Neither Here Nor There

Theoretical Context and Critical Evaluation via Audience Response

The initial ecology of Neither Here Nor There is best illuminated by an early e-mail | sent to

Refu gee Action:

| would like to work with members of the asylum seeker / refugee
community in Bristol. My idea is to develop a performance
installation based on an oral history of migration as told by refugees
themselves in their own languages. | would like to use voice
recordings, video, objects and perhaps short performances of music,
dance or theatre by the participants, if they wish. It is my hope that
this project might form a model for a cultural exchange between
people seeking refuge and host communities here in Bristol b a
means by which they can share experience through performance.

This proposal reflected my political reaction to the hostility shown towards asylum seekers in
Britain, amplified by my experience living alongside marginalized communities in St Pauls. It drew
on concepts of theatre for social change,i theories of performativity i encountered in early
readings of Schechner et al and encounters therein with the work of Guillermo Gomez-Pena, who,
Schechner reports: Gnacts his belief that nomadism and migration are the central experiences of
our epoch®

E for the inhabitants of the Southern Hemisphere the only options

for participating in the @lobalOeconomy are as passive consumers of

@lobalOtrash, or providers of cheap labor or material prima.

EM any will cross the border North in search of the source of the
rainbow, only to find racial hatred and inhumane working conditions.

v

And further:

An ability to understand the hybrid nature of culture develops from
an experience of dealing with a dominant culture from the outside.
The artist who understands and practices hybridity in this way can
be at the same time an insider and an outsider, an expert in border
crossings, a temporary member of multiple communities, a citizen of
two or more nations...

EH is/ her job is to trespass, bridge, interconnect, reinterpret, remap
and redefine; to find the outer limits of his/ her culture and cross
them. v
This proto-performance Vi was a conceptual framework in which refugees and asylum seekers

could be visible, be heard and share experiences of migration through multicultural Vvi

performance media - a means of (eing knownOby their host community. | also hoped to use
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ritual vii to create a sense of the liminality ix of asylum and, within this, to explore ideas of trial

and transformation of identity.

In fact, my research led me to discover that a key part of the refugee experience in Britain is that
of OnvisibilityOwithin the host culture. Migrants were reluctant to involve themselves in such a
project for fear their visibility might lead to persecution or harassment by the authorities or host
communities. The precarious nature of their status in a paranoid climate influenced by the War
on Terror made people highly fearful and determined to maintain a low profile, to the extent that |
was only able to translate their testimony, rather than create a culture in which they could

express their experiences first hand.

As aresult, the final piece emerged as an interactive storytelling promenade; Qssue-based theatreQ
within constructed environments * in which the absence of the refugee and asylum- seeker
communities became a core feature, represented by discarded objects around the performance
space. Within a text drawn from refugee testimonies and government documentation, the
audience was placed in the role of migrant by the use of a second-person narrative. The piece -
billed as A Performance Installation - Narrative, ritual and interactive environments exploring issues
of asylum, migration and identity - examined the journey from abandoned family home to

immigration centre.

With the primary participants D refugees themselves B now absent from the work, however,
troubling concerns surfaced about cultural appropriation, stereotyping and authenticity x. As the
solo performer, recounting the experiences of others through my own cultural filter, | myself
became the performative agent of such anxieties. In evaluating the work from this position of
Qailure,Ol formed the view that an archaeology i of audience response from within and outside

the performance was my best approach to understanding the final effect of the work.

During the Homelands section of the piece, the audience enters an environment representing a
recently-abandoned home, where food is still steaming on the table. The narrative puts the
audience in role as refugees and tells how they were held at gunpoint by soldiers, robbed and

forced to flee the house. Participants are then asked to write a postcard to a relative left behind:

Write. Write to the old father who is late for supper. Write to the



Postcards left by audience members and recovered after the performance revealed identification
with place and narrative alongside an imaginative creation of characters beyond the script. The
ritual enabled the audience to become Gpect-actors,Oxv forging structures of meaning for their
experience, projecting background, ethnicity and family relationships into the piece for
themselves. Characters, including parents, siblings, neighbours and relatives, sprang to life on
the postcards; animating the performance in the minds of audience members; expressing love,
fear, guilt and determination. The push-factor of migration was articulated in these responses in
terms of lack of choice, necessity, urgency and mortality. Reading this evidence, weeks
afterwards, was like picking through the remains of a massacre or listening to the phone

messages of passengers on the September 11 planes.

I love you. Never forget that. | will find you again. | love you so much B Mommy
Dearest Goran. You must try to find us in the West.

We had to run. Look after your brother.

Everything is fucked Dsee you at the port. Best of luck Bbreak a leg. M

We had to leave Bthe police came. Leave a message with the neighbours on the left.
Seeyou in my dreams. See me in yours.

Go to Alice. We will be safe. In this life or the next.

| have gone away. | love you very much. And | am always with you.

After the performance, participants recorded their immediate reactions. Responses ranged from
appraisal of the environments to feelings about the asylum Ossue.O Analysis of theatrical
technique also featured, mostly of the degree of personal involvement or separation from the
action in a Brechtian sense. Interpretations of signifiers xv surfaced, as people sought meanings
in the symbols and structures used. Political opinion was minimal, drawn from personal
identification with the OhsentOrefugee - or lack of it D experienced during the Qjurney.OSome
rightly felt that the piece had a distinct political agenda within a more complex issue than was
presented. These comments suggested resistance to being driven by the second-person narrative
and told what to think or do. Resistance to Gssue-based theatreOand desire for a wider range of
voices reflected a view that the reasons for migration should be more democratically expressed.
One comment was: @ wanted to hear the voice which says @Il asylum seekers are spongers who

should be strung up®not because | believe in this voice, but so | could react against it.OAll of these



Limited use of adjectives in audience comments suggested that, for many, a full response had yet
to be formulated in the immediate aftermath *vi of the work. Abstracts such as effective,
interesting, eye-opening, thoughtful, good, moving, evocative, sad, relevant, and important
accompanied appraisals of concrete performance elements. Key features were the journey, use of
candlelight, writing the postcard in Homelands, and found objects which reinforced both the
absence of the asylum seekers and the intended sublimation of the audience into that role:
childrenOsshoes and objects dropped en-route; the experience of being crammed into Boat;

powerlessness and dehumanisation.

Effective representation as a journey. .. the candles used as a signifier B (Church - the GavedQ the
Qlamned. Too much monologue?EA very one-sided rep of problem.

I got more involved as the piece went on. | liked the little touches, like the kidsGshoes.

..writing of the noteE one of the most effective momentsE visuals that put you in the action, making
you a part of the ordeal.

Lighting and propsE gave an air of authenticity. Most effective was the dinner sequence and thinking
of a loved one left behind.

Ea sense of urgency in recording my message for my family as | left the ®oodOscene. | felt quite
strongly that | wanted to let them know E | felt quite lost.

| did wish that there was some sort of QlistancingOso that we were forced to step back and evaluate
the fact that we are NOT refugees and have the option / luxury of removing ourselves from the
problemE

| didn® feel necessarily OinvolvedOthroughout the piece, but | don® think this is a bad thing. The

different environments were extremely effective, particularly the boat and final environment. The
performance has only strengthened my opinion that asylum seekers and refugees are treated

appallingly.

The entrance was really effective. Bare feet.

E heightened my awareness of the sense of displacement and loss of control expressed. Specifically
bthe use of space and sense of a journey were excellent.

This archaeology of intentions, artefacts and responses reveals that a degree of transfer between
the experience of migrants and the audience / participants was achieved in the piece. This
transfer cannot be said to constitute an exchange, or an interaction between people from different
cultures and experiences, however. The absence of live, first-hand testimony from the refugee
community resulted in a mediated appropriation of a more general experience, presented via my
own agenda as experiencer / reporter / analyst / activist. xii The nature of the student audience
is also of significance. Were the responses biased in favour of the production? What would have

been the response of a more experienced audience of racists, activists or refugees? The best that
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those who take part. A much longer-term archaeological excavation of audience response is

necessary to discover whether this is actually the case.
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