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PARTICIPATORY PRACTICES IN A DIGITAL AGE

Since 1957, when it was founded as an association of four art Faculties - Faculty
of Music, Faculty of Fine Arts, Faculty of Applied Arts and Faculty of Dramatic
Arts, the University of Arts has been a space where traditional and innovative
educational practices in the field of art are successfully combined. With the ex-
ception of the classic forms of teaching - lectures, exercises and practical work,
the University of Arts strongly insists on interactive and project-based teach-
ing, organizing masterclasses, symposiums and conferences as spaces for the

exchange of knowledge, experience and artistic practices.

Guided by these commitments, the University of Arts was the initiator and
organizer of the International Conference Digital Performing Arts - Participatory
Practices in a Digital Age in a hybrid form, from April 6™ to 8" 2022. The main
aim of the conference was to gather significant foreign and domestic profession-
als from the field of performing arts, creative industries, digital media and art in
general. It attracted a lot of attention not only because of the topic and innovative

concept but also because of the circumstances related to the Covid-19 pandemic.

The University of Arts hosted the project, but the credit for its realization
belongs to colleagues Professor Aleksandar Dundjerovic PhD from the Royal
Birmingham Conservatoire and Professor D.A. Ivan Pravdic from the Academy
of Arts in Novi Sad, who enthusiastically led the whole project. And they didn't
stop there. Summarizing the quality of the discussions and debates, the decision

was made to prepare a publication with the works of the conference participants,
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DIGITAL PERFORMING ARTS

in order to ensure wider availability of the most modern theoretical consider-
ations in the field of performing and digital performing arts. The papers se-
lected for the edited book Digital Performing Arts - Participatory Practices in
Digital Age came out of an international conference that brought together 40
participants, researchers and practitioners from various disciplines and differ-
ent countries to explore interdisciplinary research practice in performing arts.
Colleagues as editors and our University are very proud to be involved in sup-
porting the cutting-edge global discussion on new developments in performing
arts: from post-pandemic digital performing arts and politics as represented in
digital media using performance as a communication tool, to practice research
in interdisciplinary performance education and the embodiment of the physical,

intermedial and virtual in creative processes.

Building on earlier research in the IFTR Interdisciplinary Performative
Pedagogies working group, this book focuses more on performance digital
practices in the 21% century. It does not attempt to categorize or historicize dig-
ital performance practice. Still, it offers a comprehensive mapping of different
applicability of digital performance and performance in the digital age within
this interdisciplinary field. The edited book aims to examine the developments
of research methodologies and investigate other forms of practices within digital
performing arts in the present moment, where artists are working individually
and collectively. Scholars and practitioners across the board of interdisciplinary
performing arts are challenging and provoking the debate about participatory

practice within the scope of digital media culture.

A thematic collection, this book is composed of 13 texts. The first paper that
opens publication is a keynote paper War as a Digital Media Performance in a
Post-truth era by prof. Aleksandar Dundjerovi¢. In the text, he is examining how

performance is shaped through the digital media perception of a war that is

12 Nikoli¢ Digital performing arts between academic and artistic context



PARTICIPATORY PRACTICES IN A DIGITAL AGE

played out in public consciousness following the rules of construction of image /
narrative and influencers and comments to social media channels. Dundjerovic
associates the structure of performance in contemporary digital media culture as
interventionist; as the deliberate formation of mythology that interfaces manu-
factured narrative with the audience in a highly emotional way, reflecting Zizek’s

concept of post-truth.

In the paper Hashtag #battleofUkraine, Marija Barna Lipkovski analyzes the
complexity of the system of connecting phenomena in technological and an-
thropological domains. The phenomenon of technology is analyzed from the
theoretical aspect and the war in Ukraine is viewed from the specific angle of
technology and the media, as indicators of how conflicts in the world are part of

a systematic montage.

Persephone Sextou as the author of the text Digital Solutions to Applied Theater
in Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic from the angle of art therapy sees inter-
disciplinarity as an opportunity for complex works of art in the digital sphere with
a significant contribution to the healing of children in hospital conditions. She
approaches the content and form of expression in an extremely high-quality
way for this extremely sensitive group of viewers and participants in this work

about content creation of the project involving both children and artists.

Zoom, Camera, Action - The Creation of Action Choreography for Online Theater
using Isolated Actors analyzes online theater that expresses itself through move-
ment. Given that this form of theater was created because of isolation during
the pandemic, it did not meet with an appropriate critical judgment in the me-
dia. Lizzie Conrad Hughes decided to make up for what was missed with her
analysis. The author precisely explains the realization of stage actions that are

performed through the movement of performers such as a handshake, a hug, a
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kiss on the hand, a kiss, a capture, a suffocation ... which is a challenge in
circumstances where the performers are in different locations. With this kind of
work, the creators of these scenes established an authentic stage language that

was choreographed in a specific way through the Zoom theater scene.

Interactive Digital Live Art from China presents the online performance “Love
in the Time of Corona” which deals with limitations as creative stimuli and
refers to the lifestyle during the lockdown period due to the Covid-19 virus pan-
demic. This paper describes the processes of preparation and creation of the
“online” performance that brought together seven participants from different
countries and continents who had the task of using the space in which they live
in a creative way and in communication with each other. The special feature
of this work is the challenge in terms of researching the relationship between
the performer and the viewer, because these two important segments of the
performing arts were equal, not in the stage space but in the virtual space. Bill
Aitchison examines the concept not only with his performers and at the same
time with the audience for six weeks of rehearsals. In this way, he raised im-
portant questions for all cultures, as well as for the Chinese community where
the director lives, even though he is from Great Britain. The topics that were
imposed significantly moved project participants through participation, namely:

feminism, problems in mutual relations, disability, conflict of generations, etc.

In the paper Gamification in Art - Implementation of Elements of Video Games
in Works of Art by the method of Augmented Reality, several interesting topics
are raised and presented in their interaction within media and technologies
as well as with the audience. Miljan Stevanovi¢ together with Jelena and Petar
Peji¢ describe the dynamics of video games as performing arts, text, graphics,
visuals, moving images and sound in combination with the digital environment,

especially with opening possibilities of augmented reality.

14 Nikoli¢ Digital performing arts between academic and artistic context
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In the second key note text EnterActive in Re:Public - Digital and Live Sphere of
Mass Time Design, Ivan Pravdi¢ examines the possibilities of software ideology
as a function of a work of art or a driving force of personal and social visibility. In
this work, the causes and intentions that enable social activities are presented.
Also, a view is given of how art moves in the context of new technologies of pub-
lic events. Remembering ritual as a social but also an artistic discipline enables
a new approach to this phenomenon. Ivan Pravdi¢ presents a new network of
cities through EnterActive as a possible way to apply art and technology in public
life. Seen this way, art has the ability to influence public life.

The work Kilometers in Cyberspace - Performativity of Appropriating Land-art
and Conceptual Artworks into 21st Century Internet Art Practices is a presenta-
tion of a specific approach to an artwork such as appropriation, adoption and
reinterpretation of the work of art, for which the author presented appropriate
examples from practice. In the sphere of land-art, this, in earlier periods, spatial
approach, has been replaced by electronic formats. Thus, according to the inter-

pretation of the author Sonja Jankov, land-art has taken the form of net-art.

In the text Jewellery Multiplicity - Digital Architectures, Maria Jose Martinez
Sanchez problematizes the relationship between spatial architecture and digital
access in the context of pedagogical work, as well as the advantages of interdisci-
plinarity in the learning process. The author presents the joint work of students:
jewelry design, architecture, interior design and landscape architecture, who
explored possibilities in interdisciplinary online work process using augmented
reality; enabling changes in the relationship between the audience and the work
and the relationship of shamanism and materialism with the aim of researching

the possibility of architectural spatial transformation.
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Polly Hudson's We Reap What We Sow: Eco-Somatics, Embodiment and Ur-
ban Allotment. Gardening. Part II: spring - late summer. February - August is
a testimony of a period of the author’s life related to the Covid-19 pandemic. It
is written in the form of a diary with quoted parts from the diary and indicates
the importance of connection with nature through physical work which with
dance, or in the absence of dance, enabled the author to reflect on existential

challenges before with whom she found herself.

Participatory Femininst Performance Practices in Digital Age - A Critical View
on Digitalization Approach, or What Cannot Be Replaced Regarding the Public
Space and the Presence: The Case of the ‘Mis(s)placed Women?’ Project (2009-
2022) by Tanja Ostojic is a work that refers to discrimination in the social context.
She proposes and describes art as the methodology by which it is possible to
invoke tools for creating awareness and a space of freedom. The author applied
several different analyses to the field of work with different groups in the pan-

demic period and analyzes the difference between real and digital space for work.

In the work entitled Homo Arbiter Formae - Decision-maker and Brainworker
author Venelin Shurelov considers the role of the human in the formation of
awareness of the process of the creative act. Then he analyzes the role of the
artist in the collective as an actor of evaluation, construction and regeneration
of that collective. In this sense, the author highlights the relationship between
the artist and form, that is, technology; a key factor in every artistic act. Venelin
Shurelov also lists several important projects that correspond to his analysis of
the relationship between form and the construction of form through decisions.

Uro$ Z. Purkovi¢ is the author of the work Bjérk’s Biophilia in the Light of the

Performing Arts - A Step Towards a New Paradigm which analyzes the artist

Bjork’s interdisciplinary approach to the relationship between performer and
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PARTICIPATORY PRACTICES IN A DIGITAL AGE

viewer as participants of the music event. This artist uses digital possibilities to
introduce the listener to a creative approach to music and to become a movers
themselves, showing various aspects of the presence of both the artist and viewer
in different contexts, including educational contexts.

In Svetlana Volic’s research paper, the focus is on art practice that examines
the transformative possibilities of performing digital images. Through the pre-
sentation of several site-specific installations within her project NON-FINITO -
Performance of Spatial Narratives, she shows how the fluid context of perform-
ing in digital theatre can be used as the philosophical and conceptual foundation
of an artistic project. The work is based on the fact that digital technology and
installation (as an art form) enable various manifestations of the same content.
Images are not fixedly defined because they acquire their meaning only through
a temporary visualisation in a certain medium and performance within the
special-temporal contexts of the installation. The paper investigates the contex-
tual differences when the same images are performed within a gallery space or
a video installation in a theatre performance when intermediality is connected

with all other constitutive elements of production.

The article Aerodynamics - multimedia performance written by Ljubinka
Stojanovi¢ explores the phenomenon of body movement in literal (physical) and
figurative (symbolic) meaning. Movement from Physical to the Political Bodies.
A physical body that moves, and in that movement becomes a political body. In
all its mechanics, the motion also reveals the mechanics of historical action. So
the direction from the individual to the general, as Aristotle refers in The Poetics.
As a starting point, the author takes the definition of the aerodynamics concept
and implements it within the site-specific performance in the video work. This

project exists on three levels, using VHS material from the family archive

Nikoli¢ Digital performing arts between academic and artistic context 17
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from 1992, site-specific performance recorded in 2022 at the exact location and
current media content that the author presents at the moment of performing in
a digital online context. Given that the third part is transient, the article examines
the existence only at a given moment of performance - that segment remains
open exclusively for the ephemerality of the performanc event itself.

Based on a brief review of the texts and their authors contained in this thematic
publication, it is clear that this is an interdisciplinary and unique approach to
digital performing arts in the broadest context. We hope that this publication
will ind its way to academic staff, students, artists and professionals in the field
of performing arts, but also that the general public will be inspired by the texts
that have been selected and published in the thematic collection, book Digital

Performing Arts - Participatory Practices in a Digital Age.
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PARTICIPATORY PRACTICES IN A DIGITAL AGE

The image on the left is the central one, encapsulating the victory in the Second
World War dating from the end of February 1945. It is considered one of the
most iconic images of the 2nd WW. The photo was taken on the island of Iwo
Jima, with the American marine corps and navy capturing the island from the
Japanese army.! The image of putting up a flag symbolised the Allied victory in
the Second World War. On the left is the image staged for cameras or redacted for
clarity of visual expression, symbolising victory. Some historians disagree with
that assertation, but in our presentation, we will accept to look at it as a perfor-
mative sculptural site-specific event, a creation of an iconic image. The idea is
sculptural and physically expressive, an artistic photo that is brilliantly visually
composed. It represents a struggle, an effort to put up the US flag as a symbol of
victory in the war, by a group of soldiers supporting each other in lifting a pole
with a flag. It must have been a very heavy pole that needed five soldiers to lift
it, considering that the average military flag would weigh just under 1 kg. Now
the image on the right is said to be the raising of the first US flag on Iwo Jima
and represents a moment of placing a flag. This image, for me, is more real rep-
resentative of lifting a flag, with a soldier at the front keeping a watchful eye as
the conflict is not over. Both images represent an actual event but were taken at
different times. However, the one on the left is prepared to carry the message; it
is an image with a media narrative. It became an iconic image of the US vic-
tory, seen everywhere, firmly engraved in the public consciousness. The beauty
of the representative image is in interpretation; who is to know what the actual
depiction is because no one was there but the photographer who captured the
moment in time as authentication of self within the constructed narrative for the
viewers - a moment of US victory.

1 See Raising the flag on Iwo Jima: Here's the story behind that iconic World War I1
photo | Live Science
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In the contemporary representation of war in digital media, the social construc-
tion of an image makes images carriers of meaning, a symbol, a massage. It
also makes images into a media narrative. This paper will look into ideas with-
in media narratives and influencers to promote war in digital media and its
applicability as a digital performance. As a digital media narrative performed
to audiences, we will investigate examples of the US wars in Yugoslavia (Koso-
vo), Iraq and Ukraine. We will situate this examination in discourses of Witt-
genstein's communication of information, Barthes'’s notion of mythologies, and
the contemporary political context of Zizek’s post-truth. It is important to note
that his paper is not a deliberation that takes sides; there is no prejudice. It is
an attempt to offer an analytical view and if not successful, an observation of
the situation and the phenomenon or how dominant media narrative is being
created, constructed as digital media performance, a phenomenon that creates
its own reality. How is image communication presenting narratives straight-
forwardly and effectively to an audience? Giving complex ideas effectively is
essential in representing difficult subjects, and communicating about war would

be at the top of the list of complex issues.

The Images

Roland Barthes, an influential French social and literary critic whose most im-
portant work on photography, Camera Lucida, sets up photography as consti-
tutive of the self.? Barthes points out that a photograph exists while the photo
materially corresponds with what is photographed and the personal fictional
account of the image within the constructed narrative. As an event that is repro-

duced, photography cannot be captured after the fact and the event is over; it is

2 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida (New York: Hill &Wang, 1981)
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PARTICIPATORY PRACTICES IN A DIGITAL AGE

a moment simultaneously set in the past and present. In the 21st century, digi-
tal technology mastering virtual computer-generated new simulations of reality,
according to Jean Baudrillard, is an act of ‘simulation’ that refers to no specific
origin or allusion to fact. Baudrillard points out, “Simulation is no longer that of
a territory, are referential Being, or a substance. It is the generation by models
of real without origin or reality: a hyperreal™. In digital performance, the cap-
tured image represents hyperreal, it has the same quality as a photo in capturing
events, but it can be an event of its own making. A digital image is now in time;
depending on the fictional narrative frame of a viewer, it creates and depends on
the context for its understanding. The viewers need to be prepared to contextu-
alise the image within an existing narrative, the US marines emblematic of the
American military victory over the Japanese army:. If that story is not established,
the viewer has nothing to connect with, and the image itself would not make a
symbolic representation. In digital storytelling, liveness is essential to commu-
nicating with an audience about personal experiences and subjective positions,
which reconfirm the status of hyperreal.

With the growing impact of the digital media world on our visual culture in the-
atre performance new book emerged in 1999 by Philip Auslander, Liveness, es-
tablished before online production started, fast internet and virtual reality, the
debate around live vs media presence in performance, alluding to media cul-
ture where live underpins mediatised and mediatised uses live to materialise
itself. Auslander observes, “Live performance now often incorporates mediati-
sation to the degree that the live event itself is a product of media technologies.”
Auslander understands liveness as the binary opposition between live and

3 Baudrillard, Jean. ‘'The Process of Simulacra, Simulacra and Simulation (Ann Arbor:
The University of Michigan Press) p 1

4 Auslander, Philip. Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture, Taylor & Francis
Group, 2008. p.25
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mediatised only in a historical and cultural context, not aesthetic or creative,
as mediatised had to be first live to provide a basis before it could become a
mediatised experience. The division is the result of the commodification of the
production of art and the cultural economy. However, in contemporary live per-
formances, live and mediatised complement each other, working from opposite
ends of a spectrum, and their duality supports one another. This becomes rel-
evant in a different way in live online production. Live online production as a
representative model simulates live as a hyperreal. Digital performance is live,
even recorded; it has a presence of being live with the participatory effect of

being there and now.

According to Steve Dixon, digital performance has its roots in performance
art and the development of computer technology that introduced digital into
arts making process.® Performance art, since its inscription, was a rebellious
commentary on everyday reality, attacking power structures. Theatre, main-
ly applied theatre, became a method to address social issues and talk to the
community about their problems. One of the crucial elements that developed
applied theatre and performance was what is referred to in the scholarship as
‘social theatre, or political theatre activism, understanding theatre as having an
important social function as engaging with problematic issues in own global
community. Namely, Theatre in Education and Community Theatre used ap-
plied performance pedagogy as a collective vehicle to address social pressures
and themes relevant to the issues of their local community. If we extend the
concept of community gathering or agora to the digital agora, we signify the
awareness of global gathering through live online theatre. Due to the pandemic,
the community migrated from local to international. Shifting the creative prac-

tices of applied theatre into live digital theatre created conditions for applied

5 Dixon, Steve Digital Performance ( MIT. 2007) p65
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global performance. A digital agora is a form that demonstrated its relevance in
applied performance during the Covid 19 pandemic lockdown. As online perfor-
mances for community theatre became a digital agora, live digital theatre started
to bring people together to assemble as an international community connected
through the internet and digital platforms. Zoom Live Theatre became a practi-
cal, affordable, and user-friendly way of replacing live physical with live digital.
Digital live communication replaced community physical communication. Dig-
ital platforms allowed gathering and provided a model for community theatre
that would operate under applied performance as the companies needed to keep
connections with their audiences throughout the pandemic. The use of Zoom as
a platform for live digital theatre was a cure for the collective separation and dis-
tancing between people in a lockdown that, in the beginning, amounted to house
arrest imposed upon communities by governments worldwide. The physical life
merged with the digital and even replaced it as hyperreal that viewers accept as

a new reality.

Moving on to the beginning of the 21st century, a host of live images within dig-
ital performance, a screen, and computer-generated images that are presenting
interactive content to an audience, are showing a phenomenon that Gabriella
Giannachi has described as offering a perception of the world that the viewer
is experiencing as if being there, and the ability to interpret the images on the
screen as truthful. Even though what is presented on the screen may not be a re-
cording of actual or even a reconstruction of someone’s interpretation of reality,
technologies create environments that appear realistic to our senses Gianna-
chi observes that “the viewer is still reading the screen as if it were presenting
an objective view of the world “6. In her essential book from 2004, Giannachi

opens the debate around liveness and truthfulness within a digital performance.

6 Gabriella Giannachi, Virtual Theatres, (Routledge, 2004) p9
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In theatre performance believing in truthfulness is very important; it is equal
to the quality theatre. The same applies to digital performance. It has to be be-
lievable. The viewer reeds the screen as something objective; However, we know
that everything visual can be digitally manipulated, we know there is photo-
shop, and we know that you can do whatever with a body in front of a green
screen using advanced CGI. And those who work professionally in performance
and video practice know the technical abilities of image manipulation to a point
where they can create an alternative reality. However, there is still a belief that

what is on the screen represents truth.

Slavoj Zizek, professor at the University of Ljubljana, philosopher and cultural
theorist from former Yugoslavia and since 1991 from Slovenia, very precisely
explains under the term ‘rupture’ an event which “can be an occurrence that
shatters ordinary life, a radical political rupture, or a transformation of reality”’
Zizek’s example is September 11, 2001, attacks on New York raptured ordinary
and set up a ‘post-truth era’. Over the last twenty-some years, post-truth promoted
circumstances shaping public opinion through emotional appeal and beliefs
and much less relying on objective facts. The social rupture caused by the Co-
rona-19 pandemic, where the emotional response to breaking in live communi-
cation with family and friends, fear of infection and death created a new reality,
a transformation in which the answer to the closure of live human contact was
to migrate into the live online platforms and apps for communication. Zizek
points out, “We are in the midst of a transition from a society based on facts to
one based on data, which promises to sense shifts in public sentiments.”

2 Garcia, Luz Paola, "Slavo) ZizeKs Concept of Rupture—and PostTruth' Marion

West 04/29/2019 Accessed on web site: Slavoj Zizek's Concept of Rupture—and Post-Truth |
Merion West

8 Ibid. Garcia, “Slavoj Zizek's” 04/29/2019
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The concept of the rapture is quite essential, which was put forward after
September 11, 2001, events, which validated US foreign policy under the promo-
tional slogan ‘war on terror, which allowed the US military to take over Afghanistan,
and Iraq and destroy a good part of Syria almost taking the country over using
[SIS if it was not stopped by Russian military direct military support in fighting
[SIS terrorist network. Now rapture can also be directly linked to pandemic C19
because it’s also a social and cultural rapture. Post-truth in the pandemic tran-
sitioned society based on facts to one of sentiments and emotions, using digital
performance that can deliver emotionally charged content that does not have to be
understood as facts but can generate a response of existential fear for survival and
general uncertainty for the future. Nobody understood Corona 19 contexts; only
that one has to vaccinate, keep social distance, and stay away from their family and
friends. Otherwise, they will be punished. And in the UK, on 24 February 2022,
it was miraculously proclaimed as the end of domestic restrictions since C19
was over. The government of Boris Johnson declarer there is no more coronavi-
rus. However, another global event was starting around the same time, replacing
Corona’s public focus, a war in Ukraine. It was titled a ‘special operation’ by the
Russian side and in the West as a military invasion, not as a local conflict but as a
war on European Union and a peaceful military alliance that protects democracy
NATO. The new post-truth event - global war has replaced the older narrative of
the global pandemic. The facts were unimportant, just emotional content that
soon took over all media, mainly focusing on digital media with personal stories,
observations, and comments; short homemade films flooded social networks
and the internet. It was essential for the centre of power, the USA, under the pup-
pet figure of Jo Biden's presidency, to use the global mass media and establish
the dominant narrative, simply presenting it as the way the world should be. As
Barthes positions in Mythologies, by entering popular culture through a set of
images and repurposing it, a dominant state power (or deep state shadow power)

narrative is instrumentalised by controlling the power of images reconfirming as
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the only truth to be believed which is their ideology.’ Most recently, the digital
performance of conflict in Ukraine created another rapture, shattering ordinary
life by imposing a new reality through the dominant narrative of paying very
high electric, gas and food prices, continuing on Pandemic social contexts of
invoking group fear and mass anxiety of something terrible happening in the
future. For example, in the UK, the slogan of options that ordinary citizens who
must pay a 100% increase in energy bills is eat or heat. The notion of establish-
ing a dominant narrative has to be promoted through various sources show-
ing narrative through background emotional stories and images, all supporting
the same message that must be repeated and constantly presented in different
media outlets and reinforced in other voices on social platforms. As they say

- repeat a lie 100 times, and it becomes a truth.

The Influencers

The role of Influencers in establishing a digital media narrative in the world
and particularly in digital performance on YouTube, TikTok, Twitter, Instagram,
Facebook, and another platform, is to teach, promote and excite the audience
into specific meanings and beliefs by establishing and validating what is al-
ready known, building on that and promoting new ideas or products / objects.
The influencers are performers who create images in the mind of others that
would communicate the message in the best way possible. It is helpful to bring
here Ludwig Wittgenstein's engagement with communication problems. His
first big question was about how we communicate with each other, and the an-
swer was that language triggers within our pictures of how the world is, to which
we respond based on what we know about that world. As he proclaimed in

his work Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, “all I know is what I have words for”

9 See Barthes, Roland Mythologies 1* published in 1957 ( Vintage Classic, 2009)
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words allow us to make images of facts. In communicating meaning with others,
clarity of what we mean is essential for how others can receive the messages be-
ing conveyed. Wittgenstein proclaimed, “I can only know what [ know; I cannot
know what I don't know!” ° Therefore, knowing and understanding the con-
text of what is being communicated through the psychological use of language
and pictures is essential to convey the emotional content of post-truth to others

through constructing media narratives."

As the definition goes by RAND corporation, which specialises in various aspects
of analysis and solutions to world’s challenges,” Psychological warfare involves
the planned use of propaganda and other psychological operations to influence
the opinions, emotions, attitudes, and behaviour of opposition groups.”? It is also
used to influence domestic population to support the war even if it is not their

own and in a far away location.

The focus will be on an example of the political influencer’s work on constructing
a media narrative that establishes what is known and accepted as truth in the
public consciousness. And one of the best political influencers to promote a war
with Yugoslavia in 1999 in media and effectively communicate reasons for the
US intervention to the audience was ex-US president Bill Clinton. It is essential to
refer to a Hollywood movie that precedes Clinton’s address and the background
context. In 1997, two years before the NATO war with Yugoslavia and the occupa-
tion of the Serbian province of Kosovo, Barry Levinson's ilm Wag the Dog with

10 Wittgenstein, Ludwig Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus , 1* published in 1921, (Chiron
Academic Press , 2016) p48

1 The US military, since the I WW. and particularly in the Vietnam war has been
perfecting the use of psychological warfare. See Operation Wandering Soul: The US Military's
Use of Psychological Warfare in Vietnam (warhistoryonline com);

12 See Psychological Warfare | RAND
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Robert De Niro and Dustin Hofman showed the staging of war by Washington
fixer ( De Niro) in a film studio by hiring Hollywood producer (Hofman) to create
digital images and footage of a fake war and suffering of civilians under military
prosecution in Albania. The US involvement helped Albanians to divert public
attention from a political sex scandal. The parallel with the Clinton - Lewinsky
political sex scandal that explodedcontrolis more than evident. The relationship
was ongoing (1995-97) when the film wafarawayed and was generally part of
rumours of Clinton's sexually predatory nature and inclinations towards With
House interim. However, the film also foreshadowed another scenario that
would take place soon after the war in Kosovo between the Albanian KLA para-
military and Serbian police forces that were used as a pretext for American mil-
itary intervention. It was as the film exposed a constructed narrative that will
take place shortly.

On the 18th of March 1999, Bill Clinton appeared on CNN and later, on March
24, for the second night, announced the strikes on Yugoslavia. There is a whole
transcript of very effective communication where he explains why the US need-
ed to go to war, using a school-type map that he held in his hands, not a giant
projection but a domestic household like in geography books map, an object

that everyone would be familiar with to situate Kosovo. ®

He announced that American armed forces joined ( not initiated or led but only
joined) NATO allies in airstrikes against Serbian forces. It is done to prevent
wider war, unite with partners to advance peace, and uphold their values. As an
influencer, he needed to teach and demonstrate the importance of war by cre-
ating the knowledge required to contextualise the Kosovo conflict with familiar

geographical references “ Kosovo is a province of Serbia, in the middle of south-

13 See Transcript: Clinton addresses nation on Yugoslavia strike - March 24, 1999 /
cnncom
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eastern Europe and about 160 miles east of Italy. That’s less than the distance
between Washington and New York and only about 70 miles north of Greece”
Italy and Greece would be familiar reference points for the average American;
the atrocities, according to Clinton, were associated with culturally relevant and
part of what is known to the audience in Wittgenstein's notion of language that
evokes a familiar image. He explains that oppressed Albanians consist of mainly
Muslim populations and brings in the constructed evil man ‘Slobodan Milosevic’
established in the Western popular culture as the “Butcher of Balkan” within the
context of the war atrocities in Bosnia and Croatia. He tells an emotional sto-
ry in Zizek's post-truth: “Kosovar men dragged from their families, fathers and
sons together, lined up, and shot in cold blood. This is not war in the traditional
sense. It is an attack by tanks and artillery on a largely defenceless people, whose
leaders already have agreed to peace.”* He finalises his address by restating the
importance of joining allies as a moral imperative in strikes (not war, strikes
to help defenceless people) - “Ending this tragedy is a moral imperative. It is
also important to America’s national interests. Take a look at this map. Kosovo is
small, but it sits on a major fault line between Europe, Asia, and the Middle East,
at the meeting place of Islam. Both the Western and Orthodox branches of Chris-
tianity®® Clinton directly used a straightforward narrative of already established
evil in Western public consciousness destroying innocent Muslim civilians in
an almost YouTube or Tik Tok direct address on a homemade video. The way of
talking and the method of addressing is straightforward and evoke truthfulness.
They are protecting the values of NATO allies and Europe and stopping danger
from Milosevic. We can stop atrocities and killing people, which is why we are

acting now with our armed forces.

14 Ibid. Transcript of Clinton speech
15 Ibid. Transcript of Clinton speech
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Another example of an effective digital media influencer is George W Bush
junior. What he had to build on in the US-led war on terror campaign was a col-
laboratively created narrative around the terrorist destruction on September 11,
2001, of the World Trade Centre known as the Twin Towers in New York. Having
an event that caused the death of over 3000 people and incredible images of
the destruction of civilian life in the heart of an urban metropolis when pas-
sengers’ aeroplanes crashed into a skyscraper created emotional content that
would justify any further military actions under the banner ‘war on terror. The
image of Bin Laden, who supposedly orchestrated the most significant terror-
ist act on American soil from the caves deep in Afghanistan, with a group of
Saudis who learned in Texas to fly on a duster cropper plain a few weeks be-
fore they hijacked huge passenger jets Boing 767 and crash them using visual
navigation, was an easy media target as a typecast of evil terrorist. The US mil-
itary taking over Afghanistan was straightforward, pushing the Taliban to the
mountains and interior of the country, leaving a corrupt puppet government

controlling only Kabul.

However, with the war in Iraq, it was necessary to create a live digital perfor-
mance. It was about providing an image and narrative that supports it. The report
that needed to be communicated is that another established evil in the Western
public consciousness - Saddam Hussein - now called the butcher of Bagdad,
wanted to destroy Europe with his weapons of mass destruction that could reach
capitals such as Rome, Paris, and London in under 45 min. As there was no sign
of WMD on the ground in Iraq, the evidence presented to United Nations by Bush
Jr. appointed influencer, a media star and trusted general Colin Powel created a
significant performative event. He gave a set of digital images as web-based pho-
tos, evidence of some dots on a grey background in the desert that reconnected
with the established myth of evil wanting to destroy human lives. To apply the

philosophy of Barthes, Bush W. created his dominant narrative by repurposing
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popular culture by taking James Bond film scenario-like circumstances. Powell
was showing what could have been digitally mastered satellite photos of locations
in a desert that are believed to be the site of chemical factories and rocket launch-
ers. The images were contextualised in an interpretation; by themselves, they
represent nothing Iraq was destroyed, robbed of natural resources, money, and
future, and up to now (2022), is not recovered as a functional country. WMDs were
never found, but they were not supposed to be seen as they were part of a narrative

in digital performance that was used to set up a war.

With the advancement of technology digital media world has become a com-
plex web of human interactions. We cannot separate social - political - cultural
- economic life from activities and events in social networking, shaping our way
of thinking, influencing how we behave and what course of action humanity
will take. The power of TikTok, Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube as some of the
key platforms in communication is immeasurable. Commentators are pointing
out that the 2016 victory of Donald Trump is due to the effective use of social
networking and combating the negativity of biased US mainstream TV and
newspapers through his clever use of Twitter. The conflict in Ukraine, described
as a hybrid war, is an advanced example of war as a digital performance. This
is not to say that the war is not taking place. There are civilian casualties and an
enormous destruction cost to human life, and it's not to undermine the suffering
of the Ukrainian and Russian people living in Ukraine; it is to point to the fact
that the presentation of the conflict in the West is entirely governed the nar-
ratives represented in digital media influencing popular opinion where Russia
is an aggressor on a European, NATO friendly western democracy. Before the
Russian ‘special operation’/aggression’, Ukraine was the second poorest country
in Europe, with very highest levels of corruption, high levels of immigration and
low levels of demographic numbers; Ukraine was a country in depopulation. It

is also a country with significant energy potential and a place for future invest-
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ments, as recognised by various UN forums. However, it was a ‘no name club’,
not a member of NATO, nor on any list to join the EU, and it generally lingered
on the outskirts of interests’ spheres. At least, that was the understanding that
shaped public awareness before the Russian invasion and was centralised in
the Western media and everyday public life as a cause to support and help

Ukraine’s people.

The critical influencer and media constructed image of a military leader,
politician, and voice of freedom, former cabaret actor Ukrainian president
Zelensky, in the presentation of war, became very influential. In a media re-
ality, he is a cross between a computer game background character from the
2019 game Call of Duty: Modern Warfare and a symbol of freedom fighter and
resistance, the new Che Guevara for the Western Davos club and the left-lean-
ing Western neo-liberal wealthy elite.!® At least that was a narrative to which
Zelensky was supposed to perform, although family images from the cover of the
Vogue in war-suffering Ukraine and unconfirmed rumours about villas in luxury
destinations somewhat tarnish the ascetic image of his selfless dedication of the
‘god’ of war, fighting Russia for the freedom of Ukraine, Europe and the World.
Similarly, in the context of the film Wag, the Dog, Zelensky looked like a character
prompted by the CIA, acting out lines from a pre-ordered scripted text, impro-
vising on given situations and acting his role in digital performance and doing
it very convincingly. However, he is an effective influencer who represents truth
and authenticity in a recognisable green outht, slightly unshaven, with Zoom and

16 In Call of Duty: Modern Warfare, the Russian military, alongside Islamic militants,
are 'bad guys' that are fought by an avatar that the player chooses from ‘good guys' characters
represented by the US and UK special forces. As in Hollywood mainstream films that have
shaped for decades the Western public consciousness, Russians are always represented as
‘bad guys' - warmongers, criminals, prostitutes after money, a dictatorship that oppressed
people, corrupt, generally on the other side of what Western self-perception of high - moral
values would project into media reality
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YouTube direct address to the world. As a performer, he is at the location at the
moment of crisis and can also be on Zoom live performance with an audience of

politicians and bureaucrats from Brussels.

The Star Wars actors promote fundraising for drones to help Ukraine fight the
evil empire linking it with the cross-generational popular film sequels; Ukraine’s
struggle is made to be part of popular cultural mythology. Zelensky instructs the
Western audience on how to behave, think, and shame our morals if we do not
support the world’s nol cause - the defence of Ukraine. Obviously, in digital per-
formance, following a logic of a computer game, the only active narrative is the
one being played now; the game’s focus is on a subjective playing field. Hence,
numerous other deadly conflicts are irrelevant - Iraq (post-US liberation), Libya
( post-dictatorship area), Afghanistan (post-US/UK withdrawal without achieving
any starting objectives), or ongoing crises in Yemen, Armenia, Sudan, Palestine,
etc... The list is long and exhaustive, they are not established as media narratives
and are therefore irrelevant, and there is no promotional image or influencer to
set up digital media performance for those in crisis locations. If not in the West-
ern media narrative, they are invisible. Nevertheless, there is an obstacle the
influencer Zelenskiy is facing, not a small one. The conflict in Ukraine has to be
represented to the Western audience as something that concerns their lives and,
above all, their existence. To use taxpayers’ money for the military industry, as
before for big pharma and tech, have to be justified by a post-truth story, and this
time it is justification through a war in Ukraine. The second poorest country in
Europe before the war, it became essential for the well-being of the Western world,
and the exitance of taxpayers. At least, that is what governments are promoting
through emotionally charged stories. And people are suspicious as after social

experiments with the pandemic lockdown; the trust in politicians is eroded.

Dundjerovi¢ War as a digital performance in a post-truth era 37



DIGITAL PERFORMING ARTS

What is greatly helping influencer Zelensky is the lack of other medianarratives,
as Russia’s non-existent narrative and nonrepresentational in Western media.
Russia is presenting the conflict as a defence of Russian territory and ethnic
Russians in Ukraine, as denazification and demilitarisation - doing an authen-
tic Second World War story of the fight against the Nazis without understanding
that there is no context, particularly in the US , no knowledge that can respond
to that story. In social media, in humorous Tik Tok and Instagram video clips,
we can see a number of interviews with Americans who cannot even point out
on the map Ukraine, although they support the US military involvement. In
the opinion of the Western general public, no one knows about the Ukrainian
neo-Nazis, and no one knows about the Kyiv war since 2014 on the Russian
population living in the eastern part of Ukraine. If any information is passed
on, it is dismissed as propaganda. There is only one truth and that is of Globalist
West. Within a few weeks of the competition in the UK, all Russian media were
banned and proclaimed to be Putin’s evil propaganda. In war as a digital media
performance, Western control of the dominant narrative has been fully estab-
lished. ¥ From the start, establishing the Russian narrative on the Ukrainian
conflict was dismissed as fake news and propaganda. The context in which
Russia is bad is already part of popular culture, Western mythology and com-

munication of knowledge. It is there firmly in the mind of Western audiences.

Without media representation and own digital performance, the conflict in
Ukraine will be prolonged and private companies will continue to be paid
billions from taxpayers’ money to sustain the war as long as there is financial
profit to be made.

17 See hittps//wwwreuters com/world/uk/uk-makes-14-additions-russia-sanctions-
list-2022-03-31/
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Summary: This article analyzes digital tools’ usage and digital media coverage
of the ongoing Russian-Ukrainian conflict. Based on the hypothesis that
contemporary society can be best described as performative, the war is observed
as a para-dramatic situation. The analysis is interdisciplinary, and it utilizes
approaches and concepts developed in the phenomenology of technology,
cultural anthropology, gender studies, social theories, studies of performance
and performativity, and historical case studies.

This war has attracted more public attention than any other armed conflict in the
past few decades. Most of this attention has been both provoked and framed by
digital media. The article focuses on the digital aspect of conflict’s performativity.
It suggests that specific reactions to the war situation are arising due to the
algorithmic and interface design of the technology we use to communicate.

The article is divided into three sections. The first, the ‘Theoretical framework,
will set out a theoretical frame of reference that will be used to analyze the war
as a digital media performance. The second, ‘The #hashtag battle, consists of a
short overview of more recent international conflicts and their respective media
representations. This will lead to the analysis of four different yet interconnected
observable phenomena in the current conflict between Russia and Ukraine.
The general goal of the author is to bring attention to the special place
performing arts can and should have in the critical act and thought of today.
Digital performance is at the beat of the performative power/knowledge system.
A system that encompasses all aspects of human being-in-the-world: from our
personal identities and work conditions to wars affecting millions.
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1. Introduction

“No one can say what will be ‘real’ for people when the wars which are now

beginning come to an end.” (Heisenberg, as cited in Virilio, 2000, p. 1)

On the 24th of February, 2022 the Russian army invaded Ukraine. This steep
escalation of a conflict which had been evolving since the Maidan Revolution
in 2018 resulted in about six million Ukrainians fleeing the country and
international sanctions being imposed on Russia. This article presents an
interdisciplinary analysis of the performative aspects of the conflict itself,
its media representation, and the reactions it provoked in the international
community. By the time this article reaches the reader, the current armed
conflict will hopefully be over. The underlying phenomena I hope to expose will
remain with us. At least until a time for a reconceptualization of digital media

arrives.

As this ongoing conflict directly affects millions, I am aware of the subject’s
sensitivity. As an argument in defense of this insensitive approach to human
suffering, [ will quote Paul Virilio: “The careful framing of the screen and the
moment of the broadcast today reorganize the narrative of a conflict too quickly
to be publicly analyzed. As for those who still believe you should wait before
writing history, they are living in the wrong century.” (Virilio, 2000, p. 25).

This analysis utilizes approaches and concepts developed in the phenomenology
of technology, cultural anthropology, gender studies, social theories, and studies
of performance and performativity.! Even though geopolitical judgments will be
avoided, a brief historical background of the conflict is inevitable.

1 The difference between what I call studies of performance and what is usually
referred to as “Performance studies,” as envisioned by Richard Schechner, will be explained
in the section Society of performers.
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The current Russian-Ukrainian conflict has attracted more public attention
than any other armed conflict in the past few decades. Most of this attention
has been both provoked and framed by digital media. [ am interested in how
the specific framework of digital media and platforms raises a certain kind of
reaction and a particular way of performing. This is to suggest that specific traits
of contemporary, digitally networked society are occurring due to the algorithmic

and interface design of the technology we use to communicate.

The article is divided into three sections. In the first one, ‘Theoretical framework,
[ will set out a theoretical frame of reference which I will use to analyze the
Russian-Ukrainian conflict as a digital media performance. The second one,
‘The #hashtag battle, consists of a short overview of more recent international
conflicts and their respective media representations, which will lead to the
analysis of four different yet interconnected observable phenomena in the

current conflict between Russia and Ukraine.

2. Theoretical framework
2.1 Phenomenology of technology

“Humans and the world are inseparably bound to each other and constitute
each other in this bondage.” (Velbeek, 2001, p. 120)

In phenomenological terminology, this bond is anointed ‘intentionality, and
this formulation sublimates the essence of the phenomenological approach
to philosophy. There is no consciousness-in-itself or perception-in-itself, as
it is always a consciousness-of-something and perception-of-something.
Consequently, there is no such thing as a thing-in-itself, only things as they
surface in our experience within a specific context of interpretation or praxis.
That is ‘phenomena’
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This article relies on the phenomenological approach to technology articulated
by Don Ihde, most notably in his work Technology and the Lifeworld (Ihde,
1990). In some aspects, Don Thde’s approach builds on Heidegger's concepts,
but it primarily develops in contrast to Heidegger’'s approach to “Technology”

with a capital T.

Heidegger identified technology as the primary way the present epoch discloses
the world. Technology gives the contemporary being the necessary apparatus
to interpret and relate to the world. According to him, the way humans relate
to the non-technological world disclosure always involves a moment of
transcendence: an awareness that the “being” of beings cannot be reduced to
humans. The specific trait of the technological world disclosure is the absence
of the awareness of the moment of transcendence. The technological approach
sees the world as a ‘Bestand’ - an immobile duration, a compilation of things
rather than beings. Therefore, reality is what can be summoned, made, and

manipulated.

Heidegger tends to reify ‘Technology’ as a compact and unified force. As opposed
to this, Thde is more concerned with technology as a means of experiencing the
world and, consequently, how technology structures human-world relations.
He relies on Heidegger's views of the nature of a tool - a tool is best at being
a tool when it is not an object of our experience but a means of experiencing.
Therefore, it is not surprising that Ihde is not concerned with “the essence
of technology” but rather with its various manifestations. These different
manifestations have different ways of altering our perception of reality. “Naked
perception and perception via artifacts are never completely identical. In this
transformational character of technological mediation lies an important aspect
of the non-neutrality of technology.” (Verbeer, 2001, p. 130) However, according

to phenomenology, there is neither a thing-in-itself nor a perception-in-itself.
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Therefore, it is not just how we see things altered by technological mediation.
Changes are in how we and things, subjectivity, and objectivity, are constituted.
This process becomes even more relevant in a world where every human action,
especially human-to-human interactions, is increasingly digitally represented
and mediated.

2.2.  Society of performers

Jon McKenzie sets out on a journey to give a general theory of performance
in his seminal work Perform or else: From discipline to performance (2001).
He starts his book with the notion that ‘performance’ encloses in itself two
opposing tendencies: it is both a liminal and a normative process. This insight
is developed in opposition to the academic tradition of ‘Performance Studies’
founded by Richard Schechner (Schechner, 1988), which favors the liminal
aspect of the performative. Nevertheless, it is vital to mention Schechner’s notion
of performance as ‘restored behavior’ or ‘twice-behaved behavior, that is to say
behavior that is by definition repeated, reproduced (Schechner 1985, pp. 3-150).

‘Performance’ in the sense of Jon McKenzie shares a lot with an older concept of
‘simulacra’ as introduced by Jean Baudrillard. While ‘simulation’ has a negative
connotation, ‘performance’ is a more neutral concept. Simulacra is a copy without
an original and simulation is a process that annihilates any difference between
the real and its representation (Baudrillard 1981). To perform does not necessarily
mean to fake, but the performative knowledge/power does not acknowledge real/
fake as a legitimate value. Jean-Francois Lyotard also recognizes the connection
between the way that knowledge and power are legitimated in contemporary
society and the technological view of the world: “Technology is therefore a game
pertaining not to the true, the just, or the beautiful, etc., but to efficiency-, a
technical “move” is “good” when it does better and/or expends less energy than
another.” (Lyotard, 1979, p. 44)
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McKenzie identifies three main paradigms of performance, each with its reading
machine, set of presumptions, and infrastructures, each with its valorimeters,
all of which develop and seal particular collections of discourses and practices.
The three paradigms McKenzie identifies are organizational, cultural, and
technological performance. This article is mainly concerned with the final
one, but each are increasingly coming into contact; their citational networks
are becoming hyperlinked. (McKenzie, 2001, p. 194). McKenzie identifies two
metamodels of technological performance: a digital computer and a guided
missile (McKenzie, 2001, pp. 111-113). The interconnection between these two
metamodels becomes apparent in the Russian-Ukrainian conflict: digital media

is used to acquire missiles.

“Performatives and performances are our system and our style, our ways of
saying and seeing” (McKenzie, 2001, p. 176). Every action or statement can be
seen and treated as performative or a performance and measured against the
value system of performative power.

Scrutinizing the implications of this performative power on a more personal
or intimate level, it is helpful to look at the works of Judith Butler and her
views of gender identity as ‘performative’ As said by Butler, there is no fixed
or given gender identity, but rather gender identity is acquired by constant
acts of quotation of prescribed societal norms (Butler, 1999). Her theory can be
generalized into a broader theory of identity: we are continuously constructing
and managing our Selves through repetition of prescribed actions and
utterances, and by doing so, we are bound to measure ourselves against the
values of the performative society.

The danger of performing identity in the context of digital media has been

long proclaimed by more conservative parts of society. In his famous and
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often quoted essay “Is Google making us stupid?’? (2008) American writer
and journalist Nicholas Carr writes: “Media are not just passive channels of
information. They supply the stuff of thought, but they also shape the process
of thought.” Nevertheless, critical thought is also rising within the academic tech
community. Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, research chair in New Media at Simon
Fraser University Canada, has identified software as the functional analog of
ideology in neoliberal society (Hui Kyong Chun, 2006, 2011, 2016). Software is
a performative being by definition: it is a set of instructions, data, or programs
designed to execute a given task.® As N. Katherina Hayles writes: “Code that runs
on a machine is performative in a much stronger sense than that attributed to
language.” (Hayles, 2005, 50.)

As we have shown, many thinkers have pointed out that anything in
contemporary society can and will be measured as a ‘performance. However, we
are yet to define this elusive term. Since we are primarily interested in the digital
aspects of performing, we will borrow a definition from the photographer Dan
Oki (Slobodan Jokic)* “the introduction of the self into the space of one’s own
environment with constant reflection related to the awareness of the possibility
of (self) observation from outside and continuous adaptations to discursive
assumptions” (Oki, 2020, p. 67). This formulation encompasses the crucial
difference between performing in digital and performing in material reality,
contained in the tiny word in the brackets - ‘self | In the digital, we are both the
performers and the audience, both the ones who make and the ones who pay

2 This essay is a part of Carr's book “The shallows: is the internet making us stupid?”
published in 2011 This non-fiction book became a best-seller and was nominated for Pulitzer
Prize

3 Paraphrased from Techtargetcom
https://wwwiechtarget com/searchapparchitecture/definition/software

4 Although he uses these words to describe what he calls the ‘ecological auto-
medialization”
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for the content. That is what makes digital performance the perfect setting for
hyperlinking all three paradigms McKenzie named: it is a cultural performance
since it is mainly about communicating the trending ‘discursive assumptions;
it is organizational since you are measuring yourself against yourself, opting
for better performance; and it is all framed by technological progress and

limitations.

3. The #hashtag battle

According to McKenzie, the shift from discipline to performance started with
the Cold War and intensified in the post-Cold War, post-colonial era (McKenzie,
2001, pp.12,13,101-103, 124, 194). The Cold War-era initiated the most significant
arms race in history, with yet unseen capacities mobilized for its purpose. The
imperative of technological development for political, economic, and military
gain is inseparably interwoven with the shift in our concept of knowledge. As
Foucault argues - power and knowledge are so intimately bound up that he
coined the term ‘power/knowledge’ (Foucault, 1978). This gave birth to what
Paul Virilio calls ‘technoscience’ - a human endeavor not concerned with ‘truth’
but rather with immediate effectiveness (Virillio, 2005, pp. 1-2) - a performative
science. The Cold War supposedly ended in 1989 with the symbolic fall of the
Berlin Wall, but the current situation in Ukraine renders it evident that the old
geopolitical conflicts are far from resolved. One of the most important strategic
goals of Russia, according to its officials, is the demilitarization of Ukraine, which
means stopping Ukraine from getting close to or entering NATO - an alliance
born in the Cold War as an opponent of the Soviet Union and its satellite states
that formed the Eastern Bloc (Kirby, 2022).
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31 Media wars (since the end of the Cold War)

Since we have already identified the current Russian-Ukrainian war as a
continuation of the geopolitical struggles that were active during the Cold War,
it is only natural to try and understand it in the context of other wars that took
place since its’ proclaimed end. This overview will focus on the Western media
image and coverage of the conflicts that happened in the Middle East and were
said to be, similarly to the present Russian-Ukrainian conflict, fights for freedom

and democracy against dictatorship.

The Persian Gulf War (1990-1991) was the first war in human history televised
hour-after-hour. The new satellite technology provided the necessary equipment
for such extensive media coverage. According to American journalist Frazier
Moore, instead of the ‘war-in-your-living-room’ narrative set during the
Vietnamese war some quarter a century earlier, the media coverage of the Gulf
War brought to life a ‘you-are-there’ narrative (Moore, 2001). The pixelated
missiles falling from the sky and hitting invisible objects led to Baudrillard
famously and controversially stating that “The Gulf War did not take place”
(Baudrillard, 1991). In the aftermath, much criticism focused not only on
censorship but also on the general possibility of the tele-visualized image to
convey an understanding of such a complex process as a war. Reportedly, the
Los Angeles Times journalist Tim Rutten formulated it this way: “much of the
real-time electronic reporting has translated the fog of war into a fog of facts.
(Moore, 2001, 2003). As we can see, in the next quarter of a century, the ‘you-are-
there’ narrative and real-time electronic reporting have become an imperative in
war journalism. The performative society embraces the “fog of facts” as the only
possible media picture since performance is goal-orientated: a performative act

is never measured as ‘true’ or ‘false, but only as ‘effective’ or ‘not effective’
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Much has been written about the Iraqwar (2003-2011) and its successor, the War
in Iraq (2013-2017). The invasion of Iraq was visualized to the highest degree,
materializing the victory of neo-colonial, neo-liberal powers in the iconic staged
image of a US marine covering Saddam Hussein’s statue with an American
flag. It is necessary to point out that it was marked by WikiLeaks uncovering
a lot of hidden data of the US Military in 2006, thus exposing the overall
media coverage as biased, furthering general mistrust in traditional media.
Furthermore, in 2016 Bell Pottinger Private, a British multinational public
relations company was reported by The Bureau of Investigative Journalism to
have received over $500 million from the Pentagon for creating fake terrorist
and propaganda videos and fake news articles for Arab news channels. It is
the largest “fake news” contract in history to have been exposed as such. This
war has also given rise to non-professional media coverage, like videos shot by
soldiers on both sides. It is precisely these videos that Bell Pottinger Private was

hired to reproduce.

The role of digital media in the Syrian uprising and subsequently the war
(2011-present) has been analyzed with great insight by the writer Donatella
Della Ratta, especially in her book Shooting a Revolution. Visual media and
warfare in Syria (2018). Unlike the wars mentioned previously, “Syria is the first
fully developed networked battleground in which technological infrastructure
supporting uploading, sharing and remixing, together with the human network
of individuals engaged in those practices, have become dramatically implicated
in the production and reproduction of violence,” (Della Ratta, 2018) since the
social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube were launched
only after 2003. Della Ratta, living in Syria at the time of the uprising, reports
about the difference in the media reality of the educated Syrian youth working
in and around tech gatherings, participative democracy, and civil disobedience

trainings and the media reality of the rest of the Syrian citizens. In the uprising,
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it was these libertarian Syrians that pointed their mobile phones to shoot while
being shot at, using digital media to show the world what was happening to
them. Della Ratta brings to our attention the importance of the young, English-
speaking, tech-savvy Arab as the main point of interest for a broader Western
audience these videos were aimed at. She calls this phenomenon a ‘like-us
activist. This brings us into an even more immersive setting than the ‘you-are-
there’ narrative of the non-stop televised war - it brings us to the performative
‘if-it-would-be-you’ narrative of social media. As pointed out by Peter Snowdon
in his article Playing a revolution (2020), as Gulf war shots reminded us of the
video games of the early nineties, non-professional social media war coverage
resembles a first-person shooter. Media mimics the military, and the military

mimics the media because both answer to the performance imperative.

Over the last ten years, the Syrian war has faded out of the public eye. With too
many interests at stake and too many actors involved, it got too hard to tell who
the ‘like-us’ party was. The prolonged struggle started to lack the clarity necessary
for the identification process to take place, a clarity that now seems to have been
achieved in the Russian-Ukrainian conflict.

32. Phenomena analysis
In order to analyze the current Russian-Ukrainian armed conflict from a
performative perspective, [ will present four observable phenomena using the

theoretical and historical reference frame discussed above.

321  Russiavs. Meta

“Social media are neither a matter of taste or lifestyle as in a consumer
choice; they are our technological mode of the social.” (Lovink, 2019, p. 32)
The short but intensive history of the war between the state of Russia and the US-

based Internet social media giant Meta Platforms Inc. shows us just how fragile
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the concept of freedom of speech is. Especially while our communicational tools
or, even worse, our ‘technological modes of the social, as digital media theorist

Geert Lovink called them, are in the hands of private companies.

Just four days after the start of the invasion, Meta banned Russian state media
outlets like Sputnik and RT from posting on its Facebook and Instagram
platforms. Such a swift move is probably due to Facebook not wanting to go

through another Russia-related scandal like the one in 2016. ®

As a response, four days later, on the 4" of March, Russia banned Facebook
from Russia, and nine days later Instagram. In this way, Russian citizens have
been effectively deprived of their prominent ‘technological modes of the social
and cut off from almost 3 billion users of Facebook. Of course, this is not the
responsibility of the CEOs of Meta Platforms, but their monopoly on digital

communication makes such a move possible.

On the 10® of March, Reuters reported that Meta Platforms Inc. made temporary
changes to its hate speech policies: “As a result of the Russian invasion of
Ukraine we have temporarily made allowances for forms of political expression
that would normally violate our rules like violent speech such as ‘death to the
Russian invaders.’ We still won't allow credible calls for violence against Russian
civilians,” a Meta spokesperson said (Reuters, 2022). Meta has done so because
they are “focused on protecting people’s rights to speech as an expression of
self-defense in reaction to a military invasion of their country”, according to
Meta Platforms Inc’s head of global affairs Nick Clegg (the former Deputy Prime

5 In 2016 there were many allegations of Russian interference in the United States
elections over social media. Facebook CEOs showed extreme unwillingness and slowness in
dealing with the situation. This was probably due to the accusations of Russian manipulations
of public opinion being in favor of Donald Trump, who was still an active president and avid
user of the platforms
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Minister of United Kingdom). In the social media terminology, self-defense is
something that is being expressed, not enacted, which is pointing us to the much
broader problem of the question of ‘doing’ on social media, but this problem

cannot be further discussed within the frame of this article.

3.2.2. Acting president

In light of the performative being the primary stratum of power/knowledge
formation in contemporary society, it is not by accident that the Ukrainian
president is a professional performer. This is not the first time in history that
actors became high-ranking government officials, even presidents.® The most
(in)famous one is the 40® US president Ronald Reagan, whose presidency
marked the end of the Cold War, which is, as we saw in the section Society of
Performers, the cradle of performative power. It is not just the author of this article
but also the German magazine ‘Deutsche Welle’ that draws the parallel between
presidents Zelenskyy and Reagan: “Cold War looms again. Incidentally, by the
late 1970s, Ronald Reagan was seen as yesterday’s man. He had twice failed to
win selection as the Republican presidential candidate, losing to Richard Nixon
in 1968 and Gerald Ford in 1976. But then, in 1979, the Soviet Union invaded
Afghanistan, the Cold War flared up again, and a year later Reagan won the US
election against incumbent Jimmy Carter. More than four decades later, after
Russia’s attack on Ukraine, the world is facing a new version of the Cold War. And

Volodymyr Zelenskyy's role in it is yet to be determined” (Deutche Welle, 2022).

However, President Volodymyr Zelenskyy'’s biography indicates more than just a

change of profession from acting roles of different people to acting as the will of

6 It is worth mentioning that this trend has originated in the USA, which is also the
country where the performative imperative was born
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a nation. His biography unmistakably reminds us of Baudrillard’'s Simulacrum
and Simulacra: reality and fiction implode into each other in ways yet unknown
to human culture. President Zelenskyy's victory in the 2019 election came as a
direct result of his role in a movie where he played a part of an honest, small-
town history professor becoming the president of Ukraine. Furthermore, V.
Zelenskyy did not just star in this movie; he was also the movie’s producer. At
the time Servant of the People premiered in 2014, Zelenskyy was the artistic
director of its production house ‘Kvartal 95’ a production house he co-founded
some ten years before, and that would become one of Ukraine’s most successful
and prolific entertainment studios. From the outset of the hostilities in Donbas,
Volodymyr Zelenskyy and ‘Kvartal 95’ rendered support to the Armed Forces
with funds, equipment, and arranged shows on the front line. The party,
whose candidate was Zelenskyy, shares the name of the film - Servant of the
People. As a young and popular entertainment and public figure, Zelenskyy's
apt use of Social media has contributed immensely to his popularity. Most
of his campaigning for the elections was done by delivering short, pointed,
and entertaining YouTube and Instagram videos while he avoided traditional
confrontations and debates with opponents. What proved to be an effective
practice continued throughout the Russian invasion. Since the beginning of the
invasion, 108 days ago on the day I write these lines, Zelenskyy has delivered
198 speeches, all available on his website.” These video addresses vary in length
from a couple of minutes to around an hour, depending on the media platform
and the audience they were meant for. He mostly addresses his people in short,
social media and television format videos similar to the ones he used in his
campaign. The longer ones are dedicated to world elites and are done through
video conferencing tools that allow interaction. With video conferencing tools,

president Zelenskyy has addressed officials of governmental institutions

7 Written on the 12th of May 2022
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(United Nations, The US Congress, European Council, etc.) but also gatherings of
military and political elites (NATO Summit, Asian Security Summit, Copenhagen
Democracy Summit, etc.), financial elites (World Economic Forum at Davos),
academic elites (elite students of British or French Universities, Stanford
University Community etc.) and artist elites (Cannes International Film Festival,

Venice Biennale etc.)

It is impossible not to mention a drastic and highly symbolic change of costume
- president Zelenskyy gave a speech at the Munich Security Summit on the 19*
of February, five days prior to the beginning of the invasion; this was the last time
his audience saw him in a suit, the traditional costume of politicians. Since then,
he has been wearing only t-shirts and sports jumpsuits, mainly in the army’s
green tones. So, there was no change in the methods and tools of government,

but rather a change within the given format, a subtle change within the role.

In the view of the war situation as a para-dramatic plot, it is necessary to observe
also the main adversary of president Zelenskyy, the president of the Russian
Federation, Vladimir Putin. As a former KGB (Comity for State Security) secret
service agent during the Cold War and later as head of the FSB (Federal Security
Service), Putin is an autocrat who has been effectively in power for more than
twenty years, easily identified as a power of the old. His military intervention
in Chechnya gained him immense popularity at the beginning of his rule, a
popularity that has since turned into a highly oppressive, disciplinary system

with tens of thousands of political adversaries convicted of treason.
Thus, the figure of president Zelenskyy unites the well-known ‘everyman, the

a-good guy-like-me-but-superhero of the classical cinema, with the born-digital
and networked like-me-but-Arab-dying-while-shooting-activist.
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323 Ifyou are not with us. .
Currently, if we consider whether traditional or social media representative of
public opinion, most of the Western audience seems united in their certainty
about who is “on the right side of history”®. This binary view of the world is
not new, and we can look for its roots even beyond Cartesian Christianity.
Surprising though, is the magnitude of the uniformity of opinions amongst
mid- or highly educated people, no matter which side they pick as theirs, and
the apparent obligation to declare this side publicly. A possible explanation for
this is what Hyong Chun identified as the ideological function of software -
the system does not accept ambivalence. Any kind of uncertainty and doubt is
coming back as a system error. The basis of digital computing is two-fold: it is
binary, requiring an either-or procedure, and it necessitates a predetermined
user action - the so-called ‘input’ - to be functional. This means that every
individual is prompted to choose one of the distinct, pre-set options to engage
and therefore be acknowledged and legitimated by the system. You are when,

and only when, you interact; you are when you perform.

It is not only the physical proximity of the conflict that makes Europeans so
eager to express their solidarity with the Ukrainian people. Ukrainians are even
more ‘like-us’ than the Syrian youths, no matter how liberal and tech-savvy the
Arabs were. This is not due only to their skin color or the fact that they are not
Muslim. They have been fighting very hard in the last few decades, most notably

8 See, for example an article in the Guardian: ‘US says China's support for Russia
over Ukraine puts it on ‘wrong side of history’ (The Guardian, 2022)
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in and since the Euromaidan revolution,® to be a part of the ‘European family.
This validates the European and Western values even more than the vague pleas
for democracy and neoliberal capitalism in the Middle East. Ukrainians are dying
to come near the candidate list of the European Union - what an excellent patch
for the crisis of the European identity, a crisis that can be observed in the rise of
nationalist movements all across the EU and, most notably, the UK’s secession
in 2020, so-called ‘Brexit. Finally, Europeans are ‘united’ again; if united means

posting and reposting content on social media.

The empathy and solidarity shown on social media do very little to benefit
the people affected by the conflict. As all ‘slacktivism™ attempts, it exhausts
itself in ‘raising awareness’ about an issue already widely represented in the
media. Nevertheless, the digital empathy and digital activism are not aimed at
the suffering ones - like all ‘actions’ on social media, it is done with an acute
‘awareness of the possibility of (self) observation from outside, and it presents
a ‘continuous adaptation to discursive assumptions’ (Oki, 2019, p 67). It is
done for the audience, whether this audience is Ukrainian refugees or potential
customers or buyers of your product. That is why we can observe such severe
misuse of the #standwithukraine and similar hashtags: they are lined up next
to products and services to advertise them and make them reach and appeal to
a wider pool of potential customers, while they are supposedly an expression of

solidarity and empathy. Sometimes the sellers of these goods and products claim

9 Euromaidan, lit ‘Euro Square, or the Maidan Uprising, was a wave of dernonstrations
and civil unrest in Ukraine, which began on the 21st of November 2013 with large protests
in Maidan Nezalezhnosti (Independence Square) in Kyiv. The protests were sparked by the
Ukrainian government's sudden decision not to sign the European Union-Ukraine Association
Agreement, instead choosing closer ties to Russia and the Eurasian Economic Union, and
eventually led to the overthrow of the pro-Russian president Yanukovich

From: https://enwikipedia org/wiki/Euromaidan

10 Slacktivism - digital activism, activism that exhausts itself in social media
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that a portion of the profits will be donated to the people of Ukraine” without
offering evidence of these transactions. Usually, not even that. This is a direct
result of the confusion between an economic and social system in which liberal

capitalism became a European value.

324 The ghost of Kyiv - hashtag power

“Rather than meaning circulation is in fact what creates value on the
network.” (Della Ratta)

A hashtag is a metadata tag. Hashtags are used on microblogging and photo-
sharing services as user-generated tagging that enables cross-referencing
content by topic or theme. The use of hashtags was first proposed by American
blogger and product consultant Chris Messina in a 2007 tweet. Messina did not
attempt to patent the use because he felt that “they were born of the internet,
and owned by no one "Hashtags became immensely popular on Twitter and
soon emerged across other social media websites like Instagram, Facebook,
and YouTube. (Wikipedia). According to Messina, Twitter was skeptical about
wider audiences accepting hashtags, but they were soon proven wrong. One
of the events that played a significant role in hashtags being recognized as a
valid user-generated content categorization were the protests in Iran in 2009,
often dubbed the Twitter revolution. This title, perpetuated by Twitter owners
and stakeholders, has come under severe criticism from the Iranian protestors
themselves.

The phenomenon dubbed the ghost of Kyiv presents the dangers of remix and

repost culture in wartime and exposes digital culture’s hypocrisy and double

standards. It is hard to tell where the story originates when it comes to social
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media because untraceability of the source is one of its key features, but one of
the first posts about it is CGI footage from a 2013 PC video game, Digital Combat
Simulator: World. The ‘simulacra’ strikes again. It is not that actual war footage
looks like video games - the real war footage is video games. Furthermore, what
makes it real is precisely the power of hashtags - the user-generated metadata.
The original post might or might not have stated clearly that the video is rendered
from a video game, but through numerous reposts and remixes without any
accountability or traceability of the source, the story acquires the quality of truth.
That is why I argue that the hashtag concept is more important than the image
concept in today’s digital media warfare.

In the old days of professional media, the traceability of the source made
it credible. The journalist or the media outlet vouched for the truthfulness of
the images. This mirrors the centralized power model of discipline society -
an identifiable center is spreading, omitting specific images, and can be held
responsible for their reliability. The digital media, which is said to be more
‘democratic’ and in which power and responsibility do not seem to have such
an obvious center, does not have a source, but hashtags. The hashtag creates the
polyvocality of the image, the illusion of many witnessing the same, of many
people confirming the credibility simply by believing in it. It is the best and the
worst representation of what the rule of the majority means in terms of media
warfare. If you look at the comments section below these videos, many of them
confirm the performative valorimeters: it is not important if the ghost of Kyiev
is real or fake; it “represents the fighting spirit of the Ukrainians "The problem
is that we live in the century traumatized by photographic image, which has,
according to Andre Bazin, “radically affected our psychology of the image. The
objective nature of photography confers on it a quality of credibility absent from

Barna Lipkovski Hashtag #battleofUkraine 61



DIGITAL PERFORMING ARTS

all other picture-making. In spite of any objections our critical spirit may offer,
we are forced to accept as real the existence of the object reproduced, actually

represented, set before us, that is to say, in time and space”.

It should not be surprising that those with reliable information withhold it as
long as they find it suitable. When the Ukrainian officials disclosed that the ghost
of Kyiv was fake two months later, the story was said to have been a part of the
‘information war’. The opposite side also had many fake videos of bombings,
but these videos are rendered ‘fake news’ So, what is a ‘morale booster’ for those
we support is ‘fake news’ for those we do not.

4. Conclusion

“In the networked environment, media messages circulate rather than

communicate.” (Della Rotta)

This article is just one way of looking at a very complex process. A way that
indeed brings nothing to the countless people affected by the war. In this matter,
it is not any better than the acts of digital empathy and social media solidarity
its criticism is aimed at. However, it is not meant to be read by refugees, army
officials, soldiers, or politicians. Its audience is performing artists, theorists, and

managers with interest and experience in the digital.

It wants to make you think not just about how can we use the digital tools to
reach new audiences or become recognized on the international market but

also about how can we use the paradigmatic tools of a performative power/

1 Bazin, A (1967) What is cinema? Vol 1 Berkley/Los Angeles/London: University of
California Press. In text: (Bazin, 1967, pp. 13-14)
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knowledge strata to subvert it? If the liberation of the Self, the sex, the gender,
the private, and the intimate was the subversive act in the historical moment
of the end of the transition from discipline to performance, as suggested by the
subtitle of Butler's seminal work “Gender trouble: Feminism and the subversion
of identity,” what could it be today, in the moment of ripe performative power/
knowledge? How do we regain the performative? How do we rediscover the
connection between acting and doing? How do we relink performance to
meaning and value? Or have we abandoned these as concepts altogether? What
do we have instead? The corporate slogans of ‘network’ and ‘outputs? The NGO
slogans of ‘impact’ and ‘empowerment’? The social media slogans of ‘reach’ and
‘engagement’?

This article’s general goal is to bring attention to the special place performing arts
can and should have in the critical act and thought of today. Digital performance
is placed right at the beating heart of the performative power/knowledge system.
A system that encompasses all aspects of human being-in-the-world: from our
personal identities and work conditions to wars affecting millions.
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The COVID-19 has become an unpopular term, one that is associated with shat-
tered happiness and wellbeing, loss, pain, grief and isolation. The pandemic
separated us of our loved ones, isolated us from our neighbours and alienated
us from our communities. Artists such as actors, storytellers, puppeteers, mu-
sicians, singers, giggling (clown) doctors, and magicians for children were not
allowed to visit hospitals at that time (unfortunately this is still the case here in
the UK) due to strict, but understandable, hospital controls. As a result, the fa-
cilitation of bedside interactive and participatory arts-based activities in hospi-
tals became impossible. Loneliness increased and life had to pause, for a while.
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental and emotional health of
children and young people is of serious concern (Meherali et al. 2021). The pan-
demic has created an increased demand for new tools and methods of accessing
and supporting vulnerable children’s emotional needs such as anxiety and de-
pression. Ciara Conlon et al. (2021) argue that the pandemic and public health
restrictions have had an adverse impact on children’s health and psychosocial
wellbeing, particularly for those with chronic conditions. As pandemics and en-
demics continue around the world, it is important to develop an understanding

of how to support children’s emotional wellbeing during times of crisis.
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This paper is to illustrate arguments and debates within applied theatre and
digital arts in healthcare rather than providing answers, as part of my sense
of critical interrogation before making judgments about practice. The exper-
imental digital arts works that grew out of my experimentation with forms
and techniques during the pandemic manifest the notion of applied theatre
as an ongoing, organically evolving, practice that is in a constant interaction
with the environment, people, artists, audiences and crisis around us. Thus,
my thoughts as expressed below inevitably may be opening the ‘pandora’s box,,
metaphorically speaking, one that is full of unresolved questions that need to be
addressed in future studies. I prefer the idea of contributing to unfixed cultures
of knowing in opposition to presenting fixed views about applied theatre alter-
natives. As James Thompson (2012: xx1) says “We must be constantly aware
that the act of applying is an unfinished process that encounters situations that

are themselves evolving and not fixed examples of social practice”.

In my own practice, I followed news developments relating to the Covid-19 pan-
demic and having closely followed advice and guidance from the government,
the World Health Organisation and Public Health England and the National
Health System performances on the wards had to pause. The ‘Rocket-Arts’ bed-
side theatre project for sick and injured children was discontinued from March
2020 until June 2020. Creative ways and alternative modes of delivering the
arts needed to be implemented to outreach sick children during unprecedented
times. [ was interested in whether art-based digital resources for hospitalised
children can help us ‘meet’ them remotely and how digital films could stand
in for live performance. With a small team of artists, we experimented with
animation cartoon software and stop-motion techniques to produce short toy-
based image footage and use it into digital films. The aim was to enable chil-
dren’s transition from what was a distressful reality to a relaxing fantasy during

their hospitalisation, as well as create a gateway for sick children, an escapism
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to imagined worlds, moments, and experiences. At that time of the project’s life,
the focus was diverted from physical bedside performance on the wards to dig-
ital films that children could watch on the hospital teachers’ electronic devices
in absence of artists in hospital. While not without challenges or limitations, the
‘transfer’ of ‘Rocket-Arts’ from an intimate performance to an online experience
revealed a need to gain a sense of professional solidarity and brotherhood in
difficulty.

Eudaimonia through the arts at times of crisis

My philosophy about using the arts in healthcare is rooted in Aristotle’s theory of
wellbeing and happiness, known as ‘eudaimonia’ (the demon of good actions),
which grows from one’s well-intended activities that produce good results for the
community and the society (Gallagher, Lopez and Preacher 2009). Eudaimonia
embraces elements of discovery into how individuals can reach their own poten-
tial in their private lives but in interaction with others. In Aristotle’s eudaimonic
model of wellbeing, goodness is recognised as a process and outcome of kind-
ness, respect and sharing of knowledge and experience with others in a con-
stant interaction with the environment. A special quality of happiness, a much
more advanced sense of fulfilment, then can be earned from creating experienc-
es through theatre with a caring, empathetic, and compassionate interest for ill
children. That makes a life worth living.

From this perspective, arts-based activities in child healthcare incorporate eu-
daimonia in that they happen in interaction between children and artists in
which sick and injured children are recognised as participants in the arts rather
than patients. For the artist to cooperate with children who are unwell as in tell-
ing a story together it takes courage because the artist has to accept the audience
as capable participants in their professional act when children experience inca-

pability. It is important to remember that the arts create paths of communica-
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tion and experiences of being together in the moment with joy and compassion
that help people connect and develop relationships through a collective process.
Through the arts in hospital the artist learns to invite children in the centre of
their world, creating opportunities for making meaning of what it feels to be
a child in illness and what can be done to improve children’s circumstances
and learning through the arts (Sextou 2021). The child and the artist when get
involved in synergistic performance bedside, they connect, share stories and
emotions, and play within the fictional conditions of the arts as witnesses of
a eudaimonic phenomenon. They are not alone anymore at times of struggle.
Having said that, we should not confuse the role of the arts for health and well-
being with art therapies. At times of crisis, the arts are often employed as ways
of healing and restoring traumatic experiences. Then, an inevitable confusion
between arts for health and arts therapies is experienced. However, the empha-
sis of my research is not on the arts as therapy for the work [ pursue is not clini-
cal. Rather, I focus on the application of bedside theatre to improve hospitalised
children’s wellbeing. I will illustrate this with the example of ‘Here I am flying’
(Sextou 2020) a film that is a product of this transition from live to film, which
is representative of my experimental work during Covid-19.

Over the course of two months during the first wave of lockdowns in England,
we co-produced this film amongst others with support from a digital incubator
company helping us drive innovation and develop ideas and solutions for the
films. Films targeted children in three age groups (5-6, 7-8, 9-11) and lasted for
approximately 5 minutes each. We used theatre and performance principles, as
well as digital media examples, as tools for telling stories about Simba, a therapy
dog, who travelled in space with his little from who stayed in hospital. We shared
ideas and potential cartoon images with family friends who have children in the
targeted age groups. Their preferences were encountered in the materials we
gathered. We explored a variety of potential assets, such as pictures of Simba,

digital backgrounds or music, before choosing an aesthetic for each film.
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The types of animation of the ‘Here I am flying!’ film varied. We worked in many
types of animation, including 2D and 3D animation, motion graphics, collage
and stop motion techniques. For example, in the film ‘Here [ am flying!’ we had
to physically move playmobil toys as objects, take photographs of each new po-
sition, and created an illusion of movement when the series of photographs was
played in sequence (Sextou 2020). To imagine Simba in space with astronauts
and robots in motion, we set up ‘tableau’ frozen scenes with the same space
rocket that toured on the wards and the same set of miniature toys (playmobil)
and puppets that children animated. We took pictures of the ‘tableaux’ scene-
by-scene and used them in the film to create a storyline This choice aimed to
establish a connection between the two phases of the project and, to produce

films based on toys that children are familiar with.

As an active researcher rooted in applied theatre practice and pedagogy, I
am particularly interested in the process of transition from participatory per-
formance to digital resources, as well as the inquiry about my identity as a
researcher. My commitment to the provision of opportunities for normalis-
ing the hospital experience in paediatrics through arts-based applied theatre
and non-applied theatre (digital) events is revealed. This is not to say some-
thing cliched such as ‘my digital films are applied’ but rather make the claim
that the principles of participatory theatre can be employed by digital artists
with an appetite to work in healthcare. My own principles of making applied
theatre include connecting with individuals and communities, tackling in-
equalities and inequities, addressing social concerns, creating possibilities
for creative and powerful advocacies, engaging with empathetic and com-
passionate practices and transforming places and spaces into a just society.

As Megan Alrutz states in exploring possibilities of knowing between digital
storytelling and applied theatre (2015:78), “we all benefit from seeing how our
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identity matters and understanding that identity power are concepts worthy of
attention”. I agree that the powers of freedom in research, and education, re-
quires opportunities to take in and improvise realities in our lives. COVID-19
was that opportunity for me, despite all the burden, the pain, and the loss that
brought to my life. Because of COVID-19 [ felt an overwhelming urge to find al-
ternative ways of telling children stories during their hospitalisation. I was fight-
ing against hospital restrictions but mainly everyone’s fear for the unknown.
My well-established relationships with hospital staff and the flexibility of my
funders helped me to face the chaos that the pandemic caused to my project
when artists were banished from hospitals. I engaged my personal understand-
ing of applied theatre in paediatrics and the context of child healthcare to envi-
sion how digital stories, when aesthetically presented, might offer children as an
audience entertaining, relaxing and educational activities. Under the pressure
of the pandemic to change the delivery mode of ‘Rocket-Arts’, opportunities
were created for imagining a new process of outreaching children in hospital
and working across disciplines to capture and share what I know and create
possibilities for hospitalised children to benefit from the arts during unprece-
dented times. It felt to me that by doing this, by stretching my comfort zone and
working more cross-disciplinarily, [ would increase the chances to make a small
contribution to a better society, a eudaimonic outcome. Furthermore, disrupt-
ing professional identity-based biases where a researcher is targeted based on
aspects of a researcher’s expertise, which may include subject-specific knowl-
edge, theory, language, and practice, requires a desire to explore associations
between applied theatre pedagogy and new ways of knowing. The production
of films was an experiment that moved me beyond the experience of applied
theatre; as understandings about the role of that combined art forms develop,
as well as my own research identity and related powers.
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Reflections

In reflection from the practitioner’s point of view, the production of the film
went largely according to plan regardless the extreme circumstances of the pan-
demic. Of course, there are always hiccups, changes, and less-than-satisfactory
moments. We had to experiment with new technologies, tools, software while
maintain the artistic quality of the product. There is nothing worse than com-
promising the quality of artistic activities for vulnerable people. And still it was
a new domain for me and my team because we were thrown into the unknown
with knowing very little about what to expect from the process of producing a
digital film. There were moments when we had to run ideas and test them in
practice again and again with no success, which was frustrating. However, in my
experience of leading the project, we battled with the fear of technology success-
fully and we managed to produce online activities that were both progressed well
and perceived well by children, their families and hospital staff. The child-art-
ist interaction in performance, the child-teacher engagement in watching films
with the child and the synergies of ideas and emotions played an important part

in the process.

The value of using digital technology and the need to provide an alternative
mode of delivery for online resources in hospitals, when necessary, are surely
axiomatic but the best way of achieving them is yet to be explored. One rea-
son for this is the complexity of synergies between art forms. The ‘Here [ am
flying!’ ilm is one example of collaboration between digital arts, object-theatre,
music, and visual arts. We attempted to offer children the opportunity to look
at something attractive, creative, entertaining and child friendly. For the needs
of ‘Here I am flying!’ we digital art through photography and scanning images
of original aquarelle paintings on silk fabric with views of space (glittering gal-

axies and space valleys) and fantasy animals (a green cat in a field of daisies).
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The emphasis on digital art aimed to increase the possibility of enjoying the arts
through the film, and the benefits derived from both contact with art and things
that can happen in imagined worlds such as paintings. By ‘benefit's I mean the
use of the arts as a stimulus to engage children’s imagination during the film,
relax them and divert their minds from clinical stress and physical pain. The
element of an artistic environment in the film aimed to add value to the digital
product by drawing children’s attention to such things as artistic components in
the story. It may be of interest to artists to commission arts students as part of
their training courses to produce artworks that could be used in digital films for
hospitalised children.

Questions remain about the long-term impact of the digital culture in arts-
based projects for children in healthcare. These are questions to research given
the opportunity in the future. What is remained from the theatrical experience
when the child returns home? How the replaced identity of an ill child by the
identity of a healthy child could affect the long-lasting benefits of the perfor-
mance for that child? Improved moods, relaxation, creativity, social interaction,
engagement with learning and emotional expression were not properties that
once possessed could be taken away from the child wherever they went after
their discharge from the hospital? Are those wellbeing and educational bene-
fits context-specific, space-related, and illness-associated? Do the benefits melt
away when the performance ends or when the child leaves the hospital? Are
there ways to make those benefits for the children who experience them more
sustainable for when the children need them? Perhaps the connection of the
child to the artist during performance and their humble interaction through
objects and stories is something that can leave a mark of an experience on
the child’s memory, something to carry with them everywhere they go. Thus,

the quality of the experience is so important to the child, especially if the

76  Sextou Digital solutions to applied theatre in response to the COVID-19 pandemic



PARTICIPATORY PRACTICES IN A DIGITAL AGE

memory of performance can be transferred to other experiences in their per-
sonal, family and school lives. How can the positive impact of a bedside perfor-

mance or film be carried forward to impact on the development of the child?

[ can only hope that the human kindness that the arts in paediatrics aims to
achieve can be recalled when life gets tough and complex. I can only hope that
the child can retrieve a particular moment of connection with an artist in hospi-
tal to strengthen and encourage them when they feel weak and vulnerable. And
[ can only hope that, metaphorically speaking, the ‘aroma’ of a positive experi-
ence through the arts during their hospitalisation can warm the child’s heart,
relax them, and give them a sense of safety and good care whenever they need
them. Arts-based digital arts in paediatrics in this context may build memories,
relationships, and meanings. And yet, we cannot ignore the possibility that the
arts in paediatrics are rooted in the present, offering ephemeral experiences of
enjoyment, creativity, relaxation, and control of difficult situations that fade away

when things go back to normal. And this is perfectly acceptable.

We must be open to challenges and brave to use combinations of performative
and digital art forms to increase the potential of the arts in child healthcare at
times when vulnerable children need to be listened to, respected, and support-
ed. ‘Rocket-Arts’ developed online approaches towards engaging children with
stories and offering them opportunities to express ideas and feelings. It is envis-
aged that toy-based and artistic digital ilms could compensate face-to-face per-
formance on hospital wards when restrictions for artists on the hospital wards are
lifted. Further investigations are needed to examine if and how digital ilms can
provide children with stimuli for multiple benefits such as relaxation, self-expres-
sion, creativity, and hospital education during their stay in hospital. How the films

translate can only be determined by the special circumstances of the children
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who told them. And yet, this requires a much more empathetic understanding
of the children’s hospital experience and their life experiences, including family,

school, and wider relationships, rather than an analysis of the story alone.

The potential for an accurate evaluation between the cause (digital stories) and
effect (children’s lives) therefore needs to be judged in context. It is worth ex-
ploring further how arts-based participatory online activities could normalise
the children’s hospital experience. I suggest the development of closer syner-
gies between artists and groups of patients with their families to increase their
involvement in the artistic process. Such synergies would aim to give voice to
the children’s needs and preferences, help artist to learn from children’s rec-
ommendations, and get a sense of what would be suitable for their age groups
and ability. By exploring digital art-making ideas with children we can develop
a better understanding of children’s internal ‘self. Digital resources therefore
foreground the potential of narrative and art-making be a response to the exter-
nal world involving the ‘remix’ of ready-made content (Sakr, Connelly and Wild
2015). Therefore, working with children on digital films can become an import-
ant process of collaborative art-making , as well as a tool of communication and

mutual understanding.

Furthermore, the involvement of patients in the design of digital films will aim
to integrate their multiple needs as personalities that are not necessarily defined
by illness. “Any sense of wholeness in their treatment of patients can only be
achieved by the integration of their spiritual, psychological, social and cultural
needs with their requirements for medical and nursing attention” (Haldane and
Loppert 1999:25). Audiences, in this way, will participate in their own hospital
entertainment as active, respected and valued co-producers of the films rather

than passive spectators of ‘pre-cooked’ products. Likewise, artists should work
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cross disciplinary with digital producers, psychologists, hospital teachers,
creative therapists, and healthcare professionals to provide beneficiary, respect-
ful and ethical digital environments for the patients. This is, perhaps, anoth-
er claim that as a hybrid of knowledge, expertise and experience digital arts in
healthcare could introduce new complementary roles between art forms and dis-
ciplines, which can create rich interdisciplinary arts-based and scientific-based

events in paediatrics.

Sextou Digital solutions to applied theatre in response to the COVID-19 pandemic 79



DIGITAL PERFORMING ARTS

References

Conlon, Ciara, McDonnell, Thérese, Barrett, Michael, Cummins, Fergal, Deasy, Conor, Hensey,
Conor, McAuliffe, Eilish, Nicholson, Emma (2021), “The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on child health and the provision of Care in Paediatric Emergency Departments: A qualita-
tive study of frontline emergency care staff’, BMC Health Serv Res, 21, pp. 279.

Gallagher, M., Lopez, S.J,, and Preacher, K. J. (2009) “The Hierarchical structure of well-be-
ing”. Journal of Personality, 77:4, pp.1025-1050.

Haldane, D. and Loppert, D. (Eds.) (1999). The Arts in Health Care: Learning from Experience.
London: Kings Fund.

Meherali, Salima, Punjani, Neelam, Louie-Poon, Samantha, Rahim, Komal Abdul, Das, Jai
K., Salam, Rehana A., and Lassi, Zohra S. (2021), ‘Mental health of children and adoles-
cents amidst COVID-19 and past pandemics: A rapid systematic review’, International Jour-
nal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 18:7, pp. 3432, hitps://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph18073432 Accessed 10 January 2022.

Sakr, M., Connelly, V., and Wild, M. (2015). “Narrative in young children’s digital art-mak-
ing”, Journal of Early Childhood Literacy 16: 3, http://doi.org/10.1177/1468798415577873
Accessed 11 May 2022.

Sextou, P. (2020). “Here I'm flying!”. CADLab production. Available at: a film for children in
hospital persephone sextou - YouTube

Sextou, P. (2021). “Theatre in paediatrics: can participatory performance mitigate educa-
tional, emotional and social consequences of missing out school during hospitalisation?”
Research in Drama Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance, 1, pp. 1-18.

Thompson, J. (2012). Applied Theatre. Bewilderment and Beyond. Oxford: Peter Lang Ltd.

80  Sextou Digital solutions to applied theatre in response to the COVID-19 pandemic






/ Zoom, Camera,
Action - The Creation of
Action Choreography
for Online Theatre using
[solated Actors

Lizzie Conrad Hughes
Shake-Scene Shakespeare LLP
UK

Co-Author: Valentina Vinci
(Partner in Shake-Scene Shakespeare LLP)



PARTICIPATORY PRACTICES IN A DIGITAL AGE

Summary: The new artform of online theatre performance created by isolated ac-
tors, which emerged during the COVID19 lockdowns beginning in March 2020,
is a new performance medium and creative artform, with a new theatrical disci-
pline for Online Action Choreography. This new art form and its attendant spe-
cialist discipline deserve their place in the theatre industry and theatre history.
The article focuses on the experience of one UK theatre company, Shake-Scene
Shakespeare, and their Online Action Choreographer: Alexandra Kataigida. The
emergence of online performance is outlined, with its attendant opportunities
and challenges, and the soon-identified need for online action choreography.
Different categories of action choreography are detailed: individual and shared
actions, changing perspective, prop passes, combat sequences and dances.

Keywords: Online t