with this nonsense. It’s our 
right to speak our mind. I say what I think. They want to suck you in, it’s an ideological 
scandal. They want to rob you. They think we will acquiesce to their mad experiment. 
Here’s the truth, we just don’t like them. 98 beats 2. (Inc., GA, 2017).  
 

Political populism is a particular public sphere where the use of fiction-as-method can be identified.  
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together the collective work within an aesthetic ‘flotsam’ around a central waka. 

Discussions with the curators throughout the process went some way to standardise the 

materiality—plywood structures lashed together with boating twine, with digital devices 

embedded into the structure—and encouraged a fluidity between documentation and 

spatial engagement. My discussion of the exhibition focusses on my own contribution to 

the group work, rather than the exhibit as a whole. 

The challenge given by the curators was to re-present the key design issues, which 

The Floating Theatre proposed as scenography, into a spatialised proposition, which 

included documentation of the original work but was not dependent on it. I chose to make 

four installations, each structured around a situation, represented by an object and an 

action. The public would be invited to participate in each situation, following a ‘script’ 

between the performer and the public, either transmitted via soundtrack or as an invitation 

to read from cards.  Part One, Dual Viewing Reality (DVR), used the lure of video 

documentation on a mobile phone screen to draw the public into an intimate relationship 

with a stranger via a purpose-made viewing device with two apertures. Part Two, Carousel 

light-box, focussed on the dramaturgy between interior and exterior arenas of a moving-

shadow light-box, using theatrical conventions to set up a relationship between watching 

and being watched. Part Three, Inflatable Theatre, looked at how a temporary structure 

could  depend entirely on the participation of the public to keep the object standing. Part 

Four, This City, saw the playhouse become a template for urban planning, constructing a 

participatory game, building a miniature city with the theatre at its centre. The written 

scripts are included in the Appendix IV (p. 200).  

Collectively and individually these installations significantly inform my practice, as 

illustrated in the subsequent public-space-performance discussed in  Chapter 4, Drifting. 

The shared fiction within each situation created moments of discussion and self-reflection 

between the public and the artist, and between the public themselves. Following the 

conditions of public-space-performance, each installation created a spectacle and an 

intimate encounter. By expanding the context of public encounter to the exhibition space 

rather than the street, a more studied approach to the dramaturgy emerged. 

Transformation through scale and representation of the archetype of the playhouse were 

effectively experiments of operational strategies, using repetition to discover new 
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possibilities. 

Part One - Dual Viewing Reality - DVR 

Participants sit at right angles to one another, viewing a four-minute video mounted inside 

the Dual Viewing Reality (DVR). Mobile phone footage of The Floating Theatre project is 

reflected to both viewers via internal mirrors, however when the images are interrupted by 

a blank screen, hidden lights illuminate the viewers and they are intimately connected. 

Subtitles are used as subtext to question who is observing who. Finally, the screen 

illuminates once again with the recorded image of the narrator’s face. The DVR is named to 

playfully reference Virtual Reality (VR). As an analogue device, the DVR uses virtual images 

to produce an intimate moment between strangers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 69 - two participants view the DVR, Prague 2019 (photo - author) 

 
Figure 70 –  (left) interior reveals video footage of The Floating Theatre in-situ, (right) tactical moments reveal the face of the 

other viewer.    
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 The invitation of this box-like viewing chamber is to view video documentation of 

The Floating Theatre, an informative video accompanied by narration that describes the 

journey from sea to the city. The secondary function is to create a situation where intimacy 

and theatrical illusion are thematically revealed to each of the viewers as a participatory 

experience. There is a clearly defined infiction world of the narrated video, while the 

outfiction interaction of participants is integrated into the experience. The reflected video 

manipulates mimesis by switching between screen and mirror qualities, confusing the 

narrator’s face with that of the viewer, and returning to the virtual image. The viewer is 

invited to take a fictional stance as subtitles scroll underneath the reflected partner-

viewer, and possible worlds are maintained through incompleteness as the virtual and real 

are inconclusively brought together.  

 

 
 
 

 

The installation provides an apt study for the conditions of fictionality brought into 

dialogue with reality within a performance situation, creating space for the participant to 

imaginatively project their own values. The framed human face produces a moment of 

intimacy, a representation that becomes real, while the pretext of a specially designed 

analogue viewing device (DVR) provides a playful interaction that frames the experience of 

watching and being watched.  

Figure 72 - screen image of narrator in DVR 

(photo - author) 

Figure 71 - participant is reflected into the blank 

screen halfway through experience (photo - author) 
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Part Two - Light-box Carousel 

 

Figure 73 - Exterior view of the Carousel light box, as two members of the public approach (photo - Author) 

The archetypal playhouse is represented by a light-box carousel, the exterior side walls are 

illuminated by an interior carousel projection of moving shadows. At either end, red 

curtains invite the public to peer into the interior where the carousel mechanism is 

revealed, however in doing so they become participant in a theatrical situation: a giant 

head in a miniaturised theatre within a theatre. 

 

Figure 74 - Interior reveals the carousel and shadow mechanisms, distorting scale for the viewer (photo - Author) 

The interior reveals a wire-framed model of The Floating Theatre, the same dimensions 

as the luminous carousel box, populated by an array of two-dimensional figures (human 

and non-human) and illuminated by four bright LED lights. As the carousel turns, the 
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figures are animated onto the luminous walls in a rising and falling motion. A recorded 

dialogue can also be heard from inside, a conversation between the public and the 

performer as they discuss witnessing an imagined spectacle, and through this they 

recognise themselves in the other. The red curtains, through which the curious observer 

peeks and flanked on the inside by a forced perspective miniature wooden stage floor, 

gives the interior the atmosphere of a nineteenth-century carnivalesque  theatre. 

  

Figure 75 - Interior of the Carousel box reveals a miniature theatre with animated figures (photo - Author) 

The conditions of fictionality are maintained by the situation. Scale helps to produce 

a  mismatch of real and fictional elements, while highlighting the metatheatrical device of a 

theatre within a theatre. Within the cavernous exhibition hall of the Prague Industrial 

Palace, the carousel lightbox performs constantly as two-dimensional shadows merge in 

unexpected ways, a cacophony of limbs, faces, props, trees and bodies, each element 

contributing to the live collage. For members of the public who push their heads through 

the red curtain, a chance encounter with a disembodied head on the opposite side of the 

theatre is their reward, turning the observer into a performer, a confronting experience for 

some and a moment of unexpected pleasure for others. As a metaphor for the theatrical 

experience, representation and the real are presented within the same surreal frame of 

performance.  
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Part Three - The inflatable theatre 

The playhouse archetype is presented as an ephemeral inflatable object. A deflated pile of 

fabric sits unattended beside a bright red switch, awaiting someone brave enough to turn it 

on. Once activated the structure inflates into a garishly bright green object that loosely 

resembles a car-yard clown employed to attract the attention of passing cars. The 

Inflatable Theatre is a spontaneous object that fills space but appears to have no practical 

purpose. It is pure spectacle and soon deflates once it is left unobserved.  

 

Figure 76 - Public approach the deflated object, PQ19, Prague 2019 (photo - Author) 

 

Figure 77 - Inflatable car-yard clown commonly used for 

advertising on busy highways (photo - ebuy7 
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Figure 78 - Fully inflated Inflatable Theatre as part of 

PQ19, Prague 2019 (photo – Author)  

 To inflate the structure (a small fan is sewn into its base), the public must cross a 

social threshold to push a button that has no instructions written on it. The bright red 

button on a stand entices the potential participant with an obvious signal that the object 

will only perform once activated, but they must break normal codes of behaviour for an 

exhibition hall such as this. The adventurous are instantly rewarded with a fun-sized 

Inflatable Theatre. The threshold is an important part of this work. It relies on the will of the 

individual to overcome the social codes of the space. Such a will is a future projection that 

exists in the mind of the observer for some time before they decide to push the button. 

Many contemplate the action and imagine the structure into existence, but do not activate 

the button for fear of humiliation or reprimand. In this way, the object reveals the 

individual’s relationship to authority, teasing out the moment between imagining 

something and acting upon it: between empathy and action, fiction and reality.  
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Part Four - This city  

   

  

 

 

Figure 79 - (top left) participant contemplates where to place 

block, (top right) the luminous THEATRE block, (bottom left) 

a sculptural collage, PQ19 exhibition, Prague 2019 (photo - 

author) 

This City is structured as a game between 2 or more participants. The playhouse becomes a 

modular unit, with multiple objects named after city buildings, to make an urban 

infrastructure of public buildings. Thirteen wooden blocks are named COURT HOUSE, CAR 

PARK, SCHOOL, MALL, BANK, CHURCH, TOWN HALL, ART GALLERY, DUMP, CASINO, 

HOSPITAL, PRISON. Participants follow directions from a set of playing cards to build a 

fictional city, beginning with THEATRE, which is lit up from the inside. They take turns to 

place wooden blocks in relation to it. No suggestions are given as to whether This City 

might be an existing city, a future city or a city that existed in the past. The emphasis is on 

play, and no implication of a winner or loser is made.  

Additional cards forward the game into social and aesthetic relationships between 

buildings, simplifying complex urban issues into a playful situation. The last card is a short 

dialogue between the public and the performer, mixing private memories with public 

buildings, framed as a chance meeting in a fictional city. Some participants were happy to 

have their photographs taken, as a record of their creative conversation. 
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Wooden blocks are, for many, a nostalgic object of childhood play. The structured 

games operate as fictional templates for collaborative play with an adult themes, 

composing relationships between function, aesthetic and perceived social value. This City is 

a form of map-making, a spatial situation between iconic landmarks of the built 

environment, embedded with personal choices and joint values. This collection of public 

buildings draws out conversations about public participation and public space. Fiction-as-

method provides the framework to consider questions that are not ordinarily handed down 

to public citizens, it translates into a participatory game that produces social spectacle and 

individual reflection. 

 

 

Figure 80 - Participants of This City pose to record 

their creations (photo - author) 
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Figure 81 - Instruction cards are designed as a game, PQ19 (image - author) 

Influence of the installation work on practice  

The immediate influence of these performance works can be seen in the following chapter, 

Drifting, where situational concepts are integrated directly into the creation of a new 

public-space-performance work. The wooden blocks of This City became a participatory 

game with chalk, in which participants drew an imagined city onto the surface of the public 

square. The ephemeral quality of the Inflatable Theatre became a hand-held structure lifted 

by public participants, the DVR viewing device informed a subjective narrative approach 

and the Lightbox Carousel became an intimate encounter between a small group of eight 

people. Collectively the playhouse was a highly productive device for signifying fictional 

worlds, and the repetition of form continued within my practice into using paper, plaster, 

found objects, helium and translucent materials.  
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3.6 - An unsettling conclusion 

This chapter began with the giant puppets of Royal de Luxe, unsettling inner-city Antwerp 

in an extraordinary performance of gigantesque proportions, re-mythologising urban 

development by enlisting public art to temporarily defy the rules and laws of the city 

streets. Fiction played an important role in merging future possibilities with past realities, 

not simply in contradiction to reality but working in dialogue with reality, producing a 

multitude of possible worlds in collaboration with the public.  

Concepts of fiction from literature, philosophy, narratology theatre and 

representation in art theory have contributed to a fiction-as-method approach to 

performance making, producing a two-directional dialogue between fiction and reality, 

requiring levels of participation to function. Applied to public-space-performance, Cornered 

Speaker was developed using historic themes of free-speech to examine how fiction, 

methodically integrated, can create a dependency between public and performer. Similar 

concepts of fiction-as-method were then identified in the political arena, confirming a 

performative potential to address the public.  

Further experimentation through repetition of form, and the creation of situations 

within the context of an international exhibition (PQ19), allowed techniques to be 

developed and tested as applications of fiction-as-method, with a highly engaged public. 

Discoveries from theoretical applications of fiction also produced potential for future 

public-space-performance, affirming that by reincorporating the playhouse form, new 

possibilities would emerge. The importance of unsettling place and space still needs further 

investigation within the work. A deeper understanding of how tactics employed by the 

Situationist International movement suggests that in order to break ties with the capitalist 

structure of the city, the geography of the city itself needs to be renegotiated. By drifting 

through the city, set patterns of authority and power can be circumnavigated, producing a 

renewed experience of urban space. The following chapter takes this premise as a 

challenge to further unsettle symbolic space. 
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Chapter 4 

Drifting 

 

 

 

 

 

Drifting is characterized by influence from the immediate 

environment,  carried away by the flows of air, water, culture, policy 

and daily events of urban life. The destination may be unknown but 

the journey is crucial, as drifting connects us to places and people 

that were never considered final. Drifting as tactical urbanism has a 

long history of subversion, leading to new ways of seeing, doing, 

thinking. Drifting embraces improvisation, inhabiting reality and 

fiction as it twists and turns through the city, seeking new 

experiences, disregarding social norms and power. 
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Prologue - Drifting through the city of fiction 

At the stepped entrance to Auckland’s civic 

square an unusually small building appears 

from out of nowhere, bringing the clatter of 

skateboarders to a momentarily standstill. 

The white apex-roofed form mounts the ten-

or-so steps, held up by a cluster of legs, and 

turns to face the town hall. As it squats on 

the ground the legs disappear and with it the 

identity of its inhabitants. Along one side of 

the building the word THEATRE is written in 

bold typeface.  

The theatre and its participants are 

part of a public-space-performance called 

The Drifting Room, an intimate tour of the 

city’s real and fictional landmarks for the eight members of the 

public and one guide, crowded inside. The wooden-framed 

archetypal ‘playhouse’ is clad with fabric-mesh walls, opaque 

from the outside and translucent from the inside. It is light 

enough for the participants to carry it through the city like a 

walking bus,31 a signal of the growing shift in urban space to 

become more pedestrian focussed. It stops from time to time to 

observe details of daily life, at other times the playhouse itself 

performs, speaking in unison to address buildings of influence, or 

dancing in an open space. The identity of the participants is never 

revealed as they propel the THEATRE through the city, a 

whimsical miniature that performs for and with the built 

environment.  

 

31 A walking bus is a supervised group of children walking together, volunteer adults act as the ‘driver’ 

along fixed routes to or from school. 

Figure 82 - The Drifting 

Room, entrance to the 

Auckland civic square 2020 

(photo - M. Dimitrijevic) 
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From inside the structure participants can see out, yet are 

aware that no-one can see in. The city appears pixelated through 

the black mesh, as the guide draws attention to familiar places, 

buildings and everyday objects in order to defamiliarise them. 

Fictional stories are combined with real histories to reveal the 

hidden reality of the global city; tales of secret passageways 

connecting the reclaimed land to the sea; corporate signs that 

disguise their true ownership; private spaces that claim to be 

public. Some stories are clearly fantasy, while others are 

indecipherable from reality, collectively drawing out an image of 

the city as a constructed presence, a complex network of 

signifiers and representations; names that represent other 

places, plastic grass that recalls nature while repelling it, hotels 

that keep space private while occupying public locations. Walking 

together the participants share a common identity, co-operating 

in order to manoeuvre the structure, eventually dancing 

together. Yet to the passing public the playhouse is parody, too 

small to be taken seriously it passes through prime real-estate 

unperturbed by the normal rules and laws of public space. The 

‘Theatre’ signage confirms this building as a fiction, one that the 

public themselves will into a role of entertainer. 

The Drifting Room is the final public-space-performance 

research project in this study, bringing together theoretical ideas 

and practical techniques, to address the global city. This 40-

minute performance re-engages the playhouse theatre form as 

an archetype, adopting tactics of performativity and fiction-as-

method in a two directional flow between real and fictional 

worlds, resulting in a participatory experience that combines 

external spectacle with internal intimate encounter.  
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Contemporary theatre scholar Jen Harvie sees the 

relationship between theatre and the city as symbiotic, suggesting 

that ‘theatre and performance can help us understand city 

experience and some of the grounds on which we need to 

understand cities’ (Harvie, 2009, p. 5). Just as the city needs to 

constantly perform its identity, the theatre shows us how to 

perform, in turn ‘producing urban experience and thereby 

producing the city itself’ (2009, p. 7). The Drifting Room pushes 

Harvie’s claim, untethering the theatre from land and exploiting its 

mobility as a ‘trickster’ persona to impersonate and subvert, 

tactically mocking ‘the existing political, social, and economic 

structures’ (Landay, 1998, p. 2). The trickster playhouse unveils 

itself as fiction, symbolically pointing to the city and its own 

representations.  

Finally the participants are invited to draw their own city 

onto the asphalt in chalk, with the theatre at its centre. Like 

revolutionary plans hurriedly drawn on the back of a paper napkin, 

they scrawl the names of public buildings on the ground. At the 

centre of the map is a plaster miniature of the miniature 

playhouse, a symbol of resistance staking its claim at the centre of 

the global city, a small stake in the ground amidst an urban forest 

of master impersonators. 

Figure 83 - The Drifting Room, 

Wynyard Quarter, Auckland 

2020 (photo - author) 
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Expanding on the uncertainty of place that The Floating 

Theatre initiated, The Drifting Room uses its mobility and scale to 

occupy the city as a tactical, unsettling presence. Making its 

fictional stance explicit, it names itself ‘Theatre’ and manipulates 

its position through mimicry, trickery, and the ambiguity of 

possible worlds. Fiction-as-method is not just a tactic for 

circumnavigating the controls of the city, it is a game to participate 

in, both for the observing public and those intimately involved in 

keeping it moving.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Figure 84 - Map of fictional city drawn by participants of The Drifting Room, Auckland 2020 (Photo - Iza Lozano) 
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4.0 – Introduction: Drifting is a way to experience the city afresh 

This chapter returns to public space as both locale and subject to consolidate public-space-

performance practice informed by fiction-as-method, drawing on insights gained from the 

PQ19 exhibition installations discussed in Chapter 3. Working with the concept of ‘drifting’, 

informed by Dadaist, and later Situationist International movements, and developed into 

multiple fields of walking as art practice in the twenty-first-century, The Drifting Room 

emerges as an exploratory vessel for theory and practice. The project embraces drifting as 

a counter-culture action, and combines it with other tactics learned through research 

experiments; transformation of scale and materiality, approaching performance as a triad 

of technical, administrative and cultural processes, and creating an interplay of fiction and 

real worlds.  

The theatre is re-appraised as an apparatus for the two directional flow between 

fiction and reality, challenging the construct of ‘empty space’ as proposed by mid-

twentieth century theatre director and researcher Peter Brook, and instead turning to 

performance architect Dorita Hannah’s concept of the ‘Event-Space’ integrating the 

architectural object with the dramaturgy of space (2018). Characteristics of processional 

theatre are also reintroduced, with elements of parade, map and narrative, leaving traces 

to be discovered and re-interpreted by others.  

From walking to drifting as a tactical counter-cultural action 

What appeals to me about the seagoing metaphor of drift is that the land on 

which we move is indeed an uncertain sea that constantly changes based on the 

shifting of winds, currents, our moods, our encounters.   

(Careri, 2018, p. Forward 10 years later) 

 

Its Latin root “derivare” means to draw off a stream, to divert a flow. Its English 

descendants include the word “derive” and also “river.” Its whole field of 

meaning is aquatic, conjuring up flows, channels, eddies, currents, and also 

drifting, sailing or tacking against the wind. It suggests a space and time of liquid 

movement, sometimes predictable but sometimes turbulent.  

(Wark, 2015, p. Ch2 Para. 10) 

The origins of walking as a symbolic form, according to architectural researcher 
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Francesco Careri, originate from the Palaeolithic period with hunter gatherers scribing 

paths in the ground from their walking, the ‘most important relationships man has 

established with the land’ (Ibid, Ch2. Para. 2). Eventually walking became associated with 

codified rituals, processions and spiritual paths, connecting places by mythical events and 

sequences. Not until the twentieth-century could walking be symbolically dissociated from 

literature and religion to be considered a purely aesthetic experience.  

Walking as Western art-practice is commonly attributed to the Dadaist movement 

and their ‘visit excursions’ of 1921-4, an expression of anti-art with dream-like journeys to 

unknown parts of the city. In the 1950s a group of young artists, poets, painters and film 

makers known as the Letterist International constructed a ‘theory of the dérive’ (drift), 

amidst the broken ruins of World War II Paris, described by writer Guy Debord as 

journeying through the urban landscape without predefined relationships, in order to ‘let 

themselves be drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the encounters they find there’ 

(Debord et al., 1958). The subsequent Situationist International for whom Debord 

continued his writing, developed the dérive as a form of geographical and emotional 

unsettling, known as psychogeography, in pursuit of creating situations in the city. What 

emerged from these experimental actions was a methodology of subversive-ness, 

legitimising a ‘subcultural knowledge’ of the city, a form of ‘negative action’ that writer and 

scholar McKenzie Wark explains targeted the contradiction of productive work and 

productive space under the influence of capitalism (Wark, 2015, p. 98). 

Leisure time is often called free time, but it is free only in the negative, free from 

work. But what would it mean to construct a positive freedom within time? That 

is the challenge of the derive.  

(Wark, 2015, pp. Ch 2, para. 17) 

 It is no accident that such an everyday action as walking is associated with an anti-

establishment form of art making, taking the mundane and ordinary to subvert 

exceptionalism of mainstream art. In 1967, as sculpture began to move beyond the 

institutional walls of the gallery, walking as action was adopted by artist Richard Long in A 

Line Made by Walking (1967), a mark on the landscape made by walking back and forth 

between two points. Meanwhile artist Bruce Nauman walked his way around his studio in a 

performance called Walking in an Exaggerated Manner around the Perimeter of a Square 
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(1968).  

 In the twenty-first-century, walking as art is institutionally recognised, but remains 

associated with anti-art: as resistant to place and object. Scholarship on aesthetic walking 

is extensive, with major themes covering ‘place, sensory inquiry, embodiment, and rhythm’ 

according to scholars Stephanie Springgay and Sarah Truman (2017, p. 4). Their research 

addresses ‘critical race, feminist, Indigenous, trans, queer, critical disability, and 

environmental humanities scholarship’ (2017, p. 3). New Zealand artists and scholars Becca 

Woods, Melissa Laing and Christina Houghton identify walking practices that aim to 

address colonialism, indigeneity, queerness, male privilege and the non-human (Woods, 

2021, p. 18): issues that critique the accepted social norms, laws and rules of our society. 

These ideas underpin The Drifting Room, which explores how walking and drifting might 

enable an approach to accessing the global city’s fictional realm.  

The practice of drifting and experimenting with traces 

The Drifting Room was developed over several months during 2020, through regular 

performance experiments with the participation of choreographic artist Solomon Holly-

Massey and scenographer Sarah-Jane Blake, and developments of the PQ19 installation 

works as discussed in chapter 3. This allowed me to test concepts and gain valuable 

feedback from collaborators and through discussions with the PhD supervisory team.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 85 - Auckland urban drifting sessions, 

part of a series of drifting experiments in 2020 

(Photo - author) 

Beginning with a series of experiments in drifting, I invited friends, colleagues and 

strangers to participate in drifting sessions in and around Auckland city, using wireless 

headphones to share a musical soundtrack, which afforded the group a common 
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atmosphere without prescribing a particular way of looking. This was a technique I had 

experienced first-hand in 2017 from Berlin urban game designers Thom Kiraly and 

Sebastian Quack, in a project called Drift Club (Club, 2014). Public commons resources 

allowed Kiraly and Quack’s approach to be adapted to local conditions, and so our 

experimental drifts in Auckland soon began to experiment with form and technique, using 

familiar and unfamiliar environments to discover new ways of experiencing the city. 

Introducing the concept of traces into the drifts with chalk to spontaneously mark the 

pavement, as well as aural interactions using referee’s whistles and a basic score to fill 

space with (often obnoxiously loud) sound, had begun to produce significant variations to 

the original drifting concept. These explorations laid the groundwork for taking a fictional 

stance in the urban environment. Walking as a group grounded the explorations into a 

narrative, but drifting without a pre-planned destination removed expectation of a 

preconceived meaning, instead opening a sense of improvisation and play. 

Figure 86 - Hobsonville Drift 2020 (photo - Author) Figure 87 - Experiments in chalk drawing and drifting, Auckland 

2020 (photo – Author)  

 Early Drifting Room workshops also drew on explorations into techniques of 

narrating fictional futures, carried out the year before during preparations for Ghost 

Architectures. Collaborator Josh Rutter and myself began with the premise of 

‘psychogeography’, a concept originating from Letterist and Situationist International 
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works, described by Debord as ‘the study of the precise laws and specific effects of the 

geographical environment, consciously organised or not, on the emotions and behaviour of 

individuals’ (Debord, 1955, p. 23). Psychogeography has since developed extensively across 

literary movements, political strategies and avant-garde practices in what contemporary 

author Merlin Coverley summarises as essentially as ‘a means of exploring the behavioural 

impact of urban place’ (Coverley, 2010, p. 10). The collaborative approach employed by 

Rutter and myself was to imaginatively respond to the objects and occurrences in the street 

by describing how they might be interpreted from the future, as if quaint reminders of now 

forgotten authority. The loosely tied danger tape of a work site, for example, is described 

as the ‘festooned celebration of a stairway’ [Figure 88], parodying its lack of authority. A 

building site rubbish container is described as, ‘the improvised supposedly emergency 

landings of orbital skips, they just drop out of the sky, putting their landing gear down’ 

[Figure 89], similarly applies an imagined world to the everyday reality of the street.32  

  

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

32 Street Science Fiction video documentation is included in online visual documentation accompanying 

this thesis.  

Figure 88 - documentation from psychogeography walk with Josh 

Rutter, Brussels 2019 (Photo - Author) 

Figure 89 - documentation of psychogeography walk 

with Josh Rutter (photo - Author) 
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4.1- The Drifting Room 

Applied to The Drifting Room rehearsals one year later, these techniques viewed the urban 

environment as leakages through which the hidden worlds of the global city seeped in. By 

describing fictional events, the hidden ideological systems underpinning spaces and events 

in the city are exposed. From the intimate security of The Drifting Room, fiction-as-method 

becomes a playful reinterpretation of the familiar, subverting the gaze of participation into 

a politically conscious critique of the global city.  

Below is a description of a few moments within the situations presented in the first 

public performance at the Wynyard Quarter, Auckland in October 2020. It is important to 

note that the performance adapts to each location so different stories would be applied to 

other spaces of the city. 

 Moments of unison speech are introduced into the work, addressing a bank, the 

town hall, or some other power structure, participants are invited to deliver a private letter 

produced from the back pocket of the guide. Using the ‘human microphone’, a technique 

ubiquitously employed by the 2011 Occupy movement whereby the speakers’ words are 

repeated by the public, speaking directly to power through a personalised speech becomes 

a symbolic moment of solidarity.  

 

 

“Hello bank, it’s been a while. You gave me a card 

Figure 90 - Outside the ASB bank, Wynyard Quarter 2020 

(photo - author) 

Figure 91 – The Guide (myself) draws attention to local 

architectural features Inside The Drifting Room, Auckland 

2020 (photo - author) 
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when I was a teenager. You called it an Anytime card 

and I could take out cash anytime. Even if it wasn’t 

mine. Your name is like a beckon, written in gold up 

there lighting up the harbour and residing over us like a 

strict parent. You sold me to another bank, the 

Commonwealth bank in Australia, but you kept your 

name, because you wanted to keep us close, and what’s 

in a name anyway”. 

As the participants repeat the speech, it is amplified by sheer vocal numbers, and 

observers begin to pause and reframe the situation, as a small building addresses the bank 

with such familiarity. The information is factual, but the personal address allows 

participants to take a fictional stance.  

Arriving at the recently completed ASB Waterfront Theatre, The Drifting Room is 

reflected in the glass window frontage revealing the comedy of this small mobile building 

with the word THEATRE written on it. Reflected in the real theatre window the miniature 

building reveals its inhabitants only from the knees down, like a pantomime horse the 

building that is only pretending to be a theatre turns and kicks its heels. Turning to face the 

neighbouring hotel, the guide asks the participants to look towards the waterfront, from 

the position of this iconic Waterfront Theatre. There is no waterfront.  

A curious bystander with a dog and two small children have noticed the theatre, 

they tentatively approach, asking what the performance is. The participants break into light 

Figure 92 - public spectators find themselves subject to the theatre 

audience (photo - author) 

Figure 93 - participants break into applause, 

watching the public Auckland 2020 (photo - author) 
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applause and the woman smiles, realising that it is the interior participants that are viewing 

a performance rather than the other way round.  

The guide suggests a new game called ‘do what I do’, stepping deliberately from 

foot to foot. The participants follow in what turns into a playful choreographic 

performance, changing pace and direction as accompanying music spontaneously plays 

from a speaker. The theatre is now performing for the public in a direct reversal of the 

previous situation, drawing attention from observers.  

 

Finally, the guide produces a plaster model of the theatre, a miniature approx. 30cm 

x 9cm, it is a replica of the room they stand in. Placing it on the ground he declares the 

theatre the imaginative centre of the city, placing it at the water’s edge, overlooking the 

harbour and reclaiming the rightful place of the Waterfront Theatre. A box of chalk is 

produced and participants are invited to draw essential public buildings to surround the 

theatre, a school, a museum, a library. With little prompting they begin to create an urban 

environment with representations from their own imagined and real experiences of the 

city.   

Figure 95 - The Drifing Room performs a dance, following 

instructions to 'do as I do', Auckland 2020 (photo - author) 

Figure 94 - participants during the 'do as I do' section, 

Auckland 2020 (photo - author) 
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4.2 - Theatre as metaphor for fiction re-enters public space  

The metaphor of theatre as an apparatus for fictional representation has persisted 

throughout this research, firstly with The Floating Theatre, then in the theatrical Cornered 

Speaker platform, developed and expended in the PQ19 installations, and lastly with the 

Drifting Room. In chapter B, a short history of public space was presented in parallel with 

Western theatre’s retreat behind the closed walls and doors of private space. Historically, 

privatization of space has taken fictional worlds with it, away from public space and into the 

private realm. The theatre has become a private space, swept up in the ideological fervour 

of individualism, limiting fictional worlds to passive experiences and political 

grandstanding. In contrast to the permanence and formality of civic buildings, the shifting 

materiality and scale of the playhouse reclaims the theatre as public, inverting its 

relationship to space by reasserting the fiction of the city. 

Traditionally, theatre architecture creates shared space within its interior, but 

immediately separates the audience from the stage space, providing a ‘stable environment’ 

beyond the ‘transitory events it houses’ according to Hannah (2018, p. 2). Each epoch 

redefines ‘theatre’ as both a dramatic practice and a building, from the ‘Renaissance 

picture-frame stage, Elizabethan globe, Restoration playhouse and the baroque horseshow 

opera houses of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries’, and yet a definitive twentieth-

century theatre is elusive (2018, p. 2). The latter part of the twentieth century saw the 

black-box theatre rise in popularity, succinctly described by Peter Brook in 1968 as ‘empty 

Figure 96  - chalk drawings left behind by participants imagine a city with 

the theatre (in plaster) at its centre, Auckland 2020 (photo - author) 

Figure 97 - Participants draw on the ground from inside 

the Drifting Room, Auckland 2020 (photo - author) 
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space’, where the performer ‘walks across this empty space whilst someone else is 

watching him, and this is all that is needed for an act of theatre to be engaged’ (Brook, 

1996, p. 7). Brook’s approach, which challenged theatre architecture typology, sought to 

truncate the gap between performer and audience, and yet the fan-shaped proscenium 

stage remains a dominant form of theatre in the world today. Hannah addresses this 

inconsistency by suggesting that it is a contemporary relationship between event and 

space, rather than a fixed architectural form, that produces a ‘spatial performativity 

through the event’, which she calls ‘Event-Space’. Challenging the monumentality, stability 

and fixity of theatre’s proper property (architecture), The Drifting Room embraces the 

Event-Space concept, performing ‘through time and movement’, and ‘spatialized through 

the event’ (Hannah, 2018, p. 9). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 98 - Concept sketch of The Drifting Room 

addressing the town hall (image - Author) 

In the later stages of The 

Drifting Room performance, the guide invites the participants to ‘do as I do’ a simple 

choreographic game, resulting in a dance-like sequence across an open square. Participants 

by this stage are comfortable with the invitation, emboldened by levels of trust and  

intimacy achieved throughout the tour, they cross the thin line between observer and 

performer. For the general public outside, the THEATRE literally begins to perform, 

embracing mimesis, producing the event rather than witnessing it. Though barely material 

and identified through movement and space, the Drifting Theatre is unleashed into the city 

as a gesture of collaborative action. Fictionality returns to the streets through such 

ephemeral events, inverting the frame through which theatre sanctions fictional worlds, 

the performing theatre reclaims representation, temporarily overcoming a cultural mistrust 
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that stems all the way back to Plato’s separation of the ‘true’ from the mere copy.  

 This universal symbol of fiction as THEATRE disregards the normative order of city 

by drifting free from the mechanisms of control that normally condition us to reality. As a 

final act of spatial performativity, participants are 

invited to draw their own version of the city in chalk on 

the ground. Employing techniques developed in the 

PQ19 exhibition (This City), the chalk city is pieced 

together symbolically as a cluster of familiar public 

buildings; the museum, the school, the airport, the 

hospital, combined with fictional events experienced 

during the performance; the underground sewer, the 

place where we talked back to the bank, the place we 

sat and watched others, where we opened the end to applaud passers-by. Resting static on 

the ground like an oversized manhole tent cover, the theatre does not appear out of place 

as the participants set about drawing symbols and words on the ground. The chalk 

drawings are traces, revolving around the 3-dimensional plaster theatre: the originator of 

fictional worlds, reclaimed as a centre of power. The collectively drawn city is also a map of 

the journey travelled, reproducing a vital element of the historical ‘processional theatre’ 

defined by Wiles as consisting of pilgrimage, parade, map and narrative, (Wiles, 2003, pp. 

65-66). The scribbled chalk drawing is no less a system of information supported by fiction 

and reality, left to be interpreted by those that receive it. As philosopher of science Bruno 

Latour reminds us, ‘information is never simply transferred, it is always radically 

transformed from one medium to the next’ (Latour, 2014, p. 425). The map, with the 

miniature theatre at its heart, is left by The Drifting Room as they make their way back to 

the finishing place. Over hours or days the chalk is worn or washed away into the city 

streets, while the plaster theatre is left to the fate of thieves, dogs, teenagers, hooligans, 

collectors, concerned citizens and security guards.  

  

Figure 99 - manhole covers are a protective 

utility tents for workers (photo - Alibaba) 
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Drifting Room in the global city 

The Drifting Room, like the two principal performances before it, was conceived as a 

critique of hidden power systems in Auckland city, drawing attention to local histories and 

urban redevelopment issues brought about by state-led changes to the economic structure 

of the city. However, the scope of this methodology goes beyond the local to address 

common characteristics of the global city. Each of these performances is a form of public 

address, drawing out key concepts of publicness through engagement in the symbolic 

dimension of space. The future of these works is a combined approach, bringing together 

multiple performances that compliment and reiterate fiction-as-method for public-space-

performance, merging local fictions with global cities of the world. This process aims to 

inform artistic practices across all forms of public art: urban intervention, experiential 

theatre, socially-engaged practices, relational aesthetics, street art, activist art, applying a 

critical spatial practice to renegotiate the global city.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 100 - Transformation experiments with the playhouse theatre; (top) 

paper sculpture, (bottom left) helium balloon weightlessness, (bottom 

right) plaster model, Auckland 2020 (photos – Author) 
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The signifiers of fiction help the public experience the city as symbolic space. 

Collectively these public-space-performances are symbolic templates for future actions in 

the city, with experiments into how these signifiers might transform, from paper sculpture 

models, to helium-balloon elevated models. Ephemerality and an ability to transform 

through scale, material and social relationships, encourages an interplay between fictional 

and real worlds that is never settled, drifting through the city rather than attempting to lay 

claim to real estate. 

 

4.3 – Drifting conclusions: Small is beautiful 

While The Floating Theatre was a project that had to meet the demands of many strata 

of control, The Drifting Room did not need to conform to the same legally  and regulatory 

compliance issues, and was free from financial accountability. The scale of The Drifting 

Room is not just an aesthetic choice, it enables the administrative and technical 

performance, referring to Jon McKenzie’s performance triad as outlined in chapter 2, to 

operate outside the formal controls of the city. As a technical performance it turns small 

scale into a virtue, the size and weight allows the public participants to take full control of 

the playhouse. As administrative performance it avoids gatekeeping processes normally 

applied to performance structures, the cost of materials also frees the project from reliance 

on funding bodies. As cultural performance it produces its own values independent on 

cultural institutions33.  

‘Small is beautiful', a phrase coined by economist E. F. Schumacher in the 1970s, 

suggests resistance to globalization be small and efficient (Schumacher, 2011 [1973]), The 

Drifting Room adopts this approach to the global city. Could it be possible then, for such a 

small scale event to still have global city aspirations? According to McKenzie, a ‘global 

feeling’ is to feel ‘a part of the world and apart from it at the same time’, both the local and 

the global being part of the emotional experience of the global city (McKenzie, 2008, pp. 

 

33 Two notable exceptions to this being; the project’s relationship to research, through the University of 

Tasmania, with specific codes of compliance on ethical and cultural grounds, and the development funding 
grant received from Creative New Zealand (NZ arts council) for the workshopping—research and 
development—process. 
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114-115). The global feeling of The Drifting Room transmitted through performance, and 

potentially amplified by digital online platforms, brings participants and observers closer to 

the nuances of global feeling that are anti-conformist and counter-cultural, a sense of 

belonging locally and globally.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 101 - 

The Drifting Room traces the waterfront, Auckland 2020 (photo - Author) 

During a first testing of The Drifting Room with invited participants, there was an 

encounter with security guards outside a luxury hotel. As we were neither a vehicle nor 

simply pedestrians in a space that was both public and private, the guards were unsure if 

our presence in their hotel carpark entranceway should be allowed and confronted us with 

pseudo authoritarian contempt. We were not disturbing the daily activity of the hotel, but 

the strangeness of a walking building challenged the limits of their jurisdiction. Our 

unwillingness to engage and their unsureness of what potential threat to their authority 

might be, meant they did not pursue the confrontation. Our liminal position between 

private and public space could perhaps be tolerated because of our scale and mobility.  

 

Performance theorist Florian Malzacher suggests that artists often attempt to 
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‘escape capitalists demands’ by using ‘smaller and smaller manifestations’ in order to 

remain financeable (2014, p. 21). Scale and whimsy play important roles in enabling The 

Drifting Room to access multiple spaces (interior and exterior, public and private), and an 

ability to retain autonomy. Embracing multiple material transformations, the playhouse 

theatre is a symbol for the interplay between fiction and reality, enabling it to occupy 

multiple discursive spaces. The potential for an artwork to performatively impact the city is 

not always to be found in the spectacular event, but in multiple interactions in the everyday 

events and aesthetic events of the city. Chantal Mouffe asserts the importance of 

inhabiting multiple spaces in her theory of Agonism.    

According to the approach that I am advocating, this means examining the 

different ways in which artistic practices can contribute to unsettling the 

dominant hegemony. To address this issue requires scrutinizing the role of 

critical artistic practices in the public space. I am not referring here to one single 

space but a multiplicity of discursive surfaces and public spaces.  

[…] Public spaces are always striated and hegemonically structured. A given 

hegemony results from a specific articulation of a diversity of spaces, and this 

means that the hegemonic struggle also consists in an attempt to create a 

different form of articulation among public spaces.  

(Mouffe, 2013) 

 

4.4 - Concluding public address 

Two key arguments underpin the transformational potential of public-space-performance; 

firstly, that the politics of public space can be symbolically altered by public art, secondly, 

that by focussing attention on the interplay between fiction and reality, alternatives to 

systemic power are given the means of public address. At the start of this thesis I asked, 

‘how public is public space?’ The example posed by EPOS 257 illustrated how the symbolic 

meaning of space can be co-opted through simple operations, in their case the installation 

of a construction fence to isolate 50 square metres of public space. Space can be socially 

constructed, just as the public are socially constructed, influenced by social laws and rules, 

everyday actions, political and aesthetic events. Public-space-performance similarly 

constructs a public by creating relationships between people and the urban environment. 
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Drawing on social, aesthetic and experiential models, engaging with facts and fictions of 

the city, the public gain self-awareness within the inherent power systems that govern 

space. A two-tiered approach between urban spectacle and intimate participatory 

situations creates an interdependence between the artist, the public and the city as co-

performers in the event dramaturgy.  

Praxis as a self-reflexive process merges theory and practice, through research and 

participatory performances. Public-space-performance relies on this two-way relationship 

between theory and practice to facilitate collective action. Metaphorically and literally 

floating the first project into a critical framework, The Floating Theatre disconnects from 

traditional conventions of a stable theatrical environment, instead looking for an 

interconnectedness with social, political and spatial connections to the city and the public. 

As each subsequent project developed, so too has the inter-dependence on theory and 

practice. 

Fiction-as-method has emerged as a tactic for public art, merging: possible world 

fictions, taking a fictional stance, manipulating mimesis and objectifying infiction and 

outfiction. This provides the artist with a practical approach to engaging with symbolic 

meaning, addressing fictional worlds as a way to re-negotiate the global city. Transformed 

through material, scale and performance strata, the playhouse theatre as a representation 

of fictional worlds proves malleable to diverse public space locations. Applied to public 

space and the exhibition format, fiction-as-method demonstrates how the interplay 

between fact and fiction provides complexity to aesthetic events. As a vocabulary for 

analysis of political events, seeing political events as performance, fiction-as-method 

provides insight into the persuasive characteristics of fictional worlds. Public identity, 

invigorated by the populist frame of ‘we’ and ‘they’, or even as a trickster deception, 

depends on the two-directional flow between fact and fiction, and such observations can be 

negotiated on a symbolic level. 

 Public space is an expanding area for performance theory, with far reaching 

implications for artists, curators, public space developers, curators and spatial designers. A 

distinct lack of informed discussion between curators of public art festivals, civic 

intervention organisers and commissioners, and public art practitioners, means that the 
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symbolic influence is frequently overlooked, defaulting to organisational measurements 

and controls. This study empowers public art practitioners and commissioners with 

vocabulary and analysis for how the public are addressed. The relationship between fact 

and fiction is referenced through theatrical conventions and signifiers, presenting a method 

of analysis and public address. Fiction-as-method is strengthened as a productive approach 

to artistic research, developing an analysis of the politics of public space and an application 

to public art. Transposed to an array of situations within the urban environment and in 

exhibition space, characteristics of fiction-as-method provide the tools of analysis, 

adaptation and critique.  

The greatest threat to public space—according to many urban theorists, 

philosophers, and political theorists—is the dominant hegemony of neoliberal capitalism 

dictating the terms of publicness in the liberal democratic city. Obviously apparent in the 

global city as the financialisation of almost every aspect of the urban experience, and by 

the state’s steady relinquishing of democratic rights to civic space to the private sector, 

neoliberalism ensures public art has an important alternative position to play in the future 

of public space. Working across multiple discursive spaces, public art demonstrates the 

potential to unsettle symbolic order upheld by the dominant hegemony, and significantly 

contribute to alternative structures. Smallness is seen as a virtue when applied to multiple 

spaces, navigating through control measures and organisational systems with ease, 

infiltrating the city as a mobile, transient, presence. Floating, negotiating, unsettling, and 

drifting through the city, public address avoids permanence and absolute authority by 

embracing fiction and with it the influence of alternative realities.    

Literature is generally categorised as fiction or non-fiction, while abstract arts like 

music and dance are not typically delineated between fact and fiction. Public art as a cross-

disciplinary form relies on its context within the urban environment, yet it also tends not to 

be defined by the truth or fiction opposition. This situates critical public art in an 

advantaged position to highlight the productive in-between space between fact and fiction. 

Critical spatial practice can help to develop a nuanced understanding of a dialectical 

relationship, irrespective of artistic content, activating perception that oscillates freely 

between fact and fiction.  
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Fiction, we are told by cognitive psychologists and journalists,34 spreads faster than 

fact, but it also behaves cognitively differently. Rather than persuasively grounding the 

public in observable reality, fiction projects towards that which is not yet proven, it thrives 

on the incomplete and not yet visible, depending on spectator and participant to complete 

the gap between known and unknown. Fiction-as-method has entered the political arena 

under the guise of populism, profoundly felt in the United Kingdom and the US since 2016 

with the corrosion of authoritarian truths and leading to political divisions. Political agency 

operates within this in-between space, felt in the urban condition, and heightened by the 

global city. 

The projects undertaken within this research demonstrate an iterative approach to 

public-space-performance, negotiating the self-regulating mechanisms of the global city in 

three different ways. Floating is a non-confrontational approach, complying to the rules 

and regulations of power systems without laying claim to a position within its hierarchy. 

Unsettling acknowledges that mechanisms of power can be undermined by untethering 

rules from their place of power. Drifting circumnavigates the mechanisms of power through 

mobility, shifting the frame of reference to its own perspective. All three approaches use 

fictional worlds as platforms for negotiation, using theatrical conventions of scale and 

whimsy to invite participation at different proximities, where the public are both spectator 

and performer. Critical spatial practice identifies the relationship between the built 

environment and these public-space-performances as socially and politically productive, 

both symbolically and practically.  

This fluid exchange between theory and practice has helped me to understand the 

relationship between cities and public art as two-directional. The global city is an 

organisational structure that provides certain opportunities for public art, but this often 

comes at the expense of compliance to the neoliberal ideology underpinning it. The small 

scale projects employed in these public-space-performances demonstrates how public art 

contributes to the perception and experience of public space, suggesting that at a systemic 

 

34 See section 3.3 on p.122 for reference to recent experiments on how counter-factual statements travel 

on social media and in truth statements.  
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level neoliberalism can also be challenged by critical public art, calling to mind Chantel 

Mouffe’s claim; 

‘Every hegemonic order is susceptible to being challenged by counter-

hegemonic practices – practices that will attempt to disarticulate the existing 

order so as to install another form of hegemony’ (Mouffe 2008, p.3).  

 

Urban life in 21st century liberal democratic cities is overwhelmingly guided by 

neoliberal capitalist strategies. New experiences of social cohesion and alternative 

experiments in democratic public identity are urgently needed in order to critique a system 

that has become the common sense of our age. A deeper understanding of public art’s 

symbolic potential must acknowledge fiction-as-method as a tactic of social production 

and better public spaces.  

 

4.5 - Coda 

As a final reflection, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on public space provides some 

insight into how the future of public space may be impacted by an unsettling presence.  

Covid-19 pandemic unsettles public space 

The coronavirus epidemic confronts us with something previously thought to be 

the impossible: the world as we knew it has stopped turning… 

Our reaction to all of this, what we should do, should also be the impossible—

what appears impossible within the coordinates of the existing world order. 

(Zizek, 2020, p. 86)  

2020 has been a radical year for access to public space. Countries across the globe have 

imposed restrictions on public space that are unprecedented in modern times, the effects 

of which are yet to be fully felt; the impact of social isolation, economic impacts, changes 

imposed by lack of access to space, new socio-spatial norms. Restriction to physical space 

has become normalised, highlighting the different modes of access between physical space 

and virtual space. Access to virtual space remains privately controlled, while physical space 

is the domain of public mechanisms (state and civic controllers). Policing of social media 
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companies, Facebook and Twitter, eventually conceded to immense public pressure to 

restrict false information (Carson, 2018; Ganninger, 2021; Inc., T, 2021), while restriction to 

public space has been universally implemented at a moment’s notice. The division between 

exposure and non-exposure to Covid-19 is a physical one, without a body there is no 

transmission, and without physical space there is no body. So-called essential workers must 

risk infection to keep society functioning, while the intellectual classes are protected from 

infection by isolating at home. The restriction to public space, to lesser and greater degrees 

in each country, is recognition that these spaces are highly controlled, and the right to 

public space can be immediately restricted when the need is considered great enough. 

State apparatus, mobilised in a state of emergency, reveals truths about where 

ultimate power lies and unsettles deeply held beliefs about state authority. The market has 

been dramatically impacted by the imposition of state values, perhaps restoring some hope 

in the future of the state to retain power in a globalised world, through greatly depending 

on which country you live in. National boundaries have a greater significance under the 

threat of infection, with economic resources for global city branding redirected toward 

domestic tourism, suggesting McKenzie’s ‘global feeling’ of being apart and a/part, could 

provide some of the framework for a more locally responsible global city (2008, pp. 114-

115). 

 The drift became a new way of participating in public space during periods of 

lockdown. Walking as an aesthetic experience has opened the potential to respond to the 

urban environment in new ways. In central Auckland the hiatus on car travel allowed the 

council to increase the width of the pedestrian footpath in the central commercial district. 

The rupture created an opportunity for the council to fulfil a long-term agenda to restrict 

car access to the central city, encouraging a pedestrian experience of the city. The 

emergence of the drift as a popular experience is a reminder that fiction is never far from 

the urban environment, it sits in waiting to be re-ignited by the unsettling force of an 

unexpected intervention, no matter how small, even a microbial one. 
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Epilogue - The final performance: A public address proposal  

Public address integrates three principal performances The 

Floating Theatre (floating), Cornered Speaker (unsettling), and The 

Drifting Room (drifting), into a mobile presence that haunts the 

global city across different spaces, events and media, initiating 

discourse on the veracity and future of public space. Initiated in 

Auckland these performances can be adapted to national and 

international sites, separately or as elements that make up a 

festival of City Fictions. 

Floating - The Floating 

Theatre via waterways (sea, 

river, lake) is formalised as a 

processional event, bringing 

together public participants and 

spectators. This spectacle is 

choreographed as a journey the 

public can follow in boats, 

canoes and small vessels, 

encouraged to join in the procession. If the city doesn’t have a 

waterway, then the procession should be on wheels, bicycles and 

scooters, with nodal points to stop along the way. As The Floating 

Theatre meets the land it lights up from the inside with abstract 

images and moving shadows. The walls of the theatre are lifted to 

reveal a group of musicians inside, they address the assembled 

public and fellow processional crowd, singing and speaking in long-

form narrative style. The ritual-like text tells of real and fictional 

origin-stories, referencing a non-specific place of departure; a 

journey from rural to urban life, journeys of necessity or 

opportunity, birth rights, and separation from a mythical past. 

Figure 102 - The Floating 

Theatre as a hub for 

festival of performances 

and discussions - 

pictured here in Auckland 

2017 (photo - L. Kerr) 
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Over the course of the following week 

the theatre hosts a miniature festival ‘Public 

Address City Fictions’; live theatrical 

performances, short films, spoken word 

performance, acoustic music and public 

conversations, are all hosted in the floating 

playhouse, which is both stage and 

auditorium, responding to themes of fiction 

and the city. Organised in collaboration with 

local arts and urban studies communities, 

the playhouse draws existing networks 

together with strands of fiction that enrich 

concepts of urbanism. The two mobile land 

structures (Cornered Speaker and Drifting 

Room) participate in the festival 

simultaneously, gathering and returning to 

The Floating Theatre at the end of each day. 

Unsettling appears via the mobile platform known as Cornered 

Speaker. A daily schedule of locations takes the platform to a 

corner site of key public buildings throughout the city; the civic 

administration buildings, the museum, the library, the police 

headquarters, the university, the transport hub, the bank, the 

hospital. At each street corner location, the speaker reads from 

prepared speeches, edited and assembled into a continuous 

collage from opinion pieces and public comments on current social 

issues, from online material to informal written texts such as 

graffiti and letters. Proper nouns are removed, along with any 

references to bipartisan politics, instead focussing on the language 

of opinion and feelings, an empathic performance of public 

concerns. The speeches are accompanied by a live musician, who 

augments the performance with a surreal atmosphere, the 

Figure 103 - Floating Theatre, Hamilton 2017 (photo - 

author) 
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platform itself is fitted out with  surveillance cameras, through 

which the public can access a live video feed online.  

The drifting presence of The Drifting Room emerges from the 

floating playhouse. Drifting tours are first researched in 

collaboration with local historians to interpret a sense of hidden 

and forgotten worlds specific to the host city. Common themes of 

the global city are woven into the structure of the guided tour; 

public/private tensions, the complex fictions relating to city brand, 

privatization of natural resources, faith in technology to reinvent 

new solutions to old problems, and a self-belief in the endless flow 

of global capital.  

At the close of the festival The Floating Theatre – packed with 

the portable components of Cornered Speaker and The Drifting 

Room – returns to the sea, or road, that it arrived on. Like a 

Chinese floating tea-light lantern, it sets off filled with the spirit of 

stories, songs, images and interactions that have supported it… to 

share, explore and reveal the myths of other towns. 
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Walking, Te Uru Waitākere Contemporary Gallery, Auckland, pp. 18 - 23. 

Word of the Year 2016, Oxford Dictionary, viewed 10 Aril 2021, 
<https://languages.oup.com/word-of-the-year/2016/>. 

Yanal, RJ 1999, Paradoxes of emotion and fiction, Penn State Press. 

Yaneva, A 2017, Five ways to make architecture political: An introduction to the politics of 
design practice, Bloomsbury Publishing. 

Yemini, M 2018, 'The New Irony of Free Speech', THE COLUMBIA SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY 
LAW REVIEW, vol. XX, pp. 119 - 194. 

Zizek, S 2020, PANDEMIC!: Covid-19 Shakes the World, John Wiley & Sons. 

 

 

https://languages.oup.com/word-of-the-year/2016/


 

 

196 

 Appendix 

 

The Appendix section offers external perspectives to theoretical and practice-based 

outputs. Artistic performances and peer reviewed research publications are listed in 

Appendix I & II, performance reviews from newspapers and online media for The Floating 

Theatre are included in Appendix III. Section IV offers support material to the PQ19 NZ 

exhibition in the form of four scripts, accompanying each of the installation objects. 

Appendix V is an alternative perspective to the research methodology presented in this 

thesis, developed through the research process as an analytic and generative tool but not 

included in the final argument. These eight fiction-types are a creative application of 

fiction-as-method applied to a set of types, directly applicable to the PQ19 exhibition 

installations and applied to three experimental projects. 
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I – Artistic Performances 

 

Principal Performances 

The Floating Theatre  (performers and production team in Appendix V), Whau river (March 

2017), Viaduct Marina (March 2017), Hamilton Gardens Arts Festival (Feb 2017), Tauranga 

Arts Festival (Oct 2017) 

Cornered Speaker (performed with Hermione Johnson, violin), Albert Park, Auckland (April 

2020), Ponsonby Road & Karangahape Road (May 2020). 

The Drifting Room (with collaborating performers Solomon Holly-Massey, Sarah-Jane 

Blake) Aotea Square, Auckland Central ( Oct 2020), Wynayrd Quarter (Oct 2020) 

Exhibition installation 

Prague Qaudrennial of Performance Design and Space 2019 (as part of New Zealand exhibit), 

Industrial Palace, Prague (June 2019) 

Performance Experiments (public performance outcomes) 

Labyrinth: we don’t need to know who’s in charge we just want to get there       

Vilnius Academy Nida Artists Colony, Nida, Lithuania (Aug 2018), NOWHERE festival of 

Adventurous Sound, Silo Park, Auckland (October 2018), Dance Studies Symposium, 

University of Auckland, (Dec 2018) 

Detour  (performed with Fidget Dance Collective), Henderson Library Square, Auckland 

(Apr 2018) 

Ghost Architectures (collaborative project with Joshua Rutter), Various locations, Brussels, 

Belgium (February 2019) 
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II – Research outputs 

 

Peer reviewed articles and presentations 

Bain, S 2019, 'Strategies of Fiction', Ruukku, vol. 2019, no. 11, viewed 23 May, DOI 
https://doi.org/10.22501/ruu. 

Contribution to performance design theory, presentation at International Federation of 

Theatre Research (IFTR), Theatre & Architecture working group, 2018. 

International peer-reviewed exhibition at Prague Quadrennial of Performance Design and 

Space (PQ ’19), as part of the New Zealand pavilion of artists. 

  

Figure 104 - Brochure for PQ19 NZ exhibition 2019 

https://doi.org/10.22501/ruu
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Figure 105 - PQ19 exhibition brochure for New Zealand (2019) 
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III – The Floating Theatre production credits & reviews 

 

  

 

The Float ing Theat re 
 
 

PERFORMANCE 

Performers – Jenny McArthur & Jeremy Randerson 

Direction/ design – Stephen Bain 

Music – Jeff Henderson 

Lights – Sean Curham 

Costumes – Sarah-Jane Blake 

Performance design – Stephen Bain & Sarah-Jane Blake 

Video – Stephen Bain 

Publicity – Hermione Johnson 

Permits – Olivia Taouma 

Production – Winning Productions 

Marine Advisor – Alistair Moore 

Construction assistance – Luke Boyle 

Design assistance – Ruby Read 

Front of House – Liz Kirk & Lisa Greenfield 

Musicians – Jeff Henderson, Tom Callwood, Nell Thomas, 

Daniel Beban, Gerard Crewdson, Anthony Donaldson 

 

CONSTRUCTION 

Designer – Stephen Bain, Engineer – Nick Barnfield (Showquip), Steel Construction – Matthew Immanual-Burt (Metalmen), Fabric skin – 

Warwick Bell (Fabric Structure Systems), Detail drawings – Sills van Bohemen Architecture, Barge hire – Nick & Sally Lewis (Marine Services 

Auckland), Stage Doors – Jeremy Randerson. 

 

SPONSORS 

Creative New Zealand, Chartwell Trust, Auckland Council, Whau Local Board, Winning Productions 

 

DEVELOPMENT 

Sarah-Jane Blake, Chris O’Connor, Nisha Madhan, Geoff Gilson, Anna Hewlett, John Downie, Kerryn Lynch, 

 

ADVISE & HELP 

University of Tasmania, Dorita Hannah, Luke Boyle, Ruby Read, West End Rowing Club, Panuku Development Auckland, Glenda & Roger Moore, 

Viaduct Marina, Sue Gardiner, Syvia Fay, Auckland Fringe Festival, Melissa Laing, Hermione Johnson, Audio Foundation, John Radford, Jeff 

Henderson, Rich Rigging, Melanie Johnson, Nisha Madhan, Sean Curham. 

Jeremy Randerson & Jenny McArthur for their enormous contribution to all areas of production & creation. 

 

 

ABOUT 

The floating theatre has been here all along, in our imagination, in 

our dreams and just out of reach from the grasp of pragmatism. The 

teams of people who believed it would arrive were dreamers and 

tenacious fools, but there it is moored up temporarily like a 

phantom captured by celluloid. 

The players who were homeless for weeks and years have been 

reignited by the spirits, trapped in a timeless tradition of sound and 

sight: the primo uomo, the master of ceremony, the dusty 

concierge, the people of Edo and the innocent souls. 

The theatre is breathing, the theatre is sleeping, the theatre is 

caressing our hand and begging us not to wake up.                

 

Stephen Bain 

   

                                                                                 



 

 

201 

IV – PQ installation scripts

PERFOMER 
These dancing faces and strange bodies 
are the dreams and monsters that lay 
under your bed as a child. Waiting for 
you to fall asleep to escape into the 
darkness. All your imaginative desires 
and secret fears. Light and dark. 

PUBLIC 
And light. 

PERFOMER 
And dark. And light again. And dark, 
and light. 

PUBLIC 
Seeing your floating head with no body 
does remind me of someone. 

PERFOMER 
Someone you know? 

PUBLIC 
Invented worlds and hybrid monsters. 
What is your name? 

PERFOMER 
Can you guess? 

PUBLIC 
No. 

PERFOMER 
Solidarity. The kind of solidarity that 
draws two people together in moments of 
crisis. A make-shift, make-do, make-
way, make-believe. Where we saw each 
other as if for the first time.  

PUBLIC 
Like moths to a flame? 

PERFOMER 
Or slaves round the fire in Plato's 
cave. This place is the confirmation 
you were looking for. 

PUBLIC 
Confirmation of what? 

PERFOMER 
That you're not alone. 
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RESISTANCE 

 

A LINE ON THE FLOOR. TWO PARTICIPANTS ARE GIVEN WIRELESS 

HEADPHONES IN ORDER TO FOLLOW THE TEXT. 

 

MUSIC. A VOICE. 

 

On the floor in front of you there is a line. Stand either side of the 

line. Look across at the Public. Look across at the Performer. You are 

watching each other watch each other. 

The Performer grins, they want to be liked. They want to seduce the 

Public. 

The Public tries not to smile back. 

The Performer brings their toes to the edge of the line. 

The Public crosses their arms. 

The Performer takes a step back. 

The Public and the Performer turn 90 degrees to face the same 

direction looking towards the green object on the floor. 

 

The Performer steps forward and presses the ON button. The Public 

stand opposite them, the green object between them. 

A magic trick takes place. 

The Performer looks worried. Will this inflate? Will they have to stop 

it from tipping over? Will they be held responsible if it does not 

inflate? 

The Public reach out to touch the object as it inflates. Are they 

allowed to touch? Will they be crossing some sacred line if they 

touch?  

The Performer watches the object take shape, they are proud to have 

constructed something. 

The Public are curious, the magic trick is for them, but the object 

has no purpose. Is it possible to get inside? To bounce on it? To pop 

it? To release it into the atmosphere like a hot air balloon? 

The Performer sees the theatre filling out into the hall as an act of 

resistance. Disrupting the order of things, the bright green object is 

the cartoon version of a theatre, impractical and distorted. 

The Public know none of this. The barrier before them is a toy. 

The Performer thinks of this as a symbolic barricade, between 

authority and participation, the barricade interrupts supply chains.  

The Public imagines this thing could work as a toilet. Something 

useful could be made of it. 

The Performer imagines the hall full of these, popping up like an 

unstoppable fog. An army of inflatable soldiers. 

 

The Performer turns off the fan. 

 

The Public and the Performer watch silently as the object deflates. 

Practical and imaginary possibilities dying slowly into a spent heap 

of sail cloth again.  

 

 



 

 

203 

TRANSPOSITION 

A HUMAN FACE APPEARS ON A SCREEN 

This is a reflection of a human face. (Moving into frame) The image of 

my mouth is backwards, but the words are the same. One place 

transposed onto another isn't necessarily false, it simply recognises 

two different worlds at the same time.   

THE HUMAN CLOSES THE TRAP DOOR 

AN IMAGE OF AUCKLAND HARBOUR APPEARS 

The city has claimed this land, divided it up into units and planted 

roots in the soil. Connected by cars, bridges, power lines, the city 

transposes a grid of human action onto untidy hills and gullies.   

The Floating Theatre is a siren calling us away from the certainty of 

land, to the floating world of another time.  

Shall we wait for it to arrive? Or will it wash up to shore only to be 

swallowed up by the real-estate developers and bankers?  

The Floating World is just out of reach, a message in a bottle full of 

excess and tolerance, not of this world. Yet. 

  

THE SCREEN GOES BLANK - WE SEE THE REFLECTION OF THE OTHER PERSON 

WATCHING 

PERFOMER 

This is a reflection of a human face. 

PUBLIC 

A shared reflection. Watching and being 

watched. 

PERFOMER 

My mouth is backwards. This stupid device 

with its fake reality is a flimsy pretext, 

a piece of cardboard held between us just 

to see into each others' eyes. One idea 

transposed onto another. 

PUBLIC 

Can we get on with the show? We were 

promised a show. 

PERFOMER 

Yes of course. The show! We are not afraid 

of representation. The show is magic trick, 

a tacky  tactical game of make-believe.  

 

THE IMAGE OF A PERFORMANCE ON STAGE PLAYED VERY FAST. THERE IS MUSIC 

AND THE SOUND OF PEOPLE. THE PERFORMANCE ENDS AND PEOPLE LEAVE THE 

THEATRE. 

NARRATOR 

The public are dreaming, the performers are spent, the theatre vomits 

itself inside out. 
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THE ENCOUNTER 

A LARGE BOX WITH SLITS AT EITHER END TO PLACE YOUR HEAD INSIDE. 
ON THE INSIDE OF THE BOX IS A WIRE-FRAMED MODEL WITH FIGURINES 
ATTACHED, TURNING ON A CIRCULAR PLATE. THERE ARE 4 LIGHTS 
CREATING A COMPLEX LAYERING OF SHADOWS AS THE MODEL TURNS. 

THE FOLLOWING TEXT IS PRINTED ON AN A4 PAGE JUST IN FRONT OF THE 
MODEL SO THAT THE TWO PARTICIPATING HEADS MAY READ IT ALOUD.  

PERFOMER 
You're not alone. 

PUBLIC 
Even here? 

PERFORMER 
Especially here. 

PUBLIC 
No more than usual. 

PERFOMER 
Together we're part of a crowd, staring 
at the light like a flickering 
campfire, drawing us toward each other 
against the dark night. 

PUBLIC 
I'm here for the distraction. The 
shadow puppets and the CGI. I want a 
spectacle. I came here to escape. 

PERFOMER 
But didn't you come here to be found? 

PUBLIC 
Found? By Who? 

PERFOMER 
You still recognise me... 

PUBLIC 
Should I? 

PERFOMER 
I'm the other perspective. Not a mirror 
but the one you recognise in a crowd. 

PUBLIC 
What makes you think I recognise 
anything in you? You know nothing about 
me. 
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V – Additional performance experiments & creative work 

 

Fiction-types 

A significant thread of this research involved the development of a typology of fiction, or 

“fiction-types”. This system proved very productive in generating performance concepts 

based on archetypes from literature, architecture, narratology and spatial design, but has 

been ultimately subsumed by the theoretical framework of fiction-as-method, instead 

informing a breadth of approaches that are better served by an adaptive theory 

(supposition), rather than a definitive set of types (solutions). The natural appeal of a 

typology is that it produces a lexicon of techniques for tactical deployment, a “handbook” 

approach for practitioners, however this research has benefited from a more open-ended 

perspective. Fiction-types remains a convenient way to group works and could well serve a 

curatorial application in the future. An online peer-reviewed published presentation of the 8 

fiction-types with discussion essay is part of RUUKKU vol. 11,  http://ruukku-

journal.fi/en/issues/11 Direct link 

https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/486424/566538 

 

Figure 106 - The 8 fiction-types with allocated spatial decor (Image - Author) 

http://ruukku-journal.fi/en/issues/11
http://ruukku-journal.fi/en/issues/11
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/486424/566538
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The eight “fiction-types”; Absence, Resistance, Encounter, Instability, Transposition, 

Multiplicity, Mythos, Reframing, are each represented by an object and a corresponding 

noun or verb implicating an action. The proposed fiction-types are represented as a set of 

“situations”, each implying a relationship between “décor” or setting, and a reframing 

“action”, referencing the Situationists International concept of situation. Philosopher and 

founding Situationist Guy Debord describes situation as  

an integrated ensemble of behaviour in time. It is composed of actions contained 

in a transitory décor. These actions are the product of the décor and of 

themselves, and they in their turn produce other décors  and other actions 

(Debord et al. 1958). 

Object icons accompanying each type are represented by common objects one might 

find in the domestic home, chosen for their open-ended imaginative associations. These 

might also be compared to constellations, relationships in space and time as a trace from 

which fictional and real insight can be drawn. Architectural historian and writer, Jane 

Rendell, imagines large scale artworks as constellations, since ‘each artwork has a different 

duration, what we see of a work today is not simply a function of what is physically present 

right now, but it is also a trace of what has occurred’ (Rendell 2009, p. 21). Just as 

constellations are systems building on the unknown by fixing on a points of our reality, 

fiction-types playfully envision relationships that are inspired by real and fictional 

situations.  
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Ghost Architectures 

 

 

Figure 107 - Ghost Architectures, composite images, by Stephen Bain & Joshua Rutter 2019 (photo - S Bain) 

Working with the fiction-type of Absence, Ghost Architectures is a durational public-space-

performance for two runners who transcribe the outline of a fictional building in the midst 

of the urban environment. This repetitive action lasts for as long as the runners are able to 

run or walk. An absent presence of the imagined structure is sustained by the energetic 

output of the runners. The project is conceived to be upscaled through community 

engagement into a 36-hour performance with 100 runners taking active vigil to transcribe 

the boundaries of a fictional building. Fictional architecture in this sense, depends on the 

active labour of the participants, creating an atmospheric experience through ghosting, a 

choreographic operation whereby an action is obsessively repeated. Ghost Architectures is a 

collaboration between myself and choreographer Joshua Rutter, workshopped and 

performed in Brussels, Belgium, during March 2019. Responding to local histories of urban 

renewal, the performance traverses public and private spaces, temporarily creating 

boundaries between fiction and reality.  
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Detour 

 

 

Figure 108 - Detour performance outside Henderson public library, West Auckland 2018 (photo - Author) 

Working with the fiction-type of Resistance, Detour uses 50 road traffic cones to signify 

a barrier in a pedestrian square and thoroughfare. A group of participants move the cones 

over the course of two hours into different configurations, dissecting the square, drawing 

attention to details, cutting access to familiar routes, and creating a spatial hierarchy. The 

performers work independently and as a group, sometimes invisibly and sometimes with 

self-declared authority. The muted authority of road traffic cones in a pedestrian zone 

provides porous boundaries, enabling the public to respond with a mixture of compliance, 

defiance and intrigue, illustrating an individual relationship to authority and collective 

compliance with social rules and laws. Some members of the public also became involved 

with shifting the cones, participating in the performance as a game. This public-space-

performance is conceived to continue for a week or more, shifting to different public 

pedestrian zones throughout the city. 

The first public performance took place in February 2018 in the Henderson public 

library courtyard in West Auckland, with collaborating performers from Fidget Collective 

dance company: Claire O’Neil, Solomon Holly-Massey, Rose Tapsell, Aloalii Tapu, Tallulah 

Holly-Massey, Zahra Killeen-Chance, Kristian Larsen and Stephen Bain. 
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Labyrinth: we don’t need to know who’s in charge we just want to get there   

Working with the fiction-type of Transposition, Labyrinth: we don’t need to know… is a 40 

minute audio tour for urban public spaces, with pairs of participants negotiating four zones; 

a chalk-drawn labyrinth on the ground in a pedestrian area, a stanchioned queue in a bank 

or similar institution, a quiet space with sensual objects to touch, an open space with a 

numbered sequence of crossing points. One of the pair is blindfolded and wears 

headphones with the pre-recorded narration, the other participant has no soundtrack but is 

fully sighted in order to guide their partner through the visual signals of each space. The 

imposed dependence between the pair anecdotally brings issues of trust into dialogue with 

the authority of language, with one experience of space transposed onto the other. The 

soundtrack follows a history of the labyrinth from art history, mythology, garden design, 

the Christian church, and its institutional use in contemporary urban design in banks, 

airports, civic institutions and global mapping systems.  

 

Figure 107 - Labyrinth Auckland Performance, Silo Park, 

Nowhere! Festival Oct 2018  (Photo - H. Johnson) 

 

Figure 108 - Nida Art Colony walking lecture presentation 

(Photo - E. Duffin) 

 A first development workshop performance took place at the Vilnius Art Academy 

art colony in Nida, Lithuania in May 2018, the second development took place at Silo Park, 

Central Auckland, as part of the Nowhere! Festival of adventurous sound in October 2018.  
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VI – Ethics Approval 
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