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This essay is a reflection on the ecological potential of artistic
performances developed and performed in atime of ecological crises.
Bydiscussingtwo recent performances - Climatic Dances byAmanda
Pifta and Io See Climate (Change) by Ren6 Alejandro Huari Mateus
in co-authorship with Romuald Krg2el - the author discloses the
ecocritical dimension of these works and at the same time points out
howthe performingafts are entangled with the growth/productivist
ideology upon which the capitalist economywith its ecological
unconscious is based. lf artistic work is to become more ecologicaln
this implies more sustainable modes ofworking.
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This essay explores the question of what the future of theatre and
performance could be in the context of ecological disasters or, to put
it more accurately, what the performing arts and the sciences dealing
with them can do in the face of the ecological crisis. Dorothea Von
Hantelmann writes that perhaps a good starting point for addressing
rhese questions would be a deeper understanding ofhow the arts are
intimately intertwined with the "productivist and materialist mind-set
that caused and continues to cause this crisis."1 | agree with her, and
yet I also believe that makers in the performing arts are particularly
experienced in constructingand sensing lines offlight and that artistic
initiatives can therefore also be catalysts for change. lf that is so, what
is the ecocritical potential of the performing arts? Can performative,
artistic practices become ecological? And what would that mean?
By now there are numerous responses to these questions - in the
lorm of embodied experiments, artistic propositions and theoretical
argumentations. I propose to revisit some of them.

MovnunNTs rN tun Dlnx
The performance begins. For minutes nothing is happening, I only
rrear a permanent yawning, which conveys a sense of disengage-
ment. Are the performers lying on the dark stage with their faces

i Dorothea von Hantelmann andJessica Morgan
-d.), Resource Hungry: Our Cabured Landscape and lrs

|:cological Impacl, London: Koenig Books, 2020,p.134.

covered by houseplants, yawning, or is the yawning recorded? ls
it an attempt by the two choreographers - Renö Alejandro Huari
Mateus and Romuald Krg2el - to irritate the dispositif of theatre,
which has traditionally excluded nature, by contaminating it, as it
were, with tamed or domesticated nature? ls it an attempt to divert
attention from the speaking, moving and interacting subjects? At
the back ofthe stage there is a structure made of neon tubes that
seems to have collapsed, and on the left side there is a greenhouse.
Eventually, a performer starts talkingto the plant in front of him. The
tone of his voice and the way he addresses the plant are reminiscent
of a conversation between lovers. I am describing the beginning
of the performance Io See Climate (Change) (which premiered in
September 2C21 atthe Kaserne Basel and was performed again in
a modified version on July 1,2022atlhe Künstlerhaus Mousonturm
in Frankfurt am Main).2ln one scene, the performers lie head to head
on the floor and tell each other what Kalanchoe Pinnata told them: "l
spoke to the airplant and they told me to dance with my dying parts."
The movements of the performers can often only be guessed at in
the semi-darkness;they are not highlighted by spotlights. The perfor-
mance deals with the ambivalent relationship between humans and
those non-humans that often populate one's own household and, as

2 At the Kaserne Basel the performance was shou,n as part of
the teibstoff'Iheatertage Festival. In rnv description I refer to the
perfbrmance in Künstlerhaus Mousonturm in Frankfurt am Main.
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natural-cultural hybrids, do not correspond to the stereotype of a wild
nature at all: houseplants. ln a way, Huari Mateus and Krg2el stage the
impossible by speculatively inviting houseplants to co_choreograph
the performance.

Trun Ecor,ocrrs
Carl Lavery, editor of the bo ok performance and Ecology: What Can
Theatre Do? believes thatthe potential oftheatre in the time of ecolog_
ical crises is neither to make the audience aware of this crisis, nor is
it to inform the spectators about specific phenomena, to represerlt
them or to use performances to bring about a change in behaviour.
He refers to Elinor Fuchs and Bonnie Marranca, who wrote that the
ecological contribution of theatre does not consist in any explicit
ecocritical message, but is rather to be found in the possibilities that
theatre offers as a medium.a

Lavery consideis the creation of other temporal experiences,
which break with the regime of historicity established in modernity
and which undermine the rhythms prevailing in late capitalism to be
the ecocritical potential of theatre.5 He is not concerned with praising
slownessperse, but rather with producing and experiencing alterna_
tive ecologies of time, with a theatre that operates with multiple and
interlockingtemporalities and rhythms and establishes heterochronies.
He writes: "How can the artwork offer a performative critique of the
temporal models that have not only produced global warming but
are also increasingly unable to respond, in any eflective way, to the
temporal weirdingthat it has given rise to?,,6

Neoliberally structured and increasingly digital work and life
practices have reconfigured the human body,s sense of time and
accustomed it to permanent pace, availability, and output. Only by
minimizingtime for care - for children, the elderly, persons with special
needs and non-humans - can maximum self-optimization be ensured.
What can embodied practices that undermine an appropriating logic of
anthropocentric and egocentric time control look like?7 Lavery writes,
with r^egard to time management in economically powerful nations
in Europe and the US: "ln the West, this drive to control or manage
time has largely manifested itselfthrough a performative nexus that
links metaphysics, technology and economics. The result of this
enframing has not only been to simplify, dangerously, our conceptual
understanding of time, but to divorce us from a whole series of varie_
gated temporalities (biological, planetary seasonal, indigenous) that
refuse to complywith linear notions oftime and progress, and which
persistently evade our attempts to manage them.,,s

ln the performance Io See Climate (Change),theprolonged
yawning is evoking the temporality of snoozing. perhaps it is a vegetal
time that the artists attempt to approximate? Unlike the temporality
that is established duringthe performance, that ofthe artisticworking
process is usually characterized bythe restlessnessthat a production
and premiere oriented rhythm - and the simultaneity of engagements
that are required to maintain this rhythm - entail. For the first time
3_, Call\tyery, Petformance and Ecohgy: What Can
Tbeatre Do?, London/New york: Routledp, 20Ig.
! Ibid., p, 1. Such an approach differs irom much extant work in
Theatre and Performanc" Studie, that tends either to advocate for a
direct intervention into ecological and environmental matters and/or
makes largely positive - perhaps even hyperbolic _ claims for theatre,s
capaciry to bring about behaviour change, more often than not, through
some ecstatic or enchanted immersion in environmen t ot natare,5 lbid., p.76.6 lbid.,pp.7G-77.
7 lbid,p.83.
8 lbid.,pp.78-79.

in their careers, the choreographers Huari Mateus and Kreze .,, =";able to engage in a long artistic research processe that prec=-=:
the presentation of the performance Io See Ctimate (Charg=
part this was possible due to the artists active attempts to re: :: .
prolonged research process, but above all, this was possible : -_ ,
the COVlDl9 pandemicthat made public live presentations a-: :-:
simultaneous advancement ofvarious projects almost impossib : :- - ,

upsettingthe conventional rhythm prevalent in the performing =-..

TrrE EcolocrcAr, rs pERsoNAL
ln connection with the ecological crisis, I can currently obse-. = .repoliticization - a sort of new ecJition of ,,The personal is polir : = 

" -
but with the opposite thrust. "The personal is political,, was fhe s : -: -

of the student and feminist movement of the lg6os and l97Os -_-..
became a motto of numerous - especially female _ artists a: :- *
time. Today, and that means after years of globalization and ec : : ::
the motto is rather "The private is political because it is pan c.:--:
planetary," or, "The ecological is political because it is persor: " -
the 196Os and 197Os, people recognized the political dimens : - -,
the personal, which led to a dissolution of the boundaries be' ,,. - -

art and life. Today, private decisions again lcecome political s-. -: _

who buys a carand which one? Who eats meat? Who is flyingv, ":-= 
-

Towhattemperature is one's apartment heated? etc. And no\,,. ::.: j
further blurring of art and life can increasingly be observed. Th s : , -

be seen, for example, in the numerous current initiatives of artisis .,, - :
are moving to the countryside and attempting to collectivelr,, ^ . :- -

more sustainable forms of living and workingthere (e.g. the hc_: -;
and cultivation project initiated by film maker Lola Randl in Gers ,,, = :=
in the Uckermark in Brandenburgl0). lt can also be recognizeo - :-:
establishment of alternative collective learning sites that are intE - :: _

to foster a more careful relationship with the local ecology (su:- =.the Floating University in Berlinllor MASSIA in Estonial2).

!tiyate (Change) took place during-a resiäer.rcy in Frankfurt
I"AB, a residency in Hellerau in DrÄsden (Atiit_in-Garden-
Residence:,Enuironment), a residency at the Biennale Warszawa
and a #TakeCare Resirlency in Helleiau in Dresden.10 In 2010, Randl anä her husband b;"gi;;; old castle
nursery in Gerswalde (Germany), a village wiih 1500 inhabitants.
There Rar-rdl and several friends initiateä a coliective cultivation
and housingproject. In 2019 an auto-fiction d.ocumentarv abour
the.project with the title Von Blumen untl Bienen (On flowers
and bees) u,as shown in cinema (in Germany), in ZöZO the film
was broadcast on Arte (with the tirle Der gio.fle Garteru (TheBig
Garden)). The film is based on Randl,s t oät *itt the same titlel
1.1 . , 

The Floating urriversity Berlin: A NatureCulture learnins
site, is located.in a polluted rainwater basin at former Ternpelhof'
airport in Berlin. Meanwhile inhabired by animals, plants, people
and algae, the rainwater collecrion basin was ..-op.r.d i, jOtd
after raumlaborberlir-r (a group of architects that work at the
intersecrion ofarchitecture, city planning and artistic intervention l

had discovered it. In the rrm. yei. r"o-läborberlin initiated the
Floating tJniversity as a place for learning how to engage with rhe
complex entanglements of human and mire-than-h,iman worlds in :-
attempt to construct an alternative trajectory ofurban developmeni.
See: https://fl oating-berlin.orgl (last accesseä D O ct 2022).12 MASSIA is a residency space for artists, practitioners, scienr:,:.
and activists who want to p.r.ti.. in alliance with more than humar.
worlds. It is Iocated in a former school building in Massiaru, a villaE.
in the southwesr of Estonia. A herb garden (Mässia Officinale) of ri -
hectares in size, a herb laboratory anä a communal 

"poth..a.y are p--:
the complex and provide alternaiive research sites. triASSIA ho,,, .-. . - ,

who wa-nts ro srudy, conducr research or creare/write in the inrer.s_:.:-
6eldi of art. ecology. environmenral studies, planr and common
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lf in the 196Os and l9TOstherewas agrowingawarenessthat
private problems had to be related to political injustices, today people
realisethat planetary problems manifestthemselves in the private and
are co-produced by personal practices. However, the changes and
damage caused by the ecological crises are very unevenly distributed
geographically and spare those who have contributed most to climate
change and habitat destruction. The reference to the private infused
*rith the political is not enough in an era of climate catastrophes and
extractive capitalism. Capitalist corporate culture driven by growth
deology, industrialised agriculture, and the resource-devouring arms
ndustry bear primary responsibility for the ecological crisis. At the
'noment every change counts, even that induced by a single person,
revertheless the focus on individual responsibility must not obscure
:he systemic cause of the ecological crisis and, in a liberal humanist
'nanner, lead to a privatisation of responsibility (and risks).

The ecological is ultimately also the most intimate, one's own
cody and wellbeing. "Ecology is about intimacy," Timothy Morton
states and adds: "To a great extent others are us." By these others,
'Jorton does not mean ourfellow humans. ln his posthuman reformu-
ation of Arthur Rimbaud's statement ('Ue est un autre" (l is anoth-
er)),'3the others are the non-human beings, things, and hyperobjects
:nat inhabit or permeate the human body. Morton's hyperobjects
global warming, radioactive pollution, oil fields, garbage, or the like)
are characterised precisely by the fact that they can no longer be
:onsidered an outside of the human body. They adhere to the body
:r the body moves ln them.la This perspective shifts our perception
:owards entanglements, ortowhat Karen Barad calls intra-actionsl5
:f humans and non-humans.

Curuertc Dnxcns
r its first part, the performance Climatic Dancesl6 by choreogra-
cher Amanda Pifia addresses both the level of the private and the
systemic/ecological/economic/political. At first Cli matic Dances is the
staging of a direct indictment of extractivist, capitalist corporations
- rvith reference to very personal experiences. Directly addressing
:re audience, Pifiawho is based in Vienna but has Chilean-Mexican
-cots, talks about her homeland in Chile, where the mining company
inglo-American - specialised in theextraction of copper: Iithium and
nanganese - is gradually destroyingthe mountain on which she grew
.p.1- Piffas body does not move in the dark, she emphasises the focus
:n her subjectivity by talking about her home and her mother. "This
s not an artistic text," she says, "it is personal."18 At the same time,
.towever, Pifia draws the attention away from her person. She says:
.if you are a critic in the audience today, don't write about me, write

;tices. Guests are expected to be able to set their own working
::ditions and to participate in self-organization and mainrenance
ik. See: https://www.massia.ee (last accessed on 19 Oct 2022).

' Arthur Rirnbaud, "Lettre ä Georges Izambard de Mai
.-1", in: Gerald Scl.raffer (ed.),Lettres du uoynt (13 et 15
:: 1871), Paris: Librairie Minard, 1975, pp. 131-144.

Cf. Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosopby and Ecologlt'.,r tbe End of the World, Minneapolis/London: University of
:rnesota Press, 2012 and Tbe Ecological Thoaght, Cambridge/
:'s.: Harvard University Press, 2010, pp. 130-132.
' Cf. KarenBarrd, Meeting the Uniuerse Halfuay:

. .tntu?n Pbyics and tbe Entanglement of Matter and Meaning,
,:rl-ram/London: Duke University Press, 2007, p.I28.

Climatic Dances is part of Pi6a's series
: r.iangered Human Movements Vol. 5.
- - Piria charges that the disaster begins with Anglo American
,.- nsidering the mountain as a resource and therefore as dead.
\ Quotation from the performance Climatic Dances.

aboutthis!" Her movements, as wellasthose ofthe two co-performers,
do not take place in semi-darkness, but they are superimposed by a
stone Iandscape projected onto them, which makes their individual
bodies almost disappear. On the one hand, Climatic Dances is the
staging ofthe choreographer's subjective consternation in the face
of overexploitation in Chile. On the other hand, the last part of the
performance is the quotation of a dance of another culture, in which
mountains are also considered "earth-beings" and thus part of the
collective.

"Our ghosts are tbe traces
of more-tban-human
bistories tbroagh wbich ecologies
are made and unmade.'\'

The indigenous Masewal people based in the Sierra Norte
of the Mexican state of Puebla have their own dance tradition. For
the Masewal, all dancers embody ghosts - not immaterial spirits,
but ghosts from nature.20 Dancing, for them, as the anthropologist
Alessandro Questa2l describes it in an interview with Pifia, means
to create, give and invent bodies for invisible bodies. ln dance, the
mountain body, the rain body, etc. can manifest, thus, the traditional
dances of the Masewal can be seen as social technologies that visu-
alise cosmopolitan concepts. According to Questa's interpretation,
the dances ofthe Masewal are apparatuses forvisualisingthe mutual
dependencies of the "earth-beings." Questa, who has himself lived and
danced with the Masewal, therefore claims that the Masewal have no
religion, but an ecology. The Masewal have never lived rn nature, but
have understood it as part of the collective. Their dances, of course,
were not developed fortheatre;they are danced in communities. Pifia
exhibits this practice in the theatre by performing one of these dances
in Climatic Dances in the context of the black box. She considers the
dancing ofthis dance as a practice of decolonizingthe Western body
(steeped in colonialism, modernity, and ecocide).

ln Climatic Dances, one can certainly feel how the practic-
es of the global players in the mining business have an impact on
the most private issues of singular persons. So far this observation,
however, focuses on the level of the performance. lf the question
is: is Pifias artistic practice an ecological one?, then the working
process, the system that brings the latter along and the afterlife of
the performance must necessarily be taken into account as well. ln
this respect, I disagree with Lavery when he claims: "The more effec-
tive approach is simply to allow the work to operate autonomously,

19 Anna Tsing, Heather Swanson, Elaine Gan, Nils
Bubandt (eds.),Arts of Lioing on a Damaged Planet,
Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2017 , p. Gl.
20 Cf, Montafras en yesistencia (Mountains in Resistance) - a
series oflectures and online conversations exploring the possibilities
and intersections between art, actiyism and academic research, aiming
at recognising mountains as living bodies active in the reproduction of
water. (The series was initiated by Amanda Pifla in the frame of the fifth
volume of her research on Endangered Human Movements and was
coordinated by Alessandro Questa. It was realized within the framework
of Third Tälla of the DAS Research programme and of the Theatre and
Dance Research Department of the University of the Arts in Amsterdam).
2l Alessandro Questa teaches at the Universidad Iberoamericana
in Mexico City. His research focuses on an ethnographic
investigation ofindigenous ecologies and the ways they are affected
by climate change and extractivist capitalism. He is also the
initiator and curator of Kixpatla: carnbiar de uista, cancbiar de
rostro. Arte 1t cosruopolitica - a transdisciplinary digital platform
for contemporary artists from American Indian societies.
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:: :, :, ..- a1 ecological lorce field in and by itsel[,,r, because in my
:: ^ : - ::s.ational ecological aspects such as travel activities, a
: -::: -:.. e organisation of rehearsals, the handling of materials
i - : -: : : J'ces etc. can no longer be excluded from the discussion
:' ,-' z.--- sl c performance - especially if it claims to be a critical or
::: :: 'a practjce. Performance analyses do not do justice to the
: r -. : r :y of the ecological challenges we face. ln performance
=^: i::'ogy: What Can Theatre Do? Minty Donald reflects about
: -. 3.. -al ox i n herent in his artistic practice, such as the fact that he
' = , , '': ^. Scotland to Canada to take up a short residency in order
:: l: 'es3arch about ecological practices. The recognition of such
: : -:'a: clions is no longer enough.

Porrrrcar Ecorocy
:^ l ,, rh a plea for a political ecology of theatre. What I am currently

: , ::. en cing is that ecology is finally becoming political. Bruno Latour
:: -:ea out that "concern forthe environment begins atthe moment
,, - 3r :1ere is no more environment, no zone of reality in which we
-: - .t 3asually rid ourselves of the consequences of human political,
- tr - si r a . and economic life."23 Political ecology is not simply the
- -: -g ci politics and ecology, and does not simply deal with nature
':' ,', ^ ar lvas formerly called nature itself represents a product of the
^:'a-actrons of humans and non-humans that - with the help of the
:: :..es produced specificphenomenaand madeothersdisappear).
- -.:eri years, the concept of ecology has undergone a significant
::-ai,.ralization which is most obvious in regard to Morton.s phrase
. : : I g-i, rvithout nature."2a Whi le ecology once referred to the other
:':ec r nology, it is now closer to technology than to what used to be
:a eC -arure.ri Byforegroundingthe questionswhat a public is and
- :,', a c3n''rTnon world orcosmoscan becomposed withoutautomat_
': , .eferring to the human-nonhuman divide, Latour's and Jane
l:- -ei ' s conceptions of a political ecology26 are instructive for the
- ..-r on of practices inthis new research field. political ecologycan
r :: ose rhe interconnectedness of ecology, economics, politics, and
= :: o-crltural developments. The strategy of the German govern_
^- 

= 
- i. ior rnstance, is seeking economic growth through technological

: -: gress, ecological modernization and state coordination.2r
The performative arts can develop counter-narratives, they

: :- :oroclastically underminethe logicofprogress, individualism and
::-'- a- enr growth in order to get to the roots of the problem of a purely
=. : : iat,ve relationship with the earth and other non-humans. lfincl
: :': r' srng that a new, affirmative form of capitalism critique could
- -': r - ecocritical performances - aff rmative in the sense of affi rming
^- - : - a dependencies of heterogeneous actors and actants _ such as
- - ^'a. communities on local geologies and vice versa. This woulcl not
.. : ^ic,.a critique, but a view that tries to inclucle the intra_actions

between actors and actants and thus becomes ecological. Kati.-, -
Yusoff reminds us that "only by defining the earth as dead matrer : -
inert force - that is, as ontologically different matter from that of :-:
biologistically conceived colonial political subject - was colonialrs-
able, through measures of political subjectivation, to turn the Oin=-
into transportable bodily units in commodity form, thus uproot -:
them geographically and kinship-wise,"28

Forthe choreographers Huari Mateus and Krg2el, collabora: -;
with houseplants presented numerous challenges. The fact that hou s:-
plants are uprooted and planted in pots makes them compatible v, :-
the modus operandi in the performing arts, they say. Only this ma:+
travelling with the non-human performers to different performar:.:
venues possible at all. For them, one of the main problems was r^a:
the plant performers did not feel comfortable in the black box. Eve-"
day, they had to be transported to a light-flooded hallfor life supo: -:
The air conditioning and temperature in the theatre were harmf_ ::
some plants and caused them to die.

ln light of the climate crisis, the architect philippe Rahm proc.::-
es the development of a meteorological architecture that reduces :-e
energy consumption of buildings and thus opposes climate cha- =:
but in doing so also creates a new aesthetic, a kind of post-car:":,
architecture.2e What would a meteorological theatre be? ln my oc -,
ion, such a theatre would not only depend on the invention oi -:,.
aesthetics, but also on more sustainable modes of working and sha- -:"

MARIINA RUHSAM is a teaching and
research assistant at the MA-programme
Choreography and Performance at the Institute
for pplied Theatre Studies (at theJustus-Liebig-
University) in Gießen. She obtained her PhD in
202Lwith a dissertation onnonhuman bodies
in contemporary choreographies for which she
received the price fordance studies NR.W 2021.

I

I

i

I

t,
Äqi I

,fl iJ

$r
..=:". j

-l L.r.en, p.81.
: r l:. Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature: How to Bring tbe Science s into
- , 

,: '.,-::. Cambridge/Mass.: Harvard University presq- 2004, p. 5g.
,- lrnrrrthr'trIorton, Ecology Witbout Natilre: Rethinking '
: .:.:,..i;tji.)tt,tl Äestbetic-s, Harvard Universiry press, 2009.

::. E;r,.-grz;rtior-r of Thinking", in: Erich Hörl,James Eurton
=:.. . li,,:,r,zl Ecology: Tbe New Ecological paradigrn,

- . - :,r:.: B loL)msburv Publishing, 2017, p. l.
- - -i.,re Bennett, L'ibrant Matter: A-Polhical Ecologt of Things,
- -.:. L'ri...rsirv Pless, 2010, pp. 94-108 and Latour, p. !0.
_ 
- t,i. -\lcjandro Pelfini, "Bruno Larour's politische ökologie als

-1:r::-r: :'-: .iner rellexiven ökologischen Modernisierung,,, in: Niartin Voss,:::.:: Ir.'rk;r (ed.). [,erschuindet die Natur? Die Akteur-Netzwerk_Theorie: .:.1 ::.,1.:,{!.;cl)en Diskussion, Berlin:'Iranscript,2006, pp. 157_15g.

28 Kathrvn Yusolf, "Geophvsik nach dem Leben.
Unterwegs zu einer politischen Geologie des Anthropozäns,' ir:
Springerin, Nr. 3, W'inter 2020 (Post-Anthropozän), p. 46.29 (/ von Hantelmann and Morgan (eds.), p.104.
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