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Preface

Written from a practice-based perspective, this book 
examines ‘cyberformance’ – the genre of digital perform-
ance that uses the Internet as a performance space – as 
a political practice from the viewpoint of the theatre 
director. The Etheatre Project comprises a series of experi-
mental cyberformances that aim to reconsider the char-
acteristics of theatre and the methodologies of directing 
theatre performances within the phenomenon of the 
remediation of cyberculture. Based on my PhD research at 
the University of East London titled The Etheatre Project: 
Directing Political Cyberformance (2010–14), this study 
focuses on the use of Internet platforms as theatrical, 
rehearsal and performance spaces and explores the interac-
tive and political potentials of online theatre, questioning 
the boundaries of these in-between spaces and the spatial 
experiences they cause.

The main motivation for starting this project came from 
two primary pragmatic observations and needs. The first 
of these was my increasing use of the Internet to establish 
direct (and often instant) contact with my homeland, 
Greece. The second was the need for low-budget perform-
ance spaces and research tools, as this self-funded project 
started in the middle of the global financial crisis. The 
similarity between this global economic crisis and the 
British monetary crisis of the 1970s, which resulted in the 
art crisis as well as the acceleration of the politicization of 
theatre following Margaret Thatcher’s art cuts during the 
1980s, was evident. Thus arose the need to look at the new 
medium of the Internet for cheaper ways of producing 
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theatre performances. Although new technology is considered to be 
expensive, the Internet offers a range of free-of-charge tools and plat-
forms to promote creativity and collaboration. These two factors, along 
with my Greek origin and my classical theatre education, have greatly 
influenced the process and outcome of this book and research.

In September 2010, I used the term ‘Etheatre’, which later became 
the project’s title, to name the phenomenon of online theatre ignoring 
at the time the existing terms used to define these practices. From the 
public introduction of the Internet and the World Wide Web in the 
mid-1990s, artists and researchers have attempted to name and define 
online theatre practice, using terms such as ‘cyberdrama’ (Murray, 1997), 
‘cyberformance’ (Jamieson, 2000, defined in Jamieson, 2008, p. 2; see also 
Jamieson, 2013a), ‘digital performance’ (Dixon, 2001, defined in Dixon, 
2007), ‘cyber(-)theatre’ (Causey, 2003; Dixon, 2004), ‘virtual theatres’ 
(Giannachi, 2004), ‘networked performance’ (Green, Thorington and 
Riel, 2004), ‘telematic performance’ (Saltz, 2004), ‘cyberperformance’ 
(Causey, 2006), ‘cybertheater(s)’ (Nusberg, 1969; Chatzichristodoulou, 
2006, 2010), ‘digital practices’ (Broadhurst, 2007) and ‘hyperformance’ 
(Unterman, 2007). The variety of terms used to explain this phenomenon 
demonstrates the diversity of online practices, the varied intermedial 
characteristics, the lack of agreement of definitions between scholars, 
researchers and artists, as well as the rush to gain authorship over online 
performance.

Janet H. Murray coined the term ‘cyberdrama’, recognizing it is ‘only a 
placeholder for whatever is around the corner’ (1997, p. 271), to describe 
the emerging form of storytelling by the use of computers and games. 
In Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace (1997), 
Murray discussed the interactive and participatory potentials of cyber-
drama, suggesting a variety of existing and imagined storytelling forms 
– some of which at the time were science fiction but now exist (Jamieson, 
2008, p. 25) – in order to investigate whether cyberdrama can transpose 
the truth of the human condition as truly and as beautifully expressed as 
in theatre (Murray, 1997, p. 274). However, cyberdrama refers to virtual 
forms of text-based storytelling, a form of play script, rather than to the 
performance itself.

In 2003, Matthew Causey replaced ‘drama’ with ‘theatre’, defin-
ing cybertheatre as a ‘performance created with the aid of new media 
and computer technologies’. He used the term to critically examine 
computer-based performances, questioning the importance of liveness 
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in such a mediatized form: ‘Cyber-theatre, not unlike film and televi-
sion, does not rely on the presence of a live actor or audience and an 
argument can be made that many examples of cyber-theatre might be 
better described as interactive film/TV, installation art, new media art, 
or electronic communications’ (Causey, 2003, p. 341). Thus, although 
Causey identifies the blurred boundaries between online theatre and 
interactive film – a demarcation that, sometimes, is difficult to identify 
and analyse – he generalizes the definition of cybertheatre as a non-live 
performance genre instead of examining the differences between the two 
forms of net art.1

In 2004, Steve Dixon reused the term cybertheatre to describe his 
project Chameleons 3: Net Congestion (2000), produced by the Chameleons 
Group, a UK-based multimedia performance research company founded 
in 1994 by Steve Dixon, Paul Murphy and Wendy Reed. Net Congestion 
ironically aimed to investigate the interactive character of the Internet 
in theatre, demonstrating the importance of a live actor and audience in 
cybertheatre (see Dixon, 2003):

My work as director of The Chameleons Group (since 1994) has experimented 
with Artaudian and digital conceptions of the ‘double’, and has explored the 
development of new interactive cyber-theatre paradigms, including a series 
of performances where online audience members in a chat room directed 
and spontaneously ‘wrote’ a performance for ten actors (in an empty theatre) 
to perform in real time. (Dixon, 2006, p. 68)

The Artaudian experiment allowed online audiences to direct the 
performers and write their dialogues in real time during the perform-
ance, using cyberspace as a cyberstage – Dixon soon realized the power 
of real-time interactive communication between the performer and the 
‘disembodied’ audience (Dixon, 2003, 2004).

In an article titled ‘Adventures in Cyber-Theatre (or the Actor’s Fear of 
the Disembodied Audience)’, Dixon critically reviewed the Net Congestion 
project by analysing the ‘liveness, bodyless and spaceless’ issues of the 
cyberstage, as well as its interactive character, concluding that ‘although 
the actual physical distance between performers and audience is 
increased, interactive communication changes the nature of the spatial 
barrier since the spectator seems as present and often as prominent as 
the performers within the performance space of the computer monitor 
proscenium’ (2004, p. 118). In a later article, Dixon (2006) revived the 
discussion on the notion of presence and co-presence in cybertheatre, 
as evident from the dialogue between physical and virtual bodies and 
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physical and virtual spaces, which gave rise to the term ‘virtual touch’ to 
describe moments of real contact and intimacy between the actors and 
the audience across the network. What remains to be asked, however, 
is how a theatre director can assure and strengthen this virtual touch 
of co-presence in online theatre. (I discuss examples of virtual touch in 
Chapter 2 and co-presence tactics in Chapter 3.)

In 2006, Causey returned to the term cybertheatre, this time in 
order to acknowledge liveness as an important characteristic of online 
performance, recognizing the interactive potentials of ‘computer-aided 
performance’, ‘a more practical term than cyber-theatre or postorganic 
performance’ (2006, p. 48; emphasis added). He also used ‘telepresent 
performance’ and ‘cyber-performance’ to describe digital practices 
(Causey, 2006, pp. 48, 83). Similarly to Dixon, Causey turned to Antonin 
Artaud’s ‘body without organs’ and the ‘double’ to analyse the virtual: 
‘What I am modelling is a recapitulation of Artaud’s double, but the 
function of the double collapses in the event of the virtual. Everything 
is in cyberspace and thus nothing is ever not-this, not the double, not an 
illusion nor an appearance’ (2006, p. 96; see also Artaud, 1958 [1938]).

During the same year, Maria Chatzichristodoulou (aka Maria X) 
also used the term cybertheater(s) in her research, entitling her thesis 
‘Cybertheaters: Emergent, Hybrid, Networked Performance Practices 
and Visions’. Focusing on the origins of the term cybertheater – 
Chatzichristodoulou (2012, p. 1 and 2014, p. 20) credits the term to the 
Russian kinetic arts group Dvizjenije – the aim of her research was to 
articulate this emerging form as a new performance genre, by the appro-
priation and redefinition of the term cybertheater, under the philo-
sophical umbrella of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s notion of the 
non-linear, non-hierarchical rhizome. Although Chatzichristodoulou 
(2006) defined cybertheater – a transdisciplinary genre that ontologi-
cally exists between theatre, performance/live arts, cinema, Internet and 
computational technologies – as ‘performance practices that make use of 
the Internet both as a distribution medium and as a space/stage for the 
development of dramatic (re-/inter-)actions and co-creations between 
their diverse agents’, she does not engage in discussions around interme-
diality (i.e., interaction between different media) and intermedial studies 
(I study cyberformance as an intermedial form of theatre in Chapter 1).

Chatzichristodoulou borrowed the term ‘networked performance’ 
– coined by Jo-Anne Green and Helen Thorington (of the Turbulence 
Project2) and Michelle Riel to define ‘real-time, embodied practice within 



xiv Preface

DOI: 10.1057/9781137577047.0004

digital environments and networks’ and ‘embodied transmission’ (see 
Green et al., 2004) – to describe performances that employ the Internet 
(2010, pp. 3, 18; see also Chatzichristodoulou, 2012, p. 4 and 2014, p. 22). 
Green, Thorington and Riel (2004) used the term to originate a blog of 
the same title to chronicle current network-based practice, aiming ‘to 
obtain a wide-range of perspectives on issues and uncover common-
alities in the work’; the online source revealed the explosion of creative 
experimental performances as affected by the rapid advancement of 
mobile technology.

In Virtual Theatres: An Introduction, Gabriella Giannachi used the 
word ‘virtual’ to analyse twenty-first-century computer-arts practices, 
‘in which everything – even the viewer – can be simulated’ (2004, p. i), 
to conclude that ‘there is not one virtual theatre, but many. This is not 
only because of the variety of virtual art forms that can claim a certain 
degree of theatricality, but because the medium of virtuality itself acts as 
a theatre, a viewing point of the real’ (2004, p. 151). Hence, virtual theatre 
is used here as a broad term in the quest to classify and study different 
computer-based forms of theatre, such as virtual reality theatre, hyper-
textual performances and cyborg theatre. Referring to a variety of artists 
and groups, including, inter alia, Blast Theory, Forced Entertainment 
and Guillermo Gómez-Peña’s La Pocha Nostra, Giannachi places virtual 
theatre in the category of arts that give ‘serious consideration to tech-
nology as a form of art’ (2004, p. 1; emphasis in the original), defining 
it as a theatrical form that ‘remediates’ (i.e., represents one medium 
in another) – a theory Giannachi borrows from Jay David Bolter and 
Richard Grusin’s Remediation (2000; Giannachi, 2004, p. 4). According 
to Giannachi, this process of ‘remediation’ implies a certain degree not 
only of ‘intertextuality and metatextuality, but also of intermediality 
and metamediality’ (2004, p. 5). As she explains, ‘the etymology of the 
word “technology”, tekhnē, indicates that technology is also an art, a 
craft, and shows how profoundly technology and art are linked. Just as 
art has repeatedly advanced through technology, technology has, via art, 
acquired aesthetic signification’ (2004, p. 1).

In The Politics of New Media Theatre, Giannachi studies political 
practices of performance and new technologies, focusing on the topics 
of globalization and surveillance. Although she explores theatre as 
hacktivism and draws on the fact that ‘on the Internet notions of author-
ship, individualism, privacy and even freedom of speech need to be  
(re-)defined’ (2007, p. 14), Giannachi’s explorations cover new media 
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theatre in a broad way, ranging from body art and bioart to cloning, 
genomics and architecture.

In 2005, Benjamin Unterman focused on the use of computers in 
performance making and used the term ‘computer-mediated theatre’ in 
his Master’s thesis, which comprised an analysis of space, audience and 
presence in online theatre. Two years later, Unterman suggested the term 
‘hyperformance’ in a conference paper, ‘The Audience in Cyberspace: 
The Lessons of Hyperformance’, defining hyperformances as ‘live events 
presented across computer networks’ and describing them as ‘the most 
striking forms of the mediatisation of theatre’ (2007, p. 1). He focused 
on the participatory and more active character of hyperformance and 
concluded that ‘this added reliance on interactivity[,] and the breaking 
down of the barriers between artist and audience, makes hyperformance a 
unique and valuable new direction in intermediatised theatre’ (2007, p. 1).

In 2000, Helen Varley Jamieson coined the term ‘cyberformance’ (see 
Jamieson, 2008, pp. 2, 30, 34) in an attempt to find a more appropriate 
and useful word to describe her experimental work in collaboration with 
Desktop Theater. Desktop Theater describes itself as ‘an ongoing series of 
live theatrical inventions’ (2000). The project, also called ‘Internet Street 
Theater’, was created by Adrienne Jenik and Lisa Brenneis and operated 
from 1997 to 2002. After trying to combine a variety of terms including 
online, Internet, theatre and performance, Jamieson arrived at the port-
manteau word cyberformance by blending cybernetics and cyberspace with 
performance. In spite of her collaborators being called Desktop Theater, 
Jamieson (2012a) chose the term ‘performance’ over ‘theatre’ because ‘at 
that time “theatre” seemed like a very heavily laden word that was tied to 
very boring mainstream theatre that is about bland entertainment’. (For 
this reason I find it necessary to define theatre in Chapter 1.)

Jamieson’s definition of cyberformance, as explained in her thesis 
‘Adventures in Cyberformance: Experiments at the Interface of Theatre 
and the Internet’ (2008, pp. 13–34), contextualized it within the fields 
of networked performance, digital performance, telematic perform-
ance and theatre. David Z. Saltz, scholar and principal investigator of 
Virtual Vaudeville: A Live Performance Simulation System, used the 
term ‘telematic performance’ to describe ‘live multi-site performance 
events’ that make use of video streaming technologies to live broadcast 
distributed performers (2004, p. 128). The Virtual Vaudeville Project 
is an interactive three-dimensional system that helps simulate live 
performance events from any historical period (Virtual Vaudeville, 
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2004). According to Saltz, a computer user’s interaction is a performance 
by itself, tracing the similarities of computer technology and theatre in 
Artaud’s ‘virtual reality’ and Brecht’s ‘remarkable anticipation of Internet 
culture’ (2004, pp. 121, 128; see also Artaud, 1958 [1938]; Brecht, 1964b 
[1932]). Saltz also rightly pointed out that the use of computers in the 
performing arts challenges the boundaries between performance disci-
plines, between scholarship and creative practice and between live and 
mediatized performances. Similarly, Andy Lavender too used telematic 
performance to discuss the dramaturgical possibilities of such interactive 
telematic events that ‘involve two or more geographically distinct sites, 
linked by telecommunications technology’ (2006, pp. 552, 558–59) in 
terms of ‘telematic collaboration’ – another term that I will later discuss 
as ‘cyber-collaboration’ (in Chapter 3).

Despite deficiencies in the definition, as performers can be remote 
and/or proximal, Jamieson (2008) offers a precise characterization of 
cyberformance for future artists and researchers to discuss, question and 
modify. According to Jamieson, cyberformance is ‘live/ly’ (i.e., although 
it is mediatized, it takes place in real time); it is ‘situated in cyberspace’, 
and thus ‘digital’ and ‘distributed’ geographically; it ‘has attitude’ (a result 
of the ‘unexpected’ nature of online performance), and is ‘resourceful’ 
(in terms of technology) and ‘transparent’ (i.e., it ‘does not pretend to 
be real’); yet, it remains ‘unfinished’ owing to its interactive character 
(2008, pp. 34–40).

Thus, telematic performance (use of streaming and video conferencing 
applications) and hyperformance (use of hypertext) can be considered 
to be subcategories of cyberformance, which in turn can be seen as a 
subcategory of digital performance and networked performance because 
it only refers to digital practices that use the Internet. Accordingly, cyber-
drama can function as a subcategory of cybertheatre, and cybertheatre, 
in turn, can be regarded as a subcategory of virtual theatre. Furthermore, 
cybertheatre can be understood as the theatrical genre of cyberform-
ance, distinguished from other performance arts, such as music, dance 
and fine art installations.

I chose to reuse the term cyberformance, instead of etheatre, as it has 
been well defined in contemporary literature in the field, and in works 
of researchers, and describes online practices clearly. Jamieson has influ-
enced the work and research of Chatzichristodoulou, Unterman and 
other cyberformance researchers, including the author, by collaborating 
with and offering the UpStage platform (co-curated by Jamieson and 
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other cyberformers and students) to artists and researchers through the 
annual UpStage Festival. Following the cyberformance characterizations 
described, I aim to continue in this book the discussion that Jamieson 
introduced so well with her research, focusing on the political character 
of cyberformance that derives from its interactive character.

This comprehensive study of online theatre terms and their definitions 
uncovers two key characteristics of cyberformance common to all of 
them. The first is the context of mediation, which is primarily studied 
through Artaud’s Theatre and Its Double (1958 [1938]) in combination with 
philosophical theories. A significant number of scholars and artists have 
re-studied and re-interpreted Artaudian theories in the context of digital 
culture (Popovich, 1999; Sakellaridou, 2007). In addition to Causey 
(2006), Dixon (2006) and Saltz (2004), Broadhurst (2007) too has stud-
ied Artaud’s ‘body without organs’ to analyse the absent presence of the 
virtual body in ‘digital practices’ – her phrase to refer to performance 
practices that ‘prioritize such technologies as motion tracking, artificial 
intelligence, 3-D modelling and animation, digital paint and sound, 
robotics, interactive design and biotechnology’ (2007, p. 1).

The second, and perhaps more important, common characteristic is 
that ‘[the terms] foreground, in different ways, the notion of liveness. 
Indeed, liveness is one of the most vital characteristics of theatre and 
performance art’ (Chatzichristodoulou, 2012, p. 4 and 2014, pp. 22–23) 
– a trait that digital technologies have turned into a problem. Auslander 
(1999) criticized and challenged the conventional view of performance 
theory, which characterizes the relationship between the live and the 
mediatized as one of opposition: Auslander ‘found that scholars work-
ing in mass media studies, particularly those interested in television or 
popular music, have dealt more directly and fruitfully with the question 
of liveness than most scholars in theatre or performance studies’ (1999, 
p. 3, n. 5; emphasis added). In the case of online theatre, liveness has a 
direct relationship with interactivity as audience participation can occur 
only in the course of live, real-time communication. (I discuss liveness 
and interactivity as cyberformance characteristics in Chapter 1.)

The originality of this book and the Etheatre Project lies in its consid-
eration of the political character of cyberformance and the use of Brecht’s 
theatrical methodologies in online theatre. Although it explores subject 
areas that have been already discussed, such as interactivity in cyber-
space and the spacelessness, bodylessness and liveness of cyberform-
ance, Political Cyberformance: The Etheatre Project studies cyberformance 
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through the viewpoint of the practitioner–researcher, more specifically, 
the theatre director.

Beginning with a historical overview of online theatre that lays 
the foundation of this monograph, Chapter 1, ‘A Short Organum for 
Cyberformance: The Internet as an Apparatus of Communication’, 
introduces the term cyberformance to discuss the characteristics 
of online theatre. Looking at cyberformance as the outcome of the 
intermedial marriage between theatre and the Internet, ‘liveness’ and 
interactivity are determined to be key characteristics of cyberformance. 
The chapter presents a critical comparison between the Royal National 
Theatre’s NTLive Phèdre production and Forced Entertainment’s 24-hour 
Quizoola!. The case studies demonstrate the importance of interactivity 
for creating liveness in online theatre. To establish the political character 
of cyberformance, the chapter investigates emergent economic, social 
and political implications and interactions of the Internet with physical 
space and society.

Chapter 2, ‘Towards an Online Community-Engaging and 
Participatory Theatre: Participation, Interaction and Engagement’, delves 
into the use of the Internet in performance making to explore notions 
of socio-political engagement in online practices and the importance 
of social networking platforms in public ‘conflictual’ participation. 
Key examples of community engagement and audience participation 
in cyberformance are discussed in the chapter. Particular attention is 
paid to the National Theatre Wales (NTW) Community blog and the 
use of the Internet as a space for conflictual participation, as well as the 
performances of Dries Verhoeven’s Life Streaming (2010) and Rimini 
Protokoll’s Call Cutta in a Box (2008). The performance review locates 
the Etheatre Project in a lineage of practice, allowing the practical study 
of online theatre boundaries and characteristics.

Chapter 3, ‘The Etheatre Project: The Director as Discussion 
Facilitator’, is an account of the practical work and the adapted direct-
ing methodology of the Etheatre Project, under the umbrella of Bertolt 
Brecht’s political theatre theories and practices. It investigates the role 
of the director as discussion facilitator in cyberformance research and 
practice. Referring to the Cyberian Chalk Circle (2011), Merry Crisis and 
a Happy New Fear (2012) and Etheatre Project and Collaborators (2014) 
projects, the chapter explores the prospects of forming political spaces 
through performances on cyberstage using Brecht’s methodologies and 
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theories of directing political theatre, questioning new forms of spatial 
relationships and dialectics.

I conclude with a summary of research findings determined through 
the methodologies of the Etheatre Project, not only presenting answers 
to questions I raise at the start of my research but also raising questions 
that need further investigation to reveal the future of cyberformance. 
While early discussions of some of the research of this book have been 
published as papers in the International Journal of the Arts in Society 
and the ATINER’s Conference Paper Series, this complete monograph 
contributes to literature knowledge through its focus on the political and 
dialectical characteristics of cyberformance and the directing strategies 
followed to meet those parameters. Referring to contemporary examples 
of online, socio-political and participative theatre performances that 
took place during the ‘cyber turn’ in UK theatre (2010–14), the Etheatre 
Project expands on the use of cyberformance as a medium to negotiate 
between theatre and the Internet and performance and performatives.

Notes

Net.art  is an art movement by a group of artists who coined the term in 1995 
to describe their own work. However, as Jamieson notes, ‘net.art (or net art 
or net-art or netart  ...) has come to be accepted as encompassing any artistic 
practice that takes place on or via the internet’ (2008, p. 27, n. 23).
Turbulence is a project of New Radio and Performing Arts, Inc. (NRPA, 1996).  
NRPA was founded in New York City in 1981 to foster the development of 
new and experimental work for radio and sound arts. In 1996, it extended its 
mandate to net.art and launched its pioneering website Turbulence.org.
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Company’s Twitter adaptation of Romeo and Juliet. Looking 
at cyberformance as the outcome of the intermedial marriage 
between theatre and the Internet and comparing the Royal 
National Theatre’s NTLive Phèdre and Forced Entertainment’s 
24-hour Quizoola! case studies, liveness and interactivity are 
determined to be key characteristics of online theatre. Drawing 
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discusses the interactive character of the Internet to conclude 
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1.1  Introducing the ‘cyber turn’: from #Hamnet to 
#Dream40

Research for the Etheatre Project began at a time when the goliaths of 
UK-based theatre went digital. On 25 June 2009, NTLive1 – part of the 
Royal National Theatre in London – broadcast live its production of 
Phèdre to 73 cinemas in the United Kingdom and 200 more round the 
world. In April and May 2010, the RSC staged Shakespeare’s Romeo and 
Juliet on Twitter for its five-week-long staging of Such Tweet Sorrow – the 
‘world’s first professional Twitter-based performance of Shakespeare’ 
(Arts Council England, 2012, p. 11). In summer of the same year, the 
London International Festival of Theatre (LIFT, 2014), under the new 
artistic direction of Mark Ball, focused on the emergence of digital 
technology in the world of theatre. Since these productions, a rapidly 
increasing number of leading art houses and theatre companies have 
begun using the Internet – including Tate Modern’s BMW Tate Live: 
Performance Room, Punchdrunk and Forced Entertainment – forming a 
wave of UK-based theatre ‘cyber turn’.

Besides the vigorous use of the Internet on contemporary British 
stage, online theatre has a substantial international history that cannot 
be ignored. On May 2012, Helen Varley Jamieson (2012b) posted on the 
Furtherfield Gallery community blog a passionate text criticizing the 
Tate’s launch claims about BMW Tate Live being an ‘entirely new mode 
of presentation’ (see Tate, 2012) and ‘the first artistic programme created 
purely for live web broadcast’ (see Tate, 2011). In her blog post, Jamieson 
(2012b) rightly questioned these claims, offering a short overview of the 
history of online performance. She pointed out that cyberformance dates 
back to at least 1994, when fine artists Nina Sobell and Emily Hartzell 
(1994) launched ‘ParkBench’, transforming their studio into a ‘time-based 
public Web installation’ by creating a weekly, online, live, video-based 
performance series called ArTisTheater. The RSC, too, ignored the rich 
history of cyberformance and online Shakespearian theatre – from the 
Hamnet Players’ debut cyberformance of Hamnet (irc Theatre, Live!!!, 
1993), to the SL Shakespeare Company’s (2007–08) efforts ‘to bring to 
“Second Life” live productions of all of the bard’s plays’, to the Plaintext 
Players’ (1994–2006) ‘live online and mixed-reality performances since 
1994’, to Maria Chatzichristodoulou’s (2006–10) writings and collabora-
tive projects on digital and networked performance – and ‘with a little 
help from Google+’ advertised #Dream40, its 2013 Midsummer Night’s 
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Dream production, as an ‘innovative digital project’ and ‘a new kind of 
play’ (Royal Shakespeare Company and Google+, 2013).

The history of cyberformance, as outlined by Jamieson (2012b), high-
lights the disregard of leading art institutions (for the online perform-
ance space) concealed in the advertisement of their digital projects as 
‘pioneering’. Despite Twitter, Google+, Second Life, multi-user object-
oriented (MOOS) environments and Internet relay chat (IRC) channels 
being different online communication platforms, their theatrical uses 
share a common raison d’être: direct, real-time communication between 
theatre and its remote, geographically distant audience.

Since 2010 and the Twitter adaptation of Romeo and Juliet, the RSC has 
tried to investigate ‘new forms of creating narrative expression’ (Collinge, 
2011), following a path more interactive than its classic productions by 
experimenting with digital technology. Six actors, coached and directed 
by Roxana Silbert, improvised the dialogue of the central characters 
for Such Tweet Sorrow, following the framework of an overall scripted 
grid that plotted the action of each character. Bethan Marlow and Tim 
Wright wrote daily missions for each actor, who could then ‘act’ from 
wherever they could get online. The missions were delivered each morn-
ing, telling the actors how the story would evolve that day, and the actors 
had to improvise and decide what to say by posting tweets of up to 140 
characters (Mudlark, 2010). The tweets, merged and archived in the Such 
Tweet Sorrow public list on Twitter (https://twitter.com/such_tweet/lists/
such-tweet-sorrow), compromised the script of the adaptation. However, 
the live version of the play was created and completed by both the actors’ 
and the audience’s tweets. Nearly 6,000 people followed Juliet, and an 
average of 4,000 audience members followed and interacted with the 
other characters through real-time hypertext updates and tweets, includ-
ing videos, pictures, web pages and text logs, posted on Twitter over a 
period of five weeks (Collinge, 2011).

The ‘new forms of creating narrative expression’ (Collinge, 2011) that 
Such Tweet Sorrow attempted in 2011 has been existing since 1993. The 
Hamnet Players – founded by ‘semi-professional’ actor and computer 
professional Stuart Harris – ‘debuted the concept of participatory Internet 
Theatre’, performing text-based adaptations of classic plays on IRC chan-
nels (Danet et al., 2006; irc Theatre, Live!!!, 1993). Brenda Danet et al. 
(2006) used the term ‘semi-professional’ to emphasize Harris’ former 
experience as an actor on the festival circuit, raising questions about the 
underlying causes of his IRC experiment.
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Harris recognized the dramatic potential of IRC and successfully 
brought together amateur and professional actors from all over the 
world – mainly London, Tel Aviv, Durban, Slovenia and Oslo – to 
produce the world’s first online version of a Shakespeare play: Hamnet, 
an 80-line parody of Hamlet staged on an IRC channel called #hamnet 
(Danet, 2002). The Hamnet Players, perhaps unaware of the publicity 
potential of such a pioneering enterprise, managed to gain a remarkable 
amount of attention from conventional media, such as USENET news-
groups, American National Public Radio, local television interviews 
and newspaper coverage in the Los Angeles Times as well as the London 
Times. Harris collaborated with Ian Taylor of the RSC for the second 
production of Hamnet in 1994, with Taylor in the lead role (Danet et 
al., 2006). To mark Shakespeare’s 430th birthday, the Hamnet Players 
performed PCBeth: An IBM Clone of Macbeth, a 160-line version of 
Macbeth with visual images (irc Theatre, Live!!!, 1994a). In the second 
version of PCBeth (in July 1994) and in the last project of the company, 
An irc Channel Named #desire (which premiered the same year), based on 
Tennessee Williams’ play A Streetcar Named Desire, the Hamnet Players 
included sound files: ‘Sound-bits pertaining to the show will be offered 
to ppl with sound-capable equipment (i.e. with sound-cards installed)’ 
(irc Theatre, Live!!!, 1994b).

From 1994, the Plaintext Players, an online performance group 
founded by new media artist Antoinette LaFarge, also performed direct 
textual mixed-reality improvisations on cross platforms (such as MOOS) 
to explore new ways of interactive play-writing. Their LittleHamlet 
project, for instance, was a ‘reworking of the Hamlet story that inverted 
text and subtext’ to allow ‘all of the characters’ formerly unspoken needs, 
fears, and desires [to come] to the fore’ (Plaintext Players, 1995). Like 
Harris’ parodies, the Plaintext Players used hypertext to explore classic 
plays in a comic way:

Claudius: Laertes, my dear boy, there’s been an unfortunate, er, misunder-
standing ... 

Laertes: I demand revenge! ... Who and how was my father killed?
[psst ... it wasn’t cancer]
BloodyGertrude: No one lives forever, Laertes ... jeesh ... grow up.
Claudius: ... involving a, ah, curtain, and uh ... 
[killed by a curtain? But that’s absurd!]
Laertes: Yes, yer Malady?
[psst, he wasn’t hit by a bus ... heck, we don’t got no busses yet]
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Claudius: ... and a no ... He was very nosy, your father.
BloodyGertrude: Anyway, think of the insurance money.
[Or do we? Are there Danish busses?]
Claudius: And I didn’t do it!
Laertes: Look, I’m seeking ABSOLUTE TRUTH!
Claudius: I didn’t do the other thing either!

– From LittleHamlet (Plaintext Players, 1995; emphasis in the original)

Apart from solely text-based platforms, online theatre artists have 
used avatar-based virtual worlds, such as Second Life, and virtual stages, 
such as UpStage, for their performances. The SL Shakespeare Company, 
another professional theatre troupe, used the Internet to ‘make 
Shakespeare cool again!’ (SL Shakespeare Company Blog, 2009–10) 
before the RSC used Twitter for the same reason. According to Geraldine 
Collinge, the production manager of Such Tweet Sorrow, Twitter is ‘one 
way that the story [of Romeo and Juliet] might be told today’ (quoted in 
Cavendish, 2010). The Internet does indeed offer both the opportunity 
to approach and engage new, and mainly young, audience in theatre as 
well as the scope to use creative and futuristic tools for storytelling.

Not only professional and amateur artists but also researchers and 
scholars look at the Internet as a theatre stage. In 2007, artist, researcher 
and scholar Maria Chatzichristodoulou (aka Maria X), among others, 
performed Ophelia_machine as part of the 070707 UpStage Festival. 
The play was a textual collage based on Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Heiner 
Müller’s Hamlet Machine and Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto 
(Chatzichristodoulou, 2010, p. 248). Despite the complexity of the 
avatars, which functioned as puppets in the hands/computer keyboard 
of the artists, the communication with the audiences was centred on a 
simple chat-based relationship.

UpStage is a cyberformance stage software produced in 2004 by 
Douglas Bagnall for the Avatar Body Collision (Helen Varley Jamieson, 
Karla Ptacek, Leena Saarinen and Vicki Smith) cyberformance group 
(UpStage, 2004). On 7 July 2007 the first cyberformance festival, 070707 
UpStage Festival, was organized as a celebration for the launch of UpStage 
v2. This has since become an annual cyberformance festival, with the 
080808, 090909, 101010 and 11:11:11 UpStage Festivals attracting many 
artists, students and researchers to collaborate and experiment with 
this platform. The festival’s format was broken in 2012 to mark the last 
possible year the date sequence could be followed and the beginning of 
DownStage, a new engine to replace the UpStage platform (Eisenbarth, 
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2012). The 121212 UpStage Festival took place between 5 and 12 December 
and consisted of two parts: in the first part, called ‘Walking Backwards 
into the Future’ (5–11 December), cyberformances from the previous 
five festivals were re-performed; in the second part, called ‘Testing – 
12,12,12’ (12 December), new works were produced on UpStage and other 
online platforms, including VisitorsStudio, mosaika.tv, Waterwheel Tap, 
Livestream, eTV and the Second Life social environment. The ‘Walking 
Backwards into the Future’ section of the 121212 UpStage Festival also 
served as a stimulus for the Avatar Body Collision group to again perform 
together after five years (they had not performed as a group since 2007; 
see Jamieson, 2012a).

Prior to the 121212 UpStage Festival, an online global symposium on 
cyberformance hosted by UpStage, Waterwheel Tap and independent 
researchers and artists also highlighted the importance of past cyber-
formances. The ‘CyPosium’ (as it was called), held on 12 October 2012, 
aimed to discuss, question and analyse the history of online perform-
ance (CyPosium, 2012), by bringing together artists and researchers from 
different genres – dance, music, theatre, installation and media art – to 
talk about their cyberformances. This chapter studies cyberformance as 
theatre, as this originates from the constant effort of theatre artists and 
researchers to direct and produce Shakespearian performances online 
and the British ‘cyber turn’, to determine its key characteristics and 
define it within socio-political implications and interactions.

1.2  All the world’s a (cyber)stage: cyberformance as 
theatre

In 2000, theatre-maker, digital artist and researcher Helen Varley 
Jamieson coined the term ‘cyberformance’ to define the form of ‘live 
performance that utilises internet technologies to bring remote perform-
ers together in real time, for remote and/or proximal audiences’ (2008,  
p. 34). Borrowing Jamieson’s term, this chapter examines how the 
Internet and the World Wide Web inform the way in which theatre is 
made in cyberculture – what Andy Lavender defined as ‘techne’ (2006, 
p. 551) – by exploring the characteristics of cyberformance and the 
boundaries of theatre those characteristics negotiate.

Cyberformance is a genre of digital performance that uses the Internet 
as a performance space or a cyberstage: ‘a socio-political in-between 
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space and non-space, where the participants are present and absent 
at the same time in a live and mediatised experience’ (Papagiannouli, 
2011a, p. 61). For their 2001 Digital Performance Archive (DPA) research 
project, Steve Dixon and Barry Smith defined ‘digital performance’ to 
include ‘all performance works where computer technologies play a key 
role rather than a subsidiary one in content, techniques, aesthetics or 
delivery forms’ (quoted in Dixon, 2007, p. 3; emphasis in the original). 
The ‘spaceless’, ‘bodyless’ and ‘liveness’ characterization of the cyberstage 
references the binary nature of the materiality and immateriality of 
cyberspace, whereas its socio-political character references the global 
nature of online environments (Papagiannouli, 2011b). This dual hypos-
tasis of the cyberstage comes in coherence with the binary computer 
code (0,1 binary digits), which allows dissimilar features and oppositions 
to exist at the same time, changing the question from ‘to be or not to be’ 
to ‘to be and not to be’. The in-betweeness of the cyberstage reveals the 
intermedial character of cyberformance – a metaxy, Plato and Aristotle’s 
notion of in-betweeness, that is, a situation in-between different medi-
ums such as theatre and the Internet, theory and practice, and live and 
mediatized performance:

The use of computers in the performing arts does not merely add a new tool 
to an old discipline. It challenges some of our most basic assumptions about 
performance. First, it blurs the boundaries between performance disciplines. 
[ ... ] Second, it blurs the boundaries between scholarship and creative 
practice. [ ... ] Finally, digital technology is challenging the very distinction 
between ‘liveness’ and media. (Saltz, 2004, p. 129)

The term ‘intermediality’ first appeared in print in 1989 to criti-
cally describe the use of other media, such as cinema and television, 
in theatre (Anstey, 2007, p. 2). Since then, the word has been widely 
used in different contexts and discourses, resulting in the creation 
of the Intermediality in Theatre and Performance Working Group 
within the International Federation of Theatre Research (IFTR, 2012) 
in 1998. The aim of the group is to identify and define the essence of 
intermediality in theatre and performance by analysing the use of 
different media in theatre practices. ‘Intermedial’ is defined here as an 
in-between space, a mixture of ‘spaces, media and realities’ (Chapple 
and Kattenbelt, 2006, p. 12): it is ‘about the staging (in the sense of 
conscious self-presentation to another) of media, for which theatre as a 
hypermedium provides pre-eminently a stage’ (Kattenbelt, 2010, p. 29). 
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I draw on Victor W. Turner’s (1990) notions of liminality and perform-
ance, to highlight how in-betweeness refers here to actual liminality 
rather than a symbolic transitional state (‘rite de passage’) in ritual 
arenas (see also Schechner and Appel, 1990). Intermediality is a key 
term in this research as it focuses on the interaction between different 
media – in the case of the Etheatre Project, between theatre and the 
Internet – where one redefines the other, by learning from each other, 
as proved by the collaboration between computer scientists and artists 
for the creation of online platforms such as UpStage and Waterwheel 
Tap. Challenging some of its most basic assumptions, cyberformance 
– the outcome of the intermedial negotiation between theatre and the 
Internet – allows a broader understanding of theatre.

Although Jamieson (2008) introduces cyberformance as a new theat-
rical form, she avoids using the term theatre to describe it, recognizing 
the release of the winds of Aeolus such use could cause in theatre circles. 
According to Twyla Mitchell, theatre sees computers as ‘enemies’, fearing 
that new technology will replace theatre, similarly to humans’ fear that 
computers will replace people, or, in the case of Matrix, that avatars will 
replace humans (1999, pp. 10–11). Apart from the technophobia, thea-
tre is ‘a very heavily laden word [ ... ], tied to [ ... ] mainstream theatre’ 
(Jamieson, 2012a) and specific aesthetics, which require a certain code 
of behaviour and procedures. As Jamieson notes, although theatre and 
performance are at times substitutable, ‘the subtle yet crucial differences 
between theatre and performance have been the subject of much debate’ 
(2008, p. 19; emphasis in the original). For this reason I find it necessary 
to define theatre: I use the term theatre2 to describe the dramatic3 art of 
theatre performance as a whole, including all the acts required for the 
realization of a theatrical performance, such as the text, the actors, the 
audience and the space.

Bertolt Brecht defines theatre as a ‘live representation’ of human inter-
actions with an emphasis on entertainment, highlighting the importance 
of liveness in theatre: ‘ “Theatre” consists of this: in making live repre-
sentations of reported or invented happenings between human beings 
and doing so with a view to entertainment. At any rate that is what we 
shall mean when we speak of theatre, whether old or new’ (Brecht, 1964d 
[1949], p. 180). Indeed, although the relationship between performers and 
the audience has experienced radical changes through theatre history, 
the presence of a live audience relationship is central to the definition of 
theatre art (Freshwater, 2009, p. 1). However, digital technologies have 



A Short Organum for Cyberformance

DOI: 10.1057/9781137577047.0005

problematized the recognition of liveness in all kinds of performance, 
leading to the opposition of live and mediatized performance. According 
to Philip Auslander, this separation between live and mediatized derives 
from cultural and historical contingencies rather than from the juxtapo-
sition of their fundamental characteristics (1999, p. 11).

Thus, defining ‘live’ is essential in this chapter which looks at the term 
in accordance with Steve Wurtzler’s (1992) view of the ‘recorded’: ‘live 
is premised on the absence of recording and the defining fact of the 
recorded is the absence of the live’ (Wurtzler, 1992, p. 89). In this respect, 
live performance is any kind of performance that is not pre-recorded for 
its audience. Consequently, despite the delay that may occur, cyberform-
ance is a live performance owing to its real-time characteristic. Although 
performers and audiences are distributed, they share a common space 
– the cyberspace – through real-time online communication. After all, 
theatre in its poorest form is all about this direct, live communication 
between the performer and the spectator.

By gradually eliminating whatever proved superfluous, we found that theatre 
can exist without make-up, without autonomic costume and scenography, 
without a separate performance area (stage), without lighting and sound 
effects, etc. It cannot exist without the actor–spectator relationship of percep-
tual, direct, ‘live’ communion. This is an ancient theoretical truth, of course, 
but when rigorously tested in practice it undermines most of our usual ideas 
about theatre. (Grotowski, 2002 [1967], p. 19)

Agreeing with the above definition, Chiel Kattenbelt defines theatre as 
‘the social meeting between performer and spectator in the live presence 
of the here and now’ (2006, p. 33): a ‘here and now’ that Robin Nelson 
sees as taking place ‘in virtual, rather than, [sic] actual space’ in cyber-
formance (2010, p. 19). Although the performers and the audience do not 
share the same geographical space in cyberformance, Jerzy Grotowski’s 
‘perceptual, direct, “live” communion’ (2002 [1967], p. 19) is accom-
plished through the co-presence of actors and spectators in cyberspace, 
as this derives from the interactive participation of the audience in real 
time. According to Ball (2013), ‘hyper-connected theatre allows us to 
reimagine the very nature of a theatrical experience and of an audience 
by utilising networks to engage people as active participants with a real 
sense of agency.’

In a more Wagnerian approach, Kattenbelt has argued that ‘theatre is a 
physical hypermedium [a synthesis of disparate creative disciplines, such 
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as music, dance, opera, cinema, media art and visual art installation] 
whereas [ ... ] the Internet is a virtual hypermedium’ (2008, p. 23), and 
suggests, as mentioned earlier, that the former pre-eminently provides 
a stage to media (Kattenbelt, 2010, p. 29). However, considering that the 
Internet is a virtual hypermedium, the Internet and its cyberspace, unlike 
other media, do seem to provide a stage for theatre. The Shakespearian 
quote ‘all the world’s a stage’ becomes feasible through the Internet which 
offers ‘performative’ spaces, such as blogs, social networking platforms, 
virtual environments and communication applications comprising chat 
rooms, web cameras and avatars. The term performative is used here to 
describe the ability of cyberspace to bring into existence a performance 
act because of its interactive character and to turn into a cyberstage for 
online audiences. Birgit Wiens rightly underlines that ‘it is not enough 
to interpret the Internet as the “largest theatre in the world” ’ (2010,  
p. 108) because it is of greater importance to identify and analyse the 
emergent economic, social and political implications and interactions 
of the Internet with physical space and society. The Etheatre Project, 
focusing on the political character of cyberformance, addresses these 
implications and interactions.

1.3  Cyberformance characteristics: liveness and 
interactivity

This section studies the main characteristics of cyberformance, live-
ness and interactivity, as these derive from the intermedial negotiation 
between theatre and the Internet. I argue that the notion of liveness in 
cyberformance is directly connected to the interactive and participative 
character of the Internet, as without real-time engagement the notion of 
co-presence is weak and, thus, liveness is meaningless. Following Russell 
Fewster’s claim that ‘in the context of a broad debate about liveness and 
mediatisation, however, each production presents its own challenges’ 
(2010b, p. 63), it is worth comparing NTLive’s Phèdre production with 
Forced Entertainment’s Quizoola!, a durational performance generated 
from a series of questions. In cyberformance, liveness is no longer an 
aesthetic choice, as in the early experiments of digital performance, but 
rather a basic trait.

Technology in theatre is not new. Online theatre, like digital perform-
ance, is ‘an extension of a continuing history of the adoption and 
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adaptation of technologies to increase performance and visual art’s 
aesthetic effect and sense of spectacle, its emotional and sensorial impact, 
its play of meanings and symbolic associations, and its intellectual power’ 
(Dixon, 2007, p. 40). Many digital performance artists and scholars have 
argued that the roots of online theatre can be traced back to the deus ex 
machina (Ἀπὸ μηχανῆς θεὸς) of Ancient Greek theatre, the magic lantern 
of Robertson’s phantasmagorias at the Pavillon de l’Echiquier in the 1790s 
or the revolutionary introduction of electric light in the 1890s (Lavender, 
2006; Dixon, 2007; Jamieson, 2008; Oliver, 2013). Matthew Causey has 
suggested that theatre has always been a ‘virtual’, ‘illusory’ space and that 
there is ‘nothing in cyberspace [ ... ] that has not already been performed 
on the stage’ (2006, p. 15). Indeed, although cyberformance is a recent 
phenomenon, online theatre was conceived before the technology to 
make it possible even existed.

It was since Richard Burton’s 1964 Hamlet production, directed by John 
Gielgud, that artists looked at technology to bring live theatre experi-
ence to simultaneous viewers and reach wider audiences, giving rise to 
what came to be known as ‘Theatrofilm’ (The Wooster Group, 2006–13). 
The Broadway production comprising 17 camera angles, recorded and 
edited into a film, was supposed to have been destroyed after its run 
for two days in 2,000 movie houses across the United States, making 
the experience of watching it not much different from what the Royal 
National Theatre offers with its NTLive. This raises questions about what 
live streaming and Internet technology offer to theatre today different 
from what Theatrofilm offered, revealing the importance of real-time 
interaction and participation in cyberformance.

The case of the Phèdre production questions the meaningfulness of 
the expensive liveness commodity in NTLive, as well as the perform-
ance discipline it belongs to, as it broadcasts live and recorded theatre 
performances to cinemas via satellite in a LiveTV-like manner. Following 
the live high-definition performances of the Metropolitan Opera in New 
York (2006), the San Francisco Opera (2006), London’s Royal Opera 
House (2007) and the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra (2008) on cinema 
screens across the country (Bakhshi and Throsby, 2010), NTLive became 
‘the first theatre in the world to film a live performance in high defini-
tion and broadcast it via satellite to cinema screens around the world’ 
(National Theatre, 2013–14; see also National Theatre Live, 2009–14). The 
expensive high-definition Phèdre experiment would not have been feasi-
ble without funding from NESTA (2013–14) – an independent charity 
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with a particular interest in supporting ‘research and development of 
projects that use digital technology to enhance audience reach and/or 
explore new business models for organisations with arts projects’ (Arts 
and Humanities Research Council, 2012) – and partnerships with the 
Picturehouse, Odeon and Cineworld chains as well as several independ-
ent cinemas.

According to Hasan Bakhshi and David Throsby (2010), both part of 
the NESTA research team, ‘more than 50,000 people’ saw Phèdre’s digital 
premiere – an equivalent to the production’s total audience number 
over the play’s three-month run – thereby expanding the capacity of 
the theatre virtually: ‘A total of 14,000 people across the UK saw that 
evening’s production [in real time] (excluding those who experienced it 
at the National itself). A further 14,000 people saw it live across Europe 
or on the same day in North America (allowing for time zone delays)’ 
(Bakhshi and Throsby, 2010, p. 29).

During the 2013 SPILL Festival of Performance,4 Forced Entertainment 
– a UK-based, six artists’ theatre company founded in 1984 – followed 
a more interactive path in a 24-hour version of their Quizoola! produc-
tion. The sold-out performance was webcast live for free, reaching 4,541 
online views between 11:59 p.m. on 12 April and 11:59 p.m. on 13 April, 
from the Barbican Centre on three different websites: Barbican, SPILL 
Festival and Forced Entertainment. In addition to NTLive’s focus on 
the director’s viewpoint, the high-definition streaming of the 24-hour, 
one-off, ground-breaking theatre project was a simple one-camera live 
webcast of the event, while the webcast links allowed the audience to 
follow the tweets of other audience members (see Trueman, 2013). This 
enriched the live experience of the online audience, who could read 
posts of offline and online spectators and communicate with each other. 
Even though the performers did not interact with the audience in real 
time, the online audience felt extremely engaged with the show because 
of the sense of audience co-presence on Twitter. This suggests that the 
sense of co-presence is essential in online theatre, in contrast to other 
digital forms such as live or interactive cinema.

Forced Entertainment allowed some kind of pre-performance interac-
tion by inviting the audience to send them questions. The number of 
questions submitted to be part of the performance exceeded 3,000; the 
24-hour Quizoola! reached 1.8 million Twitter impressions, connecting 58 
countries over 6 continents (Forced Entertainment, 2013). Furthermore, 
the ‘marathon’ and temporary character of the durational performance 
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made it hard for online spectators to drag themselves away from it (see 
Palgrave Theatre, 2013; Stephens, 2013).

Hence, owing to its lack of immediacy with the audience, the NTLive 
experience cannot be considered a theatrical one but rather a form of 
live cinema. In contrast, the use of Twitter in the 24-hour Quizoola! 
performance created a strong sense of theatrical coexistence of the 
online audience and the company. The theatrical visual freedom in 
NTLive is repealed as the director of photography controls what the 
cinema audience views, whereas the general plan of Quizoola! allows a 
more theatrical frame, where the screen becomes the proscenium box. 
This suggests that some sort of interaction is required in cyberformance 
for the liveness of experience to be accomplished.

Exemplifying the Internet’s collective information distribution, where 
anyone can tweet or re-tweet information, theatre makers can use the 
Internet to collect inspiration from their audience during rehearsals 
(e.g., the call for questions Forced Entertainment announced for its 
production). Blogs and social media, such as Facebook and Twitter, allow 
participants to engage with the performance from the very beginning of 
the planning process; they can also function as instruments of feedback 
surveys and tools for audience interaction during the actual show. In the 
#quizoola24 Twitter feed, the audience commented on the show, provid-
ing real-time feedback to performers’ questions (see Curtis, 2013). The 
combination of live webcasting and social media virtually extends the 
performance space, which not only allows geographically distributed 
audiences to interact or participate actively in an event taking place on 
the other side of the globe but also allows groups of people unable to 
travel (e.g., those with physical disabilities) to attend the performance 
from wherever they are. In keeping with the free culture of the Internet, 
most live webcastings of theatre performances are offered to online audi-
ences free of charge, allowing the participation of economically weaker 
audiences and encouraging equality in theatre participation.

1.4  From Tahrir to Taksim: cyberformance as a 
performative

This section looks at the interactive character of cyberformance as a 
performative, drawing on Bertolt Brecht’s radio essay (1964b) [1932]. In 
particular, it investigates the emergent economic, social and political 
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implications and interactions of the Internet with physical space and 
society to frame its political character, as suggested by Wiens (2010). The 
Internet is the new agora, a meeting point for politics to be discussed and 
ideas to be shared. Referring to the examples of the political use of the 
Internet from the Arab to the Turkish Spring, this section discusses the 
enlarged distance between ‘digital’ and ‘cyber’ technology to conclude 
that theatre should make use of this interactive online world.

The Internet has been in existence since the 1960s, and has grown into 
a key communication medium and one of the most powerful tools for 
generating and sharing ideas and opinions in the twenty-first century, as 
marked by its recognition by the United Nations as a ‘human right’ (2011, 
p. 4). The development of refined mobile technology and the increasing 
use of mobile devices, such as smartphones, tablets and laptops, have 
contributed to the growing number of Internet users – a figure that crossed 
the 2 billion mark during 2011 (United Nations, 2011, p. 4). The invention 
and growth of the Internet has had a revolutionary effect on the future 
of information technologies, as consumers have the option of actively 
interacting by self-publishing information rather than being just passive 
recipients of knowledge. The United Nations’ report suggests that ‘unlike 
any other medium of communication, such as radio, television and printed 
publications based on one-way transmission of information, the Internet 
represents a significant leap forward as an interactive medium’ (2011,  
p. 6). The World Wide Web and social media, such as Twitter and Facebook, 
allow data to be transmitted swiftly and receivers to comment, share, like 
and debate information, making feasible Brecht’s (1964b [1932]) utopian 
assertion of altering the radio into an apparatus of communication:

But quite apart from the dubiousness of its functions, radio is one-sided 
when it should be two. It is purely an apparatus for distribution, for mere 
sharing out. So here is a positive suggestion: change this apparatus over 
from distribution to communication. The radio would be the finest possible 
communication apparatus in public life, a vast network of pipes. That is to 
say, it would be if it knew how to receive as well as to transmit, how to let the 
listener speak as well as hear, how to bring him into a relationship instead of 
isolating him. On this principle the radio should step out of the supply busi-
ness and organize its listeners as suppliers. Any attempt by the radio to give 
a truly public character to public occasions is a step in the right direction. 
(Brecht, 1964b [1932], p. 52)

Thus, Brecht’s creation of a dialectical theatre was ‘not intended to be of 
use to the present-day radio but to change it’ (1964a [1932], p. 32). Brigid 
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Doherty complements Brecht’s ‘positive suggestion’ of converting the 
medium (radio) from an ‘apparatus of distribution’ into an ‘apparatus of 
communication’, by highlighting Walter Benjamin’s theory of the funda-
mental distance between the practitioner and the audience as the basis of 
his (Benjamin’s) radio experiment ‘crucial failing’ (2000, p. 447).

This passive, and incapacitated attitude of the audience [ ... ] can be changed 
for the better by an adequate use of the radio. But, still, it is the ‘crucial error of 
this institution to perpetuate in its work the fundamental split between performers 
and audience, which is belied by its technical foundations. Any child could tell 
you [ ... ] that the aim and object of radio broadcasts is to put all kinds of 
people at any time in front of the microphone.’ (Benjamin, ‘Reflections on the 
Radio’, 1932, quoted in Werber, 2003, p. 233; emphasis in the original)

Where radio failed, the Internet succeeded: it brought together all 
kinds of voices in the same space. Owing to its universal appeal and 
interactive nature, the Internet began to be used politically from the very 
beginning of its existence, turning into a space for political expression. 
Similarly to the structure of the Ancient Greek agora (i.e., a public gather-
ing space), commercialized Internet has been altered into a marketplace, 
a meeting point for politics to be discussed and ideas to be shared. As 
Markus Miessen remarks, ‘the rhizomatic, hyperlinked, and non-phys-
ical structure of the Web is the new agora – an accelerated, co-authored 
system of shared and co-edited knowledges’ (2010, p. 166). The Internet 
has turned into a tool for participatory democracy (‘radical democracy’), 
a multi-viewpoint medium that allows a more comprehensive picture of 
so-called truth in relation to the monopolistic, elite-controlled media. As 
Lincoln Dahlberg and Eugenia Siapera explain, ‘through its mythologi-
cal non-hierarchical network of free information flows, the Internet is 
seen as offering a perfect “marketplace of ideas”, a space for information 
exchange and individual decision-making free of bureaucracy, adminis-
trative power, and other restrictions (bodily, geographical, cultural) of 
“real” space’ (2007, p. 3).

From the uprising at Cairo’s Tahrir Square in 2011 to the political 
protests at Istanbul’s Taksim Square in 2013, the World Wide Web has 
functioned as a space for political mobilization, leading to the question 
of whether social media can create a revolution, although the Internet’s 
blackout during the course of demonstrations problematized its demo-
cratic notion. Here, the Internet becomes what Baz Kershaw (1992) 
describes as a ‘double-edged weapon’; whichever way the weapon cuts, 
the intention is to ‘strengthen the self-determination of the community, 
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to contribute to the empowerment of the community within – or against 
– the dominant socio-political order’ (Kershaw, 1992, p. 66).

The political power of the Internet was well demonstrated in Egypt’s 
cyber blackout during the 2011 public unrest, where the government cut 
off the entire country from the Internet soon after Twitter, Facebook, 
Google and YouTube were blocked. Although the Internet played a 
crucial role in public unrest during the Arab Spring – a term used by 
world media for the revolutionary protests in the Middle East at the 
beginning of 2011 – and helped spread democratic ideas by shaping 
political debates (Howard et al., 2011), leading political theorists, such 
as Chantal Mouffe, support the view that the Internet cannot create a 
genuine social movement. In an interview with Miessen, on being asked 
what she thought was an example of actual political mobilization, Mouffe 
replied: ‘When you have a variety of constituencies, including workers 
and poor people, who become mobilized and organized. Not simply 
young people on the Internet’ (quoted in Miessen, 2010, p. 141).

Although I agree with Mouffe’s definition of a social movement, I disa-
gree with the exclusion of the Internet as a space for such political mobi-
lization. The ‘potato revolution’ in Greece, for instance, demonstrated 
the social power of the Internet in terms of citizens’ self-organization. 
The phrase was used during March 2012 by the world media to 
describe the market movement in Greece in protest against rising prices, 
where the public started to buy potatoes directly from farmers, cutting 
out the middleman. Potato farmers began the movement as a topical 
reaction against the market’s high prices on account of the middleman; 
however, it soon grew into a food revolution spreading across the country. 
Volunteers, educational institutions and town councils started forming 
online communities, using the Internet as a public space, to meet food 
needs. Although food markets were set up in offline spaces, the organi-
zation of such mass exchange (resulting from the vast numbers of food 
orders) would not have been possible without the Internet (Lowen, 2012; 
Henley, 2012). (Interestingly, the potato’s revolutionary role is linked with 
many important historical mass movements, such as the British Industrial 
Revolution in the nineteenth century and the introduction of the potato 
to the Greek farmers in Greece by Ioannis Kapodistrias in 1828.)

As mobile phones are superseded by smartphones, smart communities, 
too, are created and developed in due course, using the Internet as a socio-
political platform to reclaim public spaces – both virtual and geographi-
cal. The Internet has turned into a menace for power-holders, a publicly 
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controlled apparatus of multi-lies against the absolute truth of controlled 
mass media as proved by the use of social media during the so-called 
Turkish Spring. On 28 May 2013, Turkish ecologists had occupied Gezi 
Park in Istanbul’s Taksim Square to protest against the park’s demolition. 
The extreme violence that Turkish police forces used against the protest-
ers detonated larger demonstrations across Turkey, resulting in the death 
of five citizens and thousands of injuries. The local media – controlled 
by the government – hushed up the events, leading the protesters to use 
Twitter to ‘fill the gaps left by TV’ (Katik, 2013). This only enlarged the 
distance between the ‘digital’ and ‘cyber’, as a clear separation became 
evident between controlled, government digital media and self-managed 
public Internet sources, leading to the metaphorical and literal defama-
tion of the medium of the Internet by the power-holders.

Prime Minister Recep Erdogan summarized the Turkish government’s 
views by declaring: ‘There is now a menace which is called Twitter. 
[ ... ] The best examples of lies can be found there. To me, social media 
is the worst menace to society’ (quoted in Letsch, 2013). He later used 
Twitter, ‘the worst menace to society’ as a surveillance tool, to label the 
protesters and moved to arrests. Despite the democratic character of the 
Internet, there is no doubt that the risk of undemocratic use exists. This 
is evidenced by the fact that fake Facebook accounts had to be created 
for the Etheatre Project audience to use (see discussion in Chapter 3). 
Cyberformance directors and practitioners should acknowledge this 
issue and protect the anonymity of the participants, especially in projects 
dealing with political topics.

Brecht’s utopian assertion that ‘radio is one-sided when it should be 
two’ (1964b [1932], p. 52), and thus should be made to receive as well 
as transmit, by letting the listener speak and hear and by bringing him/
her into a relationship instead of isolating him/her, finds ground in the 
medium of the Internet. The alteration of the radio into an apparatus of 
communication, as well as the mass social change Brecht sought through 
his political theatre, no longer seems unrealistic in cyberculture. As 
Brecht stated, ‘theatre has to become geared into reality if it is to be in a 
position to turn out effective representations of reality, and to be allowed 
to do so’ (1964d [1949], p. 186). In light of his concerns about the repre-
sentability of the modern world, I argue that theatre, not only as a type 
of entertainment but also as a social art, and consequently as a political 
act which reflects the world we live in, should make use of the interactive 
online world.



 Political Cyberformance

DOI: 10.1057/9781137577047.0005

Notes

The NTLive Project is named after the Royal National Theatre’s initials and  
the word ‘live’ to highlight its real-time character (available at: http://ntlive.
nationaltheatre.org.uk/, accessed 30 December 2013).
‘Theatre’ comes from the Ancient Greek verb  θεάομαι-θεώμαι (theaomai-
theomai, derived from θέατρον or theatron), which means to think/see/observe/
watch/look.
‘Drama’ comes from the Ancient Greek verb  δράω-δρῷ (draō-drō, derived from 
δρᾶμα or drama), which means to act/do.
The SPILL Festival of Performance is an ‘international festival of experimental  
theatre, live art and performance presenting the work of exceptional artists 
from around the globe’ and is produced as an initiative of the UK-based 
Pacitti Company (SPILL Festival of Performance, 2007–14).
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Towards an Online 
Community-Engaging 
and Participatory Theatre: 
Participation, Interaction 
and Engagement

Abstract: Papagiannouli explores participation, interaction 
and engagement in cyberformance in the context of 
democratization of theatre (in terms of radical democracy), 
looking at intermedial interculturalism and community/
public engagement in theatre to locate the Etheatre Project 
in a lineage of practices. Particular attention is paid to the 
National Theatre Wales Community blog and the use of the 
Internet as a space for conflictual participation, as well as the 
performances of Dries Verhoeven’s Life Streaming (2010) 
and Rimini Protokoll’s Call Cutta in a Box (2008). The 
chapter also examines the Høyblokka Project’s (2010–12) use 
of the Internet as a memory archive space; Merton and Folds’ 
cyber-street theatre performances on Chatroulette; Jamieson’s 
use of private and public spaces to stream eco-cyberformances; 
and Field Broadcast’s nine-day-long virus-like performances.

Papagiannouli, Christina. Political Cyberformance: The 
Etheatre Project. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016. 
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Online discussion is an increasingly popular method of engaging in 
political debate. However, as analysed in Chapter 1, the democratic 
character of the Internet, in terms of pluralism and freedom of speech, is 
highly debatable; or, as Robin Nelson remarks, ‘the jury on digital culture 
remains out’ (2010, p. 22). Despite its democratic predisposition, the effect 
of the Internet – as with any other technological breakthrough – depends 
on its use. According to Marshall McLuhan, ‘the serious artist is the only 
person able to encounter technology with impunity, just because he [she] 
is an expert aware of the changes in sense perception’ (1964, Understanding 
Media, quoted in Shanken, 2009, p. 13). Although I am opposed to 
McLuhan’s suggestive differentiation between the serious and the non-
serious artist, I agree with his view about the use of technology. Theatre 
practitioners should use technology with impunity, leaving the audience 
to acquire the role of the dialectical spectator in a polyphonic setting.

In this respect, I am not going to engage in a debate about whether 
the Internet is an enemy or ally for humanity and arts; this has been 
already discussed before the Internet even existed, on the occasion of the 
invention of the telegraph and, more recently, the invention of mobile 
phone technology (Adams et al., 2010). Instead, in this chapter, I focus 
on the different techniques of the use of the Internet in performance 
making, for facilitating direct participation of the public in socio-polit-
ical discourse. Here, participation refers to ‘conflictual participation’, a 
form of critical engagement instead of ‘a politically motivated model of 
pseudo-participation’ as dealt with by Miessen (2010) in The Nightmare of 
Participation (Crossbench Praxis as a Mode of Criticality) and summarized 
by Jeremy Beaudry and Bassam El Baroni in the postscript to Miessen’s 
work (2010, p. 256).

According to Clare Bishop (2012, p. 277), participation in arts is 
connected and runs parallel to the story of democracy: ‘Participatory 
art is not a privileged political medium, nor a ready-made solution to 
a society of the spectacle, but is as uncertain and precarious as democ-
racy itself; neither are legitimated in advance but need continually to be 
performed and tested in every specific context’ (Bishop, 2012, p. 284). 
Theatre makers, such as John E. McGrath (2012, 2013), Dries Verhoeven 
(2012) and Rimini Protokoll (2002–14), use the Internet effectively to 
democratize communities virtually and find new ways of engaging with 
audiences, moving away from the elitism of high art.

This chapter draws on Kershaw’s definition of ‘community theatre’ 
(1992, p. 5) to study examples of public engagement in cyberformance 
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and to question the power of theatre and the Internet in bringing about 
social change. On the basis of text-based Skype interviews with artists 
and researchers, I look at the participatory character of cyberformance 
in terms of community and civil engagement. I provide a critical account 
of online theatre projects, during the timeframe of research undertaken 
for the Etheatre Project, to present the different approaches and strate-
gies each cyberformance used to engage a particular community in a 
certain socio-political context.

In the United Kingdom, ‘community theatre’ is misinterpreted to 
mean amateur theatre. Being distinguished from professional theatre, 
it has earned a negative connotation in theatre circles. Instead, the term 
‘community-based theatre’ or ‘community-oriented theatre’ has been used 
to describe what Kershaw defines as ‘a theatre of social engagement, a 
theatre primarily committed [in Brechtian terms] to bringing about actual 
change’ (1992, p. 5) – an actual change not in the way that things are done 
but in terms of how people think. According to John P. McGrath, ‘theatre 
can never cause a social change,’ but ‘it can articulate the pressures towards 
one’, by providing a space for people to find voice (1981, p. xxvii). Besides, 
as James F. English points out, ‘community is not a solution to the political 
problem, but a problem in its own right’ (1994, p. 21).

Cyberformance brings community back to its initial purpose: to 
commune, which Mady Schutzman suggests is ‘to talk together, to be in 
close rapport’ (2006, p. 139), through democratic but critical participa-
tion. The pluralism of theatre changes how people think through critical 
engagement; that is, according to Ellen W. Kaplan, ‘the understanding 
and communication of experience as distance’ (2005, p. 171). This socio-
political experience opens new ways of thinking about change (Scott, 
1991). To cite a few examples, National Theatre Wales (NTW, 2009–10) 
used the Internet to give voice to a younger generation and engage the 
community of Wales in theatre. Verhoeven (2012) brought Western 
technology to the East to connect the two worlds and share experiences 
as a commentary to media representation. Rimini Protokoll (2002–14) 
also connected the East with the West using existing technology to allow 
interaction between two geographical spaces. The 2010–12 Høyblokka 
Project engaged citizens of Trondheim, Norway, to collect, archive (in 
a blog) and embrace in a site-specific performance diverse memories 
about the landmark old town hospital that was demolished to make way 
for a modern structure (see Høyblokka, 2010–12), whereas Jamieson 
(2008, 2012a) (and others) used private spaces such as participants’ 
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houses and public spaces such as galleries, libraries and laboratories to 
stream eco-cyberformances.

This chapter looks at these examples of participatory online prac-
tices and the ways in which these cases engage different communities 
to locate the Etheatre Project in a lineage of practice. Referring to the 
NTW community blog and the company’s productions, I study the term 
‘radicalization’ in a positive way in terms of plural and participatory 
democracy to discuss the use of the Internet for the re-democratization 
of theatre. Similarly to the engagement and interaction of the Ancient 
Greek theatre community, the NTW Assembly programme uses the 
community blog as a space for the community of Wales to discuss and 
vote online to run democratically elected projects. Moreover, the use of 
a chat box and the Twitter feed on The Radicalisation of Bradley Manning 
live streaming website allows the audience to communicate with one 
another (and with the administrator and the technician of the stream-
ing) and respond to the performance in real time. The use of the Internet 
in NTW assists relationships between the local and the global (which is 
of increasing concern to community-based theatre) and between theatre 
and non-theatre communities to be developed.

I also examine global radical democracy within the context of inter-
culturalism, looking at cyberformance as a site for global participation 
and conflictual discourses. In Verhoeven’s Life Streaming (2010) and 
Rimini Protokoll’s Call Cutta in a Box (2008–13), performers are located 
in different cities from the audience, connecting Sri Lanka with London 
and Calcutta with Berlin, respectively. Despite the geographical distance, 
audience members share moments of real contact and intimacy with the 
performers. In Life Streaming, the spectators experience the suffocating 
atmosphere of Sri Lanka when warm water floods the performance 
space at the end of the show. In Call Cutta in a Box, performers in India 
manipulate the performance space in Berlin enhancing the sense of 
Dixon’s ‘virtual touch’ (2006, p. 70). The cultural differences between 
performers and audience members also allow established cultural bias 
to be challenged and audience sensitivity to be aroused on key topics 
related to the performers’ community. I refer to Annie Abrahams’ Angry 
Women (2011–12) and Øystein Ulsberg Brager’s Skype production, You 
Are Invited (2011), to discuss remote collaboration between artists from 
different cultures who co-create online work without necessarily having 
met face-to-face. In Abrahams’ multilingual performance, female artists 
talk about their anger in their mother tongue, whereas You Are Invited 
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presents a variety of one-to-one Skype mini-shows creating babelic 
cyberformances for international audiences.

The chapter concludes with a discussion on local and global cyber-
formance exchanges, analysing the use of the cyberstage as a public 
and private space for street and domestic cyberformances. I investigate 
the Internet as an archival space in the case of the Høyblokka Project, 
where Trondheim citizens’ memories of the city’s old hospital and the 
project’s site-specific performance are documented and stored on the 
virtual replica of the demolished building, through Derrida’s notion of 
archivization. I also discuss the capacity of the Internet to expand public 
participation and community engagement. The similarity between musi-
cians Merton and Ben Fold and their Chatroulette-based cyber-street 
theatres reveal the problem of virtual visualization of the Internet and 
raise ethical considerations and copyright concerns. Merton stages one-
to-one music interactions with random online audiences, whereas Fold 
conducts concerts in which online audience members become perform-
ers for offline ones and vice versa. Further, I examine the Internet as a 
space for creative activism through Jamieson’s and Field Broadcast’s eco-
theatre and workshops and Waterwheel’s interactive ‘water-themed’ plat-
form to conclude that cyberformance offers a new space for community 
participation and artist–activist collaboration where one does not have 
to choose between politics and art. For example, Jamieson, in collabora-
tion with other artists, uses private and public spaces to bring offline and 
online communities together on UpStage to foster radical democracy, 
while Field Broadcast makes windows pop up unexpectedly on audience 
computer screens during live streaming. Thus, the Internet is evidenced 
as a successful tool for community-engaging and participatory theatre, 
providing pluralistic spaces for radical participation and engagement 
through critical interaction.

2.1  Towards a democratic theatre: the ‘radicalization’ 
of National Theatre Wales

The term radicalization tends to convey a negative meaning, as it has 
been connected with theories of extremism and is used to describe terror-
ism or other forms of socio-political or religious violence (O’Loughlin, 
Boudeau and Hoskins, 2011; Schmid, 2013) and a kind of pedagogy and 
practice (Kershaw, 1999; Cohen-Cruz, 1998). Despite this, however, I 
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use the term here to reclaim its positive side as a constructive differen-
tiation from the traditional, a new suggestion and a progression from 
established knowledge or truth. I also attempt to connect it to Mouffe’s 
agonistic project of ‘radical and plural democracy’ (1996, p. 134), which 
aims towards the equality and liberty of a wider range of social relations 
and participation: ‘Radical politics should concern “life” issues and be 
“generative”, allowing people and groups to make things happen; and 
democracy should be envisaged in the form of a “dialogue”, controversial 
issues being resolved through listening to each other. There is much talk 
nowadays of a “democratization of democracy” ’ (quoted in Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985, p. xv).

Radical democracy is understood as the type of participatory democ-
racy that allows the coexistence and clash of different interpretations – 
‘agonistic pluralism’ (Jezierska, 2011, p. 25) – which, according to Mouffe, 
is always linked to ‘conflict’ (1996, p. 138). As Miessen argues, any form of 
participation is already a form of conflict: ‘In order to participate in any 
environment or given situation, one needs to understand the forces of 
conflict that act upon that environment’ (2010, p. 53). Both Mouffe and 
Miessen define participation as a dialogical form of critical engagement, 
as opposed to ‘pseudo-participation’, ‘a proposition to let others contrib-
ute to the decision-making process’ (Miessen, 2010, p. 14). In agreement 
with this definition, participation in this book refers to Miessen’s (2010) 
conflictual participation rather than to pseudo-participation strategies, such 
as contemporary forms of representative democracy and referendum 
that provide ready-made solutions for participants to choose.

However, radical democracy is not that ‘radical’ at all. Instead, it is 
a contemporary re-interpretation of participative democracy of the 
Ancient Greek polis-kratos (city-state). Aristotle, in his Poetics, defined 
the democratic ‘citizen’1 ‘as one who participates in giving judgement and 
holding office’ (1981 [1962], p. 168). In contrast to contemporary society, 
the structure of communities in the different Ancient Greek poleis (cities) 
was too small for all citizens to participate in political debates and deci-
sions held in the agora (Green, 1994, pp. 8–10). Apart from activities in 
the agora, theatre and drama also played a significant role in ancient 
Greek participatory democracy. To be an audience member in Ancient 
Athens was a fundamental political act, ‘where to be in an audience is 
above all to play the role of [a] democratic citizen’ (Goldhill, 1997, p. 54). 
As J. R. Green clarifies, ‘[d]ramatic performances were [ ... ] put on by and 
for the community, and although foreigners were allowed to attend the 
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Great Dionysia, they were not involved in the other festivals, and direct 
participation in any case remained an Athenian prerogative’ (1994, p. 9).

Ancient Greek theatre allowed direct community engagement and 
interaction, as part of the role of the democratic citizen, mainly in the 
form of audience sounds of approval or disapproval – a kind of a demo-
cratically elected repertoire. As Paul Cartledge notes, theatre in Ancient 
Greece was considered ‘too important to be left solely to theatrical 
specialists’ (1997, p. 3). Although outdoor theatre, such as Greek tragedy 
and commedia dell’arte, was interactive, the history of indoor theatre has 
mainly been a history of audience ‘passivity’ (Green, 1994, p. 9). However, 
contemporary forms of participatory art, such as immersive theatre and 
site-specific performances, return to more interactive performance strat-
egies, ‘to restore and realise a communal, collective space of shared social 
engagement’ (Bishop, 2012, p. 275). Hence, here radicalization serves as a 
term to describe the re-democratization of theatre in terms of audience 
conflictual participation in interactive and participative theatre.

According to McGrath (2013) this interactive turn, which ‘mirrors 
the opposite move a hundred years or so ago when theatre became 
more “flat”, more screen-like’, is influenced by the Internet generation. 
Although Mouffe describes the Internet as an ‘autistic’ form of radical 
democracy, ‘where people are only listening to and speaking with people 
that agree with them’ (quoted in Carpentier and Cammaerts, 2006,  
p. 6), according to Dahlberg and Siapera, many ‘radical democrats’ 
believe that the Internet provides space for ‘radical democratic practice’ 
(2007, p. 6): ‘The internet is seen as providing space for the free flow of 
information, open debate of problems, and the formation of rational-
critical public opinion, all of which enable citizen scrutiny of power and 
input into decision-making’ (Dahlberg and Siapera, 2007, p. 3).

NTW, launched in November 2009 under the artistic direction of John 
E. McGrath, uses the Internet as a space to promote radical democracy 
and debate in theatre making and staging. It is one more example of the 
digitalization of national theatres in the United Kingdom, a digitalization 
that serves both the theatrical institution and its productions. Operating 
from a small base in Cardiff ’s city centre, just 152 miles away from 
NTLive, NTW has no permanent theatre building; instead, the nation of 
Wales is its stage. As noted on the company’s website, NTW can be found 
‘around the corner, across the mountain and in your digital backyard’, 
while previous productions have been held ‘from forests to beaches, 
from aircraft hangars to post-industrial towns, village halls to nightclubs’ 
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(NTW, 2009–10). The site-specific approach of NTW marks the thresh-
olds of the invisible borders of Wales, representing the community’s 
issues, borders and boundaries in the NTW Assembly. In site-specific 
performance, ‘it is the human traces on the landscape or in the urban 
maze that shape the scenario’ (Kershaw, 2000, p. 127). According to 
Steve Blandford, national theatre institutions of newly devolved nations, 
namely Wales and Scotland, adopt such kinds of ‘radical non-building-
based models’ that reflect the spirit of ‘democratic engagement’ of their 
old yet emerging national context and represent their national identity 
(2013, p. 12). As TV screens declared in a production of NTW, ‘Wales 
is a radical country’ (Williams, 2013). Indeed, NTW is the product of 
the power-shifts of the semi-detachment of Wales – ‘Wales now has a 
semi-independent government with control over key services such 
as health, education, and culture’ (McGrath, 2012, p. 1) – from the 
‘somewhat ironically titled “United Kingdom” ‘ (Blandford, 2013, p. 12), 
a detachment that allows the exploration of its own contexts and ques-
tions nationwide. As Blandford notes, ‘[t]he somewhat ironically titled 
“United Kingdom” does then present an opportunity to examine newly 
created small national contexts that are in close proximity and therefore 
constant dialogue with one another’ (2013, p. 12).

NTW has a complex relationship with nation and identity. Its bilingual 
character, a relatively small population and the history of existing Welsh 
professional theatre led McGrath (2012) and the rest of the company to 
formulate an interactive vision and community-engagement mission:

The specific time had some interesting features to it. 2009 was the point at 
which web 2.0 had really established itself and the prospect of building a 
genuine interactive online community was very real. And within theatre itself, 
the old divide between ‘professional’ and ‘community’ work (the traditional 
terms used in the UK) was breaking down as companies such as Punchdrunk 
popularized interactive theatre, and artists such as Rimini Protokoll created 
internationally renowned work with performers who had often never been 
on stage before. (McGrath, 2012, p. 2)

For that reason, NTW (2009–14) created the National Theatre Wales 
Community blog from the very beginning of its existence, a commu-
nity site as an equivalent of a venue, ‘a digital backyard’, a space where 
artists, audience and activists can meet and talk, an interactive platform 
that allows the Welsh community to engage with and participate in the 
company’s work, or, as McGrath (2013) suggests, ‘a space of co-creation 
rather than just content publishing’:
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I often describe the community as the equivalent of the cafe-bar area if we had 
a venue (which we don’t) – the place where people talk about what they’ve 
seen, where artists meet to discuss future projects, where there are notices 
from all sorts of people on the notice board, and where you sometimes go by 
yourself in the hope of running into someone interesting. (McGrath, 2013)

Therefore, digital technology here serves as a theatre-building exercise 
rather than as a virtual extension of an existing platform such as NTLive 
or Quizoola24!. Although the blog focuses on theatre and arts, McGrath 
(2013) rightly points out that ‘there is certainly a political element’, evident 
in the strong presence of Welsh community issues in the blog, as local 
issues are debated in NTW productions. However, the online presence 
of NTW crosses the geographical barriers of Wales, extending from the 
national and the local to the global. The blog, for instance, began a peti-
tion about the Freedom Theatre in Palestine, which was then sent to the 
Israeli Embassy (McGrath, 2013). As Mouffe argues, ‘the global is always 
locally constituted and vice versa’ and, thus, should not be considered as 
opposed scales (quoted in Miessen, 2010, p. 150). NTW productions also 
look at the relationship between the local and the global, as discussed 
later in this section.

In contrast to Forced Entertainment’s controlled interaction with 
the audience and the restricted, professional seriousness of the NTLive 
website, the community of Wales controls the content of the NTW blog: 
‘anyone can post their events now, not just NTW’ (McGrath, 2013). In 
response to being asked how they control content on the site, McGrath 
(2012) stated, ‘we trust our community to regulate itself ’. McGrath and 
the NTW Assembly use the blog as a place to find inspiration for their 
projects. As a result, the NTW Assembly programme runs ‘democrat-
ically-elected creative arts projects’ (NTW, 2010a), through public 
discussion and online voting, to extend the role of the public in decision 
making.

We are hoping to build on that project over the coming years, to a large-scale 
project based in a place and on a theme voted on by the public online. I think 
it’s a very interesting development. However, I don’t think we will ever go 
down the route of people just electing the repertoire online – that feels too 
simplistic. (McGrath, 2013)

According to social media specialist Tom Beardshaw (2012), the NTW 
blog moves beyond social media basics and tackles the issue of younger 
generation engagement in the theatre community ‘by giving them a 
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public voice in the theatre community, and encouraging them to use it’. 
As the Internet is popular among the younger generation, cyberformance 
can be used as a tactic to attract young audiences, as discussed in the 
case of Such Tweet Sorrow. However, for this same reason, cyberformance 
has been wrongly accused of marginalizing older audiences unfamiliar 
with the world of computers. Although basic knowledge of computer 
and Internet use is essential, cyberformance is not a genre created merely 
by the young artist for the young audience. People of all ages who have 
access to the Internet can participate in online theatre projects.

Apart from the community blog, from its inception NTW has used 
Internet technology in many different ways in actual artistic produc-
tions. For instance, in the production of Gary Owen’s Love Steals Us from 
Loneliness (NTW, 2010b), set in his hometown of Bridgend, the company 
created an online interactive map to collect ‘experiences, thoughts and 
opinions from places in Bridgend’. By the end of its launch year, NTW 
attracted the interest of community bloggers, who during an event for 
the Port Talbot community – Michael Sheen’s The Passion – ‘updated 
audiences beyond Port Talbot via a designated online world at port-
talbot.com’ (NTW, 2011). The project, according to McGrath (2013), had 
a definite political impact on the audience.

In April 2012, a total of 8,804 people (including the author) across 
76 countries watched the online live stream of The Radicalisation of 
Bradley Manning (NTW, 2012), Tim Price’s ‘contemporary Welsh politi-
cal drama’ (McGrath, 2013), which opened at Tasker Milward School 
in Haverfordwest – the school where Bradley Manning completed his 
secondary education – and continued its tour in different schools of the 
country (NTW, 2012). I watched the live feed of the show on 27 April 
2012, staged at Connah’s Quay High School in Flintshire, UK. Despite the 
distributed audience being fewer than during NTLive’s Phèdre broadcast, 
the low-definition streaming and other technical issues – the four-camera 
live feed was pushed up through an iPhone because the Internet speed 
dropped during the performance – the Bradley Manning experiment gave 
a strong sense of audience co-presence similar to the #quizoola24 online 
audience Twitter communication. Apart from the chat box that the 
audience used mainly to discuss technical issues with the administrator 
and the technician, the real-time Twitter feed of #NTW18 was available 
for website users to read. As Charlotte Runcie (2013) wrote in a review 
of the production, ‘[p]erformances are streamed online with social 
media debates encouraged, which does a lot to highlight the strength 
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of biographical theatre over blockbuster biopic: the show has evolved to 
include updates from Manning’s trial as it happens, while the internet 
responds to the performance in real time’.

Alongside the live stream, the dedicated website that hosted the project 
offered further information about the themes and events mentioned in 
the play as well as a chat function for the online audience, ‘so that there 
would be a debate at the heart of every performance’ (McGrath, 2013). 
According to McGrath (2013), the production allowed NTW to develop 
the relationship between the local and the global. This is entirely consist-
ent with the increasing concerns of community-based performances that 
combine the local with the global (Govan, Nicholson and Normington, 
2007), a fact corroborated in Rose de Wend Fenton and Lucy Neal’s 
statement, ‘[t]he paradox is that often the more personal or intimate the 
story is, the more universally it is understood’ (2005, p. 73). However, 
as Ball (2013) argues, The Radicalisation of Bradley Manning ‘didn’t just 
extend the reach of the production, but built a new community of inter-
est, dialogue and depth of understanding around it by accessing people 
through networks who were not necessarily interested in theatre, but in 
freedom of expression and Wikileaks’.

Where NTLive is thinking big, NTW is thinking equally adventur-
ously small. NTW offers a model of democratically elected (through 
public and online discussion, sharing and exchange) and universally 
distributed theatre. The radicalization and re-localization of NTW 
allowed citizens of Wales to reclaim theatre as a public good, while the 
relationship between the local and the global encouraged interactions 
between different communities and cultures.

2.2  Intermedial interculturalism: Life Streaming and 
Call Cutta in a Box

The Internet provides dialogical spaces for people to connect, communi-
cate and share, in the context of radical democracy. Clay Shirky clearly 
distinguishes conversation from sharing information, arguing that 
online conversation in any format – via email, text messages or other 
media – ‘creates more of a sense of community [to online users] than 
sharing’ (2008, p. 50). However, sharing the same online platform allows 
conversation mechanisms to work. The Internet provides a meeting 
point for cultures and, as John Martin states, ‘at meeting points there 
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is always some sort of exchange’ (2004, p. 1). According to Josette Feral, 
despite geographical distances ‘the questions are the same everywhere’ 
(1996, p. 55); the answers are what differ. This section looks at the use of 
the Internet for intercultural exchange, investigating how intercultural-
ism manifests itself in cyberformance.

Interculturalism is an urgent topic in the twenty-first century. As cities and 
nations move beyond the monochromatic, as human traffic between nations 
and cultures (both willing and unwilling) increases, as hybridity and syncre-
tism (the merging of forms) become increasingly characteristic of cultural 
production everywhere, and as nineteenth-century nationalism gives way to 
twenty-first century transnationalism, it becomes imperative that the ways in 
which cultural exchange is performed be critically re-examined. (Knowles, 
2010, p. 3; emphasis in the original)

I use the term interculturalism to imply a positive form of globalization 
of conflict (in terms of radical democracy), where cultural exchange is 
taking place, and as a political phenomenon, ‘towards a larger sense of 
the membership of the world as a whole’ (Rebellato, 2009, p. 6) in the 
Internet age. In particular, I examine cyberformance as a site for global 
participation and conflictual discourses.

Considering the aforementioned blackout during political uprisings, it 
would be naive to believe that the Internet is democratically distributed. 
Despite the democratic potentials and practices of the Internet, its use is 
inextricably linked to the regime of each country and its level of freedom 
of expression. Theatre, ‘as a medium for creating a shared language of 
the imagination that can cross cultural barriers’ (De Wend Fenton and 
Neal, 2005, p. 73), can cover this communication gap, connecting distant 
geographical and cultural places using the Internet in combination with 
theatrical means, acknowledging the political significance of intercultural 
dialogue in intermedial performance. As Martin asserts, ‘[w]e now live 
in a world where people of different cultures and ethnicities meet and 
mix freely, creating a dynamic space for re-assessment of our identities, 
and opportunities for our performing arts to be enriched and to reflect 
the societies in which we live’ (2004, p. 1).

For the production of Life Streaming, Verhoeven (2010) installed anten-
nas in Sri Lanka – the country has no ‘fast’ Internet as the Western world 
is used to – to connect distant people to share experiences. The project, 
performed as part of the 2010 LIFT, was a one-to-one, online perform-
ance experience. Each member of the audience in London ‘chatted’ 
with a member of the troupe located on a beach 8,000 kilometres away, 
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through an application similar to Skype. The premiere of the show was 
postponed because a tornado in Sri Lanka threw off the antenna from a 
roof. Apart from technical problems, Verhoeven (2012) also had to over-
come issues of difference in cultural background and language. Breaking 
geographical, technical and cultural barriers, Life Streaming commented 
on the media presentation of individuals as passive victims, focusing on 
the case of the 2004 tsunami in Indonesia: ‘In Life Streaming there was a 
“hidden agenda” that became [ ... ] the heart of the piece. ([Verhoeven] 
wanted to let the spectator think about the manipulation he/she might 
have gone through in the piece, and is going through in his/her daily life 
when he/she sees disaster aid marketing.)’ (Verhoeven, 2012).

Challenging established cultural bias, Verhoeven manipulated the 
audience to teach a lesson about media manipulation. Life Streaming was 
my first experience of online theatre; I was a member of the audience in 
London. A performer from Sri Lanka asked whether I had lost something 
important lately, and I immediately thought of someone important; my 
mind raced to death, expecting to hear a tragic story of loss from the 
other side of the computer, when, surprisingly, the performer told me 
that he misplaced his stuff everyday and that he had lost his watch lately. 
It was a pleasant shock to realize that life continues after disasters.

Before entering the specially built Internet cafe van outside the Royal 
National Theatre (see Verhoeven, 2010), next to the Thames River, we 
were asked to leave our shoes and our personal belongings with the 
performance team. Each participant audience member then sat in 
front of a computer, while Verhoeven gave guidelines and set conven-
tions, preparing us for technical failures during the performance. The 
computer screen was the empty, blank stage that gradually filled with 
worlds, Google maps, images, videos and sounds. The performers and 
the audience wrote the performance script as the show progressed on 
the empty screen.

Verhoeven (2012) does not use scenography to indicate or suggest a 
location: ‘As a scenographer I wanted to start with an empty stage many 
times. I liked the idea that images appear on the moment a thought pops 
up in your head.’ Cyberformance provides creative tools for new experi-
mentations in scenography by mixing pre-recorded and real-time forms, 
such as real-time text writing and drawing, against the boundaries of 
gravity and physicality, as studied mainly by the ‘magic’ stage of Artaud’s 
(1958 [1938]) theatre and its double. Examples of these tools include set 
and costume designs of SL avatars (e.g., Elif Ayiter’s costume shop on SL) 



 Political Cyberformance

DOI: 10.1057/9781137577047.0006

and Richard Beacham’s Theatron Project (see King’s Visualisation Lab, 
1999). Further study about scenography in cyberformance is needed to 
address its role in more detail.

Although the whole Life Streaming performance was set up on the 
cyberstage, the ending brought the audience back to the physical space: 
warm water flooded the van in London as performers, 8,000 kilometres 
away in Sri Lanka, ran towards the sea. For both parties, this real-time 
experience created a feeling of being in the same spaceless place at the 
same time and sharing the same experience, despite the bodyless state. 
The water, the rain and the suffocating atmosphere penetrated the 
online environment through touch, smell and sound. The use of physical 
elements created the sense of co-presence and co-experience, similar to 
virtual three-dimensional environments, thus connecting the two distant 
geographical spaces. This is a great example of what Dixon calls ‘virtual 
touch’ (2006, p. 70), a moment of real contact and intimacy between 
physical and virtual bodies and physical and virtual spaces. Verhoeven’s 
(2010) use of the Internet in his Life Streaming production intended to 
directly involve the spectators in the performance and create personal 
contact between the 20 local performers and the global audience. In fact, 
the audience grew so attached to the performers and their stories that 
most of them continued to send the performers messages.

The internationally known theatre company Rimini Protokoll (started in 
2000 by Helgard Haug, Stefan Kaegi and Daniel Wetzel) has also regarded 
the Internet as a tool for intercultural communication – ‘an area of interac-
tion where new forms are created’ (Martin, 2004, p. 2) – using physical 
elements as a strategy to connect distant cities. In contrast to Verhoeven’s 
project, Rimini Protokoll’s Call Cutta in a Box (2008–13) used existing, 
established technology that had made India ‘become the back office of the 
western world’ (Haug, 2012). The Internet featured as a vital tool for socio-
political criticism and for arousing audience sensitivity on the topic. Call 
centres are intercultural communication hubs, where people are constantly 
sharing exclusive moments of exchange, without meeting the person on 
the other side of the phone line. Call Cutta in a Box discussed the notion 
of distance and proximity in such types of sound communications, by 
creating the opportunity to see/meet the person behind the voice at either 
end of the line, using theatre as ‘the betwixt-and-between of peoples at the 
centre of the barter’ (Kershaw, 2000, p. 127).

The first version of the production, called Call Cutta (2005), was 
a guided walk; selected young Indians with communications skills 
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‘guid[ed] people in Kolkata (first) and then in Berlin through streets 
and lanes to secret places and finally to a shop window, where for a 
moment they could see one another through a technology – not Skype 
yet, similar but very slow’ (Haug, 2012). In 2008, however, for the indoor 
one-to-one Call Cutta in a Box version, the company explored in more 
depth the interactive potentials of the Internet, experimenting with tools 
that allowed the performers in India to reach and manipulate things 
in the performance space in Berlin, such as switch on the light, send 
a picture, open files in the computer and send sounds. Helgard Haug 
(2012) described the 2008 performance as follows:

The phone will be ringing when you are opening the door and a person on 
the other end of the line will know your name and ask you when he/she 
can prepare a cup of tea for you. If you agree the kettle in the office will be 
switched on and an hour of a conversation between a person in a call center 
in India and you will start.

Thus, Call Cutta in a Box challenged the boundaries of virtual touch by 
developing a degree of intimacy and interaction between performers 
and participant audience members and between the distributed spaces 
in which the performance took place (see discussion in Chapter 1; see 
also Dixon, 2006, p. 70).

According to Haug (2012), many similarities can be found between 
online theatre and conventional theatre. For instance, in Call Cutta in a 
Box,

the callers had to slip in[to] roles, had to pretend being someone else, get 
an English or American name (according to the market they were serving 
Shuktara became for example Sandy), pretend to be in the direct neighbor-
hood by knowing the results of the recent football or soccer-game and chat 
on the weather and when they made a deal, the other callers were giving 
applause. (Haug, 2012)

However, Haug (2012) does argue that it is difficult to concentrate in the 
Internet space and that online directing makes sense only if the remote 
collaborators know each other in the old fashioned, face-to-face way.

Conversely, Abrahams (2011b), biologist and performance artist, 
collaborated with up to 24 women of different nationalities, whom 
she met through the Internet, without any personal or direct connec-
tion, and whose work was related to contemporary art practices and 
computer-based performances, for her Angry Women (2011–12) webcam 
performance (see Abrahams, 2011–12). As Abrahams (2012) explains, ‘I 
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considered my work partly as performance [in 1996] – in that space of 
public solitude. I still like to see all my activities (also writing, teaching 
etc.) as performance; my online work is that too.’ Angry Women is a remote 
communication and collaboration research project that looks at female 
anger as a pretext. The project was originally started for Abrahams’ show 
Training for a Better World, at the Centre Régional D’Art Contemporain 
Languedoc-Roussillon (2011–12) in France. All artists sat in front of their 
own computer in their own country during the performance. They were 
asked to talk about their anger in their mother tongue. The aim of the 
project was to reveal moments that human beings cannot control them-
selves and to perform those (emotional) moments that people usually 
prefer not to show. Although the performance was based on frames, there 
was no specific format or idea for the performance outcome (Abrahams, 
2011a). Angry Women has been performed online and in a mixed online–
offline format. The show was exhibited live and was recorded in several 
galleries, including at London’s Furtherfield Gallery; it was also part of 
the 121212 UpStage Festival. According to Abrahams (2012), her work is 
a ‘hybrid thing with aspects from fine art, theater, but also film, poetry 
and even science’.

An alternative example of remote collaboration is the Skype 
performance You Are Invited (2011) by Imploding Fictions, a Norway-
based theatre company founded by Philip Thorne and Øystein Ulsberg 
Brager (see Imploding Fictions, 2011, 2014). In 2010, Paul Osuch, 
founder and artistic director of the Anywhere Theatre Festival,2 
invited the company to participate in the festival in Brisbane, Australia 
(Brager, 2012). However, owing to a lack of funds, the company decided 
to collaborate with colleagues spread across the globe and devise a 
performance using Skype as a theatrical stage. You Are Invited consisted 
of five mini-shows performed from five different countries/places: 
Norway, United States (Texas), Spain, Germany and England. The 
show was accessed by calling the Skype account ‘youareinvitedentry’, 
where Brager explained to the audience how the show works and gave 
the next Skype account name to call to continue the performance; a 
new account name/number was given at the end of each performance 
to move onto the next mini-show. The Internet was used here both as 
a tool and as a space. According to Brager (2012), ‘it was a tool to make 
collaborations happen that would otherwise not happen, but it is also 
a space in the sense that it is an arena where people meet. In our case: 
Audiences meeting performers.’
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The five groups/performers responded differently to the performance 
topic, breaking the logical sequence of the piece: ‘only one of them inter-
acted with the audience, the other performed what could be described as 
a live film’ (Brager, 2012). Despite the one-to-one relationship between 
the audience and the performers, where the former had to call and 
be accepted by the latter, the mini-shows did not give opportunity for 
further participation and interaction, and so cannot be referred to as 
theatre. Although Michele White notes that the Internet/computer audi-
ence was ‘much too close to the screen in order to enact a classic film 
viewing position’ (2006, p. 77), it was close enough to enact a LiveTV 
viewing position.

Notwithstanding the structural similarities of Life Streaming and Call 
Cutta in a Box, there is a vital difference between the performances. 
Despite the one-to-one communication in the performances, the partici-
pant audience members in Life Streaming were all in the same space and 
shared the same experience as a group, whereas the participant audi-
ence members in Call Cutta in a Box received an individual experience 
in an empty room. In Angry Women and You Are Invited, participants 
had a more intimate relationship with the show as they could watch it 
from their private space using their personal computer. Furthermore, 
performers in Life Streaming and Call Cutta in a Box shared the same 
space during the performance, whereas performers in Angry Women and 
You are Invited enacted remotely. Analogous to the significance of the use, 
design and construction of the performance space (i.e., the proscenium 
and the auditorium) in conventional theatre, online platforms and 
offline spaces where performances are created and received are equally 
important in cyberformances. In Life Streaming and Call Cutta in a Box, 
the physical aesthetics of the performance space empowered the notion 
of co-presence and proximity in cyberformance. The intermedial use of 
the Internet turned the computer screen into an intercultural window, 
connecting distant people, cultures and places to redress the performa-
tive balance.

2.3  Towards a public theatre: cyber-street theatre, 
domestic theatre and activist theatre

The intermedial exchange between theatre and the Internet in cyber-
formance is responsible for the radicalization of both agencies in terms 
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of democratization. The World Wide Web is a virtual world consisting of 
private and public platforms where local and global exchanges are taking 
place at a continuous, rapid pace. This section analyses the use of the 
cyberstage as public and private spaces, discussing cases of street and 
domestic cyberformances that aim to engage the public in theatre with 
the help of the Internet.

Høyblokka (2010–12), which means ‘tower block’ in Norwegian, is 
an art-based research project that started in early 2010 and investigates 
the nature of memories and remembering in site-specific performance. 
Akin to NTW’s Bridgend memory map, the Høyblokka – Post Mortem 
Project focused on collecting memories from Trondheim citizens about 
their city’s old hospital building that was demolished to make space 
for a new, modern hospital. The site-specific project used interactive 
media technology throughout its archiving process. The outcome was 
a live performance (on 30 January 2011) staged in front of the old city 
hospital in the middle of its demolition. The performance, thus, was an 
official funeral of the old hospital: ‘Despite the cold weather more than 
one thousand citizens gathered at the ruins to take part in the ritual’ 
(Høyblokka, 2010–12). Citizens of Trondheim played a crucial role in the 
Høyblokka Project, which could not have been accomplished without 
the active participation and engagement of the community.

Apart from the live performance, the research group created a virtual 
duplicate of the hospital in the project’s online blog to keep its memory 
alive. Each window of the virtual building contains stories and memories 
related to the hospital in different forms, such as videos, pictures, texts 
and sounds. The use of the Internet as an archive in the Høyblokka blog 
demonstrates its ability to store different forms of data, forming memo-
ries of events, buildings and moments. Hence, the spaceless cyberspace 
can be considered as a memory space that mirrors moments of reality, 
a balance between ‘the host and the ghost’ of public spaces (Govan, 
Nicholson and Normington, 2007, p. 139). Although the hospital no 
longer exists, it has a strong virtual presence. The Høyblokka Project also 
reveals the power of the Internet in terms of expanding public participa-
tion, as the collection of such large amounts of information (in this case, 
personal memories) – as well as leading a ‘potato revolution’ (like in 
Greece) – would not be possible without the reach of the Internet.

Jacques Derrida addressed memory and the ‘question of archives’ in 
a lecture at a 1994 international colloquium in London: ‘The technical 
structure of the archiving archive also determines the structure of the 



Online Community-Engaging and Participatory Theatre

DOI: 10.1057/9781137577047.0006

archivable content even in its very coming into existence and in its rela-
tionship to the future. The archivization produces as much as it records 
the event. This is also our political experience of the so-called news 
media’ (Derrida, 1995, p. 17; emphasis in the original). Memory in the 
Internet age is primarily archival – the notion of memory as archive has 
been studied by Irving Velody (1998) – as recorded by different platforms 
such as blogs, Facebook and Twitter. Derrida’s notion of archivization 
is central in the case of Høyblokka, where the blog provides access to 
the hospital’s ‘[memory] archive, its constitution and its interpretation’ 
(Derrida, 1995, p. 4).

Another example of cyber-street theatre is ‘Mertonian Chatroulette’. 
Merton (2014) is an improvisation piano player who gained media 
attention during 2010 for his YouTube videos of music interactions 
with random people he met on Chatroulette.3 His solo performances 
surprised the random interlocutors, who became audience members 
for his one-to-one live improvisations and performers for his recorded 
videos on YouTube. Unlike in the Høyblokka Project, where participants 
were invited to take active part and share their memories, Merton’s 
audience got involved unexpectedly. Similarly to street theatre, Merton 
needed to hold the interest of the random audience, who could leave 
the session at any time by clicking the ‘next’ button (available at: http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=JTwJetox_tU). Mertonian Chatroulette’s 
use of the Internet as a public space can thus be considered as a form 
of cyber-street theatre, what Sue-Ellen Case describes as ‘a new kind of 
street theater in the cybersphere, erupting in social spaces where people 
pass through or hang out’ (2007, p. 31). Furthermore, while Merton used 
the Internet as a space for site-specific performance, Høyblokka’s site 
functioned just as ‘archive space’.

Merton did not use his real name and, because of similarities in appear-
ance, a considerable number of people believed him to be musician Ben 
Folds. Folds, in turn, used the Mertonian Chatroulette technique in his 
concerts, which he uploaded on YouTube under the name Ode to Merton. 
The Ode to Merton developed Merton’s technique on stage, with offline 
audiences observing and actively reacting in the live composition of 
Folds’ improvisational songs. A combination of indoor and outdoor thea-
tre was created, where offline audience members became performers for 
online ones and online participants performed for offline audiences. The 
YouTube concerts empowered the audience’s belief that Folds is Merton, 
which led to them appearing together in a YouTube video to prove 
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they are not the same person (available at: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=BWGXVhBW9SA). This raises ethical considerations and copy-
right questions in relation to online performance and reveals the problem 
of virtual visualization. In the bodyless cyberspace, characteristics such as 
a person’s height, body shape and facial details are lost, making it difficult 
for someone to visualize exactly how a person really looks.

In addition to the random form of participation in Mertonian 
Chatroulette and the call for participation in the Høyblokka Project, 
the audience invited performers in Jamieson and Paula Crutchlow’s 
make-shift (2010–12) to perform in their private houses. The make-
shift presentation is a networked performance about recycling which 
approaches, interactively, the subject of political responsibilities of 
peoples’ daily actions that transform the world we live in (see make-
shift, 2010–14). The ‘on-site’ and online participants created kites using 
their recyclable rubbish, while a discussion on pollution on the earth 
was taking place on UpStage. Jamieson used the term ‘on-site’ or 
‘proximal’ to describe an audience who exists together in a physical 
space (where the performance takes place), in contrast to an ‘online’, 
distributed audience (2008, p. 35).

Staged on UpStage, make-shift required a commercial streaming 
company for the live audiovisual streaming of the two locations of 
the performance simultaneously. Jamieson and Crutchlow, situated in 
their respective houses, led the performance for the on-site audience, 
connected through a specially designed online interface. This gave the 
online audience the opportunity to follow the events in both houses 
and enter the private spaces of the on-site audience; concomitantly, 
it allowed the on-site audience to follow both the online audience 
discussion through a chat box and the on-site audience in the second 
location by using a projector. The triangular relationship built on 
the UpStage stage allowed space for further interpretation and 
discussion.

However, make-shift’s focus on on-site audience members created a 
distance from online ones, who were mainly beholders of, rather than 
participants in, the performance. Despite the physical distance, all online 
audience members were part of the same team, sharing technical prob-
lems as well as information related to the performance and the weather 
forecasts. They even informed each other every time they managed to 
reconnect on UpStage due to technical problems. This meeting of audi-
ence members from different locations and time zones in the spaceless 
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cyberspace to discuss everyday issues is in itself a very powerful element 
of cyberstage’s socio-political space.

Jamieson (with Martin Eisenbarth) also used the aesthetics of ecol-
ogy in her collaboration with four organizations (Furtherfield, London, 
UK; APO33, Nantes, France; MAD Emergent Art Centre, Eindhoven, 
The Netherlands; and Schaumbad Freies Atelierhaus, Graz, Austria) 
for the cyberformance project We Have a Situation! (2012–13), which 
is ‘a series of live, trans-border, online–offline participatory perform-
ances addressing current cross-cultural European [eco-]issues’ (see 
WeHaveASituation, 2013). The We Have a Situation! Project collabora-
tors visited galleries, laboratories and libraries across Europe to lead 
workshops, discussions and performances about cyberformance, each 
time focusing on a different eco-issue (chosen by the local participants): 
e-waste was researched in the London Situation (19–23 March 2013), 
Boeing plane recycling in the Nantes Situation (9–12 April 2013), global 
mobility in the Eindhoven Situation (15–18 April 2013) and Unidentified 
Flying Food (UFF) in the Graz Situation (17–22 May 2013). All work-
shop participants somehow got involved from before the workshops 
actually began, from helping decide the theme to the final perform-
ance to follow-up discussions, ‘fostering active citizenship through 
creative networked collaboration’ (European Cultural Foundation, 
2013, p. 1). Participants from different countries connected online for 
the final performance discussion, and some got involved in the actual 
show, such as in the London Situation where participants (including the 
author) performed from Furtherfield Gallery.

The topic of ecology is of great interest among the cyberformance 
community. Like Jamieson’s ecological focus in her two most recent 
works, intermedia artist Suzon Fuks too explores the theme of water 
through Waterwheel’s interactive platform, launched in 2011. Fuks (2011) 
describes it as ‘an online space where you can interact, share, perform and 
debate about water as a topic and metaphor, with people round the world 
or right next door!’ The Waterwheel enhanced the potential of known 
cyberformance platforms by providing an online venue, the Tap, which 
is able to host up to six webcams simultaneously live streaming and offers 
tools for real-time interaction, such as volume change and image flip, 
hide, move, rotate, resize, delete, fade in or out and bring forward or take 
backwards while streaming. The Tap also contains drawing, audio, video, 
animation and slideshow tools as well as chat boxes to enable interaction 
between audiences and performers. Although Waterwheel is an open 
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platform with immense possibilities, Fuks restricts its use by requesting 
that only performances and presentations in relation to water as a topic 
and metaphor be staged (Waterwheel Tap, 2011; Fuks, 2011). Water is 
inextricably connected with the Internet and its language. ‘Surfing’, for 
instance, in web language means to browse or move from site to site. 
Both the Internet and water serve here as a metaphor for eco-theatre.

Another online art platform that plays with the idea of nature is 
Field Broadcast (2010). Artists Rebecca Birch and Rob Smith run Field 
Broadcast, a project that provides downloadable applications from 
which broadcasts can be received live and unexpectedly on audiences’ 
computer screens. The project examines ‘the simultaneous experience 
of remoteness and proximity through live broadcasting’ (Near Now, 
2010–14). Although audience members download the application 
knowing its purpose and with the willingness to participate in the event, 
Field Broadcast works as a computer virus as a result of its unexpected 
character: when an artist makes a live broadcast, a loud ‘ping’ sound is 
heard and a window pops up on the screen. Hence, the experience – or 
even the ‘non-experience’ – of the live performance depends on the 
place and the situation the audience member is in at the moment of the 
live broadcast. Field Broadcast produced its first series of performances 
in collaboration with the Wysing Arts Centre in 2010. The performance 
series, also titled Field Broadcast, showcased the works of 33 artists who 
broadcast live their work from different UK-based landscapes (fields) 
for a period of nine days (8–16 May 2010). The artists used simple, avail-
able technology, such as video cameras, laptops and 3G mobile Internet 
connections, for streaming the unexpected live performances, shot in 
the fields.

According to Tiziana Terranova, ‘[f]ar from being an “unreal” empty 
space, the Internet is animated by cultural and technical labor through 
and through, a continuous production of value that is completely imma-
nent to the flows of the network society at large’ (2000, pp. 33–34). The 
interest of this ‘network society’ of cyberformers in ecology is part of 
the ongoing interest in community and activist theatre – what Bishop 
(2006) calls ‘the social turn’ – and is indicative of the increasing use of 
the Internet as a tool and space for participation. Kershaw has argued 
that participatory forms of performance, such as immersive theatre, 
‘are most likely to lead to new ecological forms of performance’ (2000, 
p. 124) or art. Christopher Jury states that ‘art, by definition and praxis 
(in a world determined by market forces), excludes the artist from the 
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functional aspiration of bringing about political change’, dismissing the 
very existence of ‘political art’ (2012, p. 5). However, Jury argues, ‘creative 
activism’ – the kind of activism that uses creative tools such as music, 
poetry, graphics, street theatre and other cultural objects to contribute 
to social, political and economic campaigns or movements – can replace 
the work of ‘political artists’, who focus on ‘aesthetic legitimacy’ ques-
tions instead of public discourse (2012, p. 5). Bishop (2006) likewise 
recognizes the issue of aesthetic legitimacy, opposing the political and 
the artistic aspects of community theatre in her article ‘The social turn: 
collaboration and its discontents’. However, I believe cyberformance 
offers a new space for community and civil engagement and artist/activ-
ist collaboration, a space ‘beyond these binary problematics’ (Abrahams, 
2011b) where one does not have to choose between politics and art. This 
is supported by Dixon’s view that, in cyberspace, ‘the personal is politi-
cal’ (2007, p. 463) and the view of web and installation artist Shu Lea 
Cheang that ‘community’ is ‘what the Net is mostly about’ (quoted in 
Dixon, 2007, p. 463).

The different examples studied in this chapter frame the participa-
tory character of cyberformance in terms of community engagement. 
In the case of NTW, the Internet turned into an online cafe–bar area 
for public discussion and participation, promoting citizens’ democratic 
engagement in terms of radical democracy. In cyberformance, local 
and global exchanges are taking place at a continuous, rapid pace, turn-
ing cyberstages into in-between platforms for intercultural exchange. 
Both Live Streaming and Call Cutta in a Box challenged the boundaries 
of these platforms, creating physical connections between geographi-
cally distant spaces. These differences are located between performers 
and audiences, as in the case of Life Streaming and Call Cutta in a Box, 
or between performers themselves, as seen in Angry Women and You 
Are Invited. The ability of cyberformance to break geographical and 
economic boundaries finds application in artists’ remote collaborations, 
as discussed in the works of Abrahams and Brager. Using online and 
offline spaces, and public and private cyberstages, artists and researchers 
engage audiences in performance making and staging. The Høyblokka 
Project invited Trondheim citizens to share their memories using the 
Internet as a space for archivization, collecting individual and public 
memory; Merton surprised random Chatroulette users with his cyber-
street theatre in a similar way as Field Broadcast ‘infected’ the computer 
screen of audience members with UK-based landscapes. Finally, this 
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chapter discussed the ecological and activist character of cyberform-
ance through Jamieson’s work to conclude that community is indeed 
what the Internet is mostly about.

The online participative theatre performances discussed in this 
chapter took place alongside the practical explorations of the Etheatre 
Project, inspiring my work as a cyberformance director and researcher. 
The performances influenced the project’s experiments that explore the 
dialectical character of cyberformance for real-time political engage-
ment and participation. In Chapter 3, I look at the chat box as a tool 
for radical democracy to achieve plurality and diversity in audience 
responses during a performance and to connect the local with the 
global in a similar way as NTW uses its blog. Interculturalism is also 
a key aspect of the Etheatre Project as different cultures are brought 
into discussion. In the Cyberian Chalk Circle (2011) production, Greek 
performers examine a political situation in the Middle East, through 
a cyber-New Zealand site, communicating in English with an inter-
national audience. Moreover, in the same way as Abrahams connects 
multilingual performers, I use remote collaboration in the Etheatre 
Project and Collaborators (2014) production to connect distant artists 
and create a collective performance about migration. The archival and 
activist character of the Internet is explored through Merry Crisis and 
a Happy New Fear (2012), a real-time verbatim performance in which 
public memories about the 2008 Greek riots, collected through an 
online questionnaire, create a protest cyberformance where real-time 
audience responses are archived in the chat box and incorporated into 
the script during the performance. I also use the viral strategies of Field 
Broadcast, ‘infecting’ the computer screens of audience members via 
the UpStage reset button devised to automatically reload all browsers 
connected to the platform, to demonstrate co-presence on the cyber-
stage and arouse audience sensitivity on political topics through the 
so-called virtual touch.

Notes

Women, children and slaves were not considered ‘citizens’ in Ancient Athens. 
The concept of the Brisbane-based Anywhere Theatre Festival is a performing  
theatre in non-theatre spaces, emerging as a response to the lack of theatre 
spaces in Brisbane (Anywhere, 2013).
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Its website describes Chatroulette as ‘a place where you can interact with new  
people over text-chat, webcam and mic’ (Chatroulette, 2009). The website 
pairs strangers from around the world for webcam-based conversations. This 
has become the meeting point for many offensive users, who present abusive 
images, which resulted in the bad reputation of the website.
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3
The Etheatre Project: The 
Director as Discussion 
Facilitator

Abstract:. Papagiannouli looks at the forms of cyber-
adaptation, cyber-ethnotheatre and cyber-collaboration as 
directing methodologies for producing dialectical forms of 
political cyberformances (in Brechtian terms), with reference 
to the productions of Cyberian Chalk Circle (2011), Merry 
Crisis and a Happy New Fear (2012) and Etheatre Project 
and Collaborators (2014), respectively. The chapter also 
discusses the specific directorial work that was undertaken 
for each production to generate new knowledge in relation to 
directing political cyberformance. Audience participation is 
noted as retaining a key role in the making and staging of a 
cyberformance, where participants can co-direct, interact with 
the performance and become part of the collective ensemble of 
a company.

Papagiannouli, Christina. Political Cyberformance: The 
Etheatre Project. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016. 
doi: 10.1057/ 9781137577047.0007.
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The chapter discusses the directing methodologies of the Etheatre 
Project using Brecht’s theories in order to study the role of the direc-
tor as ‘discussion facilitator’ in political cyberformance. The term 
political cyberfomance is used here to describe directorial practices of 
making cyberformance politically (in Brechtian political theatre terms), 
rather than cyberformance with political content (see Barnett, 2015,  
p. 32). The political character of the Etheatre Project lies in the 
conflictual/dialectical participation of the audience in real time during 
the performance. In political cyberformance, the role of the direc-
tor is to promote real-time discussion between audience members 
and performers in a chat box and assist the dialectical participation 
of spectators in the performance. In particular, I look at forms of 
cyber-adaptation, cyber-ethnotheatre and cyber-collaboration as 
directing methodologies for producing dialectical forms of political 
cyberformances, with reference to the productions of Cyberian Chalk 
Circle (2011), Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear (2012) and Etheatre 
Project and Collaborators (2014), respectively. The chapter gives an 
outline of each production and discusses how the methodologies were 
developed during this research.

The final section examines strategies of co-presence embodiment that 
cyberformance mobilizes in the in-between space of the cyberstage, where 
everything is absent and present simultaneously. I study cyberformance 
conventions and their use to create the sense of co-presence in both the 
audience and the performers and to assist participation. The section 
reveals the importance of interactivity and audience participation in 
political cyberformance.

Brecht’s directing methods were closely tied to his dialectical under-
standing of the world and, thus, contradiction was always a vital feature of 
his theatre (Mumford, 2009; Barnett, 2013). Verfremdungeffekt (V-effect), 
known as the alienation or more correctly as the distancing effect of 
epic theatre, was the main method Brecht used to dialectically politicize 
his performances; that is, ‘to facilitate radical praxis’ (Andrews, 2001,  
p. 2). Here, the familiar becomes the unfamiliar for critical observation 
to be empowered. Key Brechtian defamiliarization techniques include 
the anti-illusionism of breaking the fourth wall by making set changes 
visible (Bradley, 2006, p. 6; Mumford, 2009, p. 66; Andrews, 2011, p. 6); 
the ‘fixing the not-but’ strategy, that is, how alternative courses of action 
could have provoked different outcomes (Bradley, 2006, p. 5; Mumford, 
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2009, pp. 66–67); and casting unsuitable actors for the character they 
acted out, such as young actors to play old characters (Mumford, 2009, 
p. 71). Non-realistic staging is essential for the critical ‘distantification’ of 
the spectator. As Barnett notes, ‘[r]ealism [ ... ] is something that applies 
to a given society as a whole because it reproduces the laws under which 
the dialectic works, regardless of apparent differences between individu-
als’ (2011, p. 29), which substantiates that realism in Brecht is philosophi-
cal rather than aesthetic.

Brecht’s theatre aimed to demonstrate social structures. To embody 
those structures and go beyond the individual, Brecht used Gestus, a 
form of stylized acting to demonstrate social class in relation to body 
language (Mumford, 2009, p. 54; Bradley, 2006, p. 6; Barnett, 2011,  
p. 29). Gestus is part of Brecht’s ‘paradoxical montage’ technique, 
serving as a link between the original and interpretational text 
(Mueller, 1987; Doherty, 2000) – the so-called fabel (or fabie). To 
‘smash’ the fourth wall and ‘move beyond the superficial imitation 
of reality’ (Barnett, 2011, p. 29), Brecht used collage and montage to 
create discontinuity and build a polymorphic space (Mueller, 1987; 
Doherty, 2000). On Brecht’s polymorphic stage, large contradictions 
were exposed through the use of tableau aesthetics (Mueller, 1987), 
the ‘to be and not to be’ aspect of Brecht’s distancing actor – the 
Brechtian double (Mitter, 1992) – as well as historicization (‘H-effect’) 
and adaptation, to distance the audience from the plot. Placing the 
performances into the past allowed the audience to review reality in 
relation to history, finding similarities and differences (Mitter, 1992,  
p. 35; Mumford, 2009). Brecht’s work was to ‘provoke’ discussion, not 
to ‘dominate’ it (Barnett, 2013, p. 135).

As Jon Whitmore notes, ‘theater cannot take place without the 
communication between the event and an audience’, drawing attention 
to the fact that, as most theorists agree, ‘spectators provide feedback 
to the performers and to one another’ during a performance event 
(1994, p. 11). Mikhail Bakhtin has argued that ‘any “social dialogue” of 
negotiation requires an audience [response]’ to result in any meaning-
ful change (quoted in Hutchison, 2005, p. 357; see also Bakhtin, 1981, 
p. 276). Brecht, likewise, evaluated his plays by observing the audience 
and critics’ reactions during and after each performance and adapted 
his plays further keeping in mind audience response (Bradley, 2006, 
p. 1). Brecht’s Mother Courage and Her Children (1939) is a well-known 
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example of re-evaluation through audience observation, where Brecht 
made additions to the play to make ‘Mother’ less sympathetic to the 
audience after the play’s 1941 ‘unsuccessful’ production in Switzerland 
(Mayer, 1989). However, as Han Mayer (1989) argues, Brecht was 
dissatisfied with the audience’s interpretation even after the changes. 
This was because although Brecht introduced the dialectical (distanc-
ing) ‘spectating’ (i.e., the ‘act of being a spectator’) with his theatre, 
he could not see that spectators’ dialectical thinking was stronger than 
his own or than what he had expected. Indeed, in a classic theatrical 
experience the audience’s interpretation cannot be clearly identified 
and analysed. Here, the participants’ responses are hidden in the dark-
ness of the third row.1

All these discussed strategies played a crucial role in the Etheatre 
Project, for the formation of both research and directing methodolo-
gies, in order to allow critical participation. In cyberformance, public 
discussion takes place in a text box; the use of the chat box gives space 
for the strong dialectical thinking of the spectators to be heard and 
for correlations with reality to be accomplished. Spectators become 
active participants in the communal space of the chat box, where writ-
ing serves as a way of thinking and as a communication tool. In the 
in-between space of the cyberstage, the chat box serves as a distancing 
tool where absence/presence and speech/writing – Derrida’s opposi-
tions of dominant notions of thinking (Reynolds, 2010) – coexist for 
the audience to communicate thoughts in real time and not after the 
performance as experienced in traditional theatre. Similarly to how 
Brecht aimed to dominate discussion during rehearsals, the work of the 
director in cyberformance is to facilitate discussion in real time during 
the performance.

I naturally employed a Brechtian approach in this research, recog-
nizing the significance of Brechtian methodologies in my work so 
far as a theatre director. Similarly to how Brecht treated the classics 
and himself – ‘if he found that [something] was opaque or boring, 
he cut it’ (Weber, 2002, p. 85; see also Weber and Munk, 1967–68,  
p. 103; Subiotto, 1975, pp. 8, 110; Bradley, 2006, p. 12) – and to his elec-
tive use of Konstantin Stanislavsky’s techniques of rehearsal (Mumford, 
2009; Mitter, 1992), I too used his theories and practices selectively. 
For instance, I focused more on those theories that I found useful for 
my research and directing methods, such as the ‘V-effect’, and less on 
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others that did not apply verbatim/precisely to the dialectical aesthetics 
of the Etheatre Project, such as the Gestus. The dialectical aesthetics of 
the Etheatre Project derive from text-based communication between 
performers and participants rather than on physical, body-oriented 
acting. Furthermore, despite the strong bond between Marxism and 
Brecht’s political theatre – one of the main reasons for wrongly label-
ling Brecht as out-dated, especially as the present-day ‘capitalist crisis’ 
has renewed interest in Marxism (Wolff, 2010) – I do not focus on 
Marxism, but rather re-imagine the politics of Brecht for the age of the 
Internet. This chapter explores the prospects of forming political spaces 
through performance on cyberstage in relation to Brecht’s political 
theatre directing methodologies and theories, questioning new forms 
of spatial relationships and dialectics. In particular, the epic theatre’s 
distancing effect (V-effect) is reconsidered in relation to the body-
less, spaceless and liveness characteristics of cyberformance, focusing 
on the role of the dialectical ‘spect-actor’ drawing on Brechtian and 
Boalian readings.

In the Etheatre Project, I applied Brecht’s dialectical and interactive 
approach to directing, using V-effect techniques to break the fourth 
wall and allow critical participation of the audience in the cyber-
formances. Despite my focus on Brecht’s directorial work, I turn to 
Brecht in all of his roles – as a theatre and media theorist, director and 
author.

[Brecht] really had almost a strangely split mind between the academic part 
of him that wrote theory and the man of the theatre who refused. He would, 
even in rehearsals, say ‘I don’t know what idiot wrote this theory, or what 
idiot wrote this part of the play’, and it was a different Brecht. I think he is 
a landmark in theatre history, but like all landmarks, as one moves on, the 
landmark is behind. I don’t think that today as a playwright and as a theorist 
one should take him either 100 per cent or zero, it’s something naturally in 
between. (Brook, 1996, p. 52)

The in-betweeness of Brecht’s personality, as suggested by Peter 
Brook (1996), provides an opportunity to develop new insights 
related to these polarities within the realm of Brecht’s theories and 
practices in relation to digital technology. In particular, I study the 
application of Brechtian functions in cyberformance. A combination 
of the mentioned methodologies and digital tools results in a more 
democratic and interactive approach to theatre direction in terms of 
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radical participation. Audience interaction is crucial for the dialec-
tical, and thus political, character of cyberformance, which makes 
feasible Brecht’s ‘act of being a spectator’. According to Miessen, ‘when 
participation becomes conflict, conflict becomes space,’ and ‘political 
space entails the practice of decision-making, and judging’ (2010,  
pp. 93, 249). Here, the Internet turns into a political, in-between space 
for real-time cyber-adaptation, cyber-ethnotheatre and cyber-collab-
oration, allowing participants’ engagement in performance making 
and staging.

3.1 Cyber-adaptation: Cyberian Chalk Circle

The practical research of the Etheatre Project began with the preparation 
of a micro project called Cyberian Chalk Circle (2011), a production that 
aimed to pre-test the form of cyberformance. This first attempt of direct-
ing an online piece turned out to be the most important project within 
the Etheatre Project framework, in terms of audience political engage-
ment and participation. Cyberian Chalk Circle, performed on 14 May 
(CCC1) and 11 November (CCC2) 2011 on UpStage and on 3 November 
2012 on Waterwheel Tap (CCC3) by Evi Stamatiou (with the contribution 
of Prodromos Tsinikoris), was an online, interactive, chat-based adapta-
tion of Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle (1944).

To justify the use of the Internet as an essential tool in staging a 
theatre performance online, I began by looking for a Brechtian play 
or an individual scene that exemplified the absent present character, 
which is crucial for cyberformance to be staged on Skype or any other 
distancing communication tool. One of the first scenes that I came 
across was the famous ‘stream scene’ from The Caucasian Chalk Circle. 
In the original play, Grusha, a kitchen maid of the Caucasian palace, 
bids farewell to her fiancé Simon, who leaves to protect the governor 
during the palace revolution; Grusha, later on, finds and saves Michael, 
the governor’s son. To raise Michael safely, Grusha gets married to a 
very ill man. One day, while she is washing linen by the stream, Simon 
arrives on the opposite bank. Grusha tries to explain to him what 
happened, but Simon leaves when she claims Michael is her child. In 
this stream scene, Simon and Grusha can see and talk to each other, 
but they cannot touch each other, which mirrors an online, distancing, 



 Political Cyberformance

DOI: 10.1057/9781137577047.0007

network webcam conversation; Grusha’s secret about Michael’s identity 
creates the sense of a broken conversation, where one says something 
but means something else.

In Cyberian Chalk Circle, Grusha’s story is placed in Egypt of 2011. 
While citizens of Cairo are removing their passwords from their WiFi 
routers so protesters can communicate with each other and the rest of 
the world, Grusha connects with the audience asking them to help her 
find Simon, an Egyptian soldier and her fiancé whom she lost because 
of the revolution. However, the audience do not have to merely find 
Simon; they also have to explain to him that Grusha got married (via an 
urfi contract) to someone else because she had found and kept a child, 
Michael. (In Egypt, women are not allowed to be single mothers; they 
must be married or have an urfi contract, a kind of a Muslim marriage.)

Cyberian Chalk Circle can thus be seen as an adaptation in two ways. 
First, as it derives from the title of Brecht’s play, it indicates a transition 
from one medium to another: an intermedial exchange that entails the 
use of the Internet. Second, Cyberian Chalk Circle offers an alternative 
interpretation to the original text, because of the relocation of cultural, 
topical and temporal settings (Sanders, 2006, p. 19). To focus on the 
political character of the Etheatre Project, I am not going to discuss 
the form of intermedial adaptation (from one medium to another) as 
the topic has been much debated, especially in relation to adaptation 
from stage to cinema (Naremore, 2000; Cardwell, 2002; Leitch, 2005; 
Stam, 2005). Instead, I will focus on the idea of revisiting, reinterpret-
ing and rethinking ‘old’ narratives in adaptation as interpretations 
of theatre direction. A ‘transposition’ of the original that, according 
to Linda Hutcheon, ‘telling the same story from a different point of 
view [ ... ] create[s] a manifestly different interpretation’ (2013, p. 8). I 
use transposition not to mean a shift either from one genre to another 
(from theatre to cyberformance) or from one medium to another 
(from theatre to the Internet) but rather as ‘a change of frame and 
therefore context’ (Hutcheon, 2013, p. 8). Contextual adaptation entails 
a major temporal, topical or cultural change of an original text. I thus 
lay emphasis on the distancing character of adaptation, which enforces 
a dialogical relationship between the old and the new narrative and 
between the real and mythical (dialogism), in terms of Brechtian politi-
cal theatre directing methodologies. Although the form of contextual 
adaptation is a ‘hot’ topic, as transposition of a whole environment 
has been accused to ‘reduce and simplify’ the original play (Hutcheon, 
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2009, p. xi; MacArthur, Wilkinson and Zaiontz, 2009, p. xx), Brecht 
himself argued that ‘directors should adopt a fresh approach towards 
the classics’ (Bradley, 2006, p. 12).

The genre of adaptation is problematic per se, as adaptation charts 
a dialectical relationship with an original text. Neither Brecht nor 
Shakespeare, both ardent supporters of adaptation, got through critics 
accusations for adaptors’ plagiarism and lack of originality (Beckley, 
1962, p. 274). In the case of Shakespeare, stealing is hybridity, how things 
and ideas are ‘repeated, relocated and translated in the name of tradi-
tion’ (Bhabha, 1995, p. 156; Sanders, 2006, p. 17), and intertextuality, 
‘the permutation of texts by utterances and semiotic signifiers deriving 
from other texts’ (Kristeva, 1980; Sanders, 2006, p. 162). In other words, 
Shakespeare is as guilty of theft as any other author (Taylor, 1989; 
Fischlin, 2007).

On the contrary, Brecht used adaptation to criticize the past, 
condemn Nazi ideologies and promote the ideals of Marxism. Here, 
adaptation becomes dialogism (Carney, 2005, p. 139) – the notion of 
‘heteroglossia’ propounded by anti-Aristotelian Bakhtin as a debate 
space for social exchange (White, 2009, p. 10) – and thus dialogism 
becomes politicization. Brecht saw the world dialectically and his 
political theatre entails in this dialectical ontology, as affected by his 
contact with Marxism during the 1920s (Barnett, 2012, see also Barnett 
2015, pp. 18–19). He used adaptation as a political theatre directing 
methodology, both for the formation of a social exchange space and 
for the fulfilment of the V-effect, by ‘fixing the not-but’ of the original 
texts.

In The Caucasian Chalk Circle, Brecht used the Old Testament account 
of Solomon’s threat and German poet Klabund’s adaptation of Circle of 
Chalk, a Chinese play by Li Xingdao, to criticize the Nazi organization 
of society around blood and racial purity and to question the idea of 
ownership. To do so, Brecht judged the foster mother as the ‘true’ parent 
of the child, in addition to the other texts that vindicated the biological 
mother (Mumford, 2009, p. 101).

Looking back at the history of theatre, one sees that much of the most impor-
tant and certainly all of the most radical work has been deconstructive – from 
the indecorous tragedy of Euripides which ridicules and indicts the gods, to 
Büchner’s demonic comedy, to Brecht’s non-‘Aristotelian’, non-cathartic Epic 
Theatre. The work of these three playwrights was so revolutionary – and 
remains so – not because it tried to create something wholly new but because 
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it worked within history, and within metaphysics, to launch a trenchant 
critique of the ideology spoken through history and through metaphysics. 
(Savran, 1986, p. 221)

To launch a trenchant critique, Brecht revisited past texts to converse 
their ideals, creating a form of antistrophe adaptation. Here, adaptation 
turns into a communication space in-‘between two spaces’ (White, 
2009, p. 6; Moi, 1986, p. 55) – between the old and the new narrative, 
and the real and mythical. This can also be traced in He (Who) Said Yes/
He (Who) Said No (1930), the Brechtian adaptation of the fourteenth-
century Japanese Noh drama Taniko, where the main character does not 
respond in accordance with custom, but rather rethinks the question in 
relation to the new situation presented (Brecht, 1930). Brecht, likewise, 
rethought the question of ownership in The Caucasian Chalk Circle and 
gave a different answer from the traditional one – an antistrophe of the 
expected – to promote debate on social structures. Thus, by the use of 
antistrophe adaptation, Brecht created an in-between space for social 
discussion and exchange.

On the contrary, Brecht used adaptation as a H-effect strategy. Placing 
the story in a historical, distant time and place, Brecht empowered 
the audience to make correlations with their own reality. For instance, 
Brecht’s adaptation of Maxim Gorky’s 1906 novel, Mother, reminded 
his spectators that ‘Communism had already triumphed in Russia and 
challenged them to fight for a revolutionary solution to Germany’s 
political and economic crisis’ (Bradley, 2006, p. 10). Furthermore, in The 
Caucasian Chalk Circle, Brecht mixed old and new artistry and reality 
with fiction to make a social point. As Mumford (2009, p. 91) notes, in 
The Caucasian Chalk Circle Brecht mixed epic theatre with Aristotelian 
techniques, and Ancient Greek and Asian mediaeval and folk art with 
contemporary realism. This collaged form allowed Brecht to transfer the 
myth in a real, historical, temporal setting – for distancing purposes – of 
pre-war, soviet Caucasus and the Republic of Georgia after the exodus of 
Hitler’s army (Mumford, 2009, p. 102).

In Cyberian Chalk Circle, I use adaptation not to create an antistrophe 
of the original text’s ideologies – it is left to the audience to criticize 
the story – but rather to get a more in-depth understanding of the 
play. Thus, in my work, adaptation serves as a ‘translation’ of meanings 
in different contexts. Grusha’s forced marriage, for instance, is recog-
nized less in Western societies than in Eastern ones. To understand 
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and explain why Grusha had to get married to save Michael, I had to 
place the story in a different cultural setting (of the Middle Eastern 
world). Hence, in Cyberian Chalk Circle, it was the cultural transposi-
tion, rather than the use of a past temporal setting, that served as a 
social exchange space and distancing tool. Although I used a contem-
porary, existing setting for the transposition of the story (to Egypt of 
2011), it was the cultural distance (‘C-effect’) between the character 
and the audience that served as a V-effect strategy. The C-effect is a 
fundamental characteristic of this intercultural experiment, where 
Greek practitioners look at a political situation in the Middle East, 
through a cyber-New Zealand site, communicating in English with 
the international audience.

Despite the international character of the audience – especially in 
CCC2 – the participants identified themselves as ‘Westerns’: ‘Are we 
educating Westerns here?’ (Cyberian Chalk Circle Part B, 2011). Although 
Westerns have some awareness of women’s power state in Eastern 
societies, and the topic seems to be close to the hearts and minds of 
many, we tend to turn a blind eye in the name of hybridity. In both 
CCC1 and CCC2, the audience did not know what an urfi marriage was: 
some of the participants searched in real time for the meaning of the 
word, using Google or Wikipedia. The C-effect enforced discussions 
regarding the state of women in Western and Eastern societies, a criti-
cal comparison between the two worlds (see Figure 3.1), which resulted 
in the realization that, in the end, they are not as different as they seem 
or as we want to think.

To recreate the story of Grusha and Simon for the new cultural 
setting, I used adaptation to devise a specific text-based starting point 
– the ‘stream scene’. Here, I use the term devise in its widest sense of a 
collaborative improvisation, one that promotes ensemble authorship. 
Owing to the improvisational and interactive character of the Etheatre 
Project, it was extremely important for the performer to understand her 
character in depth to be able to answer audience questions and act in 
different circumstances ‘as if ’ – Stanislavsky’s ‘magic if ’ – the character. 
To research and flesh out the character, Stanislavsky’s action analysis 
method was central during the rehearsal process. Despite the critical 
attitude towards the system, Brecht acknowledged the importance of 
Stanislavsky studies for actors’ training and as a useful method for acting 
the as if character (Mumford, 2009, p. 152).
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<grusha says> are women safe?
ho is simon
<grusha says> even without a man?
i never heard of urfi marriage before
Depends
Rohipnol
not always
women are not unsafe because they dont have a man
we like to think it is safe
ever
brothers not husbands
But we know otherwise
<grusha says> what is it depending on?
i see a lot of woman walking with digs
I'm not a woman. They sometimes feel unsafe at night I suppose.
Micro-culture you live in
dogs
Quite different.
depending on confidence
<grusha says> not about night and day
on understanding
i usually feel safe, but i have never been attacked
<grusha says> it is always unsafe
on self defence
Look at textual violence occuring against online female journalists in UK and west.
i know women who have been attacked, who never feel safe now
learn wing chun
<grusha says> especially for Michael
it was created by a women
yes it's not all physical violence
<grusha says> i had to do it for him
in the west we have many forms of violence
emotional abuse
<grusha says> i am waiting for you Simon
financial violence
<grusha says> to save us both
wing chun is not violence its counter violence
psychological
According to UN, the Congo is worst place in world to be a woman

figure 3.1 Text log of Cyberian Chalk Circle Part B (2011). Quoted exactly as 
it stands in the original, the lines beginning with ‘<grusha says>‘ are part of the 
performer’s text, while the other lines are typed by anonymous participants.
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Although Brecht himself used Stanislavsky in his work, using the system 
in Brecht is problematic as the author constantly questions every action 
of the character. For instance, when Grusha saves Michael, the action 
suggests both salvation and depredation. However, in order to distance 
and critically act the character, a performer first needs to research in 
depth and fully understand the given circumstances.

We first studied the Brechtian Grusha in depth and then used the 
main elements of the character to build a new Grusha for the Egyptian 
revolution, in order for Stamatiou to find a balance between Brecht’s 
Russian Grusha and my interpretation of an Egyptian Grusha. Moreover, 
we examined Grusha’s actions and made correlations with the Egyptian 
reality of 2011. To complete the adapted character and prevent/minimize 
audience questions, we looked at pragmatic facts, such as Egypt’s time 
zone and weather conditions on the day of the performance and the 
exact geographical location of the character. Moreover, open rehearsals 
were planned to help trace audience questions, if any, during the actual 
performance.

In Cyberian Chalk Circle, while text improvisation in the UpStage chat 
box was the main method during rehearsals to fit the performer into the 
scene, similarly to how Brecht used improvisation, transformation and 
adaptation in his writings to ‘fit the people he [worked] with’ (Lavelli, 
1996, p. 116), real-time improvisation and interaction with the audience 
was used during the actual performance. Participants replied critically to 
the performance materials, opening discussions and holding debates on 
political topics, ‘fixing the not-but’ of the adapted text. Cyberformance 
materializes Brecht’s theory of spectating, turning the audience from 
passive participants to active ‘spect-actors’, in the sense of Augusto Boal’s 
‘theatre of the oppressed’ active audience. According to Kattenbelt, ‘[t]he 
clear borderlines that Brecht wanted to draw should create in-between 
spaces, which the spectator actively needs to fill in’ (2008, p. 26).

The audience of Cyberian Chalk Circle reviewed the Egyptian revolu-
tion by making correlations with their own reality: ‘Don’t go to Greece 
maybe it’s worse ... :-P we must form a rebel alliance’ [ ... ] ‘They just 
started to kill each other  ...’ (Papagiannouli, 2013a, 02:14 min, 02:35 min). 
As a matter of fact, on 10 May 2011, a 44-year-old Greek man was killed 
for a camera, while he was accompanying his wife to the hospital for 
the delivery of their second child. Two days later, an immigrant from 
Bangladesh was murdered as retaliation for the man’s death. Therefore, 
participants connected the narration of the Egyptian revolution with 
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the situation in Greece at that time. CCC1 realized what Marc Silberman 
claims to be the task of Brechtian theatre: ‘to organize the space or the 
dialogical situation in a larger framework which allows a new subjectiv-
ity, which allows us to begin to define a new individual and collective 
subject’ (1987, p. 460).

Moreover, different opinions were exposed during the performances of 
Cyberian Chalk Circle, shaping debates on specific themes. In CCC1, Act 
III: The Secret Marriage, when the performer (Grusha) asked whether 
women in the audience’s country have to get married to be able to live with 
a man, one of the participants replied that in their country women can 
live without men, and have children, but society does not always accept it, 
while another one stated that ‘women can do what they want. They fuck 
each other all around’ (Papagiannouli, 2013b, 01:50–02:55 min).

Apart from text interactions with the performer, participants 
commented on each other’s posts during the performance, playing the 
role of Brechtian clowns:

When I get a theater into my clutches, I will hire two clowns. They enter the 
stage between acts acting as spectators. They exchange views about the play 
and the audience and conclude bets about the end of the play. ... In a tragedy, 
the scenery will be changed with open curtains. Clowns walk across the stage 
and order: ‘Now he (the hero) will fall, yes. Lower the lights.’ (Brecht, quoted 
in Schoeps, 1995, p. 49)

In CCC1 when one of the audience members lied to Grusha that Simon 
got married, someone else responded ‘Shame on you!’ (Papagiannouli, 
2013b, 12:35 min), while in CCC2 (Part B) when someone said that Simon 
will return home soon, an audience member replied ‘Don’t give her 
hope/ he might be ... not well’ (Cyberian Chalk Circle Part B, 2011). Brecht 
wanted the audience to enter the theatre space and behave as if in a 
circus, boxing ring or racecourse rather than as if they had entered a 
temple. The anonymity of online spectating not only protects the real 
identities of the participants but also promotes such behaviour in cyber-
formance (trolling), as the audience can demonstrate their real character 
without hiding behind social masks and decorous behaviour: ‘Man is 
least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he 
will tell you the truth’ (Wilde, 2007, p. 83).

The Cyberian Chalk Circle text was written in real time, during the 
performance, with participants’ help, who either knew or did not know 
the original play; prior knowledge was not important for participating in 
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the show: although cyberformance is an experimental form of theatre, 
spectators do not need to be theatre or computer experts to participate, as 
it uses simple online tools that people use in everyday life. John Ellis (1982) 
rightly underlines that adaptation exists in the memory of the original 
text, either in the form of a generally circulated memory or derived from 
the actual reading of the text (see also Sanders, 2006, p. 25). This should be 
considered in adaptations, and especially in interactive adaptations where 
the flow of a performance is highly dependent on spectators’ participa-
tion. In CCC1, for instance, one of the participants, who evidently knew 
the original play, asked questions about Michael and Grusha’s marriage 
before Grusha mentioned anything about it. This resulted in a quicker 
flow of the performance to the next scenes, making some participants 
believe that I (the director) was behind the anonymity of those questions 
and, hence, that the performance was being controlled.

The adapted scene was thus re-adapted by the participants. The audi-
ence wrote the dialogues, directed the actor and influenced the turn of 
the performance, by commenting on each scenario. From this, one can 
conclude that cyberformance opens up new open-ended possibilities for 
adaptation, using the Internet as a space for real-time adaptation and play-
writing. Similarly to the ensemble work of Brecht, who wrote and re-wrote 
his text during rehearsals or after the performance, text-based cyberform-
ance offers a new form of real-time writing through collaboration, allowing 
for audience engagement in the process of writing and adapting the text.

The spaceless characteristic of the cyberstage produced the V-effect, 
allowing participants to critically engage with the performance and 
make real-time connections between the storytelling and their own real-
ity. Cyberformance allows the creation of such dialectical methodologies 
in theatre directing. In Cyberian Chalk Circle, the participants tested and 
interrogated the character/performer through the text box; they could 
challenge the performer by asking the character any questions they 
wanted. In the Etheatre Project, the use of the Internet enforced active 
participation of the audience in the performance, thereby breaking the 
fourth wall. While the audience themselves ‘fixed the not-but’, ‘whatever 
[the actor] doesn’t do must be contained and conserved in what he does. 
In this way every sentence and every gesture signifies a decision; the 
character remains under observation and is tested’ (Brecht, 1964c [1933], 
p. 137). Key examples include: ‘violence is not the solution [ ... ], but 
silence is not either’ (Cyberian Chalk Circle Part A, 2011); ‘who wouldn’t 
protect a child? [ ... ] A great many paedophiles or child abusers, that’s 
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who wouldn’t’; ‘Posing ethical questions that no one can answer out of 
context. [ ... ] Good to pose the questions, even if there is no answer. [ ... ] 
Its [sic] not that there are no answers, people have answers, but what 
relevance has it to real events?’ (Cyberian Chalk Circle Part B, 2011).

3.1.1 Staging Cyberian Chalk Circle

The ‘beta’ version – the testing version of a computer programme – of 
the Etheatre Project was a 60-minute, one-off show that looked at the 
political character of the Internet. The participants, who were mainly 
Greek, were invited – via Facebook, Twitter and email – to sit comfort-
ably in their desk, chair or sofa, on their bed or even in their local café, 
and follow the show while continuing to update their Twitter feed, chat 
on Skype, spy on their friends on Facebook or just search for some-
thing on Google. Acknowledging the difficulty of concentrating in an 
online platform – a ‘hard to focus place’ (Haug, 2012) – without efficient 
multitasking, the test show aimed to prevent audience reactions and 
invert the expectations of a classic theatre experience, highlighting that 
the performance would take place online and that there was no need 
to travel to a theatre space. Although the invitation clearly stated the 
performance would be online, some audience members replied that 
they would not be able to attend the performance as they were based 
in Greece; even when explained in detail, it was difficult especially for 
theatre practitioners to understand how this ‘online theatre’ would 
work. This raised concerns regarding audience understanding of the 
platform and the level of engagement during the performance.

Contrary to my concerns, however, the audience started chatting with 
each other even before the performance began – initially using the text 
box for foyer-like discussions, counting down time till the beginning 
of the show – and continued their conversations for at least 40 minutes 
after the performance ended. According to Brecht, theatre representa-
tions, by taking second place to what is presented, leave the audience 
‘productively disposed’ even after the end of the event (1964d [1949],  
p. 205). This completes Meike Wagner and Wolf-Dieter Ernst’s ‘no start-
ing point, no ending [point]’ analysis of a theatre performance (2010,  
p. 178), drawing on Bruno Latour’s actor-network theory:

According to Latour, a network is not considered to be a built or communi-
cated ‘thing’; rather one has to think of a network as a conceptual perspective. 
This perspective implies, that any analysis of a network cannot be conducted 
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from the outside, because the ‘object’ of observation, i.e. the actor-network, 
changes in the process of its analysis. It does so, because, among other influ-
ences, it reacts to the movement the beholder or observer causes in the proc-
ess of his or her analysis, his or her moving around within the actor-network. 
That is to say, an actor network only exists when it is constructed through the 
process of reading. (Wagner and Ernst, 2010, p. 178)

CCC1, in this respect, began not on 14 May 2011 but a week earlier, 
when the first participant entered the cyberstage and used the chat box 
to communicate. Once I announced the platform of the performance, 
potential participants followed the link and some, out of curiosity, used 
the chat box. Once they had written something they could not erase it, as 
it became part of the performance text for the next participant. Similarly, 
CCC1 finished when the last audience member left the cyberstage and I 
cleared the stage and the chat box, turning UpStage again into a blank 
canvas, an empty stage to mark the end of the performance. Otherwise, 
any visitor to the webpage would be able to read the contents of the 
performance discussion and reply in the chat box.

CCC1 was a three-act show. Act I, named ‘Grusha and Simon’, reflected 
the peaceful past of the character: Grusha’s life before the revolution. 
The audience got a more complete idea of the character by learning 
key information about Grusha’s social life, such as that she had got 
engaged to Simon and that she worked for the governor. In Act II, ‘The 
Revolution’, Grusha introduced a new character, Michael. In the begin-
ning she narrated chaotic images of the revolution and described how 
she had lost Simon and how she had found Michael. Then, she explained 
why it was not safe for her to keep the boy, why Michael was unsafe and 
what she had to do for them to stay safe. In Act III, ‘The Secret Marriage’, 
Grusha asked the audience to help her find Simon and explain to him 
why she had married someone else. The performance finished with 
Simon’s appearance in the chat box and the failure of Grusha’s Internet 
connection. Simon wrote Grusha’s full name for recognition to take 
place – Aristotle’s notion of anagnorisis that indicates a change from 
ignorance to knowledge for good to bad fortune (MacFarlane, 2000). To 
perform the connection failure, I reset the stage button, taking the stage 
back to its original state. The reset button in UpStage works as a virus, 
reloading all browsers that are linked to the stage. When the participants 
re-entered the platform, after their browser’s automatic refresh, Grusha 
was missing. However, many of the participants did not experience the 
ending as described, as they were still on Facebook or another platform, 
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and they missed the anagnorisis and ‘reload scene’. As a result, each 
participant experienced the finale of the performance differently.

Following the CCC1 performance, CCC2, neatly coinciding with 
Armistice Day (11 November), was the reproduction of CCC1 for the 
11:11:11 UpStage Festival. Affected by the Remembrance Day special 
celebrations in the United Kingdom and New Zealand, where the 
festival is based, instead of by the political character of the Internet, 
the performance questioned what we have learnt since the horrors of 
World War I, combining similar images of horror from World War I 
and the Egyptian revolution. Although the events are not connected, 
the juxtaposition reminded the participants that ‘war is a terrible thing, 
no matter where in the world it is happening’ (audience comment from 
the Etheatre Project blog). The two-part performance of CCC2 began 
with Part A on 11 November 2011, from 11:00 to 11:30 a.m. New Zealand 
time, and finished with Part B, from 10:30 to 11:00 a.m. UK time, on the 
same day. This allowed CCC2 to open with a two-minute silence mark-
ing Remembrance Day in New Zealand and to end with a two-minute 
silence marking the day in the United Kingdom.

Unlike the three-act breakdown of the first performance, CCC2 was 
a four-act show. Part A consisted of Act I: ‘Grusha and Simon’ and Act 
II: ‘The Revolution’; Part B consisted of Act III: ‘Grusha and Michael’ 
and Act IV: ‘The Secret Marriage’. Part B focused more on Grusha’s 
sacrifices for Michael, enhancing the boy’s presence in a separate act 
(Act III), which was merely decorative in CCC1. This allowed a circular 
structuring of the performance, where the same motive of the revolution 
was repeated to mark, at first, loss and, then, salvation. In Part A Grusha 
loses Simon, while in Part B she finds Michael; both events are because 
of the revolution. I used the same backdrops in both parts, changing 
only the sounds surrounding the images: in Part A the chaotic sound 
of white noise was played, whereas in Part B the playful sound of water 
drops was used.

In particular, in Part A, Grusha narrated how she had met Simon, got 
engaged and then how she had lost him because of the revolution; she 
asked the audience to find Simon and tell him to come and meet her on 
the UpStage platform in about ten hours (in time for Part B). To explain 
the durational gap between the two parts, due to the time zone difference 
between the countries, Part A finished with Grusha leaving the platform 
concerned about her husband’s arrival, thus revealing her marriage to 
the audience without giving further explanations. The objective of this 
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was also to give a clear sense that CCC2 was a ‘to be continued’ perform-
ance and to excite the audience’s curiosity to make them return for the 
second part.

Inspired by the ‘We Are All Khaled Said’ case, where online support 
was gathered via a Facebook page of the same name commemorating a 
28-year-old Egyptian (Khaled Said) who was tortured to death by two 
police officers in Egypt, in Part B the audience collectively represented 
Simon. As Grusha was not sure whether Simon was there – most of 
the audience told her that they had found him but they were not sure 
whether he was coming – she responded to the participants as if they 
were Simon. Grusha, hoping that Simon was one of the anonymous 
responders, explained how she had met Michael and what she had to do 
to keep him safe, closing with the revelation of the urfi marriage. Now 
the audience could see Grusha’s face (Figure 3.2).

When a (cyber)performance is split over days or hours, the consist-
ency of the audience cannot be controlled, as not all the participants 
are able to return or new audience members who have not followed the 
previous episode appear. In the case of CCC2, this influenced negatively 
the consistency of the show. Despite the positive contribution of familiar 
participants who played the role of the narrator and explained to new 

figure 3.2 Screenshot of a webcam avatar taken during UpStage 11:11:11 at 
11:33:17 a.m. (CCC2, Part B).
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audience members what preceded in Part A (although Part B’s introduc-
tion operated mainly as a précis of Part A), some new participants still 
could not follow the plot. Furthermore, audience members who partici-
pated only in the first part did not get to see how Grusha really looks as 
the webcast avatar did not work owing to technical problems.

The blank stage in Part A influenced the level of audience engagement, 
as the audience did not participate as actively as in Part B. Another 
factor that affected the participation of spectators in CCC2 was the 
festive character of the show: the audience was invited to watch the next 
performance, which started straight after the end of each part. Although 
flexibility is essential in participative forms of theatre like cyberform-
ance, consistency remains key for the story to unfold. In Cyberian 
Chalk Circle, ‘safe scenes’ or transaction scenes had been pre-prepared 
allowing movement from one topic to another using tableau aesthetics. 
For instance, when the flow of participation fell in the introduction of 
Grusha and Simon’s meeting and love story, the performer continued to 
the next scene and began the storytelling of the revolution.

CCC3, performed on Waterwheel Tap, was an open rehearsal aiming to 
pre-test the new platform for the second venture of the Etheatre Project. 
Despite its informal character and the small number of audience – five 
connected computers – CCC3 had great significance for the Etheatre 
Project. First, it completed a circle of experimentation regarding the 
online staging of Cyberian Chalk Circle. Second, the 20-minute open 
rehearsal developed further the idea of using the participants as Simon’s 
representatives. In CCC3, the ‘stream scene’ was staged on Waterwheel 
Tap with the audience playing the character of Simon. Grusha connected 
with the audience via the web stream, but she also used the chat box 
when she wanted to say something secretly, so no one else could hear 
her. Finally, the audience comprised cyberformance experts – I invited 
Waterwheel Tap performers to watch the open rehearsal and contribute 
– whose after-performance comments were crucial for the development 
of the next Etheatre Project.

3.2  Cyber-ethnotheatre: Merry Crisis and a  
Happy New Fear

Apart from using cyber-ethnography as a data collection tool for the 
exploration of human communication, social interaction and conflict, I 
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also used it as a method to analyse the collected data in a performative 
way. In the second experiment of the Etheatre Project, Merry Crisis and 
a Happy New Fear (2012), pre-collected answers to an online question-
naire2 were used as a performance text, which focused on the memory of 
the participants in relation to the murder of Alexandros Grigoropoulos. 
Following the first project, Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear was a 
verbatim Christmas story about the collapse of Greek democracy. On  
6 December 2008, policeman Epaminondas Korkoneas killed Alexandros 
Grigoropoulos, a 15-year-old student, in the Exarcheia district of central 
Athens. The unjust murder of the young schoolboy by police resulted in 
large protests and demonstrations, which escalated to widespread rioting, 
with hundreds of rioters damaging property and engaging riot police with 
Molotov cocktails, stones and other objects. A new wish jumped up from 
the embers of those nights, ‘Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear’, opening 
a Pandora’s box of the Greek economy and the unstable political situation 
of the country.

The online questionnaire aimed to collect individual memories to 
create a performance about the collective memory of the real event, what 
Gilles Deleuze describes as a ‘world memory’ or the globalized memory 
of an event as shaped by the media (quoted in Bennett and Kennedy, 
2003, pp. 5–6). Indeed, most of the participants knew about the murder 
because ‘it was on the news’ or they had ‘read it in the newspaper’ or ‘on 
the Internet’. However, few respondents had a more personal connection 
with the event, giving a different interpretation to the memory:

Tom: Some friends called me from Athens, and told me what happened. After 
the call and a conversation with friends we learned more details and we 
heard about a meeting in university. In the meeting, we decided to protest 
in the streets for the murder of Alex by the policeman, against the police 
and the government. [ ... ]

Ann: My daily routine changed because of the protesters but generally I was 
confused.3

The questionnaire responses ‘fixed the not-but’ of the performance text 
by offering different viewpoints for the same event. Furthermore, they also 
helped to cast the audience, by giving an understanding of what the partici-
pants might know about the event before the actual performance. I edited 
the collected responses to craft the performance script, which the perform-
ers (Ann Cross and Tom Mangan) read one after the other in real time, 
incorporating answers the online audience gave during the performance.
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Here, cyber-ethnography took the form of cyber-ethnotheatre. 
Ethnotheatre is a performance-based ethnographic method constituted 
by a dramatic event, such as a live performance, that uses data collected 
by a researcher as performance material (Leavy, 2009, p. 144). As 
Duška Radosavljević notes, ‘ethnotheatre’ is the US term for verbatim 
theatre (2013, p. 121). Verbatim is a popular documentary theatre form 
in the United Kingdom that uses word-by-word interview recordings 
as a performance text. Although the two terms define the same kind of 
performance, an intermedial genre between research and theatre, the 
term ethnotheatre is used mainly for research purposes, whereas verba-
tim theatre is used for performance practices.

According to David Hare, ‘[verbatim theatre] does what journalism 
fails to do’ (quoted in Hammond and Steward, 2008, p. 62): to uncover 
hidden interpretations of reality and give space to unheard voices to 
be heard. Interestingly, the recent wave of ‘new journalism’, also called 
‘online journalism’, also aims to cover the gap of old journalism by using 
the Internet as a platform for objective information and interactive 
communication with the audience (Darras et al., 2013). The Internet offers 
spaces for such political movements (as proved in the Turkish Spring 
example in Chapter 1), allowing a more objective approach towards 
truth through crowd-funding and audience engagement. However, both 
verbatim theatre and new journalism, especially blogs, have been ethi-
cally accused of being selective: ‘Verbatim theatre is as selective in its 
use of material as TV’s Big Brother. It’s just that, sitting in a theatre, we 
are often all too willing to suspend our disbelief ’ (Gardner, 2009). In 
verbatim cyberformance, apart from pre-recorded material, participants 
share their own beliefs in real time.

Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear combined verbatim theatre and an 
online platform for real-time audience interaction with the event. Here, 
the audience completed the performance text by responding to the 
questionnaire in the text box during the performance, while perform-
ers incorporated phrases from the text box into the pre-existing script, 
editing the performance text in real time. By mixing pre-recorded and 
real-time videos, and pre-recorded answers with real-time audience 
responses, Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear challenged the notion of 
liveness and broke the fourth wall by applying Brecht’s montage strategy. 
Apart from montage aesthetics, the Etheatre Project also used tableau 
strategies to create the V-effect. The performance was broken into four 
scenes in relation to questions asked to the audience. Scene 1 introduced 
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the story background and the participants; Scene 2 was based on the ques-
tion ‘Where were you on 6 December 2008 at 9:00 p.m.?’; Scene 3 sought 
answers to ‘How did you find out about the boy’s murder?’ and ‘What did 
you do after 6 December 2008?’; and Scene 4 aimed to make the audience 
focus on the title slogan, asking the audience to ‘Make a wish for the New 
Year [2013]’ (see Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear, 2012).

Technology is central here not only for the collection of audience 
memories and real-time interaction but also for presenting the absence 
of the ‘real people who were interviewed’ (Hutchison, 2009, p. 210). 
The performers’ webcams fade out and in simultaneously, to represent 
both the absence of storytellers and the faded character of memories. 
Furthermore, I used the real, unprofessional video of the murder, as 
uploaded on YouTube by a witness the next day, to represent the absence 
of the murdered protagonist (GiaNtakos, 2008). Since that night, the 
video has been reproduced in the news, in blogs, in documentary films 
and even in court, thus turning into a performative. In Merry Crisis and 
a Happy New Fear, the representation of the video evidenced the real 
character of the story.

The commemorating character of the performance theme – the 
performance aimed to remind the audience of a specific event and gener-
ate discussions using collected memories of individuals – led me to cast 
two performers who were interested in the topic of protest as theatre, with 
previous experience in political, documentary and verbatim theatre from 
the same generation as Grigoropoulos (born in the 1990s) and who had 
recently experienced the student protests of 2010 in the United Kingdom. 
To help the performers understand and engage with the Greek protests 
of 2008, we looked at the student demonstrations of 2010 and the riots 
of 2011 in the United Kingdom that followed the death of Mark Duggan 
after a police officer shot him. The correlation between the different 
events helped us to analyse the answers of the questionnaire during our 
first meetings where we closely looked at the script of the performance.

Technical rehearsals followed our political discussions to introduce 
performers to the platform and its tools. Although the technical rehears-
als were face-to-face, remote Waterwheel experts attended the tutorials 
to assist with technical problems. For instance, we had to deal with a 
‘ghost camera’ bug, which allowed us to hear the performers but not to 
see their streaming avatars, and a ‘double streaming’ bug, which blocked 
the performers from seeing their own streaming, but compelling them 
to see two streaming avatars of a fellow performer. For this reason, I 
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created a mirror Tap platform to use on the day of the performance in 
case of similar technical problems.

Once the performers familiarized themselves with the technical 
features of the platform, we rehearsed the script in a theatrical manner 
working on the reading flow of the text. At first, we read through the 
script together; then the performers read their respective lines one 
after the other. Thereafter, each performer read the whole script once, 
including the lines of fellow performers. Finally, they read their own 
lines aloud and fellow performers’ lines silently, simultaneously. These 
exercises helped the performers to understand the rhythm of the text 
and get comfortable with it. This was important because the performers 
had to mix live audience responses in the chat box with the given script 
in real time during the performance.

We also worked with the webcam, exploring different movements 
the performers could use to ensure a more physical presence on the 
cyberstage, and experimented with the streaming effects of the plat-
form. While the actors were performing their movements, I worked on 
improving and finalizing the technical features and webcam effects. We 
used physical movements and effects mainly for transitional moments. 
Ann Cross and Tom Mangan (the performers I collaborated with), for 
instance, performed a physical act of a gunshot, shooting each other, 
to move from the introductory part to the second part, while I moved 
the focus of the webcams from one to the other and used fade-in and 
fade-out effects to mark their cue changes. We repetitively worked on 
the physical movements to help the performers feel confident with them 
and with the ‘backwards’ image of the streaming – where the performers’ 
right side was reflected to the left of the stage by the webcam.

However, Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear cannot be considered a 
successful experiment in terms of audience political and dialectical 
participation and engagement, thus proving that a participatory perform-
ance is not necessarily a political performance. Although audience 
members answered questions via the chat box, further debate on the topic 
was not achieved. This is mainly because of the disrupted communica-
tion between performers and participants, who were based in different 
cyberstage places – the performers in the streaming avatars and the audi-
ence in the chat box – and because the performance script did not allow 
in-depth interaction with the audience. In political cyberformances, real-
time improvisational scenes are central to facilitating discussion between 
performers and audience members, something that was not achieved 
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here because of the tightness of the script. This also affected the duration 
of the performance, which could not outrun 20 minutes.

3.3  Cyber-collaboration: Etheatre Project and 
Collaborators

The Etheatre Project is the outcome of a collaborative process that 
embraced the audience as part of the ensemble. The Internet turned into 
a collective space for real-time collaboration, engagement and exchange. 
In a cyberformance, online platforms allow a new form of remote cyber-
collaboration to take place, between the audience and the performance 
and between the performers themselves. As a result, audience participa-
tion retains a key role in the making and staging of a cyberformance, 
where participants can interact with the performance and become part 
of the collective ensemble of the company. In a cyberformance, the audi-
ence can manifest themselves and choose whether or not they want to 
collaborate, stay silent or take active part in the happenings. Here, Brecht’s 
spect-actor meets Boal’s spect-actor, allowing a critical participation and 
engagement with the performance. Cyberformance creates in-between 
spaces for the audience to actively fill in, what Kattenbelt (2008) describes 
as the Brechtian borderlines. The notion of cyber-collaboration and audi-
ence participation in cyberformance entails co-presence in the sense 
of ‘temporal and spatial proximity between performer and audience’ 
(Fewster, 2010a, p. 46; Lehmann, 2006, pp. 141–42). The originality of the 
Etheatre Project collaborations lies in their geographical distance and the 
use of the Internet as a political space for collaboration and co-creation.

The main methodological attitude of the Etheatre Project was its 
creative practice. According to Jamieson, using the creative process as a 
research methodology ‘opens up the possibility for unexpected opportu-
nities along the way – something that is crucial when experimenting with 
new technologies and in an emerging art form’ (2008, p. 11). Jamieson’s 
‘haphazard creative process’ allowed the Etheatre Project to collaborate 
with cyberformance experts for the realization of its performances, 
such as the remote collaboration with the UpStage and Waterwheel 
Tap platform coordinators. I also collaborated with professional actors. 
More specifically, for all three Cyberian Chalk Circle performances, I 
worked with Stamatiou, while Tsinikoris kindly sponsored photographs 
for Simon’s Facebook account; for the Merry Crisis and a Happy New 
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Fear project, I collaborated with Cross and Mangan. The most recent 
Etheatre Project and Collaborators is the outcome of cyber-collaborating 
with seven international artists and cyberformers (Sarahleigh Castelyn, 
Charis Gavriilidis, Evi Stamatiou, Ilinca Tamara Todorut, Suzon Fuks, 
Marischka Klinkhamer and Anca Donzi) based in the United States, 
Australia, United Kingdom, Germany and the Netherlands.

The Etheatre Project’s collaborations, in turn, affected the creative prac-
tice, which adapted itself in relation to platform requirements. In Merry 
Crisis and a Happy New Fear, I injected the ‘water’ concept of the platform, 
as required by Waterwheel Tap’s statute, connecting it to the ‘human 
rivers’ that overflowed the streets in Greece during the 2008 protests for 
the unjust murder of Grigoropoulos. Moreover, the date of the 11:11:11 
UpStage Festival played a crucial role for the context of the performance 
that combined the revolution in Egypt with Remembrance Day celebra-
tions. The platform’s tools also affected the outcome of the performances, 
which influenced the text-based character of the Etheatre Project.

In Cyberian Chalk Circle, the limitations of the UpStage platform were 
also used as a tool to create a ‘slow Internet connection’ effect for the 
participants and to represent the difficulty in communication during the 
revolution in Egypt. Hence, instead of live streaming, snapshots from 
the performer’s webcam were uploaded to UpStage every second, creat-
ing the sense of a bad connection, enhanced by the robotic computer-
generated voice that read aloud the performer’s text in the chat box. The 
computer voice also contributed to the production of the V-effect, as 
its flat way of speaking was ‘free from parsonical sing-song and from 
all those cadences which lull the spectator so that the sense gets lost’ 
(Brecht, 1964d [1949], p. 193).

Cyberformance platforms promote real-time collaboration by using 
digital tools. Waterwheel Tap allows mixing of real-time video streaming, 
offering options such as move, rotate, resize, fade in or out, bring forward 
or take backwards, flip horizontal or vertical and hide the web-streaming 
avatar or the uploaded video avatar. Moreover, both Waterwheel Tap and 
UpStage provide a palette for real-time drawing and a text box for real-
time writing. Performers can use the given tools for co-creation, turning 
the Internet into a collaboration space. Merry Crisis and a Happy New 
Fear, for instance, ended with a real-time collective drawing made by the 
performers and me.

Furthermore, the use of specialized, non-public digital platforms 
required collaboration with experts in the field. Training is important for 
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artists to learn how to use the various platforms. Although Waterwheel 
Tap and UpStage have published instructions for use, the complexity of 
the platforms led to following tutorials with experts. Collaborating with 
experts is also important as technology failure is a key part of cyber-
formance. In both Cyberian Chalk Circle and Merry Crisis and a Happy 
New Fear, technical problems arose that could not have been overcome 
without the support of the platforms’ experts.

For instance, in Part B of CCC2, a mirror stage of the cyberstage 
provided by the festival organizers was used, in order to use the webcast-
ing tool that was not working in Part A. However, the audience still could 
not see the webcam avatar in full screen as in CCC1. This was because in 
CCC2 the position of the webcam was found to be dependent on the web 
browser of each spectator. Hence, to ensure that all participants could 
see Grusha clearly, a smaller frame was used (see Figure 3.2). Having 
an alternative plan, a ‘plan B’, is crucial when working with technology. 
Thus, in CCC2 we were much better prepared for a technical failure. 
Grusha made clear to the audience that the connection may fail at any 
minute and asked participants to wait for her (in such an event) until 
she reconnected; a ‘connection failure’ flash backdrop was also prepared, 
making the technical failure a part of the performance.

On the contrary, the performers also influenced the creative practice 
of the Etheatre Project. The interactive and improvisational character of 
both Cyberian Chalk Circle and Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear allowed 
space for the performers’ own interpretations, turning actors to spect-
actors in the Brechtian meaning of the distancing performer (Mumford, 
2009, p. 175). Brecht’s theatre requires performers to critically review and 
demonstrate a character’s behaviour from a social point of view. To do so, 
Brechtian spect-actors have to be distant from the character they act out, 
simultaneously in-between critical spectating and acting. To empower 
the dialectical aesthetics of Brecht and ‘fix the not-but’ – Brecht’s strategy 
to identify contradictions between the actor and the character (Mumford, 
2009, pp. 66–67) – performance text lines were studied to try to discover 
the meanings of the text from the very beginning of performance rehears-
als. Face-to-face discussions were held about the different situations the 
characters faced, questioning specific actions.

In cyberformance, dialectical aesthetics are accomplished by the cyber-
collaboration of the audience and performers in real time. Since work 
on the UpStage platform began, rehearsals of Cyberian Chalk Circle were 
open to the public to help prepare the performer for any reaction. People 
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were invited to join the rehearsals, taking an active role by commenting 
and asking questions, and play the role of the inspiring audience – the 
Brechtian clown who challenges the performance by not following 
theatrical contracts. Brecht used to keep his rehearsals open, for actors 
to get used to spectators, and start working with an audience as early 
in the process as possible (Weber and Munk, 1967–68). In interactive 
performances, open rehearsals are crucial for performer familiarization 
and preparation for audience reactions, especially in cyberformances 
where spectators’ interaction remains anonymous.

Apart from the remote collaboration with the audience during rehears-
als, the performers also collaborated remotely for the purposes of this 
study. Although most of the rehearsals were face to face, as everyone was 
based in London and could share the same geographical space, collabo-
rations and performances were also organized remotely from different 
spaces. For the second show of Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear, each 
of the performers and audience was connected to Waterwheel Tap from 
his/her own house. Despite the communication gap and the ensuing 
difficulties in communicating with each other – for internal communica-
tion, the Waterwheel Tap performers’ text box, Skype and mobile phones 
(in case of Internet connection failure) were used – remote staging could 
be accomplished successfully in cyberspace.

For the last Etheatre Project, Etheatre Project and Collaborators, I 
collaborated remotely with international artists and cyberformance 
experts to stage a cyberformance on UpStage for the platform’s 10th 
birthday celebrations on 9 January 2014. Using the topic of internal 
European migration as a starting point – the topic opened up the notion 
of migration in general as the collaborators were based across the world 
– and the new features of UpStage v3 (streaming, avatar drawing and 
applause button), this third project was a devised, collaborative, site-
specific performance open to audience participation and interaction. 
During the creative process, apart from the UpStage stage, a Facebook 
group was used as a basic communication platform to meet and 
brainstorm about the topic. The Facebook group became the primary 
platform for the team to meet, share stories, exchange ideas and explore 
and build the performance context. Piratepad, for text editing and text 
sharing, and Skype, for one-to-one meetings between the director and 
the creative team (mainly the scenographer and the dramaturg) were 
also used. To arrange rehearsals and meetings on UpStage, we used the 
Doodle scheduling tool.
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In August 2013, Helen Varley Jamieson and Vicki Smith invited me 
to stage a political cyberformance on UpStage v3 for the platform’s 
birthday event (Jamieson, 2013b). Two months later, I approached 
fellow UpStagers, former collaborators and colleagues with an open 
call to create ‘a completely remote “situation” process’ (Jamieson, 
2013d). Although I initially wanted to keep the call as open as possi-
ble, without limiting it to a specific theme – ideally, the collaborators 
would have taken active part in deciding the topic, similarly to NTW’s 
democratic process – Jamieson rightly suggested that people would 
be more likely to get involved when a central idea of interest to them 
exists (Jamieson, 2013c). Indeed, the topic of European internal migra-
tion allowed collaborators to bring in their own ideas and shape the 
performance topic for the needs of the group, stretching the theme to 
‘migration’ as a general concept.

In cyber-collaboration, the existence of an online group page is 
key for collaborators to meet and exchange ideas. Soon after Etheatre 
Project collaborators agreed to take part in this process or showed some 
interest in engaging with the project, I created the ‘Etheatre Project 
III’ Facebook closed group to welcome the artists and introduce them 
to each other. Since the process was completely remote, the personal 
Facebook pages of the artists helped group members get an idea of each 
other’s virtual self. At first, we used the Facebook group to share articles 
about European internal migration. Although the collaborators seemed 
to read and ‘like’ the articles, they did not engage in further discussion 
on the topic. So, to hold the group’s interest and assist discussion and 
reflection on the theme, I posted a note introducing myself within the 
context of migration:

Dear Collaborators,
Let’s introduce ourselves to each other ... most of us (if not all) are ‘travellers’. 
We were born in different countries (or towns) from where we live now and we 
went to school in different places from where we study or work. Let’s draw our 
life journey in relation to geographical places ... as what would be more interest-
ing to discuss about ‘migration’ than our own personal journey stories? [ ... ]
Hope this inspires you to share your own stories and thoughts ... Looking 
forward to your contributions. (Papagiannouli, 2013c)

This immediately motivated the whole group to share personal stories, 
implicitly offering ideas for the piece. For instance, most of the personal 
migration stories used the term ‘home’ in different ways, leading to 
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the question: ‘What makes home, home?’ – a question that became the 
curtain cue for the Etheatre Project and Collaborators performance. In the 
first Skype meeting with dramaturg Ilinca Tamara Todorut, we decided 
to edit the text shared by the collaborators and create a first script for the 
performance, which we then re-edited after rehearsals to fit the needs of 
the performers and the performance piece. I also circulated the text via 
Piratepad for the whole group to access the script, allowing performers 
to edit their own lines. Although we did not use Piratepad intensively, it 
functioned as an archival space that documented changes in the script.

Following the personalized character of the first post, I asked project 
participants to share pictures of objects that can be carried in a suitcase 
when one moves/relocates (for the avatars) and pictures of things that 
cannot be carried (for the backdrops) and to explain individual choices. 
Although these posts aimed to collect inspiration for set (avatars and 
backdrops) design, they also influenced the script. This became central 
to the outcome of the piece, where the objects – such as the ring, the box 
and the pot – acquired a voice and shared their own stories.

The performers used makeshift rings and pots as avatars for initial 
improvisations until the dress rehearsal. Owing to time zone differences, 
it was very difficult to arrange common rehearsals for the dramaturg and 
the scenographer, who were based in the United States and Australia, 
respectively. As a result, the dramaturg attended the first set of rehearsals 
until the completion of a script sequence and the scenographer attended 
the final ones, where the audiovisual needs of the piece were much 
clearer after the performance structure/script was blocked. An open 
general rehearsal (prova generale) followed on 8 January 2014, where 
collaborators, UpStagers and audience members were invited to attend 
and comment on the performance.

Time zone difference is an important issue in any cyberformance and/
or remote collaboration. Although most of the participants were based in 
Europe (Germany, the Netherlands, Greece and the United Kingdom), 
it was still difficult to arrange and coordinate rehearsals, and so we used 
Doodle, which measures time differences and allows users to read time-
tables based on their geographical location. This also helped to manage 
the needs of the whole group, as each member could vote for the most 
convenient rehearsal time and the platform highlighted the best option(s).

The first two meetings on UpStage (on 30 November and 11 December 
2013) introduced the collaborators to UpStage v3 and guided them 
through the different tools of the platform, such as drawing, streaming, 
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avatar and backdrop controls. All collaborators were invited to attend 
these tutorials, which helped them gain a hands-on understanding of 
the features of UpStage – they also had access to the UpStage v3 draft 
manual (see UpStage 2013) prior to the rehearsals. The performers were 
subsequently provided with login accounts and were encouraged to 
experiment and play with the tools freely on the Etheatre Project UpStage 
cyberstage. This would help to reduce differences between cyberform-
ance experts and less-experienced collaborators. On the rehearsals that 
followed, we worked on the performance script.

The less text a cyberformance script has the better it is for audience 
interaction and flow of performance, as proved by the unsuccessful 
experiment of the highly verbal Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear 
production. Once the dramaturg finalized the first draft of the script, 
we started working on the text with the performers. They first typed 
through – instead of reading through – the script, in the chat box, 
and then improvised on text themes, scene by scene. The performers’ 
improvisation in the chat box not only highlighted the most powerful 
bits of the script but also revealed new topics for discussion. By the end 
of this process, we replaced most of the script with topics for real-time 
improvisation during the performance to allow space for audience inter-
action and performer–audience discussion. The text of the final script 
aimed to facilitate discussion and functioned as cues that linked the 
different improvisational scenes – the backbone of the performance.

To showcase what can be done with UpStage and cyberformance in 
general, I had to incorporate all the different UpStage tools in the produc-
tion. Although I believe that in political cyberformance directing less is 
more and the simpler the better, the polyphony of the Etheatre Project and 
Collaborators piece helped me to illuminate the different sides of (e)migra-
tion and draw out the process behind the piece in a 30-minute perform-
ance. The opening backdrop showing the statistics about migration 
exposed the dark side of the topic as gathered from different media and 
articles we looked at as a group at the beginning of the process. However, 
the closing backdrop uncovered the personal character of the perform-
ance, stating that ‘there are 232 million people living outside their country 
of birth [as noted by United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
(2013) on International Migrants Day], [and] 8 of them are actively 
participating in this project’. The streaming avatars – which did not work 
during the performance – aimed to uncover step by step the people 
behind the stories, beginning with only the images of the performers and 
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then the real sounds of their voices, as the audience would be able to hear 
only the computer-generated voice of the avatars at this point. This was 
important for the piece as it would not only assist audience interaction 
but also highlight the authenticity of the characters and their stories. 
To balance the negative aspects of the discussion on migration we used 
drawings and sounds of whales and birds to demonstrate the positive 
effects of a natural migration (Figure 3.3). The performance concluded 
with the avatars exhibiting the nostalgic character of migration, looking 
at memories, people and places left behind when moving – a central idea 
in our investigation of the topic as a group.

In cyber-collaboration, the main job of the cyberformance director 
is to manage the group and be ready to make decisions when needed 
(most importantly, in real time). The role of the director as a facilitator 
is also evidenced here, as the director should be ready to assist members 
of the group and find constructive solutions to problems that may arise 
during the rehearsal process. Although a cyber-collaborative piece is 
the outcome of group/teamwork, the role of the director is critical in 
negotiating between different features of a production, such as technical 
and artistic, and in maintaining a linear character throughout the devised 
creative piece.

figure 3.3 Screenshot showing the whales and birds drawn to demonstrate positive 
natural migration (Etheatre Project and Collaborators, 09:30 CET, 09:39 min).
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3.4  Directing absence: strategies of co-presence 
embodiment on cyberstage

In cyberformance, the ethnography of online spaces needs to be studied in 
accordance with surrounding offline spaces and events. According to Lisa 
Law, the Internet as an innovative mode of transnational communication 
helps to ‘shape political spaces that exist in symbiotic relation to the “real” ’ 
(2011, p. 240). The direct relationship between online and offline activity 
can be traced in the first two Etheatre Project performances, where the 
audience reflected on this coexistence and used the online space as a 
representation of the ‘real’ by making correlations with their own reality.

Brecht’s intention was to create an effective representation of contem-
porary reality on stage, while making obvious to the audience that what 
they observe is theatre and not a real representation of life. The Etheatre 
Project demonstrates that this ‘to be and not to be’ aspect of the Brechtian 
V-effect exists in the theatrical use of the cyberspace as a cyberstage. The 
Cyberian Chalk Circle performance, reflecting on this coexistence, rein-
forced the dialectical relationship between the virtual and the real, by 
combining digital tools with theatrical conventions for the embodiment 
of the absent presence of cyberspace.

The final section of this study examines the nature of presence in cyber-
formance – an in-between absence and presence situation – and outlines 
ways of embodying absence on the cyberstage. The spaceless and bodyless 
character of cyberformance troubles the notion of presence and embodi-
ment, requiring the use of digital tools for the representation of the real 
(i.e., the offline) and for embodying the absence of both performers and 
spectators. The transformation of the performer’s body in cyberspace, as 
well as the auditorium’s absent presence, is discussed, referring to the case 
of Cyberian Chalk Circle, where UpStage, Facebook and Second Life turned 
into meeting points for distant people to connect and share stories.

In CCC1 and CCC2, Grusha’s presence was marked through the poly-
morphic space of the cyberstage. The chat box, the webcam avatar and the 
computer-generated voice all played a crucial role for the embodiment 
of the character on stage. The webcam allows cyberformers to frame 
specific parts of their face and body and hide other parts in a cinematic 
way. Despite the fragmental character of the framed doubles, the audi-
ence gets a complete idea of the body-flesh of the character/performer by 
connecting those images. The tableau aesthetics of the montaged body 
image – the fragmented body – creates a polymorphic space that allows 
audience disengagement and, thus, critical participation. In CCC1’s 
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introduction, the text box was used to cover half of Grusha’s face (Figure 
3.4) to experiment and play with the idea of ‘framing’. In CCC1 (Act I) 
and CCC2 (Part B), the audience could see the whole face of Grusha, as 
well as parts of her body, as framed by the webcam (Figure 3.5).

figure 3.4 Screenshot showing Grusha’s half-covered face (CCC1, Introduction, 
05:54 min).

figure 3.5 Screenshot showing Grusha’s fragmented body (CCC1, Act I, 00:51 min).
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However, the audience had no direct image of the performer’s eyes, 
the so-called mirror of the soul, in CCC1 or CCC2 for two reasons. First, 
it was not technically possible for Stamatiou to look towards the camera 
at the same time as she tracked the chat box and responded to audience 
comments. Second, the aim was to comment on the face capture of a 
webcam, where the object looks at its double instead of the camera film-
ing it. Cyberculture has been continuously accused of making the repre-
sentation of an event more important than the event itself. This can be 
considered as a form of Gestus, the embodiment of the social behaviour 
of computer users as expressed by their physical gestures through the 
position of the eyes’ gaze.

In CCC3, Grusha’s presence became tele-present. Here the connection 
was ‘normal’, as webcasting was used, and the audience could clearly see 
and hear Grusha, who responded verbally to their comments in the chat 
box. This allowed some sort of freedom to the performer to play with the 
webcam and look towards the camera in moments of tension or come 
closer and whisper, for instance, that is, act in a more cinematic way. 
When Grusha wanted to say something to Simon secretly, she used the 
text box so that no one could hear her, adapting theatrical conventions 
in cyberformance. The presence of Grusha in the text box was crucial 
in CCC3 for creating a sense of co-presence among the audience, as she 
mainly used a different tool from that of the participants to communi-
cate with them. Cyberformance directors need to adapt new conventions 
of performance for online theatre, as new creative tools are present on 
the cyberstage.

Apart from the webcam pictures and the chat box, the UpStage 
drawing tool was used for plot development in CCC1 (Act II), through 
which Michael’s presence was marked. The real-time drawings, based on 
simple lines similar to a child’s sketches, aimed to emphasize Michael’s 
absent presence (Figure 3.6). The ‘no body, no eyes, no mouth, no 
stomach’ simple sketches reinforced the V-effect, as the audience gave 
its own interpretation to the abstract drawings. Someone commented 
that Michael looked like a ‘black star’, triggering someone else to ask 
‘why he is a “black star” to you?’, in the search for symbolic meanings 
(Papagiannouli, 2013a).

Pictures related to the Egyptian rebellion were used as backgrounds 
(backdrops) for narrating the revolution, while the sound of ‘white 
noise’ represented the chaotic sounds of the real riots, forming in this 
way political memories of Tahrir Square. In CCC1 the backdrops focused 
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on the political usage of the Internet as used by the Egyptians, whereas 
in CCC2 these focused on the similarities between World War I and the 
revolution in Egypt. Apart from space memories, sounds were used to 
frame the character of Michael: I used the playful sound of water drops 
in CCC2 and the sound of a baby’s cry in CCC3. Although the backdrops 
and the sounds are pre-captured materials, their presence in cyberform-
ance is important for successful communication with the audience. 
According to Law (2003), because English is the network language, the 
use of images is essential for communicating political ideas to non-
English-speaking Internet users:

The capacity to express oneself in a foreign language is not a simple task, 
however, particularly when communicating political ideas. As a result photos, 
usually complete with captions in English, have become a new lingua franca 
of communication. [ ... ] (Law, 2003, p. 243)
These conversations and photos help to shape political spaces that exist in 
symbiotic relation to the real, and bring new voices and perspectives to ongoing 
issues that can be discussed further at face-to-face meetings. (Law, 2003, p. 249)

Language is a key feature in the Etheatre Project for communication 
between the performance (performers) and spectators because of its 
text-based character. This is obvious particularly in CCC1, where most of 

figure 3.6 Screenshot showing simple line drawings representing Grusha and 
Michael (CCC1, Act II, 09:49 min).
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the audience members were Greek – Stamatiou and I are Greek, and we 
used our Facebook and Twitter accounts to advertise the performance. 
As a result, a significant proportion of the audience text was typed in 
Greeklish – the Greek language written using Latin alphabets. However, 
in order to play and participate actively, the participants soon began 
chatting in English, as Grusha did not reply to any Greek message. 
During the audience discussion after the performance, some partici-
pants complained about not being able to type in Greek and discussed 
the devastation of the Greek language, a major socio-political topic in 
Greece. The use of the foreign language in CCC1 broke the fourth wall 
for the Greek audience, as they had to use a language different from their 
own to engage with the performance; this also did not allow emotional 
engagement with the story. The foreign-language distancing effect 
(‘L-effect’) in such an international event is very important in relation to 
the politics of engagement in political cyberformance.

Participation is key in cyberformance for creating the notion of pres-
ence (or co-presence). According to Fewster (2010a), in digital media, 
presence is defined by participation. To warm up the audience and 
prepare them for participating actively in the performance, I began 
each show with an introductory act. Audience warm-up is essential in 
an interactive performance as it is the overall atmosphere that ‘get[s] 
people in the mood to participate’ (Grindstaff, 2002, p. 122). In CCC1, 
Grusha introduced herself and her story and asked the participants to 
locate themselves. Following audience answers, red spots were added on 
a world atlas to map participants’ locations. Ideally, the audience would 
be able to spot themselves on the map; however, this was not possible 
on UpStage at the time of the performance. Hence, the map exercise 
became a challenging geographical game. When unsure about a place, 
the audience’s help was sought to assist in locating them by giving further 
information.

I arrived at this warm-up exercise by imitating online map tools 
that automatically map the number and the location of the visitors to 
a website to create a communal experience. These tools give the sense 
of co-presence to visitors, who at any time know how many people and 
from which part of the globe are sharing the same information space 
with them. In the ‘map scene’, audience presence was marked through 
the chat box in which participants typed in their own interpretation of 
the mapping, connecting the red dots to blood spots and correlating the 
outcome to a journey. Moreover, although not pre-planned, the audience 
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also helped Grusha to fit her webcam on the UpStage platform. Here, 
the technical weakness of accurately fitting the webcam avatar on stage 
motivated the spectators to interact: they either described what they saw, 
such as ‘nose’ and ‘mouth’, or urged the performer to go ‘left’ and ‘up’.

To push the show in terms of audience interaction in a cross- 
platform experience, the audience were asked to become the interme-
diary between Grusha and Simon and help them connect. Grusha was 
unable to use Google, Facebook or Twitter to locate Simon, owing to 
Egyptian government restrictions at that time. In CCC1 (Act III) and 
CCC2 (Act II), Grusha asked the audience to help her find Simon and 
explain to him why she had to marry someone else. Most audience 
members found Simon on Facebook and contacted him either by post-
ing on his wall or by sending him a personal message. The participants 
who did not find Simon on Facebook enriched the cyberformance 
experience by advocating their own findings, such as playing Ralph H. 
Baer and Howard J. Morrison’s electronic memory game called ‘Simon’ 
(applied in CCC1).

I had pre-created Simon’s Facebook account, adding information 
regarding his work and hometown, messages to Grusha and videos 
related to the revolution in Egypt. I also used a series of personal photo-
graphs of Tsinikoris to portray Simon in different places in the world, 
so the audience would be unable to locate him. Following the aesthetics 
of the photographs, which depicted the back of the performer in differ-
ent well-known sights, such as the Parthenon in Athens, an additional 
picture was shot with Simon searching for Grusha.

Ironically, to be ethically correct, fake Facebook accounts had to be 
created for the audience to use. Although this is unethical by Facebook 
policies, in terms of academic ethics the participants’ Facebook 
accounts had to be protected. To incorporate the fake accounts in the 
performance, a CCC1 participant comment was used claiming that 
Facebook provides data to national intelligence agencies in the United 
States (see Papagiannouli, 2013b). Furthermore, each Facebook account 
included information related to the performance. One of the accounts, 
for instance, linked to the ‘We Are All Khaled Said’ Facebook group.

Both UpStage and Waterwheel Tap stages count the number of 
computers linked to the platform, giving a sense of audience existence in 
the theatrical setting. However, as discussed earlier, audience presence 
was marked mainly through the chat box, a text-based communication 
space where the audience could share, exchange, question and interact 
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with the performance. Participants described what they saw (‘Men can 
stop a tank’), shared their feelings (‘I am shocked’), made personal 
connections (‘My sister is a professor of Egyptology’), gave their inter-
pretation of the performance (‘Milk – mothers comfort [ ... ] marriage is 
a form of slavery’) and criticized other audience members (‘Maybe one 
person who is making fun of it but there are more of us here’).

Text-based communication is crucial in cyberformance in terms of 
co-presence, not only for the audience but also for the performers, in 
the sense of the inevitable participation of spectator presence on stage 
(Lehmann, 2006, pp. 141–42; Fewster, 2010, p. 46). Like the classic thea-
tre experience, the presence of an audience is fundamental for the magic 
of theatre. The chat box serves to replace the spectators’ shadows in 
the auditorium. In CCC2, audience existence was also marked through 
Second Life avatars. The avatars, as virtual puppets of the participants, 
watched the performance through the virtual stage created on Second 
Life for the festival.

Drawing mainly on the Cyberian Chalk Circle project, this chapter 
completes an account of the practical work of the Etheatre Project 
research. The success of Etheatre lies in its collaboration with external 
artists and platforms and the political and dialectical participation of 
audiences in the performances. Although the number of connected 
computers did not exceed 30 in each performance, the Etheatre Project 
participants engaged politically with the performance responding 
effectively to discussion topics. In cyberformances, audience size 
cannot be accurately measured as it is not known how many partici-
pants are behind the same connected computer. Etheatre performances, 
for instance, were also streamed in offline venues round the world as 
part of UpStage Festivals, including in schools in New Zealand and 
the New Zealand Film Archive, the Govett Brewster Gallery (New 
Zealand), the Amherst College (Massachusetts), the Marionet Theatro 
(Portugal), the Piet Zwart Institute and the MAD Emerging Art Centre 
(Netherlands), the APO33 (France), the Galerija Elektrika (Serbia), 
the Bikeshed Theatre (UK), the Werkstatt am Hauptplatz in partner-
ship with Kunstraum Goethestrasse (Austria), Signalraum (Germany) 
and the 19 Tory Street Art Space (New Zealand). The Etheatre Project 
effectuates the Brechtian theory of political performance for the age of 
the Internet, turning the cyberstage into a dialectical, in-between space 
for cyber-collaboration between the audience and the performers and 
among the performers themselves.
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Notes

According to Susan Sontag and Paul Willemen, the ‘perfect spectator’ prefers  
to sit in the third row at the centre (cited in De Valck, 2007, p. 182), a notion 
that allows cinema and theatre directors to stage productions in accordance 
with the perfect spectator’s view.
Available at: https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/viewform?formkey=dFI1V3 
RabFYwVHk3LWMzVnpzU3JCZUE6MQ
In response to the questions ‘How did you find out about the boy’s murder?’  
and ‘What did you do after 6 December 2008?’ (Merry Crisis and a Happy New 
Fear, 2012).
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Conclusion: Political 
Cyberformance. Past or Future?

Abstract: The conclusion summarizes the research findings 
determined through the practice-based methodologies of the 
Etheatre Project, not only presenting answers to questions 
Papagiannouli raises at the start of this book but also raising 
questions that need further investigation to reveal the future 
of cyberformance. Political cyberformance, by allowing the 
democratic interaction and conflictual participation of the 
audience in the formation and realization of a theatrical 
performance, forms political spaces through performance on 
the cyberstage. This is important for the presence of theatre in 
cyberspace because it considers how audiences are presented 
within new dialectical performance environments and 
measures the impact of these interactive relationships with 
regard to the political response of spectators in real time during 
a performance.

Papagiannouli, Christina. Political Cyberformance: The 
Etheatre Project. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016. 
doi: 10.1057/ 9781137577047.0008.
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The aim of the study was to examine the political and participative char-
acter of cyberformance under the umbrella of Brecht’s political theatre. 
Cyberformance gives rise to the idea of a new Brechtian relationship 
between the stage and the audience, by offering tools for real-time 
audience interaction and feedback. The polymorphic in-between space 
of the cyberstage allows co-creation between artists and the audience 
distributed in cyberspace through devices for real-time collaboration 
and participation.

A brief overview of the historical development of cyberformance, in 
the context of present-day examples of the use of the Internet in lead-
ing art houses and theatre companies, highlighted the new wave of 
UK-based theatre ‘cyber turn’. The introductory section in Chapter 1 
looked at the RSC’s Such Tweet Sorrow in relation to earlier examples of 
Shakespearian cyber-adaptations, including the Hamnet Players’ produc-
tions, concluding that not much difference exists in the theatrical use of 
online platforms from #Hamnet to #Dream40 performances. However, 
the CyPosium and the 121212 UpStage Festival, both of which examined 
the history of cyberformance to signify its future and gave rise to new 
questions and considerations, marked 2012 as the year of cyberformance.

Chapter 1 investigated the characteristics of online theatre, looking at 
cyberformance as the outcome of the intermedial negotiation between 
theatre and the Internet. Liveness and interactivity were established as 
the primary attributes of cyberformance, deriving from the live character 
of theatre and the development of the Internet as an interactive medium. 
In cyberformance, liveness is no longer an aesthetic choice, but rather a 
basic trait that is directly connected to the interactive and participative 
character of the Internet, as without real-time engagement the notion 
of co-presence is weak and, thus, liveness is meaningless. The critical 
comparison between Royal National Theatre’s NTLive Phèdre produc-
tion and Forced Entertainment’s 24-hour Quizoola! helped to reinforce 
the importance of interactivity for creating liveness in online theatre, 
demonstrating the crucial differences between online theatre and live 
cinema.

To establish the political character of cyberformance, Chapter 1 also 
investigated emergent economic, social and political implications and 
interactions of the Internet with physical space and society, studying the 
political use of the Internet in Egypt of 2011, the potato revolution in 
Greece and the Turkish Spring of 2013. These examples draw attention 
to the growing distance between ‘digital’ and ‘cyber’, evident in the clear 
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distinction between controlled government digital media and self-man-
aged public Internet sources, demonstrating the power of the Internet in 
terms of public participation. However, the risk of the use of the Internet 
as a surveillance tool and control mechanism exists – an important fact 
for future political cyberformance directors and practitioners who will 
need to protect the real identities of the participants.

Chapter 2 explored notions of socio-political engagement in online 
practices and the importance of social networking platforms in public 
participation through examples of uses of the Internet in theatre 
making and staging. The performance review in this chapter locates 
the Etheatre Project in a lineage of practice, allowing the practical study 
of online theatre boundaries and characteristics. The discussion of the 
re-democratization of theatre in terms of audience conflictual partici-
pation in interactive and participative theatre focused on the case of 
the NTW Community blog (a radicalized form of national theatre that 
extends the role of the public in decision making and allows citizens 
to reclaim theatre as a public good) and the Radicalisation of Bradley 
Manning performance.

I studied the intercultural character of cyberformance with refer-
ence to the productions of Verhoeven’s Life Streaming and Rimini 
Protokoll’s Call Cutta in a Box. Both performances used the Internet as 
a space for cultural exchange, breaking the boundaries of virtual touch 
by developing a degree of intimacy and interaction between perform-
ers and audience members and between the distributed spaces in 
which the performances took place. Verhoeven installed antennas in 
Sri Lanka to connect distant people to share experiences and comment 
on media representation of individuals as passive victims, focusing on 
the case of the 2004 tsunami in Indonesia. On the contrary, Rimini 
Protokoll used existing technology, which had made India ‘become 
the back office of the western world’ (Haug, 2012), to introduce the 
people behind the voice. An analysis of Abrahams’ Angry Women and 
Brager’s You Are Invited helped to highlight the cyber-collaboration 
between distributed artists who have not necessarily met face to face. 
The intermedial use of the Internet in their work turned the compu-
ter screen into an intercultural window, connecting distant people, 
cultures and places. Thus, cyberformance brings community back 
to its initial purpose – to commune (through democratic but critical 
participation), which Schutzman suggests is ‘to talk together, to be in 
close rapport’ (2006, p. 139).
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Chapter 2 also examined different online spaces and the spatial 
experience caused by public cyberformance. Cases in point included 
the Høyblokka Project’s use of the Internet as a memory archive 
space, collecting and archiving memories of Trondheim citizens about 
their city’s old hospital building that was demolished during the street 
performance of the project; Merton and Folds’ cyber–street theatre 
performances on the online public platform of Chatroulette; Jamieson’s 
use of private spaces (e.g., participants’ houses) and public spaces (e.g., 
galleries, libraries and laboratories) to stream eco-cyberformances; and 
Field Broadcast’s nine-day-long virus-like performances that ‘infected’ 
the computer screen of the audience with UK-based landscapes.

Chapter 3 discussed the directing methodologies of the Etheatre Project 
– cyber-adaptation, cyber-ethnotheatre and cyber-collaboration – in the 
context of Brecht’s theories to study the role of the director as ‘discussion 
facilitator’ in political cyberformance. Here, political cyberformance 
refers to the directorial practices of making cyberformance politically (in 
Brechtian terms), rather than cyberformance with political content (see 
Barnett, 2015, p. 32). In the Etheatre Project, the role of the director is 
to promote real-time conversation between audience members and 
performers in a chat box and assist the conflictual/dialectical participa-
tion of spectators in the performance, while preserving their anonymity. 
This is not only to protect the real identities of the participants, but also 
to release the audience from social masks and decorous behaviour and 
allow authentic interactions.

The Etheatre Project provided spaces for people to find voice. ‘As 
arenas that are subject to constant negotiation and renegotiation’, social- 
networking platforms turn into political spaces that are ‘an active and 
interactive context in which social relations and structures are trans-
formed over time’ (Jones, 2000, cited in Brock, Cornwall and Gaventa, 
2001, p. 23). In Cyberian Chalk Circle, the audience judged Grusha for 
getting married, made decisions about Simon’s life and debated contem-
porary socio-political issues, turning UpStage into a political space for 
real-time adaptation. In Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear, audience 
members replied to questions in a questionnaire during the perform-
ance, taking active part in the co-creation of a real-time verbatim 
cyberformance in which they became the performers and the witnesses 
of the represented performative. In Etheatre Project and Collaborators, 
the audience became part of the collective ensemble, sharing personal 
stories alongside those of the collaborators. These examples demonstrate 
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that cyberformance’s use of the Internet as a debating space for politi-
cal expression and participation forms political and dialectical spaces 
through performance within cyberspace.

In Chapter 3, I also provided a factual and logistical account of the 
production circumstances, closely looking at the rehearsal process 
of each project. I discussed my work with professional actress Evi 
Stamatiou and the use of Stanislavsky’s method to reach a balance in 
the adapted character of Grusha, between the Brechtian play and the 
Egyptian circumstances of our performance, and build strong connec-
tions for Cyberian Chalk Circle. We paid great attention to detail, taking 
into consideration factual information such as the time zone, weather 
conditions and the exact geographical location of the Egyptian Grusha 
to answer any questions the audience raised for Grusha via the chat 
box in the course of the performance. Moreover, I looked at the use of 
textual improvisation in the chat box as a method to build the narrative 
of the piece. The improvisational character of the project allowed space 
for audience interpretation, sharing dialectical thinking and critical 
participation.

In contrast, the Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear production could 
not be considered a successful experiment in terms of audience conflict-
ual participation. This was mainly because of the tightness of the script, 
which, in contrast to the improvisational character of the first project, 
did not leave room for further discussion, and because of the disrupted 
communication between audience members (chat box) and perform-
ers (webcam/ life streaming), as proved in the CCC3 open rehearsal. 
For Merry Crisis and a Happy New Fear, I worked with two performers 
interested in the topic of protest as theatre to create a real-time verbatim 
performance. We approached the answers collected through a question-
naire in a Brechtian manner, looking at their ‘fixed the not-but’ character 
– participants gave different interpretations of the same event, which 
was reflected in their responses to the questions. We also worked on the 
rhythm of the verbatim script to prepare performers for incorporating 
audience text during the actual performance. We used physical move-
ments and streaming effects to create transitional moments and link the 
different question-based scenes.

Following the unsuccessful experiment of the use of a tight script, 
Etheatre Project and Collaborators was devised as a performance about 
migration based on improvisational moments, where discussions 
between performers and spectators took place in the chat box. Here, 
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blocked cues functioned as transitional moments to link the improvised 
discussions and inspire audience reflection on the topic. As I learnt 
through the Etheatre Project, the work of a cyberformance director in 
such a completely remote cyber-collaborative production is to manage 
and facilitate the collaborators, allowing the responses, ideas and needs 
of collaborating groups to shape the final product. My role as a director 
and facilitator was tested in my readiness to assist members of the group 
at any moment, and in my ability to find practical solutions to problems 
arising during the rehearsal process and in real time during the perform-
ance – fundamental responsibilities of a director as facilitator.

The intermedial exchange between theatre and the Internet resulted 
in a more democratic and interactive approach to theatre directing in 
terms of radical participation, as proved by the Etheatre Project. The 
collaborators as well as the audience co-directed the cyberformances by 
influencing the discussions that took place during real-time improvisa-
tional moments. This is noteworthy for future cyberformance research 
and practice, as cyberformance directors should allow space for such 
audience interaction and conflictual participation. However, in politi-
cal cyberformances the existence of a structured performance plan or 
script is central not only to assisting discussion between performers and 
audience members but also to ensuring a smooth performance and to 
providing cues for scene changes. Despite the complexities of a cyber-
formance – as seen in the final project, where avatars, drawings, sound 
backdrops and live streaming coexisted on the cyberstage to showcase 
the range of tools of the cyberstage – a cyberformance director should 
use cyberstage tools rationally, choosing appropriately the ones that 
match the needs of each project.

In this monograph, I generated new knowledge for directing political 
cyberformances by using the Internet exclusively as a performance space 
for a distributed, anonymous audience to connect and participate actively 
in political happenings. Despite limitations of a low budget, the Etheatre 
Project managed to achieve high levels of participation and interaction, 
by focusing exclusively on online audience members. A large offline 
audience presence could have been achieved by splitting the concentra-
tion of performers in two directions, usually leaving online participants 
exposed. I argue that the presence of an offline audience can be effective 
for both online and offline participants only if the company can provide 
a device (e.g., a computer, a laptop, a smartphone or a tablet) to every 
offline spectator. Only then can offline and online audience members 
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have equal opportunity to participate and communicate. Equality is key 
in cyberformance, as proved by the ‘failure’ of CCC3 and Merry Crisis and 
a Happy New Fear and the study of co-presence on the cyberstage – an 
important fact for future researchers and practitioners who will deal with 
updated online tools and platforms. In the Etheatre Project, the chat box 
thus became the most important part of the cyberstage, where real-time, 
remote cyber-collaboration between the audience and the performers 
was allowed to take place.

Some of the topics touched upon here that could be further investi-
gated include scenography, acting and the political body in cyberform-
ance. Cyberformance opens up new possibilities for scenographers to 
experiment with the empty stage of the Internet and with digital and 
online tools for real-time set creation, such as the drawing tools that 
UpStage and Waterwheel Tap offer. Research on cyberformance acting 
is crucial for studying its intermedial character, an in-between theatrical 
and cinematic form of acting. The Etheatre Project opened the discus-
sion on the political character of cyberformance, focusing on its dialectic 
nature. This sets the basis for further research on the physical character 
of political theatre and the use of Gestus in cyberformance.

As with any research on digital performance, questions about the 
future of cyberformance inevitably emerged at the end of the Etheatre 
Project too. I am not sure whether a bright future awaits cyberformance, 
but I can definitely argue that there is a bright present. The 7 million 
pounds made available by the Digital R&D Fund for the Arts – a part-
nership between NESTA, the Arts Council England and the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council – for supporting digital projects and 
encouraging interdisciplinary collaborations between artists, media 
experts and researchers between 2012 and 2015 proves present-day 
interest in digital and online performances and in the UK-based arts’ 
cyber turn. However, I do not believe that this will eliminate classic 
forms of theatre, as the more we turn to technology the more we search 
for moments of rest from it. Instead, I argue that cyberformance, the 
outcome of the intermedial marriage between theatre and the Internet, 
can remind theatre that its main characteristic is the live communica-
tion between performers and audience members and can stimulate the 
Internet to build its own aesthetics and promote creativity. What remains 
is to see what the future holds for cyberformance, both politically and 
artistically.
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Website: http://www.etheatre.info/
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com/watch?v=yjCbtEWDe6g

Etheatre Project and Collaborators: http://www.etheatre.
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Etheatre Project and Collaborators 2: http://www.youtube.
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Hamnet Players: http://www.hambule.co.uk/hamnet/
Imploding Fictions: http://www.implodingfictions.com/
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National Theatre Wales (NTW): http://www.nationaltheatrewales.org/

about
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Punchdrunk: http://punchdrunk.com/
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Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC): http://www.rsc.org.uk/
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A.3 Projects and performances

Angry Women: http://www.bram.org/angry/women/
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Dream40: http://dream40.org/
Høyblokka: http://www.hoyblokka.no/
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make-shift: http://make-shift.net/
Net Congestion: http://www.robat.scl.net/content/PaiPres/presencesite/
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NTW Assembly: http://www.nationaltheatrewales.org/assembly
NTW Community blog: http://community.nationaltheatrewales.org/
NTW, Love Steals Us from Loneliness: http://nationaltheatrewales.org/

lovestealsus; http://ourbridgend.com/
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NTW, The Passion: http://port-talbot.com/
NTW, The Radicalisation of Bradley Manning: http://nationaltheatrewales.
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Turbulence: http://turbulence.org/about/about.html
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Virtual Vaudeville: http://www.virtualvaudeville.com/
We Have a Situation: http://www.wehaveasituation.net/

A.4 Platforms

Chatroulette: http://chatroulette.com/
DownStage: https://trac.foobarlab.net/downstage
eTV: https://www.etv.org.nz/v4/aboutetv.php
Livestream: http://new.livestream.com/
Mosaika.tv: http://www.mosaika.tv/
Second Life: http://secondlife.com/
UpStage: http://upstage.org.nz/blog/
Visitors Studio: http://www.visitorsstudio.org/?diff=0
Waterwheel Tap: http://water-wheel.net

A.5 Art centres, festivals and archives

Anywhere Theatre Festival: http://anywherefest.com/
APO33: http://www.apo33.org/
Bikeshed Theatre: http://www.bikeshedtheatre.co.uk/
Centre Régional D’Art Contemporain Languedoc-Roussillon: 
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Marionet Theatro: http://www.marioneteatro.com/
New Zealand Film Archive: http://www.filmarchive.org.nz/
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home.org/
Signalraum: http://www.signalraum.de/sig/programm.html
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Wysing Arts Centre: http://www.wysingartscentre.org/

A.6 Performance videos

Angry Women: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=swnrP9KpN8s
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Field Broadcast: https://vimeo.com/32434578
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Mertonian Chatroulette: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JTwJetox_tU
Ode to Merton: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LfamTmY5REw
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You Are Invited (Norway): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
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