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Theatre / Performance Studies meet 
Zooanthropology. 
Ethological, Ethical and Relational Dimensions in 
Interspecies Performances 

Laura Budriesi, DAMS (Disciplina delle arti, della musica e 
dello spettacolo)

 
The contributions collected here are by recent graduates and 
PhD students of the Dams of Bologna – many of whom begun to 
take this research path with the author during the course of their 
degree thesis – and they are either strictly dedicated to the 
theatrical dimension or to performance experiences in relation 
to non-human animals – the latter seen as symbolic inspirers or 
material partners of the performances; the aim of this research 
undertaken for the degree thesis was to try to open a dialogue 
between theatrical studies and zooanthropology in collaboration 
with Roberto Marchesini and the Center for the Study of 
Posthumanist Philosophy that he directs.


The purpose of these scholars’ research – who, though very 
young, are passionate about their studies   as well as those of the 
author [Budriesi 2019, 2020, 2022] – is to investigate the dimen-
sion of animality and the material and symbolic contribution that 
non-humans have made since ancient times to the history of 
theatre and performance. Investigating the relationships 
between humans and non-humans is to be considered a topic of 
primary importance for understanding the past and present of 
the performing arts. As Erika Fudge, who has examined English 
theatre in modernity, argues:
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animals can be agents within culture, they are never always only 
objects. Futhermore, human cannot think about themselves 
their culture, societies, and political structures without 
recognizing the importance of nonhumans for themselves, 
their culture, societies and political structures [Fugde 2004; p. 
4].


                                                                                                           

The epistemological and political perspective of Critical 

Animal Studies – in whose galaxy these researches intend to 
position themselves – aims to focus on non-humans, not so much 
as a new topic in the study of theatre and performance but as a 
new research paradigm open to reconceptualization and 
therefore to a continuous mutation  of our encounter with the 
otherness of species. This thanks to the very nature of the 
performance conceived of as a process that is experienced and 
embodied and allows you to enter into deep contact with other 
species. “Animalizing the performance” becomes a research 
method capable of producing a counter-knowledge compared to 
the dominant scientific discourse on other animals, as claimed 
by Laura Cull Ó Maoilearca [2015; 2019] and Una Chaudhuri 
[2017] – pioneers of interspecies performance studies. Central to 
their reflections is the intersection of the critical issues of Animal 
Studies with the theory of Performance, which suggests we could 
define these studies Animal Performance Studies. Crucial to the 
discussion is a shift from the use of live animals in theatre and in 
performance – for aesthetic purposes – to a new point of view 
where the performance itself becomes a medium that allows us 
to learn about the lives of animals.


Thanks to its ethological and relational perspective, 
zooanthropology – which spread throughout Europe and the 
United States from the mid-1980s, and of which Roberto 
Marchesini was a pioneer in Italy – takes the same line: it is a 
disciplinary approach that questions the very idea of “culture” 
(i.e., as something to be seen in opposition to nature and to be 
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considered exclusively a human product). The cultural process is 
read by Marchesini as a hybridization with non-human 
otherness: “human culture does not condemn the human to 
exceptionality and ontological isolation, but it is the most 
extraordinary participatory project that nature has been able to 
create” [Tugnoli 2003; p. 68]1. Hence, the need to enhance the 
human/animal relationship from an ontological, ethical, 
psychological, pedagogical, and epistemological perspective; in 
addition, historical and anthropological research is used – the 
history of evolution, paleoanthropology, the history of zoology – 
to outline the traces of coexistence and co-evolution relation-
ships.


Consequently, interpreting multispecies relationships 
through the zooanthropological paradigm can fruitfully retrace 
the entire history of performative genres, even if animals have 
rarely been willing partners in the performances in which they 
have been involved.


Laura Cull Ó Maoilearca, the main spokesperson for Animal 
Performance Studies, says that, in order to retrace the history of 
performative genres, what is first of all needed is a serious 
ethological approach [Cull 2022]. She  underlines how the 
performance theory elaborated by Richard Schechner [2002] has 
taken a radical step in this direction by including the activities of 
primates in the broad spectrum of performative activities, which, 
according to the US theorist, range from animal rituals to 
performances in daily life. However, Cull Ó Maoilearca argues 
that Schechnerian theory is ambivalent and is guilty of 
anthropocentrism because its definition of performance is based 
on the concept of human self-awareness. Therefore, in 
Schechner’s perspective only great apes can be included in the 
broad spectrum of performative activities as they possess a self-
conscious, reflective and intentional behavior. Cull underlines 
that if we focus on analogies (with humans) we are bound to 
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“fail” because we fail to induce a rethinking of the category of 
performance. On the contrary, we need to focus on the 
ethological dimension to investigate how performativity is linked 
to other species [Cull 2022; Budriesi 2019]. Until now, in studies 
on theatre and performance there is no encounter with ethology:


 

Whilst the emergence of Performance Studies surely brought 
theatre and performance into an exciting dialogue with 
anthropology, sociology, rhetoric and other fields, we can say 
now – retrospectively – that there was a missed encounter with 
ethology. The expansion of performance to include the study 
of how socio-cultural norms are both resisted and reiterated 
through embodied behaviours sadly did not go far to 
investigate animal behavior or how performativity might relate 
to other species. [Cull 2022; p. 55].


 

Animal Performance Studies need to include animals in 

theatrical studies not so much to analyze their  behaviors  “as 
performances” but rather to focus on the particular value of 
animal performance, to open up new research methodologies in 
relation to those that have already been elaborated in the 
domain of Critical Animal Studies: “the animal performance as 
research”, in the words of Laura Cull Ó Maoilearca [2015; p. 25].


Cull Ó Maoilearca in England (now Holland) and Una 
Chaudhuri in the USA are the main theorists of a radically 
different idea of interspecies performance that does not 
necessarily involve live animals on stage. Some of the starting 
questions of these researchers revolve around a central theme: 
what can the performance offer to the understanding and 
practice of an ethical approach to the comprehension of non-
human animals? What does getting to know non-human animals 
in an ethical way mean, and how can this be done in ”
interspecies performances”? This modality of embodied 
knowledge, enacted with the means of the performance that can 
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involve an encounter between humans and non-humans, can be 
compared to the field work of anthropologists. Cull Ó Maoilearca 
talks about “interspecies empathy” [2019] and demonstrates 
how some performative experiments are able to increase 
knowledge and empathy towards animals that goes beyond the 
usual power relationship. In this process we want to give animals 
a greater possibility of implementing their own agency in the 
very process of producing understanding about them. The goal is 
indicated by the ethologist Despret: to ask animals the right 
questions [Despret 2018]. These questions aim at “letting animals 
speak”, that is, they are not questions that assume an answer, 
such as: “Can animals perform?”, “Can a goat dance?”, “Are 
animals capable of deliberate, conscious activities and choices 
that would allow us to grant them the status of authentic artists?” 
[Cull 2017; and 7]. Instead, the researchers ask themselves: “how 
can we listen to the questions that arise from animals?” “How 
could animals change the very idea of asking questions?” 
[ibidem].


In this sense – we repeat – these ideas do not want to lead to 
the ”use” or application of performance to animal research, but 
they want to pave the way for a sort of animalization of both 
performance and research. This highlights the epistemic 
strength of performance as a method of investigation and 
research. The researches by Vinciane Despret [2013; 2018], Donna 
Haraway [2003; 2023], and Eva Meijer [2021] can be an 
inspiration for models of “interspecies collaborative performance”. 
A particularly significant project in this sense was “Sheep Pig 
Goat”2 carried out between 2017 and 2020, which involved, 
besides Cull Ó Maoilearca, biologists, anthropologists, experts in 
the field of Critical Animal Studies, the English company Fevered 
Sleep3 and various animals. The project was carried out in a 
performative space from which animals could be observed 
correctly, respectfully and attentively. For performers and 
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spectators alike, it was a way of reflecting and relating what they 
had seen – whether it was the body language of a sheep, pig or 
goat – and giving a wider audience the opportunity to pay 
attention to the animals. Since humans and non-humans were 
mutually involved, animals were not mere objects of obser-
vation.


The researchers also thought about what questions the 
animals themselves might ask; what questions did the sheep, 
pigs and goats ask themselves about the behavior of the 
creatures (humans) with whom they found themselves sharing a 
space and time?


 

In this scenario then, it is not just the artist-researcher who 
might be posing the questions that guide the research; rather, 
we also need to consider what questions the animals 
themselves might have been posing; what questions did the 
sheep, pigs, and goats have about the behavior of these 
creatures with whom they found themselves sharing space and 
time? [Cull 2019; E7].


 

Other interspecies performative projects characterized by an 

ethical approach are Ctenophora Drifter (2019 – ongoing) 
involving the Norwegian artist Elly Vadseth and her ritual 
practice of swimming with jellyfish in the Oslo fjord4; or Chisa 
Hidaka, MD and Benjamin Harley’s Dolphin Dance Project5, aimed 
at producing films about underwater dances co-created by wild 
and human dolphins in the open ocean. Dolphins participate 
willingly, with no coercion or reward other than the enjoyment 
of interactions with humans. The latter, in turn, try to work on a 
par with dolphins in the creative process. We can also mention 
the experiments of Barbara Berti who carries out performative 
practices in collaboration with some dogs6. The performer seeks 
the incorporation of the essence of the dog, a zoomimesis7 which 
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leads her to an “other” state of perceptive presence (see the 
contribution of Daria Menichetti in this collection).


We must also point out the complete reversal of perspective 
of the performative practice itself through the performances that 
humans create for an audience of non-human animals, allowing 
humans to see the world from the point of view of animals, such 
as Krott Juurakand Alex Bailey’s Performance for Pets8  , on the 
basis of the famous Concert for dogs by Laurie Anderson (2010)9.


If these are some interesting examples taken from recent 
years, over the centuries the history of performative genres has 
not always been as happy for non-human animals: since the birth 
of the genres themselves, the relationship between men and 
animals in performative genres has been instrumental and also 
led to the violent death of animals themselves: from the 
venationes of ancient Rome, to Elizabethan bear baiting, up to 
the travelling shows of the “orsanti” (tamers of bears for 
spectacular purposes) of our days [Orozco 2013].


The research perspective that we wanted to illustrate here 
assumes the opposite attitude: “companion species” are 
partners, inspirers, and humans do not have relationships only 
with other humans, but also with other animals and the 
ecosystem: all this decides who we are, in a symbolic and 
material way.


Collaborating on a performative level with non-humans is 
something that has always attracted us, and zooanthropology 
tries to explain the reasons. The other species have always 
exerted a particular appeal on the human animal and, 
consequently, on its cultural productions, we can speak of an 
innate attraction for zoomorphy:


 

the animal form becomes a dynamic and transversal entity that 
runs through the figurative arts and the various expressions of 
craftsmanship to transmute dynamically in dance and martial 
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postures, in rhythms and sounds through the somatization of 
otherness10 [Marchesini 2022a; p. 39].


 

To underline the relevance of animal forms in culture and 

the different declinations and ways in which it manifests itself, 
Marchesini uses the concept of zootropia and underlines how the 
human orientation towards the animal form is connected to the 
desire to project himself into the other species [Marchesini 
2022a].


This desiring attitude can trigger a process of metamorphosis 
capable of profoundly transforming the dimension of human 
identity. This passage is particularly useful with reference to the 
performative genres based on the bodily dimension, “infec-
tious”, in the Artaudian sense, with the other than oneself. As 
Emanuele Regi points out in Hybrid ancestor. The zoomimesis in 
the paleoperformances, it has been hypothesized that cave 
paintings “were used as a sort of text that was performed by the 
hunter-gathers in a process he defined palaeoperformance” as 
proposed by Montelle and taken up by Schechner [Regi, here, p. 
22]. Many traces painted in prehistoric caves testify to hybrid 
human-animal figures:


 

there was no division and all the living beings gathered in a 
single continuum. Something that could perfectly fit in the 
ancient Greek world zoé. Unlike bios, which means a single life, 
the word zoé refers to life in general, it is a term that includes 
all forms of life. This life is hybrid and unbreakable. [Regi, here, 
p. 28].


 

Marchesini introduces two related concepts, particularly 

useful for theatrical studies, that of ”animal epiphany” and 
“zoomimesis”. The different species have always constituted 
ontological, existential alternatives and announce them to 
humans through epiphanies, i.e. they teach that a particular 
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modality of existence (such as flying) is possible. A metamorphic 
process thus begins, i.e., a “becoming animal” that Marchesini 
defines “zoomimesis”.


The volume’s contributions embrace many aspects of the 
history of performative genres, from the aforementioned 
“paloperformances” of prehistoric caves, to Enrico Novello’s re-
reading of Euripides’ Bacchae, which benefits from a perspective 
opened up by Gender Studies in the direction of Critical Animal 
Studies:


 

in this (social) drama, women express their desire for 
independence from an enslaving patriarchal system that, 
through the devices of possession and animality, finds its 
physical expression in the πόλις. […] In his unique and original 
attempt to represent female emancipation through possession 
on the stage, Euripides undermines the anthropocentric […] 
conception of society through the figure of Dionysus. The god 
leads actors and spectators to a conjunction and hybridization 
of women with other animals [Novello, here, p. 40].


 

In other essays, the contemporary scene is examined on the 

basis of posthumanist aesthetics: Francesco Dallagà’s contribution 
proposes three degrees of performative immersion in contact 
with the theriomorphic: “the totemic animal”, “the animal in the 
human” and “the animal presence” to bear witness to the 
enigma of the obsession with non-human animals from 
prehistory to contemporary theatre; the contribution is 
dedicated precisely to contemporary theatre and tries to answer 
this question:


 

The works of some widely known Italian dramatic companies 
seem to reveal a peculiar obsession with non-human animals, 
the result of a dramaturgical development in which the human 
encounters the heterospecific even though animals are not 
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concretely present on the stage. Why are we fascinated and 
seduced by the secret of the other-of-species, why do we seek 
this unexpected contact? Why do animals come to us? [Dallagà, 
here, p. 48].


 

Ludovica Campione deals with the New Italian Theatre and 

in particular with the aesthetics of the 90s when the research 
theatre looked beyond the representation and beyond the 
character, also focusing on the actor’s animal body, because, as 
Felice Cimatti argues, “in the process of anthropogenesis […] 
animalitas means being the body that one is, and that beyond the 
body there is nothing”11 [Cimatti 2013; p. 37]; this attention to 
embodiment required new and re-signified images, including 
animality, in particular the aesthetics of certain groups envisaged 
imperfect, incomplete bodies, with multiple identities, animal-
bodies; just as real animals or animal body parts were used on 
stage:


 

I will try and show how  the Nineties  Italian experimental 
theatre aesthetic has employed (and exploited, one may argue) 
animal bodies and imagery in order to rethink human bodies 
and explore their potential beyond taboos and cultural norms 
[Campione, here, p. 68].


 

Riccardo Balestra reflects on the creative process. On the 

basis of Eve Meijer’s research [2019] he takes into consideration 
intelligence as the ability of organisms to respond and react to 
the environment and proposes the case of the octopus that has 
500 million neurons distributed along its tentacles. So, Meijer 
wonders, how can the artist experience and embody – through 
mimetic practice – the condition of the octopus, for example, 
and try to test that intelligence can be directed towards different 
parts of the body. This requires the artist to achieve a perceptive 
system decentralized with respect to social habits. This is what 
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Marchesini refers to as a process of profound theriomorphization, 
that, as the author himself writes, goes down to the flesh:


 

The space opened by epiphany goes beyond the human and 
implies the theriomorphization of the flesh: this is where 
mimesis operates; by wearing the theriomorphic mask, the 
human undertakes his/her anthropoietic path. In act of 
mimesis, the human does not merely copy, because he/she 
must deal with his/her own self and face his/her own 
difficulties of integrating and interpretation of the other. 
Mimesis is going beyond the Self12 [Marchesini 2014a; p. 142].

 


A performative experiment that penetrates the depths of the 
flesh is certainly what takes shape in the performance examined 
by Chiara Venturini, Que le cheval vive in moi by Marion Laval-
Jeantet13. Laval-Jeantet’s attempt – mixing her own blood with 
that of a horse – is that of constructing a post-human, hybridized 
corporeity: “the performative act makes us aware that an organic 
interconnection exists between bodies, biologically and 
psychically, no matter whether they belong to a human, an 
animal or a forest” [Venturini, here, p. 94]. This experiment – it 
should be emphasized – contravenes the ethics of not exploiting 
animals for scenic purposes.


  Free from the exploitation of non-humans is the virtual 
reality proposed by Leonardo Sbabo through haptic technologi-
es, capable of creating virtual spaces that can be explored by the 
senses and show the ethical-political applications of the 
encounter and coexistence between humans and non-humans: 
“We must ask ourselves how these virtual territories can help us 
adopt eco-sustainable and eco-oriented behaviours and modes of 
existence” [Sbabo, here, p. 106].


Theatrical research of strong ethical and political value is 
undertaken by Alessandro Garzella and the “Animali Celesti-
Teatro d’Arte Civile”. As Nicola Fania here illustrates, they link 

16



theatre, nature and madness. Garzella is the founder of an 
interspecies community that operates in San Rossore Park, 
where theatre students, psychiatric patients, horses, donkeys 
and chickens share the same place of life and theatre. Besides 
the company, the association “Cavalieri Consapevoli”14 also 
operates in the Park. They practice “sentimental horse riding”, 
i.e, they house old horses because they believe that the benefit 
they bring to humans is their presence, not the service they can 
offer: 


Horsemen regularly practice proprioceptive gymnastics with 
horses. They begin with the study of movement, which must 
include the act of touching and requires strong empathy, in 
order to finally gain real knowledge of their own corporeity by 
becoming capable of relating to the horse [Fania, here, p. 117].


Daria Menichetti’s contribution proposes a path similar to 
the one described in this introduction as a model of the new 
interspecies performances: from exploitation to collaboration 
between partners:


 

In performances, we observe a withdrawal from old 
hierarchical and anthropocentric models towards renewed 
horizontal perspectives, from a vision of the non-human 
animal as “otherness” and “distance” to a perspective of 
interconnection and to identification with transspecific beings 
[Menichetti, here, p. 131].


 

As underlined in the contribution, there are many nuances of 

interspecies collaboration, ranging from the more instrumental 
ones of the Theatre Zingaro of Bartabas15 and of the 
choreographer Luc Petton (with La confindence des oiseux of 
2004, conceived for 4 dancers and thirty birds)16, up to truly 
horizontal, participatory experiments, such as those already 
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mentioned by Barbara Berti and the duo Krott Juurak and Alex 
Bailey who perform for pets in their homes.


Notes


1 Translated from Italian: “la cultura umana non condanna l’uomo all’eccezio-
nalità e all’isolamento ontologico, ma è il più straordinario progetto partecipati-
vo che la natura abbia saputo realizzare”.

2 See the film project by the company https://vimeo.com/217677086 [accessed 
may 2023].

3 https://www.feveredsleep.co.uk/start-here [accessed may 2023].

4 http://www.esvkunst.com [accessed may 2023].

5 http://dolphin-dance.org/about/ [accessed may 2023].

6 S e e B A U # 1 ; B A U # 2 ; T H E S I T U A T I O N . D O G O D , h t t p s : / /
barbaratopi.wordpress.com/research-practice/[accessed may 2023].

7 This is a neologism developed by R. Marchesini; the concept of zoomimesis 
questions the pure and immutable essence of the human, because in reality it is 
always involved in moments of encroachment or hybridization with animal 
otherness [Marchesini 2002; 2014; 2022].

8 http://www.performancesforpets.net [accessed may 2023].

9 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=38g4VzkIf14 [accessed may 2023].

10 Translated from Italian: “la forma animale diventa un’entità dinamica e 
trasversale che percorre le arti figurative e le diverse espressioni dell’artigianato 
per trasmutare in modo dinamico nella danza e nelle posture marziali, nella 
ritmica e nelle sonorità attraverso la somatizzazione dell’alterità”.

11 Translated from Italian: “nel processo dell’antropogenesi […] animalitas 
significa essere il corpo che si è, e oltre questo corpo non c’è altro”.

12 Translated from Italian “L’epifania apre uno spazio di oltre uomo che prevede 
la teriomorfizzazione della carne dell’uomo: è lì che opera la mimesis, 
attraverso l’assunzione della maschera teriomorfa l’essere umano intraprende il 
suo percorso antropopoietico. […] Nell’atto mimetico l’essere umano non si 
limita a copiare, ma deve fare i conti con sé stesso, misurarsi con le proprie 
difficoltà integrative e interpretative dell’altro. La mimesis è andare oltre sé 
stessi”.

13 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Awz4w22tFHw [accessed may 2023].

14 http://www.ilnuovofontanile.it/equitazione-sentimentale-m-e-i/ [accessed 
may 2023].

15 https://www.bartabas.fr/zingaro/le-theatre/ [accessed may 2023]. 

16 https://www.lucpetton.com/fr/repertoire/la-confidence-des-oiseaux/la-
confidence-des-oiseaux-en/ [accessed may 2023].
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Hybrid Ancestors.  
Zoomimesis in the Palaeoperformances 


Emanuele Regi

 

Roberto Marchesini concludes his book Epifania animale with 
this sentence: “We have always been hybrids, perhaps even 
before our ancestors renegotiated our morphopoietic threshold 
by chipping a flint” [Marchesini 2014; p. 152].1 This perspective 
should be considered seriously in order to understand how our 
ancestors handled their relationship with animality. In this essay 
we are going to discuss how this hybrid relationship could be 
analysed through what Montelle [2007] defines palaeoperfor-
mances, i.e., the set of performative practices (probably social or 
religious rituals) found in European Upper Paleolithic 
(40,000-14,000 years ago). In an unpublished work, I discussed 
the elements that formed palaeoperformance: “sound, visual, 
body, magic and figurative” elements [Regi 2020; 12].2 However, 
the notions of epiphany and zoomimesis offer new philosophical 
possibilities to explain how the embodiment of animals was 
performed in these prehistoric actions. 


 

1. Performing the caves 
 

It is difficult to affirm with certainty for what purposes the caves 
were used, especially with regard to the phenomena of rock 
paintings. We have no final answers yet, only a series of 
hypotheses that future findings might confirm or reject. Rigal 
discussed all the theoretical arguments that have recently been 
proposed. His conclusion is relevant: 
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None of the hypotheses presented in this book can, on their 
own, explain the entire corpus of Upper Paleolithic art. […] 
Probably the meaning of this art was not the same for all of 
them, that certain themes evolved according to places and 
times. [Rigal 2022; p. 243]3


 

Therefore, it is difficult to give a comprehensive answer to 

the open questions about prehistoric art, but we can try to 
analyse, through a performance studies perspective, some 
aspects that can add interesting reflections to Upper Palaeolithic 
cognitive archaeology. 


The existence of a link between performance theory and 
archaeology was first suggested by Montelle. In 2007, he 
published Palaeoperformance, where he theorised the possibility 
that cave paintings were used as a sort of text that was 
performed by the hunter-gathers in a process he defined 
palaeoperformance.


 

The mythopoetic and the ideological were made available to 
the agency of theatricality and were rendered tangible through 
an index of signs (of sings). The ‘reading’ and the 
‘interpretation’ of this index was a performative process that I 
have termed palaeoperformance. [Montelle 2007; p. 192].


 

Schechner revives Montelle’s hypothesis in the framework of 

performance theory and reckons that “the images were a genre 
of action paintings” [Schechner 2018; p. 359].4 This approach is 
close to what is suggested by the archaeologist Martini who 
refuses the theory of ‘art for art’ and supports a theory focusing 
on gestures.  
 


Non-eidetic figuration, then, which we might call performance 
art, a kind of “action art” ante litteram, in which gesture and 
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image give rise to a “figurative action” [...], linked to a meaning 
that escapes us. [Martini 2019; p. 150]5 


Consequently, we consider the action of painting more 
important than the painting itself. Martini, in fact, stated that an 
analysis that “deals with the ‘making sign’ in all of its 
implications” [Martini 2019; p. 151]6 is essential. Several elements 
support these hypotheses. In many caves (Chauvet, Lascaux, Les 
Trois Frères, etc.) we find animal figures consisting of an 
intricate system of signs or other shapes, one on top of the other 
rather than drawn with a single line. This is how Ferrara 
describes some paintings in Chauvet [Fig. 1]: 


 

It seems disorderly, because the paintings were not made all 
together and some of them [rif. A paintings] tend to overlap. 
However, there is no disorder. There is movement, rage, 
animation, mobility, and animal survival. [Ferrara 2021; 60]7


 


 

Fig. 1, Panel of Hourses, wall painting in the Chauvet Cave (image from the 

Caverne du Pont d’Arc replica), France, c. 30,000 – 28.,000 B.C.E.  
or c. 15,000 – 13,000 B.C.E.  

[Credit: Claude Valette; License: CC BY-SA 4.0] 
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In addition, some places are difficult to reach, so the 
possibility of an eidetic vision is to be excluded. Consequently, 
this approach focuses on performative processes rather than on 
their causes or results. Indeed, from this perspective, it is not so 
important to understand what those signs or figures represent, 
but, through cognitive archaeology, what the perceptive, 
physical and ritual process was. 


If the gesture is reckoned to be an important element, it is 
essential to link it to the other elements that contribute to the 
emergence of theatricality: the sound, dance, visual and 
figurative elements. This is what created the complex and 
composite structure of Palaeolithic performances. In addition, 
the particular atmosphere provided by the cave is fundamental 
for an understanding of the structure and processes of these 
practices. According to Fischer-Lichte, the atmosphere helps the 
realization of a specific spatiality that generates “a liminal space 
in which changes occur and transformation takes place” 
[Fischer-Lichte 2014; p. 209].8 


Even though Rigal observes correctly that paintings were 
made not solely in caves, surely these places were special and 
different from others. Rigal defines them as both symbolic and 
holy places, while Montelle thinks of them as “human modified 
landmarks” in which cave-users impressed “the subjunctive 
world of the self-consciously constructed ‘as if ’” [Montelle 2007; 
p. 2]. The semiotic approach of Montelle, however, does not 
explain everything; we have to consider also the perception of 
place that is perfectly described by Meschiari: 


 

a) perception and self-perception of the body in a chthonic 
environment, b) subjective perception of the time-space in the 
cave and in front of the images, c) perception of the otherness 
in the rocks, in the animal and in the image. [Meschiari 2015; p. 
33]9
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Firstly, in the cave environment, users were immersed in a 
particular soundscape made of echoes and reverberations. 
According to Waller there is a strict relationship between human 
use and the quality of the soundscape. 


The acoustic properties of more than one hundred and fifty art 
sites around the world have been documented as possessing 
remarkable sound reflection in the form of echoes, 
reverberation or resonance. In many of these sites, the echoing 
is so clear that painted beings can be made to speak back; the 
echoing voice appears to emanate from solid rock at the exact 
spot the artists chose to depict the beings. Engraved hoofed 
animals can be heard to gallop when percussion noises bounce 
back as hoof beat-like echoes [Waller 2002; p 3].


 

The cave resounds, but music was also played inside it. A 

series of musical instruments were found there: lithophones 
[Bendarick 2010], flutes made of bones and scrapers [Tomlison 
2015]. According to Mithen, the hunter gathers communities 
used music and vocalization to “share […] entities and religious 
ideas” [Mithen 2007; p. 318].10 He also suggests that the 
movement of the body probably accompanied the music in what 
he defined “pure dance” [Mithen 2007; p. 181].11 Therefore, we 
must imagine a strong performative underground activity 
consisting of singing, the playing of musical instruments, 
painting, dancing and probably acting or story telling, if we refer 
to the shamanic model outlined by Clottes and Lewis-Williams 
[2001]. 


Once accepted that hunter-gatherers, both men and women 
[Patou-Mathis 2020], did some performative activities that might 
be defined as human’s first rituals or even theatrical forms, we 
can now discuss the relationship with painted animals that 
constitute the main part of this ‘iconographic heritage’. 
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2. Performing hybridization: Apophenia/Epiphany, 
Kinesthesia/Zoomimesis 


 

Palaeolithic caves are an immense treasure trove of different 
figures: animals, sexual, abstract and anthropomorphic symbols. 
Most of them, however, belong to the animal world. 


European wall art consists exclusively of signs and animals. 
The latter are essentially large herbivores: horses, bison, 
aurochs, cervids, ibex and mammoths. Omnivores (bears, 
humans), felines and rhinos are less frequent. Other animal 
species (fish, birds, megacers, chamois, seals, fantastic 
animals...) are depicted exceptionally. This bestiary is 
represented according to more or less constant conventions 
throughout the Upper Paleolithic: most often at ‘rest’, with no 
indication of particular activity or interaction, animals may at 
the most follow, face or overlap each other [Rigal 2022; pp. 
103-104].12


 

Hybrids – figures that combine human with animal features – 

are very rare but significant. Examples are provided by the 
famous Lion of Holstain Stadel, a statue that testifies to the major 
relevance of anthropomorphic figures, or by the female sexual 
symbol merging with bulls in Chauvet’s cave [Fig. 2]. 
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These cognitive-performative processes reveal how thin the 
boundaries ‘between species’ were in the minds of our 
ancestors.


 

One day, a day that lasted less than twenty-five thousand years, 
Upper Paleolithic people began to draw. What? The question 
did not even pose itself: the only possible object was animals. 
Animals were force in motion, they would hit you or they were 
to be hit. This was not magic, as the clumsy moderns would 
think. [Into the animal you would transform, from the animal 
you would escape, by transforming yourself. The animal and 
those who drew it belonged to the same continuum of forms. 
[Calasso 2016; p. 27]13
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Fig. 2, Pubic triangle, 
head of bison, 
human leg. Wooden 
charcoal drawings 
with fading, flint 
scratching (including 
pubis). Pont d'Arc 
cave (copy of the 
Chauvet Cave), 
France, c. 
30,000-28,0000 
B.C.E. or c. 
15,000-13,000 B.C.E. 
[Credit: Claude 
Valette; License: CC 
BY-SA 4.0]



There was no division and all living beings gathered in a 
single continuum. Something that could perfectly fit in the 
ancient Greek word zoé. Unlike bios, which means a single life, 
the word zoé refers to life in general, it is a term that includes all 
forms of life. This life is hybrid and unbreakable.


 

In Greek zoé is opposed to thánatos [death] and excludes it. 
From the perspective of the Greek language, modern biology 
ought to be called zoology. Zoé is life considered without 
further specifications and without limits. [Kerényi 1992; p. 19]14


 

Rigal included animism, totheism, analogism and naturalism 

among the possible Palaeolithic religions. In different ways, all of 
them illustrate the link between animals and humans. It is 
something that strictly links the term zoé to our ancestors’ beliefs 
and allows us to make a hypothesis about their shared 
background [Radice 2018]. Undoubtedly, according to Leroi-
Ghouran [1993], animals were part of this religious system, also 
because of possible “palaeolithic shamanism” [Clottes 2003; 9].15 
Therefore, we can read the painted figures in relation to these 
religious beliefs as a means to create a sort of performative 
connection with the zoé continuum. 


However, these speculations are very difficult to prove. 
Nevertheless, by using Marchesini’s philosophical framework 
(epiphany and zoomimesis) to analyse the process of drawing, 
we could attempt to explain the relationship, in the processes of 
palaeoperformances, between humans and animal figures that 
were even more than a simple painting.


Meschiari terms apophenia the phenomenon through with 
“the natural form of the rock, with shadows and reliefs 
emphasised by mobile light sources, generates casual 
configurations that the mind ‘reads’ as actual figures” [Meschiari 
2015; p. 26].16 Meeting an animal, even though simply painted on 
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rock, leads to what Marchesini calls epiphany, that is the moment 
in which “the human is absorbed by the other-of-species and 
recognises itself through the astonishment of being outside its 
own body” [Marchesini 2014; 9].17 In both cases, we have the self-
discussion of human perception: the perception of the rock 
illuminated by light might suggest an apophenia that triggers the 
animal epiphany. These two interrelated processes cooperate in 
the performative action of drawing that realises epiphany 
through apophenia. Once the figures are created, they need to be 
animated as a real animal in order to be integrated into the 
performance.


 

Rather than “being” images “do”. They are performative, they 
create movement. And we respond to their stimulus in ways 
that are personal and singular, but that belong to everybody, 
because they are connected to the sensorial, motor stimulation 
and not only the brain, they belong to all the bodies. [Ferrara 
2021; p. 50]18


 

Alongside the figures, we have to imagine the movement of 

the performer as a “channel of communication represented by 
an exchange of energy” [Fischer-Lichte 2014; p. 181].19 We have 
three types of performative movement that set up the mise en 
scène: 1) the movement of light itself and on the rock; 2) the 
gesture of the body (probably accompanied by music and 
dance); 3) the painted figure that is animated by the light and the 
reliefs of the rock. The result is that the painted figure becomes 
alive and is embodied in the hunter-gatherer who, using 
“memory and movements towards the real” [Regi 2020; 19],20 
immerses himself or herself in a kinaesthetic experience where 
he or she moves with the animal.
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The transformations induced in the images (moving or shifting 
light) are not only of primary movement (never comparable to 
that of a “real” animal anyway) but of complex kinesthesia, of ”
magical” connection between image and observer: the animal 
moves with me. [Meschiari 2015; p. 34]21


 

Thereby, the boundaries between animals and humans 

dissolve into a hybrid form within the domain of zoé. This 
performance seems to come close to what Marchesini names 
zoomimesis, i.e., “the act of assuming a new hybrid form, namely 
the moment in which the epiphany is reintroduced and 
represented in one’s own body” [Marchesini 2014; p. 134].22 It is 
necessary to separate zoomimesis from Aristotelian mimesis. 
Mimesis is based on imitation and verisimilitude of the real; 
zoomimesis, on the other hand, implies a sort of inner ritual: “an 
initiatory act that requires a long process of assimilation but 
above all adjustment” [Marchesini 2014; p. 134].23 The performer 
literally embodies and re-presents an animal by viewing its figure 
(epiphany) on the rock surface. 


The process behind the palaeoperformances reveals how 
deep the hybrid relationship between humans and animals is in 
the way in which our ancestors performed it in two phases. The 
first one is purely cognitive with the process of apophenia on the 
rock reliefs and epiphany of an invisible, mental or even inner 
animal. The second one is both cognitive and performative and 
could be achieved by drawing the animal and performing 
kinesthesia, and then, through zoomimesis, as the performer 
reaches a third hybrid form, human and animal. While this 
framework might not explain prehistoric rituals or beliefs, it can 
demonstrate how both atavistic and contemporary our hybrid 
status is. In fact, contemporary performances are still negotiating 
with zoomimesis and the influences of our Palaeolithic legacy. 

 


30



3. Pre-human and post-human consciousness in 
contemporary performance


 

Just as zoé was preanthropocentric consciousness, nowadays 
posthuman philosophy represents a postanthropocentric 
sensibility. In both cases, the critique against the human as a 
hierarchical centre and the extension of the concept of life is 
crucial. Rosi Braidotti clearly describes this connection: 


 

The relational capacity of the posthuman subject is not limited 
to our species, but concerns non-anthropomorphic elements. 
Living matter – including flesh – is intelligent and self-directed, 
and it is so precisely because it is not separate from the rest of 
organic life. I therefore do not move entirely within the 
constructivist method, rather I emphasise the nonhuman, the 
generating power of Life, which I have defined as zoe. 
[Braidotti 2014; p. 64]24


 

Animal studies scholars hybridise their theory by looking at 

this philosophical framework [Cimatti 2021]. In addition, Una 
Chaudhuri [2017] applies this philosophical structure to the stage 
spectacle, conscious of the new ethics behind many 
contemporary artists who derive important elements from these 
theories. Budriesi [2020] underlines the process of animalization 
in contemporary Italian theatre, which marks a deeply 
posthuman progress within the performing arts.  


In relation to this, it is important to recall those 
performances that recreate a Palaeolithic atmosphere through 
the animalization of the scene and, in certain respects, re-
propose the tension that we analysed with reference to 
palaeoperformances. In particular, Sleep Tecnique [2017] a 
choreographic work by the Italian contemporary theatre 
company Dewey Dell is a re-enactment of the Chauvet’s cave, 
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described as an emotional process triggered by the paintings. It 
performs a sort of epiphany by means of a continuous 
transformation of figures that is perfectly in line with a 
posthuman consciousness.


 

A further tension was to stage a continuous transformation of 
the figures on the stage: they are the human beings in a 
community, they are animals and rocks, all this while their 
daily lives abruptly interrupt the proto-theatre that they have 
started. [Castellucci, Ventrucci 2017]25


 

Epiphany inspires a process of zoomimesis in the 

performance that inserts them into a metamorphic continuum: 
from Paleolithic performativity Dewey Dell capture 
archaeologically a becoming within the zoological continuum 
that they graft into their own creation. The activating energy of 
zoé enables the representation of continuous metamorphoses of 
hybrid figures (both human and animal) that are embodied 
throughout the choreography.  

 


Notes


1 “Siamo sempre stati ibridi, forse ancor prima che i nostri progenitori 
rinegoziassero la nostra soglia morfopoietica scheggiando una selce”. Unless 
otherwise indicated, all the Italian texts were translated by the author.

2 “sonoro, visuale, corporeo, magico e figurativo”.

3 “Nessuna delle ipotesi presentate in questo libro può presentare da sola 
l’intero corpus artistico del Paleolitico Superiore. […] È altresì probabile che il 
significato di quest’arte non fosse lo stesso per tutti loro, che certe tematiche si 
siano evolute in funzione dei luoghi e delle epoche”.

4 “le immagini erano un genere di action painting”.

5 “Figurazione non eidetica, quindi, che potremmo definire arte performativa, 
una sorta di ‘action art’ ante litteram, nella quale gesto ed immagine danno 
origine ad una ‘azione figurante’ […], legata ad un significato che ci sfugge”.
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6 “che affronti il ‘fare segno’ in tutte le sue implicazioni”.

7 “Sembra anche disordine, perché i disegni non sono stati fatti tutti insieme, e 
in parte tendono a sovrapporsi. Ma il disordine non c’è. C’è movimento, c’è 
furore, c’è animazione, mobilità, e sopravvivenza animale, tensione ferina, 
specie se lo immaginiamo illuminato da una fiammella traballante”.

8 “spazio liminale nel qual si verificano dei mutamenti e avvengono delle 
trasformazioni”.

9 “a) percezione e autopercezione del corpo in ambienti ctoni, b) percezione 
soggettiva dello spazio-tempo nella grotta e di fronte alle immagini, c) 
percezione dell’altro nella roccia, nell’animale e nell’immagine”.

10 “a condividere con gli altri gli enti e le idee religiose”.

11 “danza pura”.

12 “L’arte parietale europea consiste esclusivamente di segni e di animali. Questi 
ultimi sono essenzialmente grandi erbivori: cavalli, bisonti, uri, cervidi, 
stambecchi e mammut. Gli onnivori (orsi, umani), i felini e i rinoceronti sono 
meno frequenti. Le altre specie animali (pesci, uccelli, megaceri, camosci, 
fosche, animali fantastici…) sono raffigurate solo eccezionalmente. Questo 
bestiario è rappresentato secondo convinzioni più o meno costanti durante 
tutto il Paleolitico superiore: il più delle volte a “riposo”, quasi sempre di 
profilo, senza indicazioni di attività o interazioni particolari, gli animali 
possono tutt’al più seguirsi, affrontarsi o sovrapporsi”.

13 “Un giorno, un giorno che durò non meno di venticinquemila anni, gli uomini 
del Paleolitico superiore cominciarono a disegnare. Che cosa? La scelta non si 
poneva neppure: unico oggetto possibile erano gli animali. Gli animali erano la 
potenza in movimento, che colpiva o si doveva colpire. Non si trattava di magia, 
come avrebbero pensato i goffi moderni. Nell’animale ci si trasformava, 
all’animale si sfuggiva, trasformandosi. L’animala e chi lo disegnava 
appartenevano allo stesso continuo delle forme”.

14 “In greco zoé si contrappone a thánatos escludendolo. Dalla prospettiva del 
linguaggio greco la biologia moderna dovrebbe chiamarsi zoologia. Zoé è la vita 
considerata senza caratterizzazione ulteriore e senza limiti”.

15 “chamanisme paléolitique”.

16 “le forme naturali della roccia, con ombre e rilievi enfatizzati da fonti 
luminose mobili, producono configurazioni casuali che la mente ”legge” come 
figure vere e proprie”.

17 “l’uomo viene assorbito nell’altro-di-specie e si riconosce attraverso lo 
stupore nel trovarsi oltre la datità del proprio corpo”.

18 “Le immagini non ”sono”, “fanno”. Sono performative, creano movimento. E 
noi rispondiamo al loro stimolo in modo personale e singolare, ma è un modo 
che appartiene a tutti, perché è connesso alla simulazione sensoriale, motoria 
non solo del cervello, ma di tutto il corpo”.


33



19 “canale di comunicazione rappresentato da uno scambio di energia”.

20 “memoria e performance nei confronti del reale”.

21 “Le trasformazioni indotte nelle immagini (spostandosi o spostando la luce) 
non sono solo di movimento primario (comunque mai paragonabile a quello di 
un animale “vero”) ma di cinestesia complessa, di connessione “magica” tra 
immagine e osservatore: l’animale si muove con me”.

22 “è l’atto di assumere la nuova forma ibrida, vale a dire il momento di 
riproporre e rappresentare l’epifania nel proprio corpo”.

23 “un atto iniziatico che richiede un lungo percorso di assimilazione ma 
soprattutto di adeguamento”.

24 “La capacità relazionale del soggetto postumano non è confinata all’interno 
della nostra specie, bensì riguarda elementi non antropomorfi. La materia 
vivente – inclusa la carne – è intelligente e autogestita, e lo è precisamente 
perché non è separata della vita organica. Io quindi non muovo completamente 
all’interno del metodo costruttivista, piuttosto sottolineo il non umano, la 
potenza generatrice della Vita, che ho definito zoe”.

25 “Un’ulteriore tensione è stata quella di attuare una continua trasformazione 
delle figure sul palco: sono esseri umani della comunità, sono animali e rocce, il 
tutto mentre la loro vita quotidiana interrompe bruscamente il proto-teatro che 
questi hanno iniziato”.
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Animality, a Gender Issue


Enrico Novello


Introduction


 

In the whole of Western thought – arts, literature and philosophy 
– what emerges is the human tendency, especially the masculine 
tendency, to establish its independence from nature. This logic 
has its roots in the first creative and ideational manifestations of 
the political man. In the 5th century B.C., the subjugation of 
nature and the emancipation of ἄνθρωπος from it are the basis of 
classical and patriarchal Greek culture, on which Western 
thought rests. In his essay on the origins of πόλις, Mario Vegetti 
recalls how the myth of Prometheus marks the inevitable 
fracture between anthropopoietic human culture and nature. 
Between deceptions and thefts, the mythical story of 
Prometheus reveals what scissors were used to cut the historical 
break: τέχναι. “Thanks to them, man, on behalf of nature, 
becomes its master and transforms it into a stock of resources 
from which to draw the means to satisfy his needs” [Vegetti 1976; 
p. 2] 1.


The exclusion of the aorgic natural and telluric forces entails 
an inevitable discrimination against those living beings that more 
or less directly preserve the “nature” element, such as women, 
children, and madmen [Marchesini 2019]. In Fondamenti di 
Zooantropologia [2005], Marchesini redefines the two concepts 
of nature and culture that are traditionally considered 
antithetical, and attempts to overcome this epistemological bias. 
What, in fact, defines the human is not so much its genetic and 
historical-traditional inheritance, but the realisation of a 
transpecific culture that is realised in a hybrid res cogitans based 
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and supported by the introjection of non-human models. The 
embryonic phase of the dialogic relationships between humans 
and non-humans resides in the rupture of an autarchic 
anthropocentrism. Although this zooanthropological perspective 
is a recent formulation, it is possible to borrow its focal lenses to 
scrutinise the tragedy, myth and classical fiction that underpin 
Western culture.


Our goal, however, is not to provide a reading that would 
distort the historical and artistic context of that time, since Greek 
myth and religion naturally offer us a transpecific perspective. 
Dionysus, ambiguously close to the uranic and telluric reigns, 
offers himself as a mediator between the two worlds. His hybrid 
birth and his existence unfolding between life and death and 
between animal and ἄνθρωπος have allowed him to maintain a 
precarious and unstable balance between natural, animal and 
gender otherness. The breaking of this fragile measure is at the 
basis of those tragedies that find their reason for existing in the 
mask of Dionysus. So human savagery and feral humanity are at 
the heart of Euripides’ Bacchae. The pessimism that animates the 
5th-century B.C. tragedian led him to develop a sensitivity that 
was misunderstood by his and our contemporaries. That is why 
Euripides would abandon the πόλις of philosophy and find free 
space for action at the Macedonian mountain court, where he 
would remain until the end of his days.


Dionysus has given humanity the ability to reveal its hybrid 
transpecific nature, exploiting the mystical tools of inebriation 
and possession that Euripides conveys through religion in the 
theatrical space, to summarise the modern Bacchic ambiguity. A 
euphoric ἐλευθερία is staged that is inspired by a god whose 
thoughts and emotions deeply overcome the human barriers and 
merge into a hybrid and complete Nature that abhors the 
dividing walls of πόλις and the discrimination generated by 
traditional culture.


38



 Animality, a gender issue

 

Euripides’ last tragedies were born in a social context negatively 
affected by the internal strife caused by the fratricidal 
Peloponnesian War (431-404 B.C.). The end of Periclean politics 
led the tragedian to feel a deep mistrust towards the πόλις and 
retire to the court of King Archelaus in Macedonia, where he 
spent his last days. Euripides aspired to an ideal balance 
between the active and non-active components of society, 
including that half of the citizenship that was discarded by the 
rest of the socio-political organisation: women.


The feminist movements of the 1970s directed the attention 
of scholars to the analysis of the women’s condition in past 
societies, such as the 5th-century B.C. Athenian one. The 
resulting Gender Studies offer interpretative keys that shed light 
on how often women and the feminine dimension were 
associated with potentially indomitable passion and sexual 
desire. Any sexual initiative undertaken by a woman, even if 
aimed at satisfying her own pleasure, is considered hostile 
towards, and transgressive of, the civic order established by the 
ἀνήρ [Goff, 2004]. In Athens, women enjoyed conditional 
freedom: it was regulated by the stringent rules imposed by the 
social order of the ἄνδρες and by a system of mutual self-
surveillance calibrated by male gaze and male taste. The female 
body became an antisocial and disturbing element because it 
expressed biological needs and pleasure clashing with the 
cultural construction that identified it. The θῆλυ was perceived 
as a container of fluids, blood, milk, and semen. The sexual 
activities that the ἀνήρ conceived of for women were framed by 
the male expectation of conception. Παρθένος and γυνή were 
equally united by the only perspective the other sex envisaged 
for them: containers and mothers. Pregnancy and parenting 
ensured the presence of future generations who would commit 
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themselves to the preservation and safeguarding of πόλις 
through work and the defence of borders.


The Bacchae offer Euripides the opportunity to tell a social 
and political story within a Dionysian frame. In this (social) 
drama, women express their desire for independence from an 
enslaving patriarchal system that, through the devices of 
possession and animality, finds its physical expression in the 
πόλις. In the Bacchae, in fact, Euripides proposes an experience 
that denounces and projects into a distant and mythical time the 
defects of a society that is increasingly corroded by 
anthropocentrism and the Athenian ego. Both of them 
marginalise the most vulnerable and rejected elements of society 
(including the elderly and women). Although the delirium of 
Agave, Cadmus, or Tiresias may seem “pathological” and 
originating from Dionysus, their actual origin and motivation are 
to be found within the πόλις. It is a madness that does not come 
from outside of society and nature but that operates within 
them. The possession of the bacchantes can be interpreted as an 
instrumentum fuguae from a society or a social group that 
coercively exerts pressure on the subject. Consequently, the 
latter will experience ἐνϑουσιασμός. Through this religious 
expedient, in the space of evasion and subversion, possession 
grants uncontrolled freedom to those for whom freedom was not 
guaranteed [Lewis 1972].


In this stage fiction, women, inebriated by the φάρμακον 
mixed by Bacchus, act without awareness. The apparent lack of 
control and free will in the drama interprets female possession as 
an expression of the crisis of individual presence, the result of 
the marginalisation of women who have become socially 
invisible and can only express their psychological suffering 
within their community through the ecstatic phenomenon [De 
Martino 1961].


40



In the Euripidean Athens of the 5th century B.C. and the 
Thebes of the tragedy, the greater the social discomfort that 
πόλις causes to women, the greater the intensity and degree of 
alienation at the basis of their possession. Female seclusion is the 
fertile ground on which Dionysus can impose his dominion by 
leading women to abandon the πόλις that condemns them either 
to the darkness of the gynoecium or to wear a veil. Dionysus 
tames women’s civilization, conceived of as a process of 
normative and political aggregation and assimilation, and “rides” 
their psyche, including rationality and passions. Sources of 
ancient Peloponnesian cults attest an association between the 
priestesses possessed by the god and the mares ridden by 
Dionysus as a demonic jockey [ Jeanmaire 2012]. In the πάροδος 
of the Bacchae, women sing a song of freedom that presents their 
god as a liberator exciting them to the cry of the Evoè all around 
Mount Cithaeron. This song describes to the audience a pleasant 
and idyllic place where they can jump and dance. In the freedom 
granted by the god, what stands out is the image of the filly with 
her mother moving easily in the pasture. This last animal 
association recalls and enhances the possession by the god and 
the woman’s identification with his mare. Even if in the 
Euripidean tragedy possession is apparently a coercive act 
‘suggested’ by Dionysus, the bacchant thus becomes 
emancipated from the πόλις.


In his unique and original attempt to represent female 
emancipation through possession on the stage, Euripides 
undermines the anthropocentric and ἀνήρ-centric conception of 
society through the figure of Dionysus. The god leads actors and 
spectators to a conjunction and hybridization of women with 
other animals. The “immersive comparison within domains 
typically impervious to the influence of non-human animals” 
[Budriesi 2019; p. 47]2 allows the ἄνθρωπος to face new 
dimensions of self-knowledge. Its identity is structured through a 
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cognitive process of otherness. Roberto Marchesini argues that 
the evolutionary history of the human animal is realised by 
interacting with, rather than withdrawing from, different types 
of animality [Budriesi 2019].


Euripides’ use of metaphors and symbolism in the Bacchae is 
probably linked to his conception of animal otherness, which 
opens the door to new ideas and visions on possible existential 
dimensions [Marchesini 2022]. Marchesini writes: “The 
encounter with animal otherness often represents an epiphany: a 
profound disruption for the human being, capable of initiating 
the ideation process through a process of decentralization” 
[Marchesini 2022; p. 41]3   Euripides departs from the ideology 
that views ἀνήρ as independent from, or extraneous to, nature. 
Creating an analogy with living beings of other species reverses 
and twists archetypal roles with an ironically cruel game of 
visions and ambiguity, such as the control figures of the breeder 
or the hunter. Hunting represents for Athenian citizens a ritual 
tool that marks the passage from adolescence to adulthood. 
When, for example, it is entrusted to the hands of the 
bacchantes, it becomes distorted: they deprive it of its social 
significance by killing a docile and domestic animal, such as a 
cow. This destabilises the viewer and undermines the cultural 
roots of hunting. Hunting is distorted by being practised on an 
animal that is not conventionally considered a prey. The hunting 
practice that Plato had differentiated between vile and virtuous 
is trivialised and compromised. The killing of the herd, however, 
can also have deeper developments. Euripides’ choice of the 
animal is not accidental. Because of its polysemy, the cow is a 
symbol that could refer to motherhood in its sweetest and most 
loving form. It is an animal that is often associated with motherly 
dedication to her τέκνα. We want to interpret the bovine 
σπαραγμός as a rite of passage that, although replicating what 
the ἀνήρ suffers, does not intend to perpetuate the social system 
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in which the actors are living. On the contrary, the intent is to get 
out of it by giving up their role as mothers and wives. This 
reading is completed by the description of the action that 
immediately follows the kil l ing of the bullock: the 
dismemberment of bulls which, charged with symbolic value, 
participate in this rite of passage. The animal represents the 
ἀνδρεία of the masculine and its σπαραγμός could symbolise the 
submission and violent disconnection of patriarchal society and, 
accordingly, the possible eventual emancipation of women. With 
reference to the sexual customs of the Greeks and their marriage 
rites, Licht asserts that “[e]ven at the time of Homer, it was 
customary for a man to purchase a bride from her parents [...] 
and the hedna, the groom’s gift to the bride, often consisted of 
natural products, most commonly cattle” [Licht 1962; p. 42].4 
Killing this type of animal signifies breaking the bonds that 
forced the woman to a rigid modus vivendi. The πόλις is shaken 
from its foundations: marriage and οἰκία. The bull is also, 
however, one of the forms of Dionysus, the Uranian god with a 
heart imbued with chthonic elements. This ambivalent nature of 
Bromios, so frightening for an ordered human reality that 
mirrors the celestial one (which is why Pentheus fears him), ends 
in the synthesis between the god’s form and his internal 
structure. He is a divine being at the core of the city’s religious 
cults, but he is presented through animals with a strong symbolic 
value: the bull, the lion and the snake. From the very beginning, 
the choir’s appearance in the scene introduces a ‘ταυρόκερων’ 
Bromios. A bull is the alter ego of the god who will replace him 
when, in a stranger’s clothing, he will be locked up in the stables. 
The latent nature of Dionysus manifests itself to the senses and 
perceptions of Pentheus in the form of this animal: ‘ταῦρος […] 
δοκεῖς’ says the man to the god. The σπαραγμός, therefore, could 
also be a tribute to Bromios and its birth myth. 
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Furthermore, the animals that define Dionysus’ identity in 
cult and in the tragedy are the same beings with which Pentheus 
is compared or associated or with whose skins he is covered. The 
symbolic value of the bull is manifested in the proverbial 
sexuality that characterises the orgiastic rites of Bacchus. 
Comparing Pentheus to the bull means, in our case, creating an 
internal struggle between that order defended by the king and a 
part of himself that he cannot accept or socially share. The πενία 
in question turns out to be an ironically identifying element that 
allows to recognise Pentheus in the process of exploring his 
repressed sexuality. Power here shows itself as a still immature 
being who has not been able to fully explore and assert itself. 
The failure to develop sexuality leads to an identity crisis that 
makes Pentheus a curious, but at the same time volatile, subject. 
The sovereign’s new predisposition to accept his repressed 
sexuality allows Pentheus to recognise the mature sexual 
dimension present in the bull-like features of the god who will be 
his guide. Euripides’ Bacchae always upset city politics with the 
animal element, transforming Pentheus, a symbol of the 
“androcentric” system, into a vulnerable prey, such as a 
mountain lion cub or a calf.


The effect on the viewer is a lack of identification with the 
characters, both in their real and symbolic guise. This is because 
in Euripide’s work the role of the fauna develops a function and 
a fluid symbolism that changes according to the context in which 
it is inserted. As Chiara Thuminger states “the role of animals in 
the play is not determined by the common, received perception 
of them but by their specific characterization in each different 
instance, which is changeable, often unpredictable, and even 
contradictory” [Thumiger 2006].


In the Euripidean perspective, however, the non-human 
animal, as it is naturally hybridized to the ἄνθρωπος under the 
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banner of Dionysus, collaborates in the construction of culture 
conceived of as the social and evolutionary process of the πόλις.


 

Αγ.          καὶ πρῶτα μὲν καθεῖσαν εἰς ὤμους κόμας

νεβρίδας τ᾽ ἀνεστείλανθ᾽ ὅσαισιν ἁμμάτων

σύνδεσμ᾽ ἐλέλυτο, καὶ καταστίκτους δορὰς

ὄφεσι κατεζώσαντο λιχμῶσιν γένυν.

αἳ δ᾽ ἀγκάλαισι δορκάδ᾽ ἢ σκύμνους λύκων

ἀγρίους ἔχουσαι λευκὸν ἐδίδοσαν γάλα,

ὅσαις νεοτόκοις μαστὸς ἦν σπαργῶν ἔτι

βρέφη λιπούσαις· […]

 [Eur. Ba. 695-703 from Dodds 1960; p. 30]


 

The anthropocentric arrogance of the πόλις, as Euripides 

views it, denies this relationship between man and nature as a 
natural balance between species, and hides behind social 
normative coercion. Euripides is so well aware of the ferocity 
between different animals that he does not only portray an 
idyllic natural world on Mount Cithaeron, but we also witness 
moments of violence and cruelty, such as σπαραγμός. Yet every-
thing happens within an “equal” relationship and without the 
walls of slaughterhouses or the πόλις’s social rules that establish 
man’s primacy over all species. His intrusion generates an imba-
lance that brings the bacchantes to the height of their ferocity. In 
fact, following the narrative thread, scenes, such as the one pre-
viously mentioned in which the women peacefully coexist with 
other animals, alternate with others that portray the maenads in 
the bloodiest moment of the herd’s killing and of Pentheus’ 
σπαραγμός. Euripides has no moralistic intent in preparing a 
distortion of the social order; he only denounces its decay.


Indeed, in rationalism we find that the non-human animal 
either serves as a suitable “tool” to benefit the ἀνήρ or provides a 
contrast to define its identity. Although he tried to avoid 
entertaining an equal relationship with the ζῷα, in daily life, he 
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unconsciously builds his culture also thanks to his own animal 
nature. The moment in which consciousness seems to emerge, 
though not necessarily with a high degree of awareness, is 
during the theatrical performance. The encounter with the 
“heterospecific” on stage, as Marchesini’s postulates, is a 
revelation, an apocalypse that reveals in all its power the nature 
and hybrid culture of human and non-human animals, 
something that directs the population towards catharsis. It is no 
coincidence that Dionysus, who is also the god of the theatre, has 
given man the ability to recognize himself in his hybrid nature 
and that Euripides has summarised its characteristics in the 
Bacchae. For the established order, if the ἀνήρ accepted animal 
nature, it would bring destabilising madness into the reality of 
the πόλις (because ἀνήρ and πόλις base the force of social 
cohesion on rationalism and respect for the limina, the walls and 
the γυναικεῖον) which does not make space for truth other than 
through the cathartic instrument of the theatre.

 

Notes


1 “Grazie ad esse l’uomo, da parte della natura, se ne fa signore, trasformandola 
in un magazzino di risorse da cui trarre i mezzi per soddisfare i suoi bisogni”. 
All English translations from the Italian are by the author.

2 “confronto immedesimativo in ambiti normalmente impermeabili 
all’influenza dei non-umani”.  

3 “L’incontro con l’alterità animale è molto spesso un’epifania: uno 
sconvolgimento per l’essere umano, capace di dare avvio al processo ideativo 
attraverso un processo di decentramento”. 

4 “Già ai tempi di Omero, l’uomo comprava la sposa dai genitori di lei e […] 
l’hedna, il dono dello sposo alla sposa, consisteva in prodotti della natura, il più 
delle volte in manzi”.  
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A Theatre beyond the Human: Animal Epiphanies 
on the Italian Scene

 

Francesco Dallagà

 

1. The zero point: origins of a posthuman aesthetic

 

The obsession with the enigma of the nonhuman animal 
permeates the figurative arts shaped by Homo Sapiens. From the 
earliest days of humanity, the theriomorphic presence echoes as 
a signifying system and a vector of meaning in the human 
existential quest: the rough walls of the caves of Lascaux and 
Altamira condense the multifaceted relationship with animals as 
companions of life and death into an articulated ecosystemic 
landscape that still needs to be artistically acknowledged. 


The works of some widely known Italian dramatic companies 
seem to reveal a peculiar obsession with non-human animals, the 
result of a dramaturgical development in which the human 
encounters the heterospecific even though animals are not 
concretely present on the stage. Why are we fascinated and 
seduced by the secret of the other-of-species, why do we seek 
this unexpected contact? Why do animals come to us?


 

Who are the animals that appear in our dreams, and why do 
they come to us, to the very people who have spent the last 
two centuries exterminating them regularly, at an ever-
increasing pace, mercilessly, species by species, in every part 
of the world? And yet, with how unwavering confidence do 
they continue to enter our dream souls, our childhood 
fantasies, our artistic imaginations - and break our hearts with 
their suffering? [Hillman 1982; p. 11] 
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By its very etymon, the word ‘tragedy’ evokes the figure of 
the goat (the Greek trágos) and reconnects us to the teriocentric 
genesis of the stage act that was represented by ritual sacrifice. 
Furthermore, what historiography defines ‘medieval theatre’ is 
anything but a menagerie of eccentricities and heinousness, the 
realm of the eccentric that found its way into aristocratic courts 
after having haunted the public and open spaces of what were 
gradually becoming the European urban capitals.


The space designated for theatres during the Elizabethan era 
is outside the pulsating heart of cities. It is located in the 
suburbs, near brothels and slaughterhouses. From the very 
origins of the modern dramaturgical code, theatrical art seems to 
weave a relationship of complicity with non-human lives and 
icons of the illicit that can hardly conform to the dogmas of the 
social apparatus, as we see in Macbeth, a drama permeated by a 
generalized atmosphere of re-semantization of biological 
hierarchies, where the human turns out to be a minority within a 
polymorphous landscape, a chthonic entanglement of animal, 
vegetal and human forms of life.


The case studies presented below constitute the paradigm of 
a theatre characterised by newly emerging aesthetics that focus 
on the animal body, its mystery and its proxemic evolution. This 
is done through a pragmatic and open artistic approach that 
aims to bring together and connect the different unsolved 
conflicts common to all living creatures [Rivera 2007]. The body 
is the core of this dramaturgical-environmental investigation, the 
body-subject of a hybridizing ecstasy in which, as in a 
transcendent principle of indeterminacy, “feeling always 
indicates an implication, a morphopoietic supervenience, an 
engagement far […] from contemplation as a means of 
detachment” [Marchesini 2019; p. 17]. The contemporary scene 
revives the repertoire of attic drama and rediscovers an 
uncorrupted poetic landscape: tragedy bears witness to a 
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sociality across different forms of life, as if the individual 
radiated a pneuma that becomes communal breath and 
embraces all that is perceived as organic, where the action of the 
protagonists deeply affects the solidity of patriarchal political 
system (as in Antigone’s sacrificial paroxysm). 


Ancient dramaturgy is characterised by the complete 
absence of an anthropic imprint, by the perfect osmosis between 
nature and culture, physics and metaphysics, individual life and 
collectivity. This was centuries before Linnaeous, with his 
Sistema Naturae, created a taxonomy of species that offered a 
justification for the human dominion over the rest of the living 
world. To activate the pyrotechnic multiplication of visual 
perspectives, the scene is sometimes equipped with a subtle 
multimedia apparatus, using mechanical devices, video and 
sound design as further hybridizing means that allow to refine 
the peculiarities of an “other than human” aesthetics. As long as 
emphasis is put on the conjunctural density of the network of 
relations rather than on one of the scenic presences, in this 
scenario none of the characters predominates over the other, 
regardless of whether it is animal, human or originates from 
technology.


 

2. Three degrees of immersion in the transpecific diorama


 

In order for the performative act to make contact with the 
theriomorph, is it necessary for the animal to be present alive on 
stage, or is it enough for it to be evoked through scenic devices? 
Compared to the autonomy of text-centred dramaturgy, the 
heteronomous, relational, dense and indeterminate nature of the 
performances makes them signs of a latent artistic revolution 
that engages actively and responsibly with the increasingly 
looming and neglected environmental catastrophe.
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We can identify three stages of an increasingly profound 
relationship with animality that aim at progressively refining the 
standardized symbolic reading of the animal in order to disrupt 
species superstructures. Thereby, the theatrical experience can 
dive deep into a renewed ecosystem where the Promethean 
anthropocentric will has given way to an Epimethean network of 
transpecific relationships. 


 

2.1 The totemic animal 


 

Since the theme of the mask is a foundational element of 
mimesis, the confrontation with the heterospecific is staged at a 
symbolic level [Budriesi 2020a; p. 216]. This attitude leads to a 
naturalistic tendency towards the physical expression of the 
animal, an infantilization of gestures that recalls the proximity to 
animals that children show when they are playing. This is an 
attempt to spontaneously experiment with performative recesses 
that are outside species-specific connotations. The actor displays 
a choreography that imitates animal proxemics and is inspired 
by behaviours observable in nature. 


In Giuliana Musso’s Scimmia (Monkey), the performer plays 
the role of the animal protagonist of Franz Kafka’s short novel A 
Report for an Academy: in the typical spirit of the author’s 
tragicomic style, the actress plays the part of a monkey who has 
decided to learn the human language and, by enhancing her 
facial somatic features with a synthetic make-up, highlights the 
anthropomorphism of the primate.


This act of becoming-animal generates a deliberate short-
circuit between a talking human and a mute non-human who is 
paradoxically yearning to be liberated from the animal body. 
This is actually a mechanism “in which man becomes ape no less 
than ape becomes man” [Deleuze, Guattari 2017; p. 25]. 
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Fig. 1, La Scimmia, Giuliana Musso


(https://www.giulianamusso.it/spettacoli/la-scimmia/) 
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Fig. 1, La Scimmia, Giuliana Musso


(https://www.giulianamusso.it/spettacoli/la-scimmia/)


The merge of anthropomorphic and theriomorphic is also 
underpinning the show Hyenas. Forme di minotauri 
contemporanei by Compagnia Abbondanza Bertoni, where the 
five dancers on stage, in urban style clothing, hide their faces 
behind the realistic goat masks made by Nadezhda Simeonova. 
The performance emphasizes cyclic repetition by reiterating the 
same choreographic pattern characterized by a tight rhythm and 
the obsessive precision of rapid movements. These components 
are gradually atomized in the regression of gestures that become 
more syncopated, where the unmasking of the pack reveals 
human faces with a bestial grin of a hyena, symptom of a form of 
aggregation that, in transpecific terms, is characterized by the 
need to be connected with the tribal, the archetype and the 
myth.
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Fig. 3, Hyenas, Compagnia Abbondanza Bertoni (https://

www.abbondanzabertoni.it/loader.php?pag=4&sub=56&title=Hyenas)

 


2.2 The animal in the human

 


The dramaturgical impetus sometimes arises from a more 
abstract connection with animal reality, such as a reflection upon 
the relationships between species that fathoms into the 
psychophysical nature of the animal essence mirrored by human 
nature. This is not a mere mimetic intent but a more subtle and 
sophisticated performative analysis of the psychosomatic 
parallels that entangle humans and non-humans: the stage act 
becomes a transliteration of animal perception through the 
human body. 


This is the case of Do animals go to heaven? [2018], a work by 
Olimpia Fortuni produced by Sosta-Palmizi company. Here, the 
performers gradually abandon all explicit figurative references to 
the animal world and introject theriomorphic proxemics that 
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convey the suffering they experienced because of humans. 
Movements are slow and calibrated, as in a state of alertness: 
performers switch from a bipedal to a slower quadrupedal gait, 
head movements are rapid and circumspect, the slightest sound 
attracts their attention while the act of taking rest on a 
companion’s chest recalls a behaviour common among 
mammals. The seraphic scene that suggests a balanced and 
harmonious relationship with nature is suddenly interrupted by 
irregular and electric sounds that anticipate the icy hum of the 
saw that dismembers flesh in the slaughterhouse. The final 
picture shows an organism made of intertwined and 
indistinguishable bodies that moves slowly across the stage, as if 
to eschew the logic of domination between prey and predators in 
a way that suggests a transpacific embrace.


 

Fig. 4, Do animals go to heaven?, Olimpia Fortuni – Sosta Palmizi (ph. 

Andrea Macchia) https://www.sostapalmizi.it/produzioni_/do-animals-go-to-
heaven/ 
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On the other hand, the very recent Fisica dell’aspra 
comunione (Physics of the Harsh Communion), which earned 
Claudia Castellucci the Leone d’argento prize at the 2020 Venice 
Biennale, is a choreographic project with minimalist rigor, 
formally balanced, and performed with striking clarity by the 
Compagnia Mòra that the Cesena-based artist has recently 
founded. The dance is inspired by Catalogue d’Oiseaux, a piano 
score composed between 1956 and 1958 by musician and 
ornithologist Olivier Messiaen. It tries to render the peculiar 
dynamism of birds’ voices on the stage. If the tonal and rhythmic 
variability of these sound emissions makes it impossible to rely 
on schematic memory, on the other hand, it elevates itself to the 
poetry of the present moment, without any anticipation or 
‘technical pause’, so much so that “the flight of these winged 
beings is a motion that only goes ‘forward’: this indicates the 
continuity of the motion line and the frankness of standing and 
going in front of the next”, as highlighted by the performance 
programme.


Fig. 5, Fisica dell’aspra comunione, Compagnia Mora – Socìetas  
(ph. Nicolò Gialain)


http://www.virgiliosieni.it/claudia-castellucci-fisica-dellaspra-comunione/
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Finally, the north-Italian company Anagoor, which Simone 
Derai has been directing for twenty years, has always put the 
animal question at the centre of its dramaturgical reflection and 
deserves a special mention: their works are characterised by a 
strong multimedial approach and the use of substantial literary 
structures that sustain the epic inflections of the scene. By 
adopting the rhetorical principles of ekphrasis [De Min 2016; p. 
60], Anagoor creates polysemy through the different expressive 
devices that are supposed to refine the communication with the 
spectator. 


 

 


Fig. 6, scene of Ifigenia’s sacrifice from Orestea. Agamennone-Schiavi- 
Conversio, Anagoor  

(ph. Giulio Favotto) https://www .anagoor.com/orestea

 

This ritual linguistic density, already evident in Lingua 

Imperii [2012] and Virgilio Brucia [2014], underpins the sublime 
soteriological revelation of the animal in the Aeschylus’ cycle 
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Orestea: Agamennone, Schiavi, Conversio, where transpecific 
tensions deflagrate in classical dramaturgy: Iphigenia is 
immolated by her father in order to propitiate the gods for the 
imminent war and she is presented as the sacrificial lamb (a 
realistic puppet reproducing the animal). The tragedy follows the 
traditional classical scansion, and each of the stasimos that 
introduces the corresponding episode is accompanied by the 
backdrop projection, in slow motion, of the grim and disturbing 
pictures of a suffering bovine hanging from the gallows as a 
reified subject in a slaughterhouse. The filmic image accelerates 
the alienation of the spectator through the images of the 
suffering animal and creates an overlap between the sacrificial 
bodies of the lamb and Iphigenia.


 


 

Fig. 7, Macaques monkeys in the role of Erynies in Orestea (una commedia 

organica?),  
Socìetas Raffaello Sanzio (ph. Luca del Pia)  

https://journals.openedition.org/mimesis/1897?lang=fr 
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2.3 The animal presence: Romeo Castellucci and Socìetas 

 


The purity of the animal gesture can finally find expression in its 
indomitable ‘super-technique’ [Castellucci 2000] that allows the 
audience to witness, even if only for a few intense minutes on 
stage, the paroxysmal quality of a performance that is not 
mediated by the traditional text-centric framework. The space-
time of the action is characterized by a perceptive short-circuit 
that belongs to the audience’s recognition of a structural 
anomaly: the fact of seeing a real animal as part of the acting 
ensemble. Dominating the stage is no longer a human 
prerogative. The hierarchy between species collapses thanks to 
the possibilities of conjugations created by the various presences 
on stage when the theriomorph makes its epiphanic appearance: 
technology, humans and animals are no longer a symbol trapped 
in the mask, no longer a simple totemic object, but bare 
subjective performativity.


The artistic itinerary of the Cesena-based company Socìetas 
Raffaello Sanzio (founded by Chiara Guidi, Romeo Castellucci 
and the already cited Claudia Castellucci) is pervaded by animal 
presences, especially dogs, monkeys, and horses. It is worth 
recalling how, during the course of their domestication, the 
latter acquired a strong symbolic value that was indissolubly 
connected with forms of power and, since the nineteenth 
century, they have gained an even more peculiar role in relation 
to developments in theatrical entertainment [Budriesi 2020b].


The semantic erosion of the concept of species depicts the 
urgency of the possible transversality of the different natures-
cultures [Descola 2021]. On the other hand, it also rethinks forms 
of being within the performative event conceived of as shared 
life: the theatrical act provides a long-lasting example of this over 
the course of human culture. What Socìetas implicitly invites its 
spectators to do is to abandon themselves to the exuberant and 
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unsettling experience of “absolute deterritorialization” [Deleuze, 
Guattari 2017; p. 23], which is the becoming-animal. 


This is the reason why, from its very beginning, Socìetas’ 
work has been obsessed with animals in Egyptian and Sumerian 
antiquity. They have produced performances with strong 
liturgical-mythological connotations, such as La discesa di Inanna 
[1989], where the chthonic immersion in the abyss of 
prelinguistic world is expressed by the uncanny presence of four 
Great Danes walking at a short distance from the audience. Later 
works such as Orestea. Una commedia organica? [1995] will define 
their stylistic approach and absolute originality in line with the 
late 20th-century avant-garde. As already observed with regard to 
Anagoor, the aeschylian trilogy represents the dramaturgical 
corpus par excellence of the Western tradition. Here, it turns into 
a battleground of innumerable poietic drives embodied in animal 
bodies: the anthropomorphic rabbit who is leading the chorus, 
macaques who play the role of the Erinnis and the murdered 
Agamemnon who is represented by the carcass of a goat
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Fig. 8, extract from the stage 
program-book La discesa di 
Inanna,  
Cesena, Casa del bello 
estremo, 1989, p. 24.



In the syncretic Wunderkammer of Socìetas, the animal body 
is more present than ever: sprouting with life albeit at times 
humiliated in the frigid indifference of the dead body, yet still a 
part of that dense and extremely accurate archaeological atlas of 
sense-generating devices that invite the viewer to play an active 
role in the hermeneutic path of the work. Animals juxtaposed 
with figures from antiquity, ancient and modern masks, 
architectural fragments, ancient paintings, advertising, and 
words chiselled like templar friezes.  


 


Fig. 9, extract from the stage program for Orestea  
(una commedia organica?), 1995.


 

2008 is the year of Romeo Castellucci’s protean 

dramaturgical rendering of Dante Alighieri’s Divina Commedia. 
Inferno begins with the director, alone, treading the proscenium 
and introducing himself to the audience before being attacked by 
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a pack of German shepherds. The director, who is wearing some 
protections, lets the dogs assault him just after he has uttered his 
name in front of the audience: the animals are there to, literally, 
devour his name. He exposes himself to an actual risk, which the 
audience perceives with apprehension. He thus shows that 
vulnerability is a condition that we share with all the other 
animals. We experience it whenever we are exposed to the risk 
of being annihilated as when we are immersed in situations that 
reproduce instinctual natural conditions, such as the ones 
between prey and predator.


 


Fig. 10, German sheperds attack in Inferno, Romeo Castellucci (ph. Luca 
Dal Pia) http://www.kainowska.com/sito/societas-raffaello-sanzio_inferno/

 

In recent years, Castellucci has also become an undisputed 

protagonist in the international melodramatic scene. He has 
imported into the complexity of the opera context his 
compositional stylistic features. This was possible through 
technological and corporeal devices that, in synergy with the 
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musical work, generate that friction in which “sound puts the 
image in tension” [Tedesco 2018; p. 51]. 


How Castellucci succeeded in giving space to animal 
performativity is shown, for example, in Arnold Schoenberg’s 
Moses und Aron [2015]. In this work, the golden idol that the Jews 
worshipped instead of the God of Israel was represented by a 
bull weighing more than a ton: in its imposing physicality the 
animal embodied the extent of the Jews’ religious betrayal; he 
was fully at ease on the stage for the few intense seconds during 
which he captured the audience’s fascination with its pure 
performative essentiality. 


 


 

Fig. 11, The massive bull that symbolises the golden idol in Moses und 

Aron, Romeo Castellucci  
(ph. Bernd Uhlig) https://www.operadeparis.fr/en/season-15-16/opera/moses-

und-aron
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3. Is there a future for an over-human theatre? 

 


This paradigmatic overview has highlighted the main formal 
features of an artistic orientation that dialogues with animal 
otherness in a conjunctive sense. Starting from the most strictly 
symbolic and conventional connotations linked to the folkloric 
tradition – if not simply to common sense (and no less significant 
for that) – it has been possible to achieve poetic tensions that 
establish a posthuman scenario: the connections between 
various types of consciousnesses – technological or biological – 
elude selective differences. Metaphor and symbolism are 
abandoned and give way to the epiphanic experience of the 
encounter with animal otherness in a landscape where the 
hierarchy of language disappears and where bios, individualized 
life, becomes zoé, bare life: the sphere of artistic production 
finds its realization into zooësis [Budriesi, 2020a; p. 202], a flow 
of mutual gestation of the work that views the animal as a 
creator, a companion and a co-author rather than merely an 
object of inquiry. The different experiences cited offer the 
foundations for a revolution of the theatrical act: from being 
merely a cog in the entertainment chain they become 
mechanisms that subvert the anthropocentrism of the traditional 
stage apparatus, a direct emanation of the contemporary socio-
political setup, where humans are the sole protagonists of 
complex global dynamics. In essentially quantum terms, shifting 
the focus from the individual to the relationship means 
subverting the hierarchy that has violated animals and degraded 
them to objects of exploitation, to commodities and tame 
companions who are ‘good to think of’ rather than subjects with 
their own identities and perceptions. 


The theatre of Romeo Castellucci and Socìetas shows us how 
theriomorphic subjectivity can claim its own exclusive agency 
within the stage apparatus. Far from putting the animal in a 
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condition of exploitation, the animal’s presence enriches the 
audience’s experience: if total well-being represents the opposite 
of violence, it might be useful to remember that the intermediate 
condition, welfare, which is supposed to be the most common 
over all animal experiences, is affected by the entropic swings of 
biological matter. It continuously strives for a homeostatic 
balance that supports the perpetuation of bios. This creates the 
possibility to a true unity of intents characterised by a 
morphopoietic transversality that leads to the recognition of 
zoomimesis [Marchesini 2014; p. 135], the same feeling of the 
antique mystical revelation called epoptheìa [Di Matteo 2015; p. 
39]. In the ritual of the scenic communion with animals, this 
awareness allows practices of interspecies coexistence; an open, 
transliminal, transpecific and eco-logical art that can eventually 
transcend the myopic human perspective.
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Beyond the Human Body: Animal Imagery in 
Italian Experimental Theatre in the Nineties 

 

Ludovica Campione


 

A little over 20 years have passed since American anthropologist 
Sarah Franklin first introduced the notion of the animal turn 
during the Cultural Studies Association of Australasia conference 
in 2003 [Simmons, 2007]; she was addressing the rising trend of 
a new perspective on the studying of animals and animality in 
the fields of Cultural Studies, one that saw the animals not just as 
an object of studying but also and most importantly as a “new 
research paradigm” [Andersson Cederholm, Björck, Jennbert 
and Lönngren, 2014; p. 13] to understand human-animal 
relations and their representations in culture.


When discussing representation across cultural practices, 
one cannot avoid addressing theatre and performance, for the 
power they have held throughout the history of humanity in 
producing, consolidating and interpreting traditional behaviours 
and imagery. For this reason, theatre has been considered 
exclusive to human beings; interestingly, according to Florinda 
Cambria [2010], this is entirely because we differ from animals in 
that we are conscious of our mortality. By using the change in 
perspective offered by the Animal Studies paradigms and post-
human philosophy as well as zoo-anthropology, theatre scholars 
such as Alan Read, Una Chaudhuri and Laura Cull were able to 
demonstrate that our understanding of theatre and performance 
can indeed be transformed by adding to the equation animals as 
a subject. 


  In the history of Western performative practices, animality 
has always been present on stage, whether in the form of 
breathing living animals, as human-played characters or for 
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scenographic purposes. For example, horses were frequently 
used in Greek tragedies to pull chariots for main characters’ 
entrances [Arnott, 1959; p. 177], “bearwards, ape-leaders, and 
owners of trick horses and dogs roamed early Tudor and 
Elizabethan England” [Wright, 1927; p. 656] for their entertaining 
quality, and anthropocentric portrayals of animals were present 
in Aristophanes as well as in Shakespeare [Tait, 2020]. 
Chaudhuri [2007] refers to these practices as zooësis, meaning 
the way in which culture employs the figure and the body of the 
animal to produce art and meaning. 


In Italian experimental theatre (or, more precisely, New 
Theatre), an anti-tradition and anti-establishment way of 
understanding the scene that has been thriving since the 1960s, 
animals have progressively been used in performances to 
express and signify the Other as opposed to the Human Actor, 
and the body has been the centre of this comparison. As 
philosopher Felice Cimatti [2013; p. 37] puts it, “in the process of 
anthropogenesis […] animalitas means to be the body that one is, 
and that beyond the body is nothing”1, as opposed to humanitas, 
whose physical experience of the world is somehow corrupted 
by thought and consciousness.


By borrowing Roberto Marchesini’s [2014a] notion of animal 
epiphany, the idea that through the encounter with the Other — 
i.e., the Animal — human beings can experience a new existential 
dimension, in this paper I will try and show how the Nineties 
Italian experimental theatre aesthetic has employed (and 
exploited, one may argue) animal bodies and imagery in order to 
rethink human bodies and explore their potential beyond taboos 
and cultural norms.  


The historical and political environment that influenced and 
surrounded the theatre practices and aesthetics of the Nineties 
was one of transition, nationally and internationally: the fall of 
the Berlin Wall in 1989 marked the end of the Cold War that had 
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divided Europe for decades; the Soviet Union was also heading 
through its dissolution; Italy witnessed the shocking Palermo 
massacres and the birth of the Second Republic; the ideologies 
that had seen the juxtapositions of East and West, capitalism and 
socialism, left and right were beginning to fade; digital 
technologies such as mobile phones, operating systems and the 
internet were becoming increasingly popular, thus transforming 
the production and the consumption of all artistic contents. 


As far as theatre and performance were concerned, the 
groups that operated during this period shared a common 
tendency towards self-referential languages, towards the use of 
trash, punk and horror aesthetics, electronic and contemporary 
music and sound, towards the contamination with cinema 
(especially horror and science fiction) and the visual arts, and an 
interest for contemporary philosophy (such as Foucault, 
Baudrillard and Deleuze). In terms of theatrical elements, the 
body of the actor and the relationship with the audience became 
central to the reflections and to the practices of the companies. 


The bodies brought onto the scene were imperfect bodies, 
bodies with multiple identities, incomplete, de-humanized, 
reified and artificial bodies, machine-bodies, animal-bodies, 
gaunt, undressed, essential, defined by removing rather than 
adding, deformed through technological devices. The imagery 
was purposefully shocking, violent, often sexual or 
sadomasochistic: everything that had been perceived as a taboo, 
everything that had been culturally removed, in the Freudian 
sense of the term — for instance, physical and psychological 
disabilities, deformities, sickness, sexuality and, of course, 
animality — resurfaced through and were signified by the actors’ 
bodies. Actors were no longer asked to play a character, to 
communicate, but to be just the body that they were, to be 
present, to be part of a theatre that abandoned the narrative 
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word and that was increasingly linked to dance, performance, 
body art, and cyber art [Campione, 2019]. 


However, the actor was not the only body taken into 
consideration; on the other side of the scene, the spectator was 
also forced to become aware of their body and physical presence 
by being forced to create a private perception, a multiple and 
personal understanding of the dramatic event, through the 
employment of voyeuristic perspectives that refused bidimensio-
nality: they were physically handled by the actors or prevented 
from seeing by being placed within a pathological game of 
visions, a so called “trap of the gaze”2 [Chinzari and Ruffini, 
2016; p. 275]; the scenic space was arranged to create barriers, 
cages, display cases, transparent containers and labyrinths. 


This extreme focus on embodiment and thus the need for 
acting practices that fostered a communication between mind 
and bodily expression on stage (as understood from Merleau-
Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception) called for new and 
resignified imageries, including animality, and subsequently for a 
better understanding of the dichotomy animalitas-humanitas. If 
animals and animality had been mostly employed and objectified 
for their entertaining quality or as a practical or shocking device, 
the Nineties aesthetic of Italian experimental theatre 
acknowledged animality as an inherent element of theatre 
practices — the Greek word for tragedy, tragōidía (τραγῳδία), 
comes from trágos (τράγος), goat — and animals as carriers of 
profound innerness and pure communication [Chinzari and 
Ruffini, 2016; p. 124]. As theorized by one of the most influential 
companies of the decade, the Socìetas Raffaello Sanzio [1990; p. 
24], “the animal is the supreme guide of drama. The animal 
precedes the actor in brining language […]. It wakes up from its 
nest and occupies the nightmare that is the stage”3. Although 
oftentimes live animals or their body parts were still employed 
on stage, it is worth examining this idea as a challenge to the 
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very same definition of Western theatre, and as a way to go past 
the archetypical dichotomy nature-culture and to recognize 
nature as the foundation of otherness [Marchesini, 2014b; p. 31]. 
Thus, the relationship between animality and humanity (in this 
case, the actors) was one that brought about dialogue, 
identification and hybridization [Marchesini, 2014b; p. 184] and 
encouraged an understanding of animalitas as a shared element 
between species, including human beings. Marchesini refers to 
this process as zoomimesis [Marchesini, 2002; p. 114], the modifi-
cation of human identity through the encounter with the animal. 
And so the actor became “a mortal hero whose mind was seized 
by the stupor of the animal gaze that gave intelligence to the 
body”4 [Chinzari and Ruffini, 2016; p. 125]. 


This idea translated on stage in a variety of outcomes 
according to the practices of the different groups, as the follo-
wing examples show. The already mentioned Socìetas Raffaello 
Sanzio often made use of live or mechanical animals and animal 
symbolism to signify a shared origin; for instance, in the 
production of Gilgamesh (1990), the two main characters, the 
Sumerian king Gilgamesh and his enemy-to-friend Enkidu, were 
accompanied on stage by two Great Danes, that overlooked the 
violent and intense ritualistic actions as their double. Although 
no animal was physically present, the autistic Hamlet portrayed 
by actor Febo Del Zozzo in Amleto. La veemente esteriorità della 
morte di un mollusco (1992) was overtly compared to a mollusc 
through microscopic and boneless gestures, immobility, inability 
to speak, cringing, crouching and snuggling. In Lucifero, quanto 
più una parola è vecchia tanto più va a fondo (1993), the post-
apocalyptic scene was scattered by real severed lamb heads, 
whose stinking smell physically confronted the viewer, and an 
automated mechanical animal roamed the stage trying to flee the 
doomsday to no avail.
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Fig. 1, Teatro delle Albe, Siamo asini o pedanti (1989),  

photographer Marco Caselli Nirmal

 


For Marco Martinelli and Ermanna Montanari, founders of 
the Teatro delle Albe – a company that has always used Other-
ness as the preferred lens for their theatre-making – the animal 
matter has been a crucial issue given its intimate connection with 
post-humanism [Sciotto, 2019; p. 96] in perspective of 
zoomimesis. For the artists the relationship with the Other-
Animal brought about a new way of looking (to be seen, as 
theorized by Derrida [2006]) at one’s own humanity by 
becoming animals. This was the case of productions such as 
Siamo asini o pedanti? (1989), in which Montanari played a 
special donkey, Fatima, who could speak and understand all 
human emotions and suffering; or the remaking of Lus (1995), 
originally filmed to be included in Gianni Celati’s Case sparse. 
Visioni di case che crollano (2005), in which the actress 
performed her monologue surrounded by donkeys, the only 
animals deemed capable of understanding her phoné.


In 1993, the Italian contemporary theatre scene witnessed 
the birth of the first theatre company performing in clubs, the 
Teddy Bear Company (purposefully acronymised in TBC), 
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founded by director Gerardo Lamattina. Although the escaping 
from traditional theatrical spaces was actually a distinctive 
feature of New Theatre practices, brining theatre in a place that 
held little to no interest in artistic entertainment translated into 
the opportunity to explore the performative limits of the body, 
and animals were more often than not part of this process. 
Lamattina would force his actors to remain enclosed in display 
cases for hours on end while insects – flies, ants, grasshoppers 
and mosquitoes - crawled on and transformed their bodies with 
bites and stings, or to lay still on cubes while wearing pieces of 
raw meat that was progressively rotting because of the contact 
with their body fluids. Here animals and animal parts were 
employed to explore the boundaries of what meant to be human, 
to carry a body that was constantly seen by others, in 
togetherness with the world.


 


 

Fig. 2, Teatro Valdoca, Paesaggio con fratello rotto (2005), photographer 

Rolando Paolo Guerzoni 

Throughout the Nineties and early Two Thousands, animals 
kept appearing in many theatre productions but groups 
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progressively abandoned the employment of live animals in 
favour of animal masks, suits or makeup, as if to signify that the 
animalitas was now matter-of-factly part of humanitas. This is the 
case for example of the goat suit in Kinkaleri’s 1.9ccGLX (1998), of 
the grotesque butterfly with horse’s hooves costume in Marcido 
Marcidorjs e Famosa Mimosa’s A tutto tondo (2000), and of the 
ethereal animal figures in Teatro Valdoca’s Paesaggio con fratello 
rotto (2005), in which the performers wore a giraffe, a bear and a 
weasel’s masks and bird wings. 


 




 


Fig. 3, Marcido Marcidorjs e Famosa Mimosa, A TUTTO TONDO, nuova 
certificazione del mondo di Suzie Wong (2000), Pictured: Maria Luisa Abate, 

Costume: Daniela Dal Cin
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Notes


1 Translated from the Italian: “nel processo dell’antropogenesi […] animalitas 
significa essere il corpo che si è, e oltre questo corpo non c’è altro”.

2 Translated from the Italian: “trappola dello sguardo”.

3 Translated from the Italian: “[…], è l’animale la guida suprema del dramma. 
L’animale precede l’attore nel portare la lingua […]. Si sveglia dalla tana e va ad 
occupare l’incubo del palco”.

4 Translated from the Italian: «un eroe mortale in cui lo stupore dello sguardo 
animale si è impadronito della testa per conferire intelligenza alle membra».
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Zoanthropological Approaches to Creative 
Processes


 

Riccardo Balestra

 

1. Animal: a critical definition


 

The word “animal” relates to a wide group of concepts used by 
humans to talk about an alterity with which they undertake 
processes of understanding towards the self and the environ-
ment. Across history, different philosophical, anthropo-logical, 
social and religious paradigms have provided various definitions 
of “animal” in the attempt to find an answer to particular 
existential questions. Actually, significant revisions can be 
recorded over the decades from an ontological, epistemological 
and methodological point of view.


Does the animal exist? If so, how can I recognize it? And if it 
is recognizable, how can I investigate it?


For the Webster’s dictionary an “animal” is:

 


1. Any of a kingdom (Animalia) of living things including many-
celled organisms and often many of the single celled ones […] 
that typically differ from plants in having cells without 
cellulose walls, […], in requiring more complex food materials 
(…), in being organized to a greater degree of complexity, and 
in having the capacity for spontaneous movement and rapid 
motor responses to stimulation 

2. One of the lower animals and distinguished from humans

3.A human being considered chiefly as physical or nonrational 

4.A person with a particular interest or aptitude 

5.Matter, thing.1
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With the word animal, we can refer to any animated being 
endowed with senses and capable of spontaneous movement. 
And yet, the different dictionary entries report a significant 
figurative use characterized by a strong negative connotation: 
they underline the difference between a human and an animal, 
placing the latter on a lower scale in the evolutionary ladder 
(“one of the lower animals and distinguished from human 
being”). The third definition suggests that the term may be used 
to offend or refer to someone with a low moral profile. Using 
animal epithets in a derogatory way is an ancient custom that 
was already widespread in the Greek, Roman and Medieval 
times. Nowadays, when a human is called “an animal”, s/he 
breaks away from nature and clashes with social, educational and 
cultural norms. In Italy, if someone is called orso (bear), s/he 
probably is a introvert, solitary and uncommunicative person; if 
a boy is referred to as cane (dog), he is probably a careless, lazy 
and incapable student; if a girl is called cagna (female dog), the 
image conveyed is overtly offensive. 


Through anthropomorphization, the human applies some 
considerations about heterospecific attributes to the description 
and characterization of the human species [Marchesini 2014a]. 
The problem of this language-body-thought can be seen when, 
by adopting anthropocentric lenses, we forget that animal 
languages respond to specific needs and convey messages worth 
being explored on their own, as emphasized in an essay by E. 
Meijer’s [2017].


A considerable number of philosophical contributions 
conceived in the wake of the 15th-century humanist tradition 
provided the ground for the clear ontological separation 
between the human, the active subject of the analysis, and the 
animal, i.e., the stranger, hence, the object.


In the study of social phenomena that have contributed to 
the transformation of European urban areas, 15th-century Italy 
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experiences a moment of great innovation in the field of hospital 
reforms [Frank, 2018]. New hospitals – often administered by 
brotherhoods and semi-religious communities – based their 
action on a new concept of mercy that originated by combining 
biblical references with theological and juridical terms. The 
instrument of the “Statute” was used by hospitals to legitimise 
the involvement of the community in their activities. The 
Ospedale Maggiore of Lodi drew its “Statute” in 1466. From the 
very first lines, the human is said to be justly prone towards 
humaneness: actually, by its very nature, the human is driven by 
compassion towards the other. This characteristic distinguishes 
humans from animals:


 

Cum homines simus, valde aequum est esse maxime ad 
humanitatem proclives. Naturae enim tacito quodam instinctu 
vechimur ut alteri alter subveniat alienaeque calamitatis 
misereatur. In quo praecipue a belluis differt ‘homo’ quod illae 
sine sensu moveantur, uno apetitu ducantur, ventri tantum se 
dedant, ‘hic vero’ nihil fere praeditus non tantum se, sed et 
proximum suum diligit illiusque incommodis non minus afficitur 
quam suis. [Cremascoli, Donnini 1988; pp. 44-45].


 

Exactly 20 years later, with Oratio de Hominis Dignitate, Pico 

della Mirandola drafted the profile of a human who could define 
his own future thanks to the attributes given to him by God, a 
human who could aspire to a divine condition through a 
knowledge mediated by philosophy [Marchesini 2014 b]. 
Reasoning through logos could ensure dominion over the 
heterospecific alterity.


A century later, Descartes viewed language not as a universal 
possibility, but as a peculiar characteristic of humans – as if 
words and logos were the only language possible. Accordingly, 
because they lacked the ability to speak, animals were 
considered unable to think [Belgioioso 2005]. And yet, animals 
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do have a language, and this must be considered from a 
phylogenetic perspective in relation to the usefulness it brings 
throughout the biological life of the heterospecific. With regard 
to species-specific intelligence, Meijer suggests that we might 
consider some heterospecific attributes as even more evolved 
than human ones: e.g., the collaborative system of ants, a 
pigeon’s ability to orient itself in space or a dog’s ability to find 
its way following its sense of smell [Meijer 2017]. We should not 
deal with the nature/culture dichotomy by considering “cultural” 
everything that breaks away from the “natural”. Instead, we 
should be aware that culture means sharing. Creating spaces of 
hybridization and being able to spark discovery and decen-
tralization is part of human nature. In analysing the language of 
animals, we must reject a priori a comparison to the human in 
terms of lack or excess. Neither the human nor the animal can 
claim to be perfect and complete: they are both part of a 
relentless process of becoming. And, in addition, the human and 
the heterospecific coexist and adjust themselves to each other.


Under ‘heterospecific’ we mean the animal alterity with 
whom the human establishes a relationship where the former 
plays a referential role [Marchesini 2014 b]. A condition of 
openness towards the other makes an investigation of the Self 
possible, whereas considering the animal evolution through 
human parameters deprives the human of the possibility of 
looking into him/herself. Understanding the heterospecific 
requires an analysis of the use of its language, bearing in mind 
that it can be grasped only if it is referred to its context.


Actually, the heterospecific develops attributes and language 
according to its needs, that is, in order to comply with its 
species-specific Umwelt. The Umwelt of the heterospecific is 
different from the human one – arguably, the heterospecific 
possesses an Umwelt while the human needs to create one. 
Indeed, at birth, the heterospecific already possesses the 
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attributes it needs for survival while the human needs to search 
for the habitat s/he needs throughout its evolution.


The human tendency towards hybridization “allows his/her 
attributes to transcend his/her phylogenetic features” – says 
Marchesini. This ensures that “the human tendency towards 
hybridization must be found in his/her phylogenetic heritage3” 
[Marchesini 2014b; p.70] 


By intelligence we understand the ability of organisms to 
answer and respond to the environment: comparing animal and 
human intelligence makes sense only when the needs of the 
subjects involved in the analysis are clarified. Eve Meijer takes 
the example of an octopus’ intelligence [Meijer 2019]. Its 
epidermal structure allows it to communicate at a shallow depth, 
modifying the colour of its skin thanks to muscle contraction. 
Even if its brain is relatively small, the octopus has 500 million 
neurons distributed along the tentacles.


 

2. The mimetic act as an epiphanic process

 

How can the artist – through mimetic practice – experience and 
embody the condition of the octopus?   Let’s imagine that a 
performer is asked to walk freely and explore space. At some 
point, because of a physical stimulus, his/her attention is 
directed towards a specific body part: the right knee, the left 
hand, the nose, the mouth... His/her task is to imagine to start 
breathing through that specific part and let the movement 
originate from there. That single portion of his/her body will 
guide the performer through space. His/her body will touch and 
perceive the space, the walls, the objects, its own parts in a 
different way. This is the moment in which new figures – and 
characters – for dance, theatre and art might develop.


Besides the creative act, this can trigger the process of 
embodying intelligence in specific body parts: the pianist and the 

81



guitarist develop a form of intelligence in their fingers through an 
organic impulse originated in the spine; the dancer develops a 
higher ability of orientation in the space and a deeper corporeal 
balance; the chef bases his/her intelligence on the perception of 
tastes and smells… 


For the artist, understanding that intelligence can be directed 
towards different body parts means achieving a decentralized 
perceptive system as opposed to social habits. Through the 
mimetic act, the artist who employs heterospecific attributes will 
end up inhabiting an unknown body, a body that walks for the 
first time. When, during a creative process, we deal with a real 
animal or the animal dimension, we have the possibility of 
borrowing from it some heterospecific attributes that may 
generate an ontologically decentralized inspiration. If our 
objective is to identify the species-specific features that will lead 
to an animal epiphany, we must be able to explore territories 
that produce wonder and amazement.


In his essay, Marchesini observes: “Animal biodiversity 
becomes […] a maze of distorting mirrors able to reflect a 
specific hybridized image, that is, a new ontogenetic path for the 
evolutional organization of the human being4” [2014a; p.106]. 
Through the mimetic act, the human recognizes himself or 
herself – and his/her own limitations – but also discovers 
diversity, or dissonance by comparison to his/her own attributes. 
In this ontopoietic direction, the animal can be embodied by the 
human and travel along with him/her, offering inspiration and 
support throughout the artistic practices.


 

The space opened by epiphany goes beyond the human and 
implies the theriomorphization of the flesh: this is where 
mimesis operates; by wearing the theriomorphic mask, the 
human undertakes his/her anthropoietic path. […] In the act of 
mimesis, the human does not merely copy, because he/she 
must deal with his/her own Self and face his/her own problems 
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of integration and interpretation of the other. Mimesis is going 
beyond the Self [Marchesini 2014a; p. 142]5.


 

In this sense, mimesis operates so as to seize the sublime 

moment that decentralizes the human. The result is the 
development of a human who, through technè, becomes more 
and more capable of hybridizing with alterity and more and 
more open to contaminations.


 

Mimesis operates a shift, it creates a way out, it transforms the 
construction of individual identity from an autarchic act 
realized within the species (ontogenesis) into a transversal 
process that is open to the contributions of other species 
(ontopoiesis), and it inaugurates a non-anthropomorphic way 
of projecting oneself into the world: technè [Marchesini 2014a; 
p. 147]6. 


 

Mimesis becomes a withdrawal from the human and turns 

out to be co-becoming, i.e., a process of becoming through body 
and voice together with the (theriomorphic) alterity. Through 
the mimetic act we can separate what we know from what we do 
not yet know, thus creating a hybrid form that is no longer only 
human, but also trans-human and post-human. The human-
heterospecific hybridization process may concern the movement 
of the human body – with interests ranging from dance to 
architecture to the physiological studies of movement – but also 
the creation of novel, non-trivial and awe-inspiring human 
sounds: this includes experiments in the vocal field made during 
contemporary performance experiences.


During a class led by Chiara Guidi7 from the Istituto di Arte e 
Ricerca Applicata of Societas, Teatro Comandini Cesena8 we were 
asked to reproduce the sound of a cow without specifications 
about the type, age or physical condition of the animal. We 
offered our version of the sound based on what we remembered, 
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then we were invited to listen to a digitally reproduced sound9. 
We could listen to it several times so that we could focus our 
attention on its specific colours: its duration, inflections and 
pauses. After listening, with our voice, we tried to reproduce 
particular tones of the sound. Actually, we had perceived 
numberless nuances, going from ventral deep tones to very high 
frequencies. Not to mention the different vibrations… We 
realized that the sound of the cow was far more complex than we 
had imagined: investigating its boundaries meant not only 
recognizing the ontological attributes of the animal, but also 
recognizing elements disseminated on the walls of out 
unconscious and ancestral memory. 


What catches my attention when I hear the sound of a cow? 
Or rather, which tone of the sound attracts my emotional 
memory? If I am doing an active listening – and the object of 
imitation is therefore clear to me – the sound synthesis becomes 
granular, hence decipherable: thanks to this porosity, the 
possibilities of discovering the universe of the imitated object 
become unlimited. If, on the other hand, we only try to 
reproduce the sound of the cow to perfection – as if reproduced 
by the technological device or related to a simple “moo”, we may 
approach executive perfection – or banality – but loose the 
poetry of the sound, blocking the way to an ontopoietic process. 
I am not interested in the meaning of the animal’s sound, but in 
the sound that I can generate through its contamination. The aim 
of the exercise proposed by Guidi was to investigate an animal’s 
sonority starting from a recording. During the exercise, the 
performer trains his or her listening skills by paying attention to 
certain sound details, which stimulate emotions and evoke 
visions. On these sounds it is then possible to begin an analysis 
that restores the intensity of the animal sound rather than its 
mere technical reproducibility.
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It is a problem of attitude: “The main question concerns the 
need not to approach other animals with a predetermined 
definition of performance; on the contrary, it is necessary to 
leave the field of the performance open to reconceptualization 
and then to continuous change because of our encounter with 
alterity10” [Budriesi 2019; p. 48]. In this case, imitating the sound 
of the animal allows the artist to step away from his/her own 
species and social frame and to discover new ways of 
understanding and interacting as well as to assert the value of 
alterity. When the performers were reading and analysing 
Phaedrus’s tales in order to set up a performance inspired by 
them, they could discern an unlimited number of nuances, 
images, sounds and small details of the animal protagonists. 
They were looking for the intensity of sound that could inspire 
mental and bodily images in the spectators/listeners.


Favole di Fedro11 was conceived for an audience of infants. An 
infant is by definition someone who comes before language12. 
Although it cannot yet articulate language, the infant is certainly 
not devoid of feelings, emotions and meanings. It is impossible 
to hold the attention of thirty children during the reading of 
twenty tales by focusing on the content and the meaning of the 
texts. It is the melody, not the words, that conveys the content. 
Rhythm bears content, and changes according to the intentions 
of the texts. The sounds generated by the performers are bodies 
on stage: they have a particular colour and a specific “weight”. 
The juxtaposition of sounds within a single tale and their 
relationships in the transitions from one tale to the next are 
important dramaturgical strategies. This is the same 
compositional strategy we adopt when we paint: a blue next to a 
red is very different from a blue next to a yellow. Well aware that 
this type of fruition is not universal, we must remember that 
theatrical activity for infants shouldn’t follow the logic of the 
market.
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If infants come before language, then it is important to push 
the audience beyond the meaning of the text. The fable’s 
meaning derived from the emerging sounds and rhythms rather 
than the concepts, so that the audience could feel the intensity of 
life. Since the words’ meaning is not so important, focus shifts to 
the sound transition; as it ceases to exist, the typographical 
pause becomes a vision. Sound becomes a fable within a fable, a 
story within a story. The written text is therefore approximate ab 
origine. The individually chosen Fabulae of Phaedrus were then 
organised according to a plan that caused a musical and 
compositional problem. Our relationship with sound produces 
something indefinite, mute and impossible to describe. What is 
important is that infants experience something that is 
emotionally stimulating and triggers their curiosity, not 
something whose meaning must be understood. Artists who 
work for children must put themselves at their service, not 
colonize their spirit. Children were free to move and speak. 
Noise has become a subject of study ever since Cage, with a 
window open to a busy street, sat next to his silent piano and 
brought noise into the history of music. We must wait for the 
silence of meaning. We must wait and listen.


 

3. Zoomimetic tools for the artistic creation

 

Affected by a global pandemic whose effects will be even more 
visible in the future, the current historical moment summons 
humans to realise transitions, conduct self-reflections, produce 
innovation and perform high-impact social acts. I believe that the 
major driving force for the human transition is the cultural factor 
– I mean culture in a broad sense, related to both the expressive 
and artistic forms and the implicit foundation of social life 
[Allegrini 2022]. We must reflect upon ways in which we could 
change our paradigm and we must focus on re-thinking our 
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presence in the world. Cultural change requires the 
hybridization of disciplines and knowledge so as to co-evolve 
with the rest of the biogenic mass and start collaborative and 
generative cultural practices.


In order to start a process of change, it would be enough for 
the human to see and perceive in a different way the natural and 
social world of which s/he is part: new needs would rise and a 
dissemination of powers would ensure mutual practices of 
dialogue and listening. We keep on using Nature as a resource, 
we brand it and produce artificial materials, paying no attention 
to the fact that 2020 was the year in which the mass of human-
produced materials – constructions, buildings, roads and 
deforestation – through concrete, plastic, metals and bricks 
weighed up to 100 billion tons more than the live biomass 
[Granata 2021].


Deforestation, intensive farming and greedy actions are 
carried out by humans who consider the environment a resource 
to exploit rather than a set of relations in which they are 
inscribed. We need a sharp change of direction. If we were 
sufficiently open and flexible to meet and understand the other, 
we could enjoy and benefit from a grid of inter-connected 
plurality that is capable of adjusting its presence in the world to 
the environment. Artists, architects, engineers, designers, urban 
planners, animal lovers and everyone who uses creativity to 
express him/herself would be able to establish a new dialogue 
with the heterospecific in their daily practices. 


In one of his groundbreaking projects, Daan Rosengaard is 
experimenting with the possibility of new urban lightings that 
are emission- and pollution-free by drawing inspiration from the 
bioluminescence of jellyfish and particular types of algae. Gates 
of light13 is an example of lighting designed for the Afsluitdijk, the 
famous dike created in the province of Frisia (North Holland) 
and based on the restoration and installation of prisms that 
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reflect car headlights, inspired by light-reflective butterfly wings. 
Part of the same project, Glowing Nature14 makes visitors 
acquainted with algae and 700-million-year-old microorganisms 
that shine to the touch, inspiring possible uses in everyday life. 


A zooanthropological proposal is one that offers to look at us-
the world in new ways, urging us to discover the common 
language between humans and the environment, a language that 
places itself – and us – beyond what is established and expected. 
It weaves a connective thread that can go through all the 
interstices and enables us to look at the dark side of our 
existence.


The essence, spirit and purpose of art seem to play with 
these shadows: it is here that the obscene hides and we are 
responsible for searching spaces that contain the infinite. The 
subjective-I leaves space to a shared-we: while identitarian 
certainties crumble, we can create new bases and new territories 
in which the space of the elsewhere is a fertile ground for the 
seed of beauty to sprout.


 

Notes


1 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/animal [accessed 23/04/2023].

2 In Frank Th. (2018), “Le opere di misericordia alla prova: la riforma dei 
sistemi assistenziali in Italia e in Germania, XV-XVI secolo”, in Politiche di 
misericordia tra teoria e prassi. Confraternite, ospedali e Monti di Pietà (XIII-XVI 
secolo, (a cura di) Delcorno P., Il Mulino, Bologna: in quanto esseri umani è cosa 
molto giusta essere massimamente inclini all’umanità. Siamo, infatti, spinti 
tacitamente da un naturale istinto a sostenere i pedi degli altri e ad aver 
compassione delle altrui calamità. Soprattutto in questo si distingue l’uomo dagli 
animali: costoro si muovono senza intelligenza, sono guidati solo dalla fame e 
ubbidiscono solo agli stimoli del ventre; l’uomo, invece, quasi senza doti naturali, 
non ama soltanto sé stesso, ma anche il prossimo suo e si addolora per le disgrazie 
di questo non meno che per le proprie. [as human beings, it is right to be maximally 
prone to humanity. Actually, we are tacitly driven by a natural instinct to bear the 
burden of the other and to have compassion of the calamity of the other. Humans 
distinguish themselves apart from animals especially for this: animals move 
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without intelligence, are driven only by hunger and obey only to the stimuli of the 
stomach; Humans instead, almost without natural talents, do not love only 
themselves but also the other and mourn their misfortune no less than their own 
(my transl.)].

3 “[…] sarebbe proprio la tendenza ibridativa a far sì che i predicati umani 
arrivino a trascendere i caratteri filogenetici, ma è nel retaggio filogenetico che 
va cercata la tendenza ibridativa dell’uomo”.

4 “La biodiversità animale si trasforma pertanto in un labirinto di specchi 
deformanti, ognuno in grado di riflettere una specifica immagine ibridata 
ovvero una strada ontogenetica nuova per l’organizzazione evolutiva dell’essere 
umano”.

5 “L’epifania apre uno spazio di oltre uomo che prevede la teriomorfizzazione 
della carne dell’uomo: è lì che opera la mimesis, attraverso l’assunzione della 
maschera teriomorfa l’essere umano intraprende il suo percorso 
antropopoietico. (…) Nell’atto mimetico l’essere umano non si limita a copiare, 
ma deve fare i conti con sé stesso, misurarsi con le proprie difficoltà integrative 
e interpretative dell’altro. La mimesis è andare oltre sé stessi”.

6 “La mimesis opera uno slittamento, apre uno spazio di fuga, trasforma la 
costruzione dell’identità individuale da atto autarchico nella specie 
(ontogenesi) a processo trasversale aperto ai contributi di altre specie 
(ontopoiesi), inaugurando una modalità non antropomorfica di proiezione nel 
mondo: la techné”

7 Co-founder, with Romeo Castellucci, Claudia Castellucci and Paolo Guidi of 
the Socìetas Raffaello Sanzio (now Socìetas). As vocal researcher and sound-
dramatist, she worked with musicians as Scott Gibbons, Daniele Roccato, 
Giuseppe Ielasi and Francesco Guerri. She also wrote children’s books: Guidi 
[2014]; [2017]; [2019]. She won the Premio Ubu Speciale 2013, Premio Lo 
straniero 2016, Eolo Award Riconoscenza 2020, Premio Ivo Chiesa – La Scuola,  
2021.

8 Societas, Il Ritmo Drammatico. Teoria e pratica della dinamica temporale. 
Advanced training course by Societas/Teatro Comandini of Cesena - Istituto di 
Ricerca e di Arti Applicate. Approved by Regione Emilia-Romagna with Delibera 
di GR n. 1208 del 30/07/2018 e D.G.R. 483/2018, Rif. PA 2018-9892/RER and co-
financed by Fondo Sociale Europeo and Regione Emilia-Romagna.

9 Although live listening is preferable, nowadays numerous technological 
devices allow a fairly accurate reproduction of animal sounds.

10 “La questione principale (…) riguarda la necessità di non approcciarsi agli 
altri animali con una predeterminata definizione di performance, al contrario è 
necessario lasciare il campo della performance aperto alla riconcettualizzazio-
ne e quindi alla mutazione continua, dovuta al nostro incontro con l’alterità di 
specie”.
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11 Stage performance of the tales by Fedro during the Corso di Alta Formazione Il 
Ritmo Drammatico. Teoria e pratica della dinamica temporale. Operation 
approved by Regione Emilia Romagna with Delibera of GR n.1208 (30/07/2018) 
and D.G.R. 483/2018, Rif. PA 2018-9892/RER and cofinanced by Fondo Sociale 
Europeo and Regione Emilia-Romagna and the direction by Guidi C. and 
Castellucci C.. Staged: Teatro Rasi, Ravenna (03/18/2019) and Teatro 
Comandini, Cesena (03/21/2019).

https://www.societas.es/p/il-ritmo-drammatico-2019-favole-di-fedro/ [accessed 
04/23/2022].

12 Harper D. “Etymology of infant”, Online Etymology Dictionary, https://
www.etymonline.com/word/infant (accessed 04/23/2023). 

13 Icoon Afsluitdijk project, 2017, realized by Roosegaarde D. and Studio 
Roosegaard, The Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Managemet, 
Rijkswaterstaat, Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, De Nieuwe 
Afsluitdijk, Province of Friesland, and Province of North Holland. Development 
Partners: KitePower, Wageningen University & Research (WUR), TTB, 
Eurocarbon, Versalume. 

You can find out more about the artist by visiting the website: https://
www.studioroosegaarde.net/info [accessed 04/23/2023].

14 https://www.studioroosegaarde.net/project/glowing-nature [accessed 
04/23/2023].
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The Performative Body as a Meeting Place with the 
Heterospecific

 

Chiara Venturini

 


 

Fig. 1, Installation view Photo by studio Rémi Villaggi – Metz


 

Since the emergence of Performance Arts in the 1960s, emphasis 
has been placed on the body as flesh and matter. This renewed 
interest makes the play an act capable of “emphatically drawing 
attention to the particular uniqueness and individuality of the 
phenomenal living body of the performer/actor” [Fischer-Lichte 
2014; p. 155].1 Therefore, the actor is no longer considered the 
psychological embodiment of the character. At the centre of the 
work, there is the performer’s phenomenal embodied living 
body, a source of symbolic and perceptual constitution during 
the performance. “Whatever the performers produce through 
their living body leaves visible traces on it, traces that in turn 
refer back to a process of transformation”2 [Fischer-Lichte 2014; 
p.159]. Through their own living body, humans in their everyday 
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life produce changes around them. Even on the stage, the actor’s 
living body as embodied spirit, embodied mind [Fischer-Lichte 
2014] produces transformations:


 

to embody means here to bring into manifestation, with and 
through the body, something that exists only through the body. 
The existential foundation of the stage figure and the condition 
of its possibility of existence lies in the being-in-the-body-world 
of the actor.3 [Fischer-Lichte 2014; p. 147].

 


The scenic figure is created by the performative acts 
intrinsically linked to the specific corporeality of the actor. The 
phenomenal living body of the actor is conceived of as a source 
of construction of symbols, as material support for the 
codification of signs and as a product of cultural inscriptions. 
Marion Laval-Jeantet in the 2011 performance Que le cheval vive 
en moi left visible traces of the hybridization with equine 
otherness in her body. Through her relationship with the horse, 
from the initial mutual acquaintance to the final exchange of 
immunoglobulins, Laval-Jeantet sought to create a liminal 
situation in which to establish a different type of body that could 
serve as a support for a new vision/relationship with the world. 


 Fig. 2, Image from The Artist Bestiary
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Through her actions, Marion’s animal-body is perceived as a 
new energetic body, a becoming body. The specificity of the 
performative act allows the spectator to experience himself or 
herself as a changing body, as a becoming body and, at the same 
time, to perceive the performer as it is [Fischer-Lichte 2014; p. 
175]. The spectators find themselves in front of an infected body 
(in an Artaudian sense) that no longer responds to the concept of 
purity in the humanist view, underpinned by the logic of 
biological incompleteness and opposed to animal performativity. 
On the contrary, they are confronted with a body that can be 
called “posthuman” [Marchesini, 2019], because it shows that it 
can hybridize with an equine. The body in front of the spectators 
did not exist before that particular moment and produces 
changes at a cultural level. The performative act makes us aware 
that an organic interconnection exists between bodies, 
biologically and psychically, no matter whether they belong to a 
human, an animal or a forest [Marchesini 2022; p. 41]. Artists and 
spectators experience new conditions of transformation that can 
produce new knowledge and new ways of being-in-the-world. In 
Que le cheval vive en moi, the body becomes a place of 
experimentation of new types of relationships, the blood is no 
longer pure and exclusively human, but it is contaminated by the 
horse’s plasma, becoming the explication of a cultural 
hybridization.


 

The Performance: Que le cheval vive en moi by  
Marion Laval-Jeantet


On February 22nd 2011, Marion Laval-Jeantet presented her 
performance Que le cheval vive en moi at the Kapelica Gallery in 
Ljubljana. The performance consisted of having horse plasma 
containing forty types of equine immunoglobulins injected into 
the performer. 
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Fig. 3, Image from We make money no art

 

In addition to the presence of blood freeze-drying machines 

on stage, a video of the performer's naked and lying body was 
projected, with diagrams showing the course of the horse’s 
immunoglobulins in her body. Over the previous months, 
through various techniques, Marion-Laval Jeantet had prepared 
her body for receiving foreign bodies, which otherwise would 
have been fatal to her. Her training mainly consisted of 
homeopathic doses of equine immunoglobulins from different 
families, a diet based almost exclusively on fruits and vegetables, 
yogic breathing and Afghani walking, which creates a synergy 
between steps and breathing. During the performance and after 
the plasma injection, she met the horse with whom she had 
become familiar over the previous ten days and who was brought 
on the stage. Until then, training with the horse had always been 
complicated because his temperament was far from docile. 
During the ten training days, she had never mounted him and 
their relationship had always been a little distant: if she 
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approached, he would move away; if she cowered, he would 
return. On the day of the performance, immediately after the 
plasma injection, she began to have a temperature. It was 
complicated for her to feel the effects of the new equine organic 
components because of fever and the sensations of heat and cold 
it causes. After an initial encounter with the horse (the video 
shows how she approached and stepped away from the horse 
during training), the performer put on some hoof-shaped 
prostheses/trampolines and made two laps around the room 
along with the horse. At this point, the horse seemed to respond 
differently than usual:


 

Viny s’approche, respire les bottes, je suis à sa hauteur. Il ne 
me connaît pas à cette hauteur, mais ne semble pas s'en 
étonner. C'est plus familier que de marcher en bas à ses côtés. 
Il me laisse poser ma main en coupe sur son œil fermé. C'est la 
première fois que j’y arrive si facilement, d'habitude il a 
horreur de ça. La surprise de ma nouvelle hauteur acquise 
facilite nos relations. Nous faisons deux tours de piste ma main 
posée sur son dos. Mes échasses emboîtent son pas. [Laval-
Jeantet 2011; p. 155]. 


 

After twenty minutes, when the presence of the equine cells 

in the blood was most evident, Marion was lying down on the 
hospital bed and a nurse/interpreter took from her some blood 
to store. This is when the performance ended. 


In Laval-Jeantet’s performance, hybridization starts from 
corporeity, from the constituent matter of the human and the 
animal that get together to coexist for some time in the 
performer’s cells. The particular perceptive capacity of Marion’s 
body and the body’s resistance made hybridization possible. 
Every living being, whether animal or human, has its own 
species-specific characteristics and its own peculiar way of 
behaving and relating to the outer world.
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Fig. 4, Image from The Artist Bestiary

 

In his essay Fondamenti di Zooantropologia [2014], 

Marchesini elaborates macro-specificities (meta-predicates) that 
pertain to both human and non-human animal species, such as 
feeling, movement and self-expression. These structures make it 
possible to recognize the Other in oneself. The performer and 
the horse shared certain meta-predicates, even before they met. 
It is thanks to the feeling, the movement and the expressiveness 
that is typical of both the human and the equine that the 
performative hybridization was possible. Thanks to their 
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phenomenal living bodies and their species-specific predispo-
sitions, this new type of relationship became possible. The first 
meta-predicate described by Marchesini, feeling and moving: 


 

the ability to move in order to reach sources of pleasure and to 
move away from harmful risks and sources of suffering, but 
also, and even more so, the gratifying exuberance of 
movement itself, as a sense of vigour, the taking possession of 
space and territory, the magni-ficence of one’s own presence. 
[...] Being-animal means sharing a world, being side by side 
within a reality that has positioned constraints, resistance […]4 
[Marchesini 2017; p. 131]. 


 

Movement and perception are predicates shared by all life 

form: insects, reptiles, plants and humans. After the injection, 
the performer slept differently than usual. Her sleeping cycles 
were short and she would wake up nervously. In the subsequent 
eight days, her sleep became irregular, her feeling of hunger 
increased and her digestion was almost blocked. Her perception 
of fear also increased significantly because every slightest noise 
frightened her and she would jump at the slightest touch on her 
shoulder. She felt the constant need to walk. She also found it 
difficult to concentrate and previously unexperienced noises 
[Laval-Jeantet 2011] reached her ears. Along with fear, there was 
also a feeling of omnipotence. All these vivid sensations were 
produced by the inflammatory condition (the transfusion gave 
her fever) and the “equine state” activated by the information 
contained in the genetic code of the horse’s immunoglobulins 
[Laval-Jeantet 2011]. The new states experienced by the 
performer are comparable, though not overlapping, with the 
states of presence typical of horses: high responsiveness to fear, 
subtle hearing and short sleep in an upright position. Marion 
Laval-Jeantet’s body and mental state experimented with a new 
way of moving and feeling that had never been examined and 
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investigated before. She received a body-knowledge that will 
remain imprinted in her body and she will continue to relate to 
the world from this newly acquired condition.


The second meta-predicate described by Marchesini is: 
expressiveness. Like humans, animals cannot help communica-
ting, in their own ways, through the relationship they establish 
with themselves [Marchesini 2017]. The performer observes: 
“Les enfants me regardent bizarrement, je leur semble égarée, je 
réponds trop vite [à] tout le monde, je suis trop rapide, ailleurs” 
[Laval-Jeantet 2011; p. 156]. These words suggest that the 
performer’s expressiveness seemed to differ from what it used to 
be as children began to look at her strangely. In relating to Laval-
Jeantet after she received the injection of equine genes, children 
experienced a different body and a different form of expression, 
which ultimately directed them towards new forms of 
understanding. In this sense, the feedback coming from the 
hybridized body stimulates thoughts and relationships that are 
different and would be otherwise impossible. As Laval-Jeantet 
explains in her article Interspécificité [2011], immunoglobulins are 
proteins specific to each organism (human and horse), which, by 
expanding her sensitive consciousness, stimulated in her new 
sensations. 


In Epifania Animale [2017], Roberto Marchesini analyzes the 
human tendency to open up towards otherness and welcome 
“multiple personalities”. Marion Laval-Jeantet’s performance 
offers evidence of this. Through individual bodily experience, 
this tendency can help clear the shadow that surrounds 
unknown Otherness. The hybridized body represents Otherness 
in oneself, it is no longer disjointed and distant, but shared and 
participated. The human has in itself a hybridizing vocation, i.e., 
the predilection for hybridization with Otherness. In the course 
of a performance this may help lay the foundations for the 

99

https://www.cairn.info/revue-multitudes-2011-4-page-152.htm


construction of a new relationship between the human and the 
world. 


In Fondamenti di Zooantropologia [Marchesini 2014] 
motivational dispositions are described as constitutive of the 
hybridizing predisposition. The syllegic motivation is the human 
tendency to hoard, collect, put together and complete 
information or objects. Humans are interested in diversity and 
attempt to make sense of it as a whole by dividing it into 
categories. They tend to respond to a network of stimuli rather 
than to focus on single elements. The same is true for the 
research conducted in preparation for a performance: the artist 
needs to collect information. She or he usually picks from the 
network of elements that represent his or her connection to the 
world only a few elements that are later re-arranged for the 
stage. This is what Marion Laval-Jeantet also did: she used 
information about equine genetics and behavior, integrated it 
with training and re-elaborated it artistically, devising her 
performance on the basis of those elements that she had 
incorporated both mentally and physically. Thanks to the human 
capacity to collect and elaborate new information, the artist 
created a performance that enabled her to experience a new and 
different body-world. 


With reference to the exploratory motivation Marchesini 
describes elements that can be observed also in the artist’s 
performance:


 

examine objects in their innermost qualities, identify fields of 
possibility within contexts/situations, try to control and 
prevent events, understand the structural requirements of 
problems, broaden the horizon of the known territory 
[Marchesini 2014; p. 61].5


 

Marion Laval-Jeantet saw in the equine blood a possibility of 

hybridization and the creation of something different. Without 
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underestimating the risk of death, she expanded her knowledge. 
The exploratory dimension of the human, revolving around 
performance, has prominence in Que le cheval vive en moi 
precisely because the animal dimension is explored. The human 
has always been attracted by animals: it has emulated their 
qualities, considered them divine intermediaries, painted them, 
etc. In this performance, the animal is not an object outside 
oneself but as Otherness within oneself. Is there any other more 
explicit way to incorporate otherness than receiving an injection 
of equine plasma? 


Pragmatic rationale: this characteristic, which also features in 
performance, can reshape the human bodily identity at a 
cultural level. “In humans, hand-eye coordination is accompa-
nied by a strong inclination to manipulate the world and to make 
use of objects to expand one’s performative possibilities and 
intervention in reality”6 [Marchesini 2014; p. 63]. The human 
inclination to use objects and expand their possibilities of 
performance and manipulation of the world has affected their 
neurobiological structure, e.g., the resizing of jaw muscles as a 
result of the use of tools for crushing, cutting and tearing 
[Marchesini 2014; p. 63]. Thus, the performance reveals and 
highlights the neurobiological change that occurs when an 
individual relates to elements that, up to that moment, had been 
experienced as external. We can compare the tool, the sharp 
stone, with the horse’s plasma. The artist’s manipulative capacity 
and her capacity to have a foreign substance introjected into her 
body without succumbing to it, allowed new morpho-functions 
to emerge not only on a physical level (enhanced hearing, lack of 
concentration, excessive fear) but also on a cultural level. Purity 
and autarky are challenged. We can no longer look at, and refer 
to, the performance and especially the artist’s body as an action 
in itself. It is an event that refers to Otherness. The audience is 
transferred into a different dimension. The video that shows the 
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course followed by equine immunoglobulins in the artist’s body 
is the journey of a contamination that has already happened. 
The corporeal contamination of blood becomes cultural 
explicitation (explanation). 


Epimeletic motivation: the human has a strong epimeletic 
predisposition, i.e., a particular sensitivity towards signals that 
indicate the need for care, such as those coming from babies or 
puppies. In this respect, epimelesis indicates both the extent to 
which an individual is prone to respond to the request for care 
and the commitment and competence in offering care to those 
who need it. When directed towards animals, epimelesis triggers 
a co-evolutionary type of relationship. We can observe for 
example how epimelesis has affected the relationship between 
humans and dogs throughout history [Marchesini 2017]. 
Epimelesis triggers a type of relationship that can modify and 
regulate social relations. The dialogical/constructive event that is 
activated by epimelesis produces hybridization. In the 
performance Que le cheval vive en moi, hybridization does not 
only occur in the cells of the body. The artist has established a 
special relationship with the horse, which is also the reason why 
she was able to conclude her work. 


 

Fig. 5, Image by We make money no art


The mutated body
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By welcoming a body of alien genes, Marion Laval-Jeantet as 
a performer could cross that liminal threshold that allowed her 
to go beyond herself, without losing herself within otherness, yet 
experiencing the form of physical and psychic decentralization, 
which is the space of animal epiphany. “Epiphany opens a space 
beyond the human that implies the theriomorphisation of 
human flesh: it is there that mimesis operates, by wearing the 
theriomorphic mask, the human undertakes its anthropopoietic 
journey”7 [Marchesini 2017; p.142]. Her new “emotional” states 
allowed her to experience a different existential dimension, one 
that, for eight days, was regulated by different spatial and 
temporal rules. The temporary cellular modification she 
experienced created a new body. From what Marion Laval-
Jeantet says [Laval-Jeantet 2011] we learn that the process 
whereby her body expelled the equine immunoglobulins caused 
her to experience unusual feelings and attitudes. Increased fear, 
difficulty in concentration and the constant need to move made 
her experience everyday life in a completely different way. The 
artist’s hybridized body resulting from the performance offers 
another picture of Umwelt: it a body that differs from the original 
one, because its perceptive and operational characteristics did 
not exist before the performance. Each species has species-
specific characteristics as well as its own distinctive ways of 
perceiving reality. By problematizing the idea of the fixed and 
immutable declination, and enacting an epiphanic encounter 
with Otherness through the performing body, we can explore 
different perspectives of territorialization and discover new ways 
of conceiving life that affect how we perceive our everyday life. 
The hybridization with the theriomorphic being signals the 
emergence of a beyond-human subject through the dialogic/
constructive relationship with other species. The transformation 
that the hybridization with Otherness produces transforms the 
subject’s territory into a trans-species space. Hybridization 
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enables us to trespass our distinctive perspective dimension and 
gives our body the possibility of projecting itself beyond our 
species-specific traits. Performances that go beyond self-
representation and increasingly involve forms of hybridization 
can have great cultural value. Thanks to the concept of 
embodiment and to the process of autopoietic feedback loop 
described by Fisher-Lichte, the spectator’s perception wavers 
between focusing on the performer’s actual living body and on 
his/her semiotic body. A perceptual condition of “betwixt and 
between” [Fisher-Lichte, 2014, p. 156] is thus created and the 
spectator becomes both the object and subject of the 
performance. The hybridized bodies (of both the performer, 
through his/her new body condition, and the spectator, through 
his/her perception) become the object, subject and source of the 
emergence and creation of new symbols. The theriomorphic 
figure that appears in the performative act loses its space and 
time references giving way to new possible relationships and 
forms of being a body. The new corporeal forms, changed by the 
relationship with the animal, produce new terms of reference. As 
a sacred space, an extra-daily place, the performative scene 
offers the possibility to reflect and seek an encounter with the 
Other within oneself in order to overcome one’s own limits.


 

Notes


1 “richiamare enfaticamente l’attenzione sulla particolare unicità e individualità 
del corpo vivo fenomenico del perfomer/attore”.

2 “Qualsiasi cosa gli artisti producano attraverso il proprio corpo vivo, lascia 
tracce visibili su di esso, tracce che rimandano a loro volta a un processo di 
trasformazione”.

3 “incarna re significa qui portare a manifestazione, con e attraverso il corpo, 
qualcosa che esiste solo per mezzo del corpo. […]. Il suo fondamento 
esistenziale e la condizione della sua possibilità risiedono nell’essere-nel-
mondo corporeo dell’attore”.
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4 “il potersi muovere per raggiungere le fonti di piacere e per allontanarsi dai 
rischi nocivi e dalle fonti di sofferenza, ma altresì, e ancor di più, l’esuberanza 
gratificante del movimento in sé, come senso di vigore, presa di possesso dello 
spazio e del territorio, magnificenza della propria presenza. [...] Essere-animali 
significa condividere un mondo, essere affiancati all’interno di una realtà che 
ha posizionato dei vincoli, delle resistenze”.

5 “esaminare gli oggetti nelle più recondite qualità, individuare dei campi di 
possibilità all’interno di contesti/situazioni, cercare di controllare e prevenire 
gli eventi, capire i requisiti strutturali dei problemi, allargare l’orizzonte del 
territorio conosciuto […]”.

6 “Nell’uomo la coordinazione oculo-manuale si accompagna a una forte 
inclinazione a manipolare il mondo e a servirsi di oggetti per ampliare le 
proprie possibilità performative e di intervento della realtà”.

7 “L’epifania apre uno spazio di oltre uomo che prevede la teriomorfizzazione 
della carne dell’uomo: è lì che opera la mimesis, attraverso l’assunzione della 
maschera teriomorfa l’essere umano intraprende il suo percorso 
antropopoietico”.
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Relational Cyberspaces. Speculations on Future 
Virtual Ecosystems

 

Leonardo Sbabo 

 

With the advent of increasingly advanced haptic1 technology, we 
will have to face the proliferation of sensory explorable virtual 
spaces. One of the possible futures of cyberspace is precisely in 
the direction of augmented and virtual reality, merging our 
reality with virtual content or transporting us into programmed 
and programmable digital realities. 


Although these forms of technology may seem to live only in 
science fiction products or in the distant future, they are actually 
already among us. We must ask ourselves how these virtual 
territories can help us adopt eco-sustainable and eco-oriented 
behaviours and modes of existence.2 Otherwise, we risk creating 
vast virtual reservoirs that are used for data fracking, users’ 
indoctrination, and the cultivation in them of profitable foibles 
and perversions. In consideration of how these technologies – 
like others in the past – can impact on humanity as a species and, 
consequently, on the ecosystem and other species, we need to 
question what we want from these still-stem territories. 


Our intention should not be to create cyberspaces in which 
we can generate everything that our current reality doesn’t allow 
us to create. I think of a territory that can help us reconnect with 
what is no longer close to us, in which to feed on different views. 
A territory where to reactivate a relationship with the natural 
world, albeit through a technological medium, where to 
gradually re-accustom human beings, isolated in the extreme 
technologization advocated by the globalized industrial market, 
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to feeling part of an organic reality that is contagious and 
contaminating. 


If protected from its easy dystopian declinations, haptic 
virtual simulation can alter the way we interact with our 
environment and create superstructure-free territories in which 
we can rediscover what reality itself is composed of: bodies, 
encounters, connections, principles, actions and motions both 
material and immaterial. In the process of rediscovery, the body 
must be central, and we cannot prescind from it. Actions within 
future virtual spaces should arise from an impulse that does not 
come from a single encephalic interface capable of shifting 
consciousness in cyberspace but from an involved, active, and 
vibrant body. Only in this way, the derived experience can be 
truly embodied and allow us to relate to the environment with a 
high degree of complexity and involvement and a lower 
alienation factor. It could activate a constant re-creation of the 
space as a milieu3, with dynamic movement as the main driver.  


The risk is perhaps getting lost within virtual worlds, wanting 
to remain in the virtual equivalent of Pinocchio’s ‘Land of Toys’, 
leaving the body behind and falling free into a virtual spiral of 
dreams within dreams. In future explorations of the virtual sea, 
we will need an anchor, a bridge between the two realities. The 
body serves as Ariadne’s thread to guide the virtual adventurer 
out of the digital labyrinth. 


If we want to detoxify from the isolating dynamics of two-
dimensional interfaces, the body must become a privileged 
medium and a vehicle for experiencing virtual realities. This 
embodied virtual presence could help gradually rehabilitate the 
techno-addicted Subject-X, the screen zombie, to a material 
relationality and reactivate his body and senses that are 
atrophied by the visual-hegemony of digital interaction. In other 
words, this means modifying our relationship with technological 
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otherness, negotiating a new dialogue, and consequently 
learning new ways of existence in and out of virtual reality. 


Can post-human and zoo-anthropological discourses perhaps 
find fertile ground for collective re-education in domains like 
these? Can these cyber-territories sustain a profitable dialogue 
between multiple forms of otherness and advocate a concept of 
‘identity as relationship’, such as the one proposed by 
Marchesini [2016]? For this to be possible, we need to conceive 
devices that do not reiterate anthropocentric dynamics and 
continue to serve only our stagnant need for comfort. 


The suggestion is to imagine a virtual partner that offers 
critique and advice to establish theoretical premises while re-
educating and bringing us closer to their practical implemen-
tation. We need to start thinking about models that lay the 
groundwork for building virtual ecosystems and for developing a 
concept of eco-virtuality that brings into focus the intricate web 
of virtual codirection. Models that pose the right questions to 
create the foundations of a discourse that feeds on interdepen-
dence, sympoiesis4 and cybernetics and can witness how our 
interactions with this techno-mediated nature inevitably shape 
our conceptions of individual and collective agency in relation to 
our environment. 


The definition of a regulated virtual ecology is thus necessary 
to safeguard a nascent virtual ecosystem that is not, by any 
means, out of the danger of capitalocratic aims. It is necessary to 
protect the experiences of humans and non-humans in their 
mutual entanglement. And this is indeed the experience that lies 
at the heart of this speculation. 


Our minds and bodies have morphed significantly since the 
advent of writing and its subsequent technological consequen-
ces. These modifications, however, are of small magnitude 
compared to the influence that millions of years of selective 
pressures have had in shaping the way we learn and take in new 
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inputs. Over these millions of years, our mammalian bodies have 
learned to rework complex sets of stimuli of what we can 
consider their ‘present’.5 For this, they have to thank their cold-
blooded, invertebrate and unicellular past. Our know-how comes 
from the experience that has been handed down to us and has 
become embodied in our genetic code. 


 

Everything starts with experience 

 

With the ability to create controlled experiential-systems, we 
open up to a new range of possible evolutions of the species, 
creating new ontological, mythemical and epigenetical paths.  


 

Experiences and sensitivity build up one another in a never-
ending cycle. I cannot experience anything if I have no 
sensitivity, and I cannot develop sensitivity unless I undergo a 
variety of experiences. Sensitivity is not an abstract aptitude 
that can be developed by reading books or listening to lectures. 
It is a practical skill that can ripen and mature only by 
applying it in practice [Harari 2016; p. 238].


 

In parallel, Guattari [2019; p. 66] observes that the primary 

pollution, the opponent of any possible ecology, is the 
degradation of experience; that inability to experience otherness 
of which Benjamin speaks. In our time, the degradation of 
experience is a disease common to most of the world 
apparatuses: from the crisis of biodiversity to the loss of 
traditional knowledge, from the disappearance of places and 
practices of social gathering to the hyper-medialization of all 
experiences. 


Creating a virtual ecosystem and developing an eco-
virtuality, an ecological vision of a complex virtual space that can 
be experienced with the totality of our senses, means 
multiplying the experiences we can feed on with the safe anchor 
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of an embodied perception. The importance of a conscious 
selection of experiences and the presence of a solid ethical 
discourse in constant activity and evolution seems obvious. It 
requires going against the logic of subject neutralization and 
developing specific, local and singular ecological knowledge and 
strategies.6


We can take advantage of the technological partner to 
acquire new ecosystemical views, to revalue the subjects that are 
involved as possessors of specific knowledge and that are 
indispensable in functional ecologies. At the same time, it is 
fundamental to avoid exporting standardized ecological models 
that risk, as Guattari already sensed, jeopardizing this new 
ecology by becoming ‘ecological colonialism’.7  


We must understand that a system is all the more stable, 
healthy, varied, diversified and resilient the more it is complex. 
We must understand how crucial the other-from-us is, how 
indebted we are to otherness and that neither we nor others are 
the absolute protagonists of this reality. What better way to 
understand this than by touching and immersing ourselves in a 
territory that continually reaffirms its interrelatedness? 


We need a process of re-singularization both toward 
otherness and ourselves as individuals, we need to enhance the 
value of particular experiences and of their sensitive bearers, 
raise the intensity of bodies, elevate their ‘potentia’, i.e., their 
ontological potential possibilities, and their diversity, and 
emphasize their bonds.8 For this to be possible, we must 
conceive of the virtual territories of the future as interactive, 
explorable and responsive open worlds in which diverse 
subjectivities can come into contact. 


In terraforming and engineering these worlds, we have the 
opportunity to create an innovative media entity. We can move 
beyond the classic manufactured experiential package and create 
a relational ecosystem in a state of becoming in which we can 
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reclaim our authorship and agency. Our goal should not be to 
build more intricate mazes, products that delude the explorer 
with already programmed choices, but to create a dialogic and 
dramaturgical organism, or rather, a virtual world that is an 
open and collective work.  


To truly value users’ choices and their free ‘worlding’, we 
should perhaps create these virtual territories in a Haraway-style 
[2019; p. 124], ‘World Games’ in which every action becomes a 
cosmological performance within a multidimensional holo-
event. There is no better way to understand ecology than to be 
an active component of it. 


But a work shared by whom? Who might inhabit these 
places? Besides the obviously connected human users, could 
these cyberspaces also host their inhabitants? I imagine these 
places to be populated by many different creatures of the most 
varied morphologies. Countless microscopic beings and 
wandering mastodons, swarms of procedural programs, colonies 
of artificial intelligence, plants, animals, spectres and natural 
phenomena. A teeming of digital life capable of exponentially 
multiplying experiential possibilities, placing the human user in 
the condition of a constant dialogic renegotiation with otherness. 


Perhaps the goal of these imaginary devices is to make the 
human-animal rediscover its incredible zoo-mimetic qualities, to 
open our species to new modes of existence and re-educate us to 
relational dynamics of co-existence, from which it has gradually 
become estranged. Thereby, the discourse makes us aware of the 
subjectivity of animal and non-animal alterities, and, at the same 
time, paves the way to the quest for artificial subjectivity.  


We do not want to create pathways of experience that are 
based on the abuse of otherness because they are structurally 
different and considered insensitive. It is a mistake we have 
made too many times in the past and one that we can correct 
through re-education and by selecting the experiences we offer 
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in the virtual context. Viewing digital otherness as a machine 
incapable of feeling would cause us to fall back again into 
Cartesian dualism, legitimizing violent behaviors such as the one 
displayed in the fictional show Westworld. Here, artificial humans 
are brutally killed, raped and tortured to give vent to the 
repressed fantasies of a paying elite. Although a discourse on the 
sensitivity of digital lives might be premature at the moment, I 
think that it is crucial to cultivate a healthy approach even to 
abiotic otherness. 


The hybridization of AI and digital morphologies can allow 
us to relate to partially new otherness without falling into a 
merely semiotic relationship with it but by inserting us into a 
somatic-virtual entity in progress. Through a direct relationship 
with complex and inexhaustible otherness, this cyberspace 
becomes a fertile ground for new modes of existence, languages 
and pedagogies. In addition, it could allow us to interact with 
animal morphologies with which we have never had the 
opportunity to converse, such as extinct animal species, without 
running the risks that lie behind the practices of cloning and 
inserting species into pre-existing habitats.8


On a more practical level, this relational territory could also 
help satisfy the dialogical desire that, in our society, has often 
become voyeuristic, that eagerness to consume diversity that 
leads human beings to visit zoos, where they are always well-
protected and divided from us by glass walls and bars. This 
technology allows us to have a direct and safe experience with 
digital animal-otherness without depriving it of its habitat and 
freedom or causing it to suffer for the sake of human 
experience.9 If I were to imagine the zoo of the future, it would 
be a virtual safari that would involve the human by transforming 
it from an observer into an active subject; consequently, physical 
places of zoo-attraction would be abolished. 
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We could endlessly speculate about what the best ways to 
conceive of virtual spaces of the future are, and that is perhaps 
what we should do. If we want to move away from the logic of 
entertainment and passive consumption, we need to start 
imagining cyberspaces that are not only research places in the 
area of new technologies, AI and their artistic/dialogical 
applications but also places of personal growth and laboratories 
of political experimentation. 

 




Fig. 1, From ‘We Live in an Ocean of Air’ (2018–2022)  

by Marshmallow Laser Feast




Fig. 2, From ‘Berl-Berl’ (2021) by Jakob Kudsk Steensen
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Notes

 

1 We use this term to speak of simulative installation technologies in the form of 
wearable technology: oculus, suits implemented by magnetic motion capture, 
biometric sensors, tactile restitution by electrical stimulation, temperature 
control system and so on. 

2 To be understood both as the macro ecosystems of our planet, and as a more 
intimate dimension, such as a person’s cognitive-emotional ecosystem. These 
are multiple ecologies – social, psychic, and environmental – that form complex 
relationships, as suggested by Guattari, and are yet to be conceived of [Guattari, 
La Cecla, 2019; p. 14].

3 An environment to be approached in its biological, sociological and cultural 
complexity, a terrain for the unfolding of countless agencies. 

4 “Sympoiesis is a simple word; it means ‘making-with.’ Nothing makes itself; 
nothing is really autopoietic or selforganizing. […] Sympoiesis is a word proper 
to complex, dynamic, responsive, situated, historical systems. It is a word for 
worlding-with, in company” [Haraway 2016; p. 58].

5 To be considered as a pluridimensional and creative umwelt. 

6 Our imaginary virtual world could also be used as a testing ground for 
strategies to be applied in specific territories, simulating and testing in a 
simulated environment the various effects of possible interventions on the 
system. [Guattari, La Cecla 2019; p. 73]. 

7 “At all individual and collective levels, in terms of both everyday life and the 
reinvention of democracy, in terms of urbanism, artistic creation, sports, etc., it 
is a matter, each time, of considering what may be devices for the production of 
subjectivity, which go in the direction of an individual and/or collective re-
singularization, as opposed to that of mass-media exploitation […]” [Ivi; p. 20]. 

8 The intention here is not to reduce morphology to a merely symbolic 
contribution but to affirm it as a carrier of modes of existence and digital points 
of life. 

9 Within this virtual environment, Nature is not a form of entertainment, it is 
not docile or cutely reduced to its most pleasant glimpses, but it is a stinking 
Nature and an unpredictable nature, with a fair degree of dangerousness: as 
previously said, it is not subservient to the human. For example, in a virtual 
savannah, an ai-lion remains a predator and, in addition, it is an unpredictable 
entity capable of attacking another player and ending his or her gaming 
session. This does not make it impossible to establish a friendly relationship 
with distrustful and/or aggressive alterities but it does make it the prerogative 
of individuals who demonstrate interpersonal skills adequate to creating a 
dialogue even between very different subjectivities. 
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“Parco delle biodiversità”. A Posthuman Witness


 

Nicola Fania

 

During the Settimana Postumana, an event organised by 
Marchesini and Macelloni in October 2022, an effort was made to 
investigate the role of art in post-humanism thought, its possible 
function in building a renewed perspective that may dissolve 
anthropocentric resistances and recognise corporeity as a place 
of hybridization and contamination directing towards new ‘est-
ethics’ of life. When opening the meeting, Roberto Marchesini, 
the leading representative of Italian post-humanism, specified 
that the phenotype is not predetermined by the genotype, but is 
always hybrid, since it comes into being and changes by 
interacting with the environment and relating to alterities. 
Consequently, living beings do not adapt to the surrounding 
environment, but rather affect its creation, they shape it and are 
continuously being shaped by it. This also changes the con-
ception of body. The body goes beyond the body-soul dichotomy 
and its recognition as autopoietic; it can be defined as synpoietic, 
i.e., as creating and modifying itself in relationships. Rethinking 
the human animal and corporeity by considering the centrality 
of relationships also implies rethinking spatiality and the 
environment itself, and this is where art comes into play. In the 
wake of Heidegger’s thought, art can hide the earthly world and 
unveil a new possible world, hence furthering change in beings 
and in their relationships. According to Manuela Macelloni, art 
would mark the transition from aesthetics to “est-ethics”, i.e., 
ethics of existence, proposing spaces of shared habitability, 
where every being has equal rights and citizenship, with a clear 
shift from compassion to compromise, from hierarchical 
verticality to relational and rhizomatic horizontality. 
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As a student and aspiring actor, I had the opportunity of 
experiencing a reality that I believe comes very close to the 
notion of place of shared habitability: it is the Nuovo Fontanile,1 a 
permanent centre dedicated to horse culture in Coltano, in the 
wooded outskirts of Pisa, at the gates of the San Rossore Natural 
Park. Here, the Cavalieri Consapevoli association founded a 
community of human and non-human animals, that tries to 
establish a healthy dialogue, especially with horses, a 
relationship that endorses the concept of synpoietic corporeity 
mentioned by Marchesini. 


Far away from the practices of riding stables, Cavalieri 
Consapevoli chose to register all their horses “for life”.2 

Moreover, they mainly host old horses, proving that what is 
really beneficial is the presence of horses and not the service 
they might offer. Horsemen regularly practice proprioceptive 
gymnastics3 with horses. They begin with the study of 
movement, which must include the act of touching and requires 
strong empathy, in order to finally gain real knowledge of their 
own corporeity by becoming capable of relating to the horse: the 
aim is to create an ethical relationship by starting from the 
equestrian mime, i.e., from a dialogue through gestures, with a 
series of propaedeutical exercises that are to be performed on 
the ground rather than on horseback until a mature body 
awareness is reached. This type of horse-riding is called 
‘sentimental’4 and focuses on personal research rather than 
animal’s service: the horse does not have to execute orders; we 
only try to understand its will and motivations. In the eyes of 
horses, we all look alike, unaware and “disabled”: our 
expectations are confusing and our body is not ready to 
entertain a physical dialogue with them. Ultimately, 
“sentimental” horse-riding is an educational act we need to 
accomplish ourselves: the methodology and approach require an 
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effort of constant self-research that enables us to relate to other 
animals, humans and otherwise. 


The theatre company Animali Celesti – Teatro d’arte civile5 

directed by Alessandro Garzella further adds to the particular 
characteristics and practices of this centre. The name of the 
collective already subsumes its poetic principles and goals: the 
search for the psycho-physiological spontaneity of the 
primordial and irrational instincts that are intrinsic to animality; 
the aspiration towards a celestial artistic grace that derives from 
a healthy contagion with the expressiveness and essence of those 
who come closest to it, such as non-human animals and the 
psychiatric patients with whom the theatre director has been 
collaborating since 1992 [Garzella 2022a; p. 32];  and, finally, the 
political and civil impact that radiates towards society from the 
small nucleus of a biodiverse community. Since 2018, the Nuovo 
Fontanile has also been the stable and special residence of the 
theatre company in the middle of nature. This has contributed to 
making the centre a place of art and environmental culture; it 
was renamed Parco delle biodiversità, offering equal roles to 
vegetables, human and non-human animals. It has become a 
reference point for research on the relationship between nature 
and theatre as well as a melting pot of different corporeities/
souls, a proto-space of shared habitability. It is a project in 
progress, which, in a sort of spiral, embraces and brings together 
animals, plants, minerals, artists, psychiatric patients, educators, 
students, ecologists, animal-activists and volunteers. They are all 
interested in the well-being, protection and preservation of the 
environment and biodiversity, in a kind of multispecies scholé en 
plein air, where every member is urged to search for an identity 
that may bring him/her closer to nature and alterity, an identity 
informed by mutual respect and the consideration for common 
needs and values. The director Alessandro Garzella says:
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Ours is a company of losers, of people who want to get lost, to 
find in the art the sense and the grace of themselves. For this 
reason, for more than six years, we have found home in the 
woods of Coltano, with the help of the friends of the Nuovo 
Fontanile that, in addition to enriching our research with the 
competence of those who know horses and animals, have 
offered us the opportunity to develop experiences of theatre in 
nature, betting with us on the birth of a biodiversity park, a 
place where a community of artists can bring together and take 
care of people and of the most different forms in which Nature 
is manifested. This perspective has made the sun, bushes, 
trees, flowers, cats, horses and crickets an integral part of our 
research6 [Garzella, 2022a; p.19]. 


 

Animali Celesti voices the necessity to imagine a new world 

through theatre, a world that may resort to post-humanist ideas 
and ancient substances, more respectful of all the forms of life: 
as argued by Manuela Macelloni, art intervenes to found a 
renewed “est-ethics” and create a possible space of shared 
inhabitability. In a perspective of anthropodecentralisation and 
hybridization as well as through theatrical research in nature and 
a strong proximity to animals, director Garzella and his actresses 
and actors contribute to turning space into a place of meeting 
and contamination among equal beings. Unlike many 
widespread practices, both in the theatre and in circus, which 
are often based on the mere spectacularization of the “different” 
and on a coercive training to subordinate non-human animals to 
human’s will, in the Parco delle biodiversità supported by 
Cavalieri Consapevoli, plants and animals live their daily routine 
in a natural way. It is finally the human who gets compromised 
and is welcomed by the natural environment. By always trying 
not to intrude, the human joins the other local creatures, whose 
freedom must always be acknowledged and respected. In this 
way, horses – but also dogs, cats, hens and donkeys – have 
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gradually become accustomed to the presence of theatrical 
practice in their own spaces and they may interact with it or not, 
as they please.


 

Theatre as the audacity of making itself a place in the age of 
non-places. [...] Where does making a place begin? From the 
greatest risk, from the ancient danger: you and me. My eyes in 
yours. No servant, no master (or godfather). You and me, inter 
pares [Martinelli 2015; p. 11]7 


 

Over half a century has passed since the revolutions of the 

“New Theatre”8. It is now time for the theatre to recover its ritual 
function and civil force again and to go beyond its walls; it is time 
for it to become militant and corsair, reach the peripheries and 
regenerate itself in the woods in a renewed pact with nature, 
where the original miracle of plants and animals contaminating 
each other, and of eyes meeting each other, inter pares, 
continues to happen!


Once a month, for several consecutive days, from morning to 
evening, in hot or cold weather, the theatre company Animali 
Celesti escapes from cities and carries out its practices in the 
Parco delle biodiversità. From the very beginning of their 
theatrical research, therefore, non-human animals have always 
made themselves attentive spectators and unpredictable 
participants in what they themselves understand as “a ritual, a 
game, a feast” [De Marinis 2004], by which they are very 
intrigued. The amplified empathic perception of the energy 
ignited by the theatrical play sometimes attracts and leads to real 
incursions, to unexpected interactions that can also converge 
into plays that are open to the public, insofar as the director can 
only limit himself to formulate hypotheses, since the final 
decision is always up to the animals.


Non-humans understand that the theatre is like a game, a 
collective ritual that might include them. Yet, the choice of 
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whether to participate or not is theirs, and the task of humans is 
to consent to their will, always cautiously calibrating the 
conditions and energies of the hic et nunc that is so dear to the 
theatre. Within the theatrical fiction, animals are a living 
fragment of reality that can strengthen or strangle the ongoing 
action. Therefore, even though they may be only an 
accompanying presence, they have a strong impact – a live 
scenography; but they may also become actors and unexpectedly 
break into the structured dramaturgy, or become conscious 
participants in the rite. When this happens, it may look like 
magic – or, at worst, like a coercion. Instead, it is the fruit of the 
great work of collaboration, respect and integration that human 
and non-human animals have achieved in this centre of shared 
inhabitability where humans can get into close contact with 
nature and otherness. However, the theatrical practice with 
these alterities proves to be risky and must be clarified. The 
major problem of getting animals (as well as psychiatric patients) 
involved in theatre is the risk of trivialization and discrimination 
of the “different” whereas the goal, would be, instead, to achieve 
an inter-species exchange in which the subjects, by hybridizing, 
influence each other. They are never instrumentalized and their 
involvement always respects their nature as species and 
individuals as well as their fundamental physiological, social and 
cognitive needs. To claim that both animals and nature benefit 
from human and theatrical intrusions would be complicated and 
might lead to serious misunderstandings. 


Surely non-humans may well accept the theatrical practice 
and interact with it; however, trying to get them involved 
requires consent and will, which are not inherent to them. 
Nevertheless, in consideration of the fact that their psyches and 
bodies are sympoietic, and that all efforts have been made to 
appropriately interact and dialogue with them, what has 
emerged so far is that they often, willingly, take part in the game, 
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in the ritual. They gain self-awareness and also derive 
opportunities for growth, such as decreasing fears and 
developing self-control: their proximity to the theatre works as 
an exercise of attention and concentration that desensitizes them 
to the disturbing objects and events to which, like everyone else, 
they are subjected on a daily basis. In addition, indisputable 
multidirectional benefits derive from trying to establish an 
ethical relationship among biodiversities. The scene bears 
witness to the good results of this attempt, which encourages a 
reunion among the “different” through oneiric works that unfold 
symbolically. So the presence of animals is always an evocation 
rather than an exhibition, it never turns into a spectacular 
performance. 


Unlike other centres that bring non-humans close to the 
theatre, in the Parco delle biodiversità animals are not tamed or 
forced to perform. Their participation is always authentic and 
spontaneous, with an impact not only on the actors but also on 
the audience. By immersing themselves in the woods, spectators 
find that the scene is all “around” them rather than “in front” of 
them; they experience a condition of “being inside” that makes 
the natural space a landscape they go through and the play a live 
experience that affects their corporeity. Nature awakens that 
unconscious “natural mind” mentioned by Carl Gustav Jung, a 
collective mind that derives from primordial knowledge and 
enriches the perception of natural phenomena, bringing human 
and non-human animals in contact with each other. Indeed, the 
word “animality” contains and relates to the Latin word “anima” 
(soul). As zooanthropologist Vaira observes: “a thoughtful 
involvement of animals in plays leads the spectator to convert 
distrust and suspicion into curiosity and empathy” [Vaira, 2015; 
p. 56]. This facilitates the recognition of animals’ emotional and 
cognitive dynamics and problematizes anthropocentrism, from 
which not only anthropomorphism and coercion derive but also 
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their opposite, i.e., excessive overprotection: all of these are 
bolstered by other spectacular practices to which non-humans 
are forced. At the Parco delle biodiversità instead, theatre is 
conceived of as a place where to create bonds with nature and 
animals through extra-verbal communication; this perspective 
encourages body language and an empathetic approach, a 
constructive confrontation between animals and the animal 
within each and every one of us, a confrontation that tries to 
investigate the shift from animality to spiritual and civil 
metamorphosis.


During the convention Animal Performance Studies. La scena 
del non-umano in una cornice antropologica e filosofica, organized 
by Laura Budriesi (May 2021, Department of Arts, Bologna 
University)9, Alessandro Garzella personally explained that the 
company Animali Celesti lives in a condition of artistic militancy 
and exodus in a small natural location where “the presence of 
theatre harmonizes with the context in which it is located” 
[Garzella, 2022b; p. 385] and incorporates in its research 
madness, nature and animals. It possesses a strong identity 
dimension that has been achieved through the contamination 
among the aforementioned alterities.


In order to support the hybridization with identity 
differences and natural and animal biodiversities, actors and 
volunteers undergo a preparatory training. This is not only based 
on the “sentimental” approach, but also on mindfulness, a 
meditation practice that directs the subject’s attention in a non-
judgmental way towards the present moment, improving the 
perception of psychophysical wellness, hence, of creativity and 
the capacity to relate to the other than oneself. Psychiatric 
patients and animals can be assimilated to these forms of 
otherness because of their mastery in the practice of balance 
between the reality of life and that of the scene, which inspires 
the actors’ work. With their presence and extraordinary 
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empathic listening, mentally deranged people and animals 
inspire the artists with unusual insights into expression, 
apparently indecipherable behaviours and gestures that relate to 
exclusive languages and ways of being. By conducting their 
research in the presence of these “masters”, the actresses and 
actors learn to refine their improvisation skills, or, as observed 
by the semiologist Marsciani, they also learn how fundamental it 
is to resort to gaze as a means of immediate interaction with the 
other, as a powerful tool of extra-verbal communication and 
elaboration of “discursive images” [Marsciani 2017; p. 55]. During 
empathic listening and conscious dialogue, through mutual gaze 
and the observation of the non-humans’ attitudes and 
movements, mirror neurons are spontaneously activated. By 
being also stimulated by these practices, the latter also facilitate 
learning and the psychophysiological absorption of the others’ 
actions along with the development of an “embodied mind”10, a 
mimetic and sympoietic corporeity that is naturally inclined to 
listening and contamination, and prompts a deep revision of the 
concept of anthropopoiesis. Indeed, an accurate zooanthropo-
logical analysis starts from overcoming the Cartesian separation 
between nature and human culture, and therefore considers the 
latter no longer an autarchic fruit of anthropomorphism, but the 
result of dialogue with the heterospecific. 


As was already known to Aristotle, mimesis and, consequen-
tly, hybridisation are inherent to life and animal nature. If the 
body stands for relationships, modifying relationships modifies 
the body and culture, and the arts clearly represent the apex of 
the manifestation of all these transmutations. In opposition to 
anthropomorphic theatre, new artistic realities are emerging. 
They include animals either in evocative, totemic ways or in 
actual presence; however, they shun from exploitation and can 
therefore experience the process that Marchesini names “animal 
epiphany” [Marchesini 2014]. 
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Because it starts by viewing the individual as an ecosystem, 
and the body no longer as an interlock of dissected elements but 
as a set of interrelations constantly evolving in response to 
external stimuli, the relationship with the other exercises a 
profound fascination on the human. Rather than representing a 
condition of extraneousness to the domain of the self, this 
fascination triggers a process of mimesis, which is also a 
condition of possession, a hosting of alterity, it is a process that 
initiates a projection into, and merge with, the heterospecific. 
For this reason, zoomimesis is not merely the imitation of the 
animal expression, but, more profoundly, a source of inspiration 
and creativity. The encounter with otherness is configured as an 
epiphany, an existential revelation, that may bring about new 
qualities, “new possible existential dimensions for the human 
being” [Marchesini, 2022; p. 41]. At the Parco delle biodiversità, 
such a dimension is nurtured day by day through the continuous 
pragmatic research that is experienced by a small biodiverse 
community. This community relies above all on the theatre in 
order to improve their relationships and prefigure a new possible 
world, consisting of of identities that hybridize harmoniously 
and evolve together. Here, day after day, the posthumanist idea 
of a land of shared habitability acquires consistency and art and 
the theatre, which are already the result of naturalcultural 
hybridizations, become privileged empirical instruments to keep 
the process of contamination between heterospecies alive. 
Practicing theatre and dialogue with otherness in a natural 
context, where humans move among trees and horses, or roll on 
the ground, among insects, dogs and plants shows how much the 
surrounding environment affects voices, bodies, emotions and 
actions. This experience within the soma and the psyche makes 
interactions between equal living beings possible and enables a 
concrete shift from an anthropocentric to a posthumanist vision. 
The collective rhizomatic zoé can eventually take over the 
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individualized bìos and celebrate a universal communion with 
nature and all its inhabitants. 




Fig. 1, Oracoli in/versi (2021), directed by A. Garzella,  

scene of the henhouse, ph. Michele Lischi.


 

 Fig. 2, Oracoli in/versi (2021), directed by A. Garzella,  

training in the lawn, ph. Michele Lischi.
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Fig. 3, Oracoli in/versi (2021), directed by A. Garzella,  

scene of the cistern, ph. Michele Lischi.

 




Fig. 4, Oracoli in/versi (2021), directed by A. Garzella,  

training about animality, ph. Michele Lischi.
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Fig. 5, Oracoli in/versi (2021), directed by A. Garzella,  

scene in the lawn, ph. Michele Lischi.

 

Notes 


1 http://www.ilnuovofontanile.it/ [accessed on 30/05/2023].
2 In legislative terms, unlike pets, equines are included in the category of farm 
animals, hence, destined to productive utility and consequently more exposed 
to exploitation and slaughter. Registering them ‘for life’ protects them by 
assimilating them to pets.
3 Series of physical exercises aimed at improving perception and consequently 
awareness of limbs and posture, also during movement.
4 http://www.ilnuovofontanile.it/equitazione-sentimentale-m-e-i/ [accessed on 
30/05/2023].
5 https://www.animalicelestiteatrodartecivile.it/ [accessed 30/05/23].
6 “La nostra è una compagnia di perdenti, cioè di persone che vogliono 
perdersi, per ritrovare nell’arte il senso e la grazia di sé. Per questo motive, da 
più di sei anni, abbiamo trovato casa nei boschi di Coltano, grazie agli amici del 
Nuovo Fontanile che, oltre ad arricchire la nostra ricerca con la competenza di 
chi conosce a fondo i cavalli e gli animali, ci hanno offerto la possibilità di 
sviluppare esperienze di teatro in natura, scommettendo assieme a noi sulla 
nascita di un Parco delle Biodiversità, un luogo in cui una comunità di artisti 
possa aggregare e prendersi cura delle persone e delle forme più disparate in 
cui si manifesta madre natura. Questa prospettiva ha reso il sole, i cespugli, gli 
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alberi, i fiori, i gatti, cavalli e grilli parte integrante della nostra ricerca”. 
[Garzella, 2022a; p.19].
7 “Il teatro come audacia del farsi luogo nell’epoca dei non-luoghi. […] Dove 
comincia il farsi luogo? Dal rischio più grande, dal pericolo antico: io e te. I miei 
occhi nei tuoi. Nessuno servo, nessuno padrone (o padrino). Io e te, inter 
pares” [Martinelli, 2015; p. 11].
8 The theatrical current of the second half of the 20th century, which, in search 
of a new language, also escapes from the designated buildings and insinuates 
itself into the geopolitical and social peripheries in order to rediscover itself.
9 Edited in Budriesi [2022]. 
10 Theory related to “embodied cognition”, i.e., the approach that recognizes 
kinesthetic learning, promoting the synthesis between body and mind, thus 
also supporting the concept of sympoietic corporeity.
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Metamorphosis of a Relationship

 

Daria Menichetti

 

Introduction

 

The relationship between human beings and other species in live 
shows has gradually changed over the centuries, passing from an 
instrumental relationship, as in the circuses and animal fights in 
ancient Rome, to a collaborative relationship between partners. 
There are many nuances between these two examples as some of 
the contemporary performances we will be considering here will 
show. In the arts and in the human and social sciences a turning 
point came about around the year 2000, with a renewed interest 
in non-humans from a philosophical and ethical point of view 
and with a sort of rapidly rising animal consciousness. In 
performances, we observe a withdrawal from old hierarchical 
and anthropocentric models towards renewed horizontal 
perspectives, from a vision of the non-human animal as “other-
ness” and “distance” to a perspective of interconnection and 
identification with transpecific beings [Cull 2022; p. 56]. The 
encounter between human and non-human animals and the 
hybridization with the theriomorphic are not only an inspiration 
for human culture [Marchesini 2014] but, in recent years, the 
non-human animal has even become a dialogic partner to 
discover, with whom to collaborate, and from whom to unlearn 
[Cull 2022; p 53]1 during performances.


 

In recent years, something seems to have also changed at an 
ethical / legislative level: “in many countries the presence of 
animals in circuses, as well as in dolphinaria and zoos, has 
been progressively limited, with increasing restrictions at a 
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legislative and administrative level” [Campo V., Serena A., 
Conoscere e organizzare circo, 2020 (pp. 187-193) cit. in Ponte di 
Pino 2022; p. 128]. 

 

The reason for the first protests against bullfights was their 
danger to humans, with bullfighters risking to be gored. In 
recent years, it is the suffering imposed on bulls and the 
spectacle of their death that have aroused repugnance. [Ponte 
di Pino 2022; p. 128].


 

In some circuses the presence of animals has been reduced, 

if not abolished2 (in France the Minister of Ecological Transition 
Pompili decreed the “gradual cessation” of the use of wild 
animals in travelling circuses and the end of the presence of 
killer whales and dolphins in French dolphinaria). While today 
there are shows in which non-human animals are present on 
stage as images, aesthetic objects, or unconventional presences, 
there are also other shows which attempt to establish an equal 
dialogue between species. Other types of performance even 
transform non-human animals into spectators. In this article, we 
will attempt to examine this change of perspective, which, as we 
will see, might sometimes raise questions.

Some Examples of Performance


Bartabas’ tribe is equally composed of horses and humans 
and lives around the theatre in caravans parked near the stables. 
Bartabas has created shows in which everything seems to refer to 
a circus – for example, the structure of the theatre – but what he 
truly creates in his shows is a ritual space, where love for horses 
is a religion and music has a crucial inspirational function as a 
language that paves the way for another dimension. Equestrian 
theatre, dance, voltigeurs, music and poetry help create a 
metaphysical world of images as well as strong, dreamlike, and 
poetic sensations on stage. In all the shows, however, there is a 
clearly visible virtuosity to which both horses and performers 
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are brought. The horse is led to perform dance steps and 
sublime choreographies. It becomes an aesthetic subject / object. 
Animals are always respected and a deep relationship connects 
Bartabas to the horses, a relationship of total hybridization. 
Seeing him when he is riding a horse is like seeing one single 
creature, we cannot understand where the human ends and the 
horse begins. As he says:


 

Zingaro, mon sang, ma chair, ensemble nous nous sommes 
appris, nous éduquant l'un l'autre, jusqu'à inventer un langage 
seulement connu de nous […] Je me suis immergé jusqu'au plus 
profond de toi même, j'ai récupéré ton animalité et l'ai faite 
mienne. De cela nous avons fait sens, nous étions prêtes à 
affronter le monde [Bartabas 2020; p.13]. 


 

Bartabas, an artist who deeply embodies the desire for 

hybridization in order to understand the heterospecific beyond 
human language, tries to physically enter the silent dialogues 
that occur every night in the stalls, in the Auberviller stables. Ex 
Anima is a bold creation3 in which the horses, unmounted and 
unsaddled, are the absolute protagonists, while humans are 
almost constantly in the shade, dressed in black as stage 
servants.  On the stage, the horse is in its “natural” condition, he 
or she does not have to perform artificial steps and technical 
numbers nor serve the technical numbers of the acrobats. The 
challenge of the show is to leave the horse free without anyone 
riding him/her. Bartabas drew on the observation of the horses’ 
natural behaviour and on 8 months of improvisations and 
rehearsals to create something that could be repeated over time. 
In order to convey the impression of an almost improvised and 
extemporaneous naturalness throughout the various scenes, 
everything is studied with extreme precision. The apparent 
freedom of the horses on the scene is realised by a solid frame 
supported by invisible human professionals and many hours of 
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rehearsal. The questions we ask ourselves concern the hours of 
rehearsals, the tours, and the stress they cause to horses. Horses 
have to endure the stress of having to move to the different 
destinations where the shows take place and travel long journeys 
all over the world. Whether this is a legitimate price to pay for 
watching a magical and wonderful spectacle where humans 
merge with horses remains an open question.


The work of the Breton choreographer Luc Petton may be 
controversial if considered from the point of view of equal 
relationships between species, since he combines choreographic 
creation with his ornithological passion. La confidence des 
oiseaux, for example, is a creation for 4 dancers and 30 birds that 
involves jays, starlings, crows, budgies and magpies. Petton 
stages the exchanges and relationships between humans and 
nature, leaving the birds free to be “themselves”, in the sense 
that he does not train them for the performance. The non-
human animal on stage is in itself a reason enough for attraction 
and interest, even for an audience that is not usually interested 
in contemporary dance, such as families with children.4


About Light Bird [2015], a show with dancers and cranes, 
Petton says: 


 

La question qui s’est posée à nous chorégraphes, Marilén 
Iglesias-Breuker et moi-même, dès le départ a été celle du 
partage avec l’autre, un “autre” d’une espèce différente de la 
nôtre. Quelle possibilité de communication, de jeu avec lui? 
Quel espace créer pour que la relation puisse exister, sans 
toutefois lui céder toute la place? Comme le dit la philosophe 
Vinciane Despret “chez les animaux, c’est avec le corps qu’on 
accueille”. Qui donc mieux que le danseur pour être ce vecteur 
de relation? [Petton 2015].


 

The encounter with animal otherness, therefore, becomes 

the encounter with otherness in general. It is the animal that 
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therefore I am [Derrida 2020] and that I am not at the same time, 
the animal in which I recognize myself and disown myself and 
which amazes me: 


 

The diversity of the heterospecific is a means that allows me to 
undertake a journey into the unknown: s/he takes me by the 
hand and leads me on new paths and reassures me when I am 
caught by the fear of shipwreck by reminding me of the animal 
that therefore I am [Marchesini 2014; p. 70].


 

For Ainsi la nuit, a show with dancers and animals, including 

an owl, a Czechoslovakian wolfdog and vultures, the 
choreographer bought the eggs of birds of prey in order for them 
to receive the imprinting from the company’s dancers and 
proper training by the falconer. The animals follow the company 
during their various performances; they are accompanied and 
managed by the animalier, a figure who is responsible for the 
animals during preparation and performance (s/he feeds them, 
is in charge of their transport, finds an appropriate location for 
them to stay, etc.). They arrive at the theatre at least three days 
in advance of the performance in order to get accustomed to the 
different spaces. Precise and careful work is always done to 
arrange the lights, as a slightly different inclination of the 
headlight could upset the birds. Usually, when they are brought 
onto the stage, they are hungry because it is the search for food 
that motivates them to fly and move. It is for this reason that the 
dancers carry with them pieces of dead birds or entire small 
birds that are used as baits to motivate the birds to move towards 
them. The dancers took falconry courses to learn the basics of 
the relationship with birds of prey and manage them on stage. 
The overall result is that of a natural poetic picture with an 
impressing physical reality. Unlike Bartabas’ horses, these 
animals are not inclined to making any particular performances. 
They remain wild animals who find themselves in a highly 
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anthropized situation, which is very distant from their natural 
conditions: they have to act on stage, under artificial lights, go on 
stressful tours and journeys after having been born in captivity 
and having become accustomed to the presence of humans. Is all 
this lawful? For whose sake? Is this really an encounter between 
species? Is it an equal relationship between living beings? These 
remain open questions.


The interspecies collaboration choreographic research of 
Barbara Berti is interesting from the zooanthropological 
perspective of equal relationships between animal species. She 
entertains relationships and dialogues with dogs, a species that 
seems to be more accustomed to building relationships with 
humans than vultures. Non-human animals have a strong sense 
of their body and movement, and a type of attention that 
interests her. For Berti, dogs are in a perennial meditative state. 
She attempts to achieve a physical-mental condition of 
coexistence without creating hierarchies. The relationship 
between the different species reaches out to the public, tran-
sforming one state of presence into a choreographic language, 
through what she calls performative practices. There is not a 
single human who knows better than dogs, but dogs, performers 
and the audience listen to each other.  


In this space, a shared practice takes place: the viewer is not 
only called upon to observe, but also to perceive with all his/her 
senses, touching with the eyes and entering another state of 
perceptive presence. Dogs are an inspiration to achieve this goal. 
They have a state of presence that goes beyond the visual. They 
have very different means of perception and a much richer 
olfactory world. They perceive subtle vibrational waves that we 
can only try to imagine but in which we can attempt to immerse 
ourselves through commitment and openness.


Through Bau # 15 Berti tries to embody the essence of dogs 
without having them on “stage”. In fact, she decided to modulate 
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and reduce their presence by making ethical choices that take 
into account the amount of stress dogs would experience in 
theatres and journeys. Moreover, some theatres and perfor-
mance spaces do not allow the presence of animals. For Berti, 
physical contact with the dog is fundamental in research and 
performative work. She is not interested in having the dog on 
stage only for aesthetic purposes. Writing is the result of 
listening. The interaction between humans and non-humans 
creates a margin of unexpectedness that is due to the presence 
of the audience. Dogs modulate their attention differently when 
they rehearse “privately”. Only just the smell of a member of the 
audience can distract them if it reaches the space of the scene. 
Even if they are used to interacting with dogs in their daily lives, 
the public, in this type of work, is usually more attracted to the 
animal on stage. Watching dogs in a live performance allows the 
public not only to see but also to perceive the dogs. In addition, 
they perceive themselves together with dogs, in a different form 
of dialogue. This affects people’s self-perceptions. During their 
rehearsals, the interpreters never addressed the dogs with verbal 
language. This was in order to try and completely remove that 
training or “command” aspect that sometimes characterises the 
relationship between humans and dogs. They related to dogs in 
silence through the movement of their body or by making 
sounds addressed to them whenever there seemed to be 
tensions. The general purpose was to create a pack of which the 
audience was part by removing all distinctions between 
performer and audience6.


It is also interesting to observe that some artists have gone a 
long way not only to get non-human animals involved on the 
stage in non-hierarchical relationships, but also to create 
performances that aim to attract their gaze. The Austrian duo 
Krõõt Juurak & Alex Bailey, for example, work with domestic 
performances for dog or cat spectators. They create shows 
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where dogs or cats live or contexts with which they are familiar. 
They do preparation work with them in order to observe their 
character, test their preferences, and check the things they like 
or do not like to do. They observe the relationship with their 
human partners and adapt the performance to the “pet” by 
exploring how their living environment is structured. A 
performance for dogs lasts approximately 15-20 minutes, one for 
cats a little longer: “The performance itself is a mixture of 
mimicry, body and mind techniques imitating various forms of 
non-human voice and body languages, empathising with possible 
meaning or connection with our audience.”6


To mark the end of a history that has witnessed the involve-
ment of non-humans as the protagonists of shows devised for 
humans, the duo chooses to swap roles and perform for those 
animals who have nowadays become “pets” and no longer have a 
working function (e.g., chasing mice, guarding, hunting). The 
duo only works with animals who have no behavioural problems 
or have not been released from shelters.


By following this tendency to anthropodecentrate the scene, 
it is impossible not to mention the work of Tuija Kokkonen. Since 
1996, she has been conducting research into the relationship 
between performance, nature, non-human animals, time, and 
the role of art in the era of ecological crises. Attention to non-
humans is central in her work. Her performances are created by 
and for non-humans, not only animals, but also weather 
phenomena, minerals, etc. In 2010 she created Chronopolitcs - 
III. Memo of Time:


 

Non-Human Performance (or Performance by Non-Humans), 
which started on March 1, 2010, is an ongoing, “endless” 
performance, with the duration that exceeds the human 
lifespan. It explores the boundaries of performance and 
performative societies by asking whether performance has an 
exterior or an end. Non-Human Performance is almost entirely 
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based on the agencies of non-humans, apart from its 
theoretical and institutional frame created by humans. [...] 
Non-Human Performance is based on leaving the performance 
and its actors as they are, but how long? The animals, plants 
and weather phenomena on the site act as long as allowed by 
humans - or longer, after the humans. [https://tuijakokkonen.fi/
en/performances/memo-performances/, accessed 24/3/2023]. 


 

The theoretical point of reference for her artistic activity is 

Bruno Latour’s thought, who places humans, non-humans and 
other entities at the same ontological level and considers them 
all endowed with agency. It is something that has to do with 
practices. Latour’s thought is neo-materialism and considers that 
there is no ontological difference between a human subject and 
object: agency, that is, the ability to transform reality, is not only 
the prerogative of human beings, but should also be recognized 
for plant and animal organisms and even inorganic elements, 
namely entities of different nature that are all equally acting 
upon the Earth. This perspective obviously tries to withdraw the 
human, and the power it exercises on all other entities, from the 
centre of discussion. In this context Kokkonen introduces the 
concept of weak actor and non-human actor [Kokkonen 2022; p. 
298].

 

Conclusion


 

Over the years, the philosophical thought revolving around the 
relationship between non-human animals and humans deepened 
thanks to the theoretical contributions of Haraway, Latour, 
Deleuze, and Derrida, just to name a few. Many of the 
performance practices of today’s choreographers and directors 
are based on, and inspired by, these theoretical bases. Regardless 
of their diversity, they all converge on the need for the human to 
be removed from its centre and be put at the same level as other 
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living beings. Haraway speaks of companion species. Latour 
speaks of the agency of things, of the “actants”. Deleuze invokes 
the “becoming-animal” that is going beyond the human being. 
Laura Cull suggests that performances exit the anthropocentric 
monopoly of language, which means going beyond the reductive 
definition of logocentric language that not only excludes other 
species a priori, but also neglects the different dimensions in 
which communication can be articulated. It is necessary to 
redefine language in order to incorporate embodied communi-
cation. Una Chaudhuri’s thought is also situated in this 
theoretical perspective. In her book The Stage Lives of Animals 
she defines a new theatrical genre:


 

“Theater of Species”: [...] what does the world look like, and 
how do people talk, feel, and think, when the many hierarchies 
that are founded on the primary human-over-animal one are 
no longer in effect, and when the interests of all species begin 
to matter to us? [Chaudhuri 2017, pp. 184-185].


 

In this sense, performances find themselves again in 

posthuman thinking because it posits that humans and other 
species, both animals and plants and technologies, hybridise and 
coexist.


Everything seems to move towards a posthuman theatre, 
from circuses and bloody battles between animals in ancient 
Rome to performances for dogs, cats and clouds. 


In this article, I have examined performances that entertain a 
different relationship with other animal species compared to the 
traditional circus, even though they may continue to elicit doubts 
or perplexities with regard to ethics, such as in the examples of 
Bartabas or Petton. Marchesini has ethical reservations on the 
presence of non-human animals on stage, other than the fact 
that their non-performative body would catalyse the spectators’ 
entire attention and make a relationship based on complete 
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equality impossible. In his work devoted to animal epiphany, 
Marchesini considers the non-human animal a source of 
inspiration for human performance and for the whole of human 
culture.


How is it possible for artistic practice to realise an equal 
relationship between different species? Is it really possible for us 
to get out of a human perspective, living in a totally anthropised 
society that assumes the superiority of the human over other 
species? The way to go may still be long but, at least, the 
reflection has begun.


 




Fig. 1, Da sx Brad, Barbara Berti Performance BAU#1 -  

An interactive piece 2018-19
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Fig. 2, Da sx Claudia Tomasi, Rudi, Aimee, Barbara Berti,  

Fotografo: Dieter Hartwig,  
Performance e installazione: ZoA - Zone of acceptance


Notes


1 With reference to performances, Laura Cull suggests letting go and unlearning 
at least three things: first, letting go of old ideas about ourselves, such as the 
idea of the researcher as a master of human reason; second, unlearning idiotic 
assumptions about non-human animals that have been ingrained (for many of 
us) through anthropocentric culture [Despret 2016]; thirdly, abandoning 
exclusionary concepts of performance, for example, as “deliberate, conscious, 
chosen activity” [Cull 2022; p. 64].

2 An example of this is the Ecocirque created by André-Joseph Bouglione, a 
former circus trainer. The idea was born in 2017 in Paris, but was only 
implemented in 2021. In his shows, he banished animals from the scene and 
e x h i b i t e d a n i m a t e d h o l o g r a m s i n s t e a d : w w w. f a c e b o o k . c o m /
EcocirqueAndreJosephBouglione/, [accessed July 2023].

3 Created in Auberviller in October 2017, https://www.bartabas.fr/zingaro/
spectacles/?lang=en, [accessed July 2023].

4 As Marchesini recalls, even research in psychology has shown that humans are 
particularly attracted by the animal form to the point of grasping zoomorphy 
more readily than other targets, through a sort of theriomorphic pareidolia 
(seeing animals even where there are none). They also have a longer attention 
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span when they see an animal compared to other entities. It is no coincidence, 
then, that from an early age children tend to orientate towards animals. This is 
why toys or fairy tales have zoomorphic features [Marchesini 2022, p 40].

5 https://www.tirdanza.it/spettacoli/bau1-an-interactive-piece/, [accessed July 
2023].

6 Interview of the writer with Barbara Berti 2021.

7 Juurak K., Bailey A., http://www.performancesforpets.net/info [accessed 
20/10/2022]. 
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