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Abstract: In this article, the writer discusses and analyses what happens to the evaluation of quality in
performing arts for children when we move from the notion of art as an object to art as an event. Erika
Fischer-Lichte’s theory on the so-called performative turn in the arts and more specifically, the term
feedback loop, constitute the article’s theoretical backdrop. Two audience-related episodes, the dance
performance BZzBZz-DADA dA bee by ICB Productions (3—6 year olds) and the theatre performance
Thought Lab by Cirka Teater (for 6-year-olds and above), serve as starting points for the theoretical
discussion. By adopting Siemke Béhnisch’s performative approach to theatre analysis, focusing on the
terms directed-ness” and contact in relation to the audience, the writer seeks to show a dissonance (and
its reverse) between the performers and the audience in the two respective performances. The term
dissonance describes moments of unintended breaks in communication, moments of which the
performers are most likely unaware. These moments, however, become apparent when the audience’s
reactions are included in the analysis, and we become almost obliged to consider the child audience as
qualified judges of quality, as opposed to allowing ourselves to dismiss their interactions as either noise or
enthusiasm.
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It's All in the Telling
In a review on scenekunst.no, a Norwegian crisa® for the performing arts, the critic Anette Tese
Pettersen said the following about the dance padoceNattsvermayr written by Gyrid Axe @vstengand
and directed by Un-Magritt Nordseth:
[T]he children are regularly calling out to [the im&haracter] Lars throughout the entire perfornearitven
though the performance only on occasion interacith whe audience’s questions, comments and

instructions, this does not seem to affect thetspes, who behave as if there is no fourth walNhat were
you doing in there?!”; “The butterfly is coming*She’s behind you!” etc. (Pettersen, 2018 paragraph)

Pettersen’s description points to what | perceba aentral issue in the evaluation of performirg for
children, namely the relationship between presimand quality. In her review, Pettersen descritezyg
active children demonstrating their engagemertiénpierformance in various and rather direct wahe. T
children do not behave any differently than one fawrmally expect them to in a theatre. Howeuee, t
above description can be taken as an observatiarfarfn ofdissonancdetween the stage and the
auditorium, for even if the children clearly desireonsiderable and direct amount of contact, thers
are onlyoccasionallyavailable for direct communication. The tedimsonancealerives from music
terminology, and denotes cacophony, disharmonyarerapecific a charged sound that requires araival
another sound. In this particular context, dissords used metaphorically as a means to describe a
problem in the communication between performersthadgudience. In spite of the performance taking
place as planned and the audience’s obvious invarg the critic describes a mismatch betweenvibe t
modes of communication. It is the aim of this detio elaborate on what such a dissonance maystonsi

of and how it comes into being.

Indeed, how should one understand the situatitief@en describes? The behaviour described
above resembles normal audience behaviour inaal#i performances for children, in the sensettieat
children in question are engaged and verbally @g#gting in a manner the accompanying adults are
doubtless accustomed to. However, if we concedsdlikee is in fact a form of dissonance occurramy,
Pettersen’s description suggests, the issue wppleba to be somewhat different. This has to do thi¢h
fact that from an art pedagogical standpoint, @tige possible to argue that the fact that thidlodm were
calling out to the performers without their voidesany way being recognized, could be understoa as
symptom indicating a lack of communication betwtenparties involved. By acknowledging this
perspective, it becomes clear that the performamebe lacking something in relation to
communication. This again may lead us to the assamfhat the persistent and eager utterings of the
children could be understood more as a need tedre and included in the experience, than as ahy rea

% The performance does not have an English namelit€hal translation isvioth.
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experience of involvement. Conversely, an obviaugtusion for the performers to draw would be that
the children are not grasping what is being dedideand therefore are asking all sorts of questions
addition, the performers may believe that the sehildren quite simply have a poor understanding of

theatre conventions regarding when to shout anchwioéto; that they are, in other words, misbehgvin

Considering these two quite opposite views, it sesasonable to propose that the situation
appears to be rather ambiguous, and further, hiatrtight have to do with the variations in theaesia
for evaluating performing arts for children, depieigdon whether one argues from an arts or pedagogic
point of view. However, looking at some of the lemdresearch on performing arts for children in
Scandinavia (Guss, 2000; Helander, 2007; Bohn&@hQ; Hovik, 2011), the situation is somewhat
elucidated. Here, the findings are that childrezkssut adult corroboration of their impressionsgetiter
the adult in question be on stage or in the au@isvith them (Helander, 2007). In this perspectikie,
children’s various exclamations can be assumed thébexpression of such a need. However, this
knowledge is not widely shared, and where it ii5 the art pedagogues rather than the artistsstless

who are aware of it.

Using the cited episode as a point of departunauld assert that the qualified discussion on the
subject of performing arts for children often engsbeing a proprietary wrestle between pedagogugs a
artists, with the quality and presentation of teefgrmance being the object under dispute. Moreaget
have already suggested, it would seem as if ti&saand pedagogues use different vocabulary avel ha
different epistemological frameworks or “mindset#tiere the latter is concerned. How we evaluate and
give weight to children’s experiences of a perfanceobviously depends on tastes and preferences, bu
on a professional level it also involves the rege@oncerning artistic perspectives and the petisjgscof
children as spectators. There is a connection lestihee latter two aspects, which | wish to closspéect
in this article, for the purposes of bridging weaems to be the differences between artistic and
pedagogical points of view. | will do this by exanimg what happens to our evaluation of performing arts

for children when we go from perceiving art as abgeworks or texts to perceiving art as an event

Theoretical and Methodological Framework

My theoretical framework for this discussion is therk The Transformative Power of Performance: A
New Aesthetic€008) by theatre researcher Erika Fischer-Lichies book, despite having been
criticized by, among others, theatre researcheisNiehmann for being more avant-garde poetics than
theory (Lehmann, 2007), has made an impact as makework of reference on performative theory
(Bbdhnisch, 2010). | will interpret Fischer-Lichte $synch with theatre researcher Siemke B6hnischQ20

who in her thesis, “Feedback Loops in Theatre fen\¥oung Audiences”, brings nuance to and further
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develops Fischer-Lichte’s theories by proposinglly fleveloped performative approach to performance
analysis. Whilst the point of departure for Béhhisderminology was a production for children unther
age of threé her suggested method is nonetheless thoughtabtastribution to a new performative
direction within the field of theatre and perforroaranalysis in general. My intention in the present
context is to use Bohnisch’s performative apprdadhvestigate performing arts for children fromett

to nine years of ageBohnisch is certainly not the only one who hagtemi on performative analysis, but
as far as | am aware, she is one of the few whaleesloped a comprehensive performance analysis
framework based on performing arts for children.f@iowing Béhnisch’s proposal closely, | am abde t
do two things simultaneously: namely, explore hethndological approach and at the same time be very
near-sighted in my analysis. As the backgrounarfprdiscussion, | will use excerpts from two
performances: The dance performaB@zBZz-DADA dA bg@013) by ICB Productiofisind the theatre
productionThought Lak(2013) by Cirka Teater.

The excerpts will not be discussed in terms of ktwey demonstrate the respective productions’
artistic qualitiegper se but will function as focal turning points and exales for a theoretical discussion
on selected evaluation criteria for performing &tschildren. Quite intentionally, | have choserldok
more closely at two productions that are considesdz of overall good qualifyBoth can be said to
function well on sensory, artistic and symbolicdisv(Sauter, 2000), and both productions are peddr
by professional artists with considerable artiatidity within their respective fields, whether thiee
musicians, dancers or actors. Moreover, the aitidtsth productions have good stage presence, and
perform their narratives well. At the same timas ipossible to point out a fundamental difference
between the two performances. This, however, iseflaimg neither the regular audience member nor the
ordinary theatre critic is usually aware of. Thebecause the difference is related to childrespastators

* Bohnisch herself uses the term “very young audishin her writings. She bases this on the fadtefien though
the target age is set at under three years, or dmogrto three years, very often these age lim@sgarored, both with
younger and older children. She also cites the fi@an context, in which “theatre for toddlers” islarstood very
differently, depending on the actual country in gthone is located (Bohnisch, 2010).

® “Theatre for children” is as imprecise an expressis “theatre for the very young”. Confining myselthe three
to nine age group should be understood as an dtterspt the limit from baby and young childrertigatre
downwards and to theatre for children in the middieegory and above. However, age is not considezeglto be a
central dimension in the article’s more generaltirteent of performing arts for children as events.

®Bzz BZz-DADA dA be&CB Productions 2013. Idea, text and directiomeinCeclie Bertan de Lis (ICB
Productions, 2013).

"Thought LabCirka Teater 2013. Direction: Anne Mali Szethded and text: Anne Mali Saether and Anne Marit
Seeter, song lyrics: Gro Dahle (Cirka Teater, 2013).

8 Both productions were adopted as part of the NgraveTouring Network for Performing Arts” reperimwhich
means that they have gone through quality conyr@rbart council. | am myself a member of the cdlinc
question. Due to the state of affairs in the Nonaegnedia, where very few productions for childega reviewed, |
have not found any reviews of the two productionder discussion here.
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and can be associated with a distinct area of atgadesearch on child culture specifically concerne
with how children respond to and experience thg&ress, 2000; Helander, 2007; Bonisch, 2010). My
intention is to make this difference apparent bipgiperformative theory as my point of entry inte t

analysis.

Art as an Event: The Performative Turn

In recent decades we have seen a shifting of petrges in the field of academic research on thestik
performance, resulting in an increased focus oogddng theatre performances as events (Fischértd,c
2008; Sauter, 2000; Schechner, 2002). In her readwiok, Erika Fischer-Lichte (2008) investigated a
describes what is known as therformative turnThis so-called turn must first and foremost be
understood as a shift from perceiving art as aepeddent piece of work, object or text that defiver
significance or meaning, to perceiving art as amévand subsequently as something that arisesdnam
exists in the form of a meeting between the coronatrk and the audience. Fischer-Lichte (2008gstat
“The performance is regarded as art not becausgays the status of an artwork but because itstake
place as an event” (p. 35). Such a performativegeetive distinguishes itself in important waysrro
what one could call work-orientedaesthetitand areception-aestheti(Béhnisch, 2010, p. 87). Whilst a
work-oriented aesthetic perspective is connectaldgatre semiotics and describes an academic &alys
of a theatre production that perceives the spestamrecipients, the latter approach is closekel to

the academic literary analysis of reception aegsthend Wolfgang Iser’s concept of tineplicit reader
(Iser, 1974), further developed and adopted bytteeasearcher Patri€avisas thamplicit spectator
(Pavis, 1988). A reception-aesthetic way of thigkihus denotes that the production is createden th
spectator's mind and that the interpretation ofutloek is open and dynamic, but that the actualestag
performance is considered to be static and unaffidoy the audience’s individual and collective

reactions.

A performative perspectiven the other hand, problematizes the conceptnairll of art itself, in
the sense that the spectators are projected iatevint as both verbal and visible contributors witeal
power to influence (Béhnisch, 2010, p. 87). Thedpiation is described as that which occurs betwieen t
performers and the audience, and the scenic astibnis perceived as dynamic and therefore in eohst
flux. In practice this means that when perceivimggtre as an event, it does not suffice to andiygahe
performance itself. One also has to examine arlddeche continuous dialogical reception, which
together with the aesthetic, cultural and histdrioentext of the performance form part of the werlor

rather,event— and in this way also constitute the event itstlich a performative approach naturally has

° Bonisch’s Norwegian ternerksestetisk perspektiterary means “work-oriented aesthetic perspettive
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implications for the evaluation of art. When ihig longer the work itself, nor our analysis otliiat takes
first place, but rather it is the event and theegignce of it that counts, the focus is shiftecbdhe
situation: The artwork comes to life when intenagtivith an audience, and the spectator can theréker
perceived as a real co-creator of the event, mbiojn an inner level (as within the field of re¢ept

aesthetics), but on a concrete, physical and bdeliisi.

Even though such a view of the performing artsoidomger controversial in a Norwegian context,
it seems as if this, to a certain degree, is lichitethe field of adults, in the sense that a per&ive
perspective has yet to gain favour with artistsigg@gues and critics in the field of performing dotr
children. This becomes clear not only in the penfamcesper se where the audience’s presence is rarely
actualized, but also in the critique of the repieetand acting style, which seldom includes the
performative perspective in the evaluation of thdous production¥ Where children are cited, they
serve to consolidate the critic's personal pointiefv; their reactions rarely figuring in the arsgg to
any great extent. It is reasonable to assumehisaistdue to a fear of confusing art with pedagagy
mentioned earlier, and also that it partly reflectack of understanding of how children watch and

experience performing arts.

The theoretical point of departure for a perfornganalysis focusing on the audience as well as
the performance itself can be found in Fischer-ah(2008) work, which defines a collectivamdily co-
presencéetween the actors and spectators as a preregiaisaé work constituting a performance. “The
bodily co-presence of actors and spectators enahkbsonstitutes performance” (p.32). Further on,
Fischer-Lichte describes the communication betwberstage and the auditorium as an ongoing,
autopoietic (self-sustainindg¢edback loopFischer-Lichte coined the terimedback loopo describe what
in her opinion occurs in every performing arts emter; namely an ongoing exchange between
performers and spectators, defined as mutuallyéntiial. She is, however, not only describing a
verbalized or conscious dialogue, but also an usgions and unplanned communication that is on-going
throughout an entire performance: “performancegarerated and determined by a self-referential and
ever-changing feedback loop. Hence, performancairesunpredictable and spontaneous to a certain
degree” (Fischer-Lichte, 2008, p. 38). Drawing frthis, it is possible to argue that children’s pbgb
and verbal contributions to a theatrical event,cltare often overlooked as either noise or entbosia
should instead be examined in the light of the tiee# loop, thus shedding light on the participatory

dimension of the theatre experience.

19| function as a critic in this field, and have sdty followed writings about performing arts forildnen over the
last seven years.
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The BZzBZz-DADA dA bee Episode

In the dance performan&zZzBZz-DADA dA bethe action takes place in a golden-yellow beehiven
grey-clad sausage-like figures come slitheringasuthe floor. The thematic and visual context ssgge
that we are looking at two honey bees that aretaiodoe hatched, and it is literally so: Soon they

born, so to speak, and a pair of golden, stripeting bees get busy cleaning the hive. They mowgsh
around and dust off everything they can find, after @ while it becomes clear that they are doihgfa

this in order to make the Queen bee happy; itriséo they are cleaning, and to a large degree,dhace
moves are directed towards her. While the pairtbeadescribed as true busy bees, moving aroundlguick
and working hard, the Queen moves more slowlynhgidut orders and demanding attention from an
elevated position. She wears a golden crown andhimaf platform shoes, and instead of talking, she
sings the “Queen of the Nigharia fromThe Magic Fluteoy Mozart when addressing her minions. In the
programme, she is described as a “pompous, satpupied, singing Queen bee [sic]” (ICB Productjons
2013).

From here on, the performance can be describeayadia story of life. For, whilst the bees are
washing and the Queen sings and lets herself leetaimed, the two drones fall in love, collect Be&nd
make honey, and tidy and bustle about until tharaatof their lives is upon them, when all thred¢hafim
appear on stage with beards and bad backs. Imtmser, the audience has journeyed through their
lifecycle, whilst at the same time having witnesbatla day in their existence. That the performance
concludes with the appearance of a small girl\af fiears of age making her entry as the new Queen B
serves to round off the action and also showstkigaproduction thematises both the mundane and

universal perspectives on animal and human life.

The occurrence to which | wish to draw attentioth bt occur at just one particular moment
during the performance | attended at Dansens Husdzurred several times in the course of the
performance’s duration. In the first row, on theofi, the kindergarten children sat to watch theastithe
production was aimed at three to six year olds,thadhildren on this particular day looked to beuad
four to five years old. Shortly into the performana girl in the audience caught my attention. \Bag
kneeling, but leaning forward; the angle of herdsyevas 90 degrees, she was clearly engaged by the
action on stage, was smiling brightly and most irntgrtly, she was waving quite eagerly at the Queen
and her minions. Then, after a while, she sat llagkn, resigned, before resuming the waving, leaning
forward as before, and in my interpretation, hogimge seen. On the stage, however, everything
continued as before, as far as | could tell; thecdes danced, but their gaze went over the chilsiren
heads. The Queen sang, but not even she allowedltier make eye contact with the small spectators.

The song was not directed at them, but was intefatettie two bees and perhaps for some imaginary
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spectators on the back row (the auditorium wagden full). No one so much as indicated that theyld
see the frantic waving, despite the obvious faat the auditorium was well lit and the girl wagisg in
the front row.

From a work-oriented aesthetic perspective on dymtion, a perspective in which the art work as
work is the prime material and the audience is ickemsd to be at the receiving end of a finishedipo,
it is likely that any focus on the waving girl wadbe thought of as irrelevant. This has to do withfact
that the spectators’ experiences are relevanvaryasmall degree in a work-oriented aestheticyaiglas
this focuses on the action on stage and not oaullence. In light of this, a girl waving withoutyone
on stage taking notice of her does not tell uskangtabout the quality of the productiBZzBZz-DADA
dAwithin the work-oriented analytical paradigm. Rathke girl’s reactions belong to the empirical
reception and audience research, something tbahsdered to be quite separate from the performanc
itself. However, things look a little different whe@ne adopts a reception-aesthetic perspectithisn
case, the spectator appears to be a co-creatwe sehse that a production comes into existentt®in
mind of the spectator (Bdhnisch, 2010). From suphkrapective, it is possible to think of the girl’s
waving as an external, physical expression of aarimeaction, elicited by her interpretation and
experience of the performance. Her experience besdhe production, because it is in her interiat th
is enacted and given existence, although she h&sait part of the physical performance evenhinit
this analytical paradigm. What one could referd@mdack of contact between performers and audisnce
not the focus within the reception-aesthetic penfamce analysis tradition. This has to do with e f
that from a reception-aesthetic point of view, etrerugh a performance is indeed conceived of as
something open for and dependent on the spectattespretation, the performance itself is not
considered to be subject to influence by the spatsavisual or verbal presence (Béhnisch, 2010). A
performative-oriented analysis will however, in #idd to examining the performance itself, lookhe
audience in order to establish how and in what vigyformers and spectators interact.

Even though Fischer-Lichte (2008) claims that bodd-presencéetween performers and
spectatorper seconstitutes the performance, Béhnisch (2010) doéselieve this is sufficient to
establish a connection between the stage and tlimaum. She therefore introduces the notion of
directed-ness as being an important prerequisite for real comination to occur between the performer
and the spectator. The concept of directed-nesbearg turned towards the other”, is subsequently
divided into subcategories: the establishment aatht@nance ofontact(kontakt),focus and attention
(oppmerksomhet) and also, varying degreestehsity(intensitet). She further distinguishes between

1 See footnote 2.
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when a person (either spectator or performedjresctly or indirectly turned towards the other, and
whether the directed-ness manifests itself thrqaiglsical actions or perception (Béhnisch, 2010, pp.
120-127). Of course, it is possible to questioniBgirs take on the feedback loop and directed-agss
prerequisites for contact. Another way of lookinghe matter would be to acknowledge that two peopl
in the same room are in fact influenced by eackritlpresence, whether they like it or not, andher,

that this co-presence could also be describedraaatp but perhaps of a more unconscious kind.
Bonisch’s notion of contact is obviously differezincerning itself with children’s attention. Foy ose,
Bonisch’s categories are useful and relevant, tilt maintain that a feedback loop, albeit a weakl
unwilling one, will come into being at the very ment an audience and performers meet in the coafext

a performance.

In the example oBZzBZz-DADA dA bethe dancers are indeed turned towards the audience.
They perform facing the spectators, who are armngstraight lines directly in front of the stagéne
dancers do not, however, address the audiencelginegither verbally nor by touching them, thus
establishing the fact that this must be a caseiighurned to the other indirectlyunderstood to be “the
actors projecting their complete expression abtidience, talking so loud and articulating so ¢yetat
even whispered words or small gestures can be lamardeen in the back row” (Béhnisch, 2010, p.
124) This way of investigating directed-ness also asplo the spectators. In our example with the
children watching the dance, they are initiallyiredtly turned towards the dancers, in the sensentost
of them are calm and have focused their attentiothe stage. Alongside the dancers themselves, ofany
the children are also actively engaging in dialogith the performers, both verbally and physically,
throughout the entire performance. The girl inglkample given previously turned directly towards th
dancers when waving at them, an act that is byiiefn a concrete physical manifestation of therdes
for contact. Other children also turned directlyte stage, by means of cries and contributionbeofype
the critic Pettersen describes in her revieWaftsvermaycited in the opening passddébserved from
the outside, from the end of an imaginary line s&jireg the stage from the audience, the situatoaidc
perhaps be described as follows: On the one sigiel, @aving and trying to make contact, without he
efforts being recognized. On the other side, thiskdt dancers performing, blind to the girl in chies,
but instead present in an imaginary space on @taghich the audience does not exist.

Just how and in what manner the spectators aredumthe performers is regulated by what

Bohnisch (2010) callaudience stylesAn audience style denotes the audience’s condudtjs,

21n Norwegian, this reads: "aktgrene projisererehsitt uttrykk mot publikumet, taler sd hgyt ogilafderer sa
tydelig at selv hviskende ord eller sma gesterh@mes og ses pa bakerste rad.”

13 According to my own notes from the production,rsaeDansens Hus in Oslo on the 25th January 2013.
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according to Béhnisch, directly connected to peniag styles and the concomitant conventions of the
genre. For example, in the case of naturalistimdsghe accompanying audience style could be dbestri
as the spectators sitting more or less in sileistening, in such a way that it is the focused ggtion, i.e.
the very listening, that constitutes their direeteds. In order to nuance directed-ness as a coaicdp
attitude, Béhnisch introduces the subcategorietacgrattention, intensity (energy) and (physical)
frameworks as the parameters (pp. 130-138). Oicpéat interest in relation to directed-ness and
audience styles is the categdting establishment and maintenance of condghnisch writes that contact
can be increased and decreased throughout theeglings, and that it can appear and disappearhaut t
contact is “a prerequisite for the appearance edifack loops” (p. 130). At this point, Béhnisch aegpes
from Fischer-Lichte, in the sense that for theekatthe feedback loop is ever present, whereaBdaisch,
the feedback loop might in fact from time to timease to exist, or perhaps never come into being. In

Bohnisch’s dissertation, this is an important tegoal claim.

Following Bonisch, then, it seems to be the caaeuwihilst directed-ness is a prerequisite for the
feedback loop’s durational existencentactis required for it to occur at all. This has towith the fact
that according to Bohnisch, contact requires twg-s@mmunication: “Contact is established when both
parties are turned towards the other. A one-sidedted-ness can be an attempt to establish coibtatct
contact will not be achieved as long as it lackspr@city” (p. 134). It is not difficult to follovthe logic of
this argument, at least not if one agrees withdba that it is in fact possible for an audience amroup
of performers in a performance context to be inviag whatsoever turned towards the other. It is,ago
the other hand, possible to argue that two-way comoation must always happen in a performance
context involving bodily co-presence, in the setis trying to establish contact, albeit unsucadbsfto
a certain degree can be considered as a form efvleyocommunication. If this be so, | wonder whetier
is not more fruitful to maintain Fischer-Lichte'iew of the feedback loop as immanent in all
performative events, focusing insteadvamiations of contact and communicatjahus making it possible
to establish both a shortage of such and furthezntominpoint what | have calledd&ssonancén the

communication between audience and performers.

In light of this argument and our recent undersiegnodf different audience styles and
concomitant forms of directed-ness, it becomes ¢hedt there is in fact a type dissonanceccurring
between the performers and the spectators in guestithe example dZzBZz-DADA dA be&Vhilst
the children act as they are wont to, calling ot physically engaging in the performance, in wiwaild
perhaps be called the audience styigdren’s theatrethe dancers, however, are bound to the genre
conventions, in which audience feedback does rietthe stage performance directly and the
proceedings of the performance are restricteddatage and are not in dialogue with the auditariline
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question that begs asking, then, is what suchsad#ce involves for our understanding of the guafi

the performance.

From both an art pedagogue’s and an artist’s pbinew, such a dissonance can be considered
problematic. Any artist is of course at libertyrémounce any responsibility for their relationstapheir
audience, but in a production for three year dldsvhich the artist is preoccupied with presentingfory
and a theme, as is the case VidizzBZz-DADA dA bed is difficult to see how dissonance in the foom
lack of communication could be the aim. In suclaseca valid conclusion to draw would be that werare
fact dealing with amnintendedailure to communicate. According to Bohnisch, sacttate of affairs can
be put down to an absence of directed-ness inregasid perception. This directed-ness is moreeubtl
and can be understood as a mental attitude oraettiefathe performer, who puts themselves in a&stat
which being present in the situation and being dpeimpressions and expressions from the auditoriu
are manifested as central aspects. This type afjiarned towards the audience is, according to
Bohnisch, a prerequisite for the performer to Hecaéd by the audience’s reactions: “An actor whedd
not anticipate a (re)action cannot be affected lbypd cannot align their own actions in accordanitie
them” (B6hnisch 2010, p.126).

In this example, it is quite apparent that the éasxBZzBZz-DADA dA bda this concrete
episode with the girl only to a small degree aradd towards the audience in sensing and percefitfan
fact that they completely ignore the girl's wavingars witness to this fact; also, they do not laothe
other children, but right over their hedfi®espite the fact that they are indirectly turnegards the
audience, this is a sign that would suggest theatarare not open for impressions from the auditoyi
given the duration of the absence of recognitioshafring the auditorium with the spectatGrshe lack
of contact described has consequences for the cainative dimension of the performance and event,
and as | see it, this means that the children dgiofrom the performers the intended experierice o

affinity and identification.

It is in light of this last point, which sees disamce in relation to severe lack of contact and
directed-ness from either of the parties in a perfoce, possibly due to differences in audiendesty
that | would go so far as to claim that it is pbssito interpret the girl's waving and the abseoftca
response from the dancers as an example of eitrenyaveak, partly interrupted feedback loop, or

14 According to own notes from the production, seeBansens Hus on the ®3anuary 2013

15 One could perhaps presume that this suggestthihaight thing to do for the dancer would be torerdack. This is not my
point, however, as there are many different wayestablish contact. Waving is a very explicit cexed would most likely seem
out of place in this particular performance. A lankhe girl’s direction, on the other hand, on@a# gesture or candid smile
indicating that her waving is noticed, would betbebptions in this particular context, and wouldte suffice, according to
research on the matter (Helander, 2007; BéhnisgtQR
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perhaps rather a feedback loop tormented by ongotageerence, preventing the communication from
finding the same frequency. Whilst frequency diséunces are normally external problems, in this case
the stage performers are the ones responsibletaibleshing and maintaining contact with the audéen
By failing to do so, they themselves become therfatence, and as long as they maintain the
performative strategies agreed on beforehand,dadstéadapting to the current situation by, fotanse,
looking at the waving girl and acknowledging herenexistence, any in-tune communication becomes
almost impossible (B6hnisch, 2010). When this happthe feedback loop is interrupted in favour rd-o
way communication, both on the part of the perfasrand the girl, and they are left standing each on
their own side of a transparent wall, devoid of éhdity to meet one another in the doorway thatido
have materialized between them by means of a glancther gesture.

This episode does not provide a comprehensive memf how the audience experiences the
performance. It is highly likely that other childreresent experienced mutual contact, and thatdhey
be said to have entered a feedback loop with tHenpeers. However, as an example, the episode does
give insight into a way to evaluate the presentaiadimension o0BZzBZz-DADA dA Be®y definition,

a more profound analysis would necessitate coriegiéne girl's waving in a clearer comparative ligh
with the behaviour of the other spectators. Even tlone would stand a chance of finding that thisoele
functions as a measure of the extent to which tbdyztion communicates, or fails to communicatehwi
its audience. This is all in keeping with the it watching children’s theatre productions iokective
experience, which in practice means that it is \wtgn the case that the experience of one chitidsed
with the others, whether consciously, in the forfb@ing physically or verbally turned towards thber,

or more unconsciously, in the form of a shared g@nbetween the spectators (Helander, 2007; Béhnisch
2010)°

The Thought Lab Episode

In comparison, the productidrhought Lakby Cirka Teater is an example of a production taat be said
to contain an awarenessdifected-nesandcontactas important dimensions in children’s theatréhin
present context, it is particularly the beginnifighe performance that is relevant: When the awdien
enters the room, which is arranged just like aiti@thl auditorium with a small tribune facing thage,
the performance has already begun. A man playiegltiuble bass and a woman playing the soprano
saxophone are located to the left. They can botlteleribed as actor-musicians, as they later also
participate in the action as performers with thirstruments. To the right of the stage, behind a

18 Bohnisch (2010) introduces the conceat spotlight of the collective observationorder to describe the

collective focus of an audience emotionally engaayedl involved in a production. She does not litmig to

productions for children alone, but refers to ibgshenomenon that also applies to performingfartadults.
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workbench, which more than anything resembles aréabry for playful experiments, stands the
production’s leading role, Anne Marit SaetheBaether is dressed in a beige safari jumpsuitjigok

somewhere in between a scientist and an explorer.

On the back wall, which takes the form of a bigteltianvas, there is something happening that
quickly catches the children’s interest, as wellrgsown. A line drawing is slowly appearing and
growing. First, it seems to be a drawing of a srolailld, and then several children appear, untieitomes
clear that what is being represented is in facwvaaf children sitting side-by-side on the floott the
outset of this sequence, most of us are looking anthe images appearing in front of us. Followtimg
development of the drawing, we then begin lookimgtfie person responsible for the motif. After dleh
we spot lead actress Saether in her laboratorynatice that she is in fact drawing with charcoabon
piece of paper. As she draws, the image is tramsfemto the canvas in real time by means of a mme
The moment the children and | understand this,mraeeédiately start to look alternately at Seetheratnd

the back wall, where the drawing is materialising.

The decisive moment occurs when the children (asdddenly realize exactlyhoit is Seether is
portraying. For, in the very moment she is disceddo be the drawer, she looks up and smiles at us,
before coming forward on the stage, simultaneoreshgaling her drawing pad to the audience. She then
smiles again, this time looking at us a little mstediously, before returning to the drawing, thus
confirming, in a very subtle way, that we, the sptws, are in fact the subjects of her drawfhigeen
from the wing, again from the end of an imaginang Iseparating the stage from the audience, it intigh
said to look like this: The child audience (and aifjswatching Saether smilingly drawing us, we sngjli
back at her (many of us a little shyly) while wetebaher drawing us smilingly watching her. Andso i
goes on in an endless cycle, in what we can peradias an augmented and visualized manifestafion o
Fischer-Lichte’s feedback loop. The method usexdttin this effect is simple, but it none the les=ates
a complex relationship between the stage and ttieogiwm, with the result that when Saether’s drawin
is finished and she proceeds into the followingueege of the production, everyone is holding their
breath, ready and waiting for what is going to feappext.

It is a confusing, but highly realistic fact thihe production’s director is called Anne Mali Saethed the
performer is Anne Marit Seether.

18 The performance continues in the following manfreom the drawing board, Saether tells a story athmufour
characters Reddharen (Scaredy-Cat), SinnataggéfiredpFirkaten (the Square) and Hermegasa (CGpt); who
all wish to be understood, but who experience thosite. For the most part, Seether tells the stiist she is
drawing, but for every new character that appesdrs,heads out onto the stage badomeshe character. Then she
also meets other people and it is they who arendieem by the actor-musicians in turn. The wholaghends up
with each of the four finding out about their diffities and appearing as one of the crowd in tigelgroup picture
that Seether drew at the beginning of the production
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Tankelaboratorieav Cirka Teater. Avbildet er Anne Marit Saether. tBHwy: Gilles Berger.

Looking at the opening scene of Thought Lab thraihghlenses of the three aforementioned approaches
to performance analysis, it becomes clear thathiogce of analytic tools is by no means irrelevarthe
understanding of the scene in question. From a-‘wddnted aesthetic point of view, this dimensién o
the production would not be relevant enough to el whereas a receptive-aesthetic standpointavoul
only allow us to dwell upon how the opening scenghinhave appeared in the children’s minds. A
performative approach, however, gives us the oppistto include this significant contact betweba t
performer and the audience in an analysis. Thi$ ke utmost importance, as the short openingescen
demonstrates with clarity that the audience isadtofan essential part of the performance, in¢hses

that the action on stage is intertwined with andgetigps in constant dialogue with the audience.

If we go to work more systematically on this, itul be fair to say that Seether and the two
musicians are turned towards us, both directhyiréatly and through gesture and attention. Saether’s
directed-ness does not only stem from her funa®narrator throughout the performance; her badity
presence exceeds this narrative function. The agesequence establishes this very clearly, andbean

defined as Seether establishing (and maintainingfact with the audience, in something we can defe

172
InFormation Volume 2, No 2 (2013)



Nagel: See Me!

a well-functioning or stabile feedback loop. Thestiateresting thing in my opinion is that she dties
without turning towards us through words, but sotbfrough drawing and actions. It was her look, her
smile and the stage proceeding of dnawingthat created the defining moment for welcoming the
audience in as participants in the stage dialodletherefore needed no other messages than thase gi
in silence: FirstLook here! and then| see youlnterestingly enough, as far as | recall, thereawm
children calling out to the performers or in otherys interfering with the narrative in the couré¢he
performance, but rather consistently directed tfomius at what was happening on the stage andeon th

drawing board.

The Aesthetics of Performance and the Production d?resence in Performing
Arts for Children

Looking at the examples &ZzBZz-DADA dA beendThought Lakthrough the lens of performative
aesthetics, we are challenged to revise our nafiamtistic quality in performing arts for children
focusing on theventnesg§Sauter, 2008) of a performance rather than menelyhe composition of the
work of art in question. This perspective on gyaltalso to be found in leading research on teenthin
guestion, albeit the outset is not always perfoiveaesthetics. Whilst Bohnisch does not elabarate
which performance styles or theatre genres sh&ghiray have more potential than others when it some
to contact and mutual directed-ness, her fellowaeshers Lise Hovik and Faith Gabrielle Guss sugges
performance theatre as a genre or dramatic stgtertbkes for effective communication with a child
audience. In her thesis, “Drama Performance indtéril’s Play-Culture: The Paossibilities and
Significance of Forrh, Guss (2001) argues that considering childrerdy pbnventions through a
theatrical lens makes it possible to find dramsttjées in the theatre that correspond well to chiits

ways of expressing themselves and of understardngiorld. Guss (2013) elaborates on this aspect in
her recent article,Destabilizing Perception and Generating MeanindiBige Modelling TYA on the
Dramaturgy of Children’s Imaginative Play-Drama/here she argues that precisely because the
dramaturgy of children’s play-drama decisively dges from the classical, linear dramaturgy,
productions for children should explore the drangital strategies of performance theatre, strasetiat

are very similar to those found in child pldy.

Lise Hovik is also preoccupied with the potentiperformance aesthetics in encounters with
child audiences, and in her article, “Children’s@atre and Performance Theatre” (2001), highlighds t
egalitarian, non-linear dramaturgy, the focus anriationship between play/non-play, playing wita

19 Guss (2011) describes how the girl Tessa, in #megGuss has chosen to aalblf! (referred to aghe wolf we're
going to catchin articles in Norwegian) relates to both draroatiyclical, epic, simultaneous and meta-fictional
dramaturgical forms.
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fiction(s) and performance theatre’s testing oflibendary between the stage and the auditorium, as
fundamental aspects of performance that corresfmalildren’s role-playln her article, “The
Importance of Presence in Theatre for the Very YthHovik (2011), with a reference to Fischer-
Lichte, goes on to argue thatesencanust be understood as an aesthetic dimension davitsright in
theatre for the very young, as well as in theaireofder children. Hovik focuses mainly on the prese
of children in the theatre space and the presdmatdtis proximity creates: “The presence of cleitdr
challenges the traditional distance between thgestad the auditorium and the customary manner in

which we experience presence in relations to @pts112).

The performance theatre genre is of course onlyobneany possible approaches to the
production ofpresence in children’s theatre. This becomes obvidien witnessing the many different
productions for children in the Norwegian field rméo For that matter, | have previously argued that
theatrical theatrds particularly suited to communicating with chidd (Nagel, 20083 As to why
performance theatre has been looked at this timenak, it is because in performance theatre theteeis
possibility to investigate to what extent othercgm other ways of narrating and other ways ofingldo

the audience or other styles of expression caniggqroximity and pronounced presence.

From Work to Event — and what of it?

One way in which to comprehend the girl's wavindhe Queen ilB8ZzBZz-DADA dA bes to see it as

an invitation to the performers. The girl does wétat has seen other Queens do, she waves in order t
signal that she sees the people before her, ahdhbavishes for them to look at her. It could teg she
also assumes the role of Queen, mimicking throdgy ywhat is happening on stage. She is preparksd to
herself be absorbed by the performance, as a lesingodiment of Fischer-Lichte’s (2008) concept of
embodied minda term which tries to portray people’s simultamephysical and intellectual experiences
of art, an experience Fischer-Lichte goes so fao associate with a sensation of happiness. Rische
Lichte perceives this feeling to be connected &ekperience of presence, and both ‘embodied naimd’
‘presence’ are concepts that resonate in the nelegaearch on children’s experience of perfornairig,

in which physical presence and the experienceptiyaical expression take a central position.

2 The Norwegian title is "Naervaerets betydning i letater for de minste”. The English translatiomige.

2 1n this contexttheatrical theatres to be understood in relation to the differestiray styles of the avant-garde and
modernist movements of the 20th century, focusimghe body and the presentational qualities ofhgatather than
on the realistic representation of life.
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Summing Up

With the meeting between performers and audienpmias of departure, | asked what happens to our
evaluation of quality in performing arts for chibir when we go from considering art as a work or an
object to considering art as an event. Achievinthsaichange in perspective, from a work-oriented
aesthetic approach to a performative one, implicatmve all that there are other aspects of the
productions that come into view than just the ahas might usually be highlighted in an analysise T
audience’s directed-ness, which is normally reghedeeither approval, or if lacking, its oppositeuld
be described or understood as meaningful and &sipation in its own right. This is in itself not
surprising, considering that audience participatiogeneral is already familiar territory withineth
academic research on performing arts. Howeveraagshin perspective in regards to children’s thdatr
particular, a field in which audience participatismormally thought of as belonging to the pedécrig
sphere, could have a real influence on how we sée@aluate the quality of performances. By prappsi
a performative aesthetics approach we come to ipertiee child audience as qualified evaluators of
quality, rather than allowing ourselves to disntiBddren’s vocal and physical interactions as eitiese
or enthusiasm. Normally, any focus on childrenatiens would be thought of as belonging to the

pedagogical sphere, whereas it now is incorporiatéte event, or more precisely: It constitutesefent.

By deferring to Béhnisch’s analytical approacthetomes possible to examine in a very detailed
fashion the communication dynamics between theopadrs and spectators, specifically in children’s
theatre. In the analysis BZzBZz-DADA dA bed& became clear that whilst the performers atchaagh
the performance is in real contact and dialogué thié audience, the performative aesthetics asatysi
the communication would indicate otherwise. | diesat this communication breakdown, or weak
feedback loop, as a dissonance in the relatioristipeen the stage and the auditorium. In the aisadys
Thought Labthe point was to look at the reverse situatinnwihich establishing and maintaining contact

was a central artistic strategy.

To consider performing arts for children as eveavitshave implications not only for how a critic
or dramaturge should evaluate performing artsataat for the artists producing and performing threat
dance for children. It is an obvious problem fommaritics to refer to children as a source for the
evaluation of a performance’s quality, since themoequires that one should deliver an academically
gualified evaluation based on the criteria of tbedeemic take on art, rather than an expressioastd t
based on the audience’s experiences and underggaiyi including a performative perspective to a
larger extent, it would nevertheless be a giveriercritic to give value to children’s interactiaith a
production, a value that must be in keeping withekialuation as a whole. The same would applydo th

playwright, choreographer or stage director, whihvait worrying about being considered pedagogital i
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their positions, can give emphasis to audiencédioasin their artistic work. An augmented focustbe
audience can, if elevated to the status of an esttrategy, contribute to artistic quality oéth
performance in question.

By choosing to perceive performances as eventsyritig the dramaturge and the artists involved
are in fact given the opportunity to investigateatwbhildren’s own experiences can tell us about a
production’s aesthetic and social qualities. Thisan does not leave us with an utterly differenhew
definition of quality in performing arts for chilein. Rather, it raises new questions, and urges take
into consideration and discuss for example childréaste, the aesthetics of play and the special
relationship between fine art and popular cultarehiild culture.
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