
In a fleeting moment at a rehearsal for My Square Lady, in a large space 
backstage at a Berlin opera house, Myon, the humanoid robot and osten-
sibly central character of the piece, turned its head and focussed its gaze 
on me. I briefly appeared on the screen overhead showing Myon’s peri-
odically changing and unpredictable point of view. I laughed quietly to 
or maybe at myself. In the notes I made at the time about this rehearsal 
session, I also remarked that one of the production team giggled and 
repeatedly went ‘ahh’ every time Myon’s viewpoint changed. It sounded 
to me like the kind of noise fond adults make when a child does some-
thing cute or endearing. This made me laugh too.

The rehearsal days I attended in May 2015 were near the end of a two-
year collaborative process involving artists from the German/UK Gob 
Squad art collective, the Komische Oper in Berlin and a group of research-
ers from the Neurorobotics Research Laboratory at Beuth University 
of Applied Sciences. I had been attracted to the project in the course of 
research for this book partly just because it involved a long period of 
collaboration between theatre-makers and scientists. However, there was 
also something about the apparent zaniness of the project that made it 
stand out and drew me to Berlin. Both its title and the idea behind it had 
made me laugh even before I started work on it. The name of the project 
was of course a play on the title of Lerner and Loewe’s musical My Fair 
Lady. The 1956 Broadway show was an adaptation of G. B. Shaw’s 1914 
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play Pygmalion, itself inspired by the classical story of Pygmalion and 
Galatea.1 Both Shaw’s play and the musical are set in Edwardian London, 
where the arrogant linguist Professor Higgins bets that he can teach the 
flower-girl Eliza Doolittle to pass for a duchess at a high society event. In 
an experimental move, Gob Squad would cast Myon the robot as Eliza. 
Instead of the working class girl passing for an aristocrat in Edwardian 
England, the posthuman robot would attempt to pass for a human per-
former on the main stage of the prestigious opera house in central Berlin.

Gob Squad member Sarah Thom explained to me how the project 
actually started off with this joke, emerging out of hilarity at the collec-
tive’s annual creative retreat:

[w]e became more and more interested in the Pygmalion thing and the 
opera and then we realised My Fair Lady, and then as a joke we said why 
don’t we call the piece My Square Lady and then we thought that’s hilarious 
and we’ll use that as a working title.

Gob Squad’s experimental creative approach during the retreat involved 
members of the art collective proposing apparently unrelated personal 
interests, looking for connections between them and then with external 
opportunities. In this case, interests in robotics, science fiction and arti-
ficial intelligence came together with Ovid’s Pygmalion story, a desire to 
explore relationships with objects and an urge to make opera. This 
unlikely combination articulated with a funding opportunity presented 
by the German government’s Doppelpass fund for cooperation between 
smaller experimental touring theatre companies and larger established 
building-based theatre institutions.2 The funding meant that Gob Squad 
could collaborate over the two-year period with a group of opera singers, 
a production team and other groups from the Komische Oper and 
researchers from the Neurorobotics Institute.

Over the course of the process, Gob Squad became embedded in both 
the opera house and the robotics laboratory. They had many conversa-
tions with backstage staff and performers at the opera as well as with 
researchers in the lab. At various points they took the research robot 
Myon into the theatre to join in these conversations and, using its record-
ing equipment, documented aspects of the process. This evolved further 
in a variety of creative interactions between the robot and performers at 
the opera. Members of the robotics research team started visiting the 
opera house and, along with Myon, ultimately found themselves in 
rehearsals and then on stage.

The collaboration culminated in a short series of performances on the 
main stage of the opera house in summer 2015. As I will discuss in more 
detail below, these were celebratory events involving a large eclectic cast 
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and all the theatrical infrastructure of a large state-funded opera. The 
singers from the opera house performed a selection of popular arias and 
other songs from classical and pop repertoires. The opera house’s chil-
dren’s choir and adult chorus appeared in robot costume boosting the 
volume and spectacle. Myon the robot appeared ‘live’ (in the flesh/plastic) 
and its point of view on the process was edited into video clips projected 
onto a screen on stage. In conversational interludes, Gob Squad mem-
bers questioned opera singers and scientists about their work and their 
personal life. And in several show-stopping numbers, there was dancing, 
singing, a scientist flying across the stage, and a poignant moment when 
the whole cast theatrically dropped dead. The performance mixed pro-
found philosophical questions with razzmatazz and a lot of fun and 
laughter.

It would be easy to regard as frivolous such a combination of comic 
opera and the pop culture-infused anarchic aesthetic that Gob Squad has 
a reputation for. Perhaps for this reason, my first drafts of the start of this 
chapter were more serious attempts to contextualise this project in relation 
to understandings of robotic science and its publics. I will get onto this. 
However, I gradually realised that it was the laughter and sense of fun 
that I needed to take more seriously. This is what constituted the engage-
ment between scientists, artists and publics; so I returned to the sketchily 
recorded moments above as an appropriate point of departure for reflect-
ing on a highly serious and systematic attempt to have fun with scientists 
and make people laugh fondly at science. I want to argue that laughing at 
science may in fact be an important mode of public engagement and 
political practice of repair. I identify Eliza Doolittle and indeed Professor 
Higgins, entangled as they have been with the developments in artificial 
intelligence and computer sciences, as key figures of fun and therefore 
enduring agents of theatrical repair.

Learning to laugh at science is surprisingly hard and holds significant 
political potential. Many of those who defend science are understand-
ably concerned that subjecting science to comedy through parody or 
satire may be to undermine it, equating laughter with derision or the loss 
of trust discussed in the previous chapter. However, laughing need not 
be mocking or derisive. Rather, in this chapter, I argue that laughing at 
science may offer a mode of engagement that resists making a choice 
between invidious alternatives in which scientific practices are equated 
either with unique access to truth via their objectivity and superior ratio-
nality, or are understood as entirely the function of social relations. Isa-
belle Stengers (2000a, 52) has argued that to laugh at science is to resist 
being ‘easily impressed’, not by taking a superior, critical position but by 
feeling able to complicate problems without offering premature solutions. 
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Laughter can avoid reductionism including the reduction of diverse sci-
entific practices to a singular ideology of rationality, objectivity or truth. 
Stengers calls this ‘the laughter of humor’ and identifies it as a particular 
feminist position, not proposing an alternative science, but rather offer-
ing a challenge to the dominant ways in which science and society are 
co-produced. Such laughter is ‘comprehending and appreciative without 
expecting to find a secure position. It is able to disagree without being 
awe-stricken or trying to be awe-inspiring’ (Stengers 2000a, 52).

So what was funny about My Square Lady and what political potential 
might that funniness hold? What made me laugh in that rehearsal? 
My laughter no doubt reflected some anxiety in my relationship with the 
technology. It was perhaps a response of surprise at the unexpected. 
Maybe there was some narcissistic joy at somehow becoming part of the 
phenomenon I was studying. The French philosopher, Henri Bergson 
(2010, 20), identified people pretending to be things as a starting point 
for his theory of laughter famously formulated as ‘something mechanical 
encrusted on the living’. Perhaps my laughter was prompted by what 
appeared here to be the reverse operation – something living encrusted 
on the mechanical. However, this account seems to suggest a relatively 
simple operation in distinguishing the mechanical from the living. Part 
of what seemed to be going on here was a confusion of the two. Besides, 
I am not sure if I was laughing at Myon, myself or my reaction to Myon. 
Similarly, when the member of the production team giggled and I laughed 
at the laugh, what was going on here? At this point we became somehow 
aggregated as an audience or laughing public: laughing at Myon, laugh-
ing at or with each other, laughing at ourselves. At this point easy distinc-
tions between subjects and objects seem to break down. Did Myon make 
me laugh? Did I make myself laugh? Did my laughter at Myon or the 
member of the production team subjectify or objectify them or me?

In their introduction to a special issue of Critical Inquiry, Sianne Ngai 
and Lauren Berlant have identified the difficulties both in theorising 
comedy in formulaic terms and conceiving of laughter as a simple out-
ward expression of comprehensible internal feelings. Comedy for them 
is ‘epistemologically troubling, drawing insecure boundaries as though it 
were possible to secure confidence about object ontology or the value of 
an “us” versus all its others’ (Berlant and Ngai 2016, 235). Laughter has 
the potential both to trouble knowledge, what we know, and trouble the 
perspectives from which we might know things, so who we are and how 
we know. Laughter as public engagement holds political potential 
because it both seems to arise from subjective feelings about objects but 
also renders us aware of ourselves as objects. It may be possible to estab-
lish clearly how to provoke laughter, as Georges Bataille suggested, but 
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its causes may be unknowable or, as Bataille then puts it, its cause may 
indeed be ‘the unknowable’:

We laugh, in short, in passing very abruptly, all of a sudden, from a world in 
which everything is firmly qualified, in which everything is given as stable 
within a generally stable order, into a world in which our assurance is over-
whelmed, in which we perceive that this assurance was deceptive. (Bataille 
and Michelson 1986, 90)

Public laughter, including laughter in the theatre, constitutes a political 
mode of engagement with science because of the way that it marks and 
draws attention to what is not known and, perhaps in some sense, what 
might be unknowable, at the same time as putting into question the posi-
tion of those laughing. It is a necessary and appropriate response to areas 
of science that are the most politically troubling and that are the main 
sources of inspiration for the practices discussed in this book: climate 
sciences, biomedicine and, in this chapter, artificial intelligence.3

If computer sciences and the technologies of artificial intelligence 
trouble us, it is partly because it can feel as if they are driving social 
change at an increasingly rapid pace. However, as I have explained in the 
previous chapter, my perspective in this book reflects on and through the 
notion of co-production. So I am trying to resist the idea of a simple 
technological determinism. Rather, I am trying to explore how comput-
ing technologies and social relationships form each other. As Sherry 
Turkle (2012) has pointed out, there is a persistent tendency for humans 
to attach and become intimate with new technologies. At the same time 
such technologies exert significant power and control over us. The tech-
nologies and our relationships with them become very quickly ‘natu-
ralised’; that is to say, it becomes very hard to imagine our way out of the 
relationship or to reimagine the technology or our mode of interacting 
with it. New technologies emerge with particular social relations embed-
ded into them and in a ‘reverse feedback loop’ then reinforce these social 
relations (Hayles 1999, xiii). This reverse feedback loop can be under-
stood in terms of particular dramaturgies, as I will discuss in the next 
section of this chapter.

The drive for artificial intelligence and autonomous machines reflects 
and (re)inforces an idea of the human in which autonomy is privileged 
over relatedness (Suchman 2007, 213). Machine autonomy as idea and in 
technological form also seems to emerge alongside a shift in the location 
of political responsibility. On a mundane level this might be manifested 
in the ambiguities generated by the virtualisation through social media 
of aspects of everyday life. Within electoral politics, algorithms acquire 
political power through voter targeting and new ways of intervening in 
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national politics across borders. More lethally, the development of auton-
omous weapon systems seems to be delegating the power to kill to 
machines and, in combination with a ‘necropolitical’ power to discrimi-
nate, reinforcing unequal global power dynamics (Mbembé and Meintjes 
2003; Suchman 2015). Robots, in the form of unmanned autonomous 
vehicles (UAVs), i.e. drones, both signify and enact global power rela-
tions in which machines recognise which lives should be saved and 
which destroyed.

My argument in this chapter is that the theatre offers a site for explor-
ing and intervening in such iterative processes of co-production. This is 
partly to do with the long history of theatre as a place for exploring, 
playing with and challenging modes of mimetic representation. However, 
because there is a significant overlap between mimesis in theatre and 
mimesis in computer science, I am not suggesting here that the theatre’s 
political potential simply lies in representations of computers or com-
puter scientists. As I argue in the next section, there has historically been 
a series of exchanges backwards and forwards between dramaturgies in 
computer science and dramaturgies in the theatre and popular perfor-
mance which rather complicate the relationship between theatre and 
science. Beyond this though, I want to suggest that theatre holds poten-
tial for exploring the apparently proliferating and accelerating modes of 
existence co-produced with new computer and information technologies.

Theatre has an enduring capacity for what Charis Thompson has called 
‘ontological choreography’, that is to say its various practices and institu-
tions have been able to take what ‘might appear to be an undifferentiated 
hybrid mess’ and through particular choreographic approaches create ‘a 
deftly balanced coming together of things that are generally considered 
parts of different ontological orders (part of nature, part of the self, part 
of society)’ (2005, 8). In My Square Lady, the choreography deftly bal-
anced a robot, a robotics lab, scientists, scientific research, opera singers, 
characters from operas, operas, musicians, music, production crews, Gob 
Squad, video recordings, algorithms, an opera house, a live performance 
and various publics with all their respective modes of existence.

The opening sequence of the performance of My Square Lady illus-
trated this choreography well. A technician walked onto the stage holding 
a microphone ‘eins, zwei, drei, test’. He introduced himself and his role 
and, possibly more in hope than expectation, claimed that robots would 
not be able to replace him. The wardrobe mistress who appeared later was 
not so confident given that her sewing machine is already computerised. 
A procession of backstage staff deconstructed the technology of opera as 
labour under threat from mechanisation. The video screen interrupted 
with a recording in which we heard the roboticists tightening screws and 
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checking batteries. Myon presented little threat as scientific equipment, 
easily disempowered by removing the battery. Music swelled, a choir of 
children dressed in homemade, cardboard robot costumes with tech-
nique and power rather cutting against their age sang ‘sanctus, sanctus 
Dominus Deus…’. The simultaneously spiritually transcendent and 
cute parody was again interrupted by Myon’s point of view on the 
screen (a recording but as if live) going up and down stairs backstage. 
Now slightly uncanny, the scientific instrument has become TV star 
backstage. Robotics researchers and opera singers entered; an adult 
choir bolstered the children’s voices. Volume and spectacle were grow-
ing, brought back down to earth with Sabine the stage manager 
reminding us who really cued the interruptions. The climax… Myon 
appeared as camp deus ex machina through the floor and a cloud of 
stage smoke. The scientist, Professor Hild, stormed on and shouted 
‘Stop!’ Theatrical spectacle suddenly gave way again to theatrical 
(clearly cued if only loosely scripted) engagement with science. Myon 
was a threat to workers’ rights, a potential carer for an elderly relative, 
a God trick, a theatre prop, a fragile research instrument and more, 
held together by the choreography.

Of course this sequence was funny. Unlike the assisted reproductive 
technology clinics that Charis Thompson was studying, theatre does not 
have to take its ontological choreography seriously. Theatre tends to 
make fun of and with what it is reflecting. It provokes funny feelings and 
assembles publics for and through laughter. In fact its lack of seriousness, 
the laughter or at least the possibility of it breaking out, is central to the-
atre’s capacity to hold different kinds of things together.4 Comic theatri-
cality therefore offers ways of holding together proliferating ways of 
being through their very unknowability. Of course, if I am right about 
this, I am clearly setting myself up to fail. However, in this chapter, I also 
try to understand how this might work. Whether or not this is successful 
though, and failure may be as important as success, I also want to high-
light how this choreography might constitute important political work 
even if it is not productive of knowledge in any accepted sense.

Robots in the theatre: biomimetic dramaturgy

Myon was not the first robot to go to the theatre. According to many 
histories the term robot was a theatrical rather than scientific invention, 
coined by Karel Čapek in his 1920 play R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots) 
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(2015), within a longer history of automata and performing objects that 
has been clearly articulated in book form by theatre historian Kara Reilly 
and as a major touring exhibition curated by Ben Russell in 2017 (Reilly 
2011; Russell 2017). In the dystopian narrative of R.U.R., the robot char-
acters that ultimately overwhelm their human developers have generally 
been played by human actors, at least until Leonel Moura’s version in São 
Paulo in 2010 in which robot actors played Babá, Primus and Helena. 
The apparent historical significance of My Square Lady though was in the 
degree of autonomy afforded by Myon’s particular technology, that is to 
say, its ability to make certain decisions according to its programmed 
algorithms but unpredictable to its human programmers. Myon could 
improvise.

Much of the excitement and critical debate generated by My Square 
Lady and by earlier comparable experiments emerged from the apparent 
ability or inability of nonhuman robots and automata to pass for humans 
or indeed for human robots to pass for nonhumans. In the eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries, the Hungarian inventor Wolfgang von 
Kempelen’s chess-playing Turk appeared to be an automaton that could 
beat human chess players but actually contained a human operator. In a 
catalogue essay for the 2017 Robots exhibition, curator and historian 
Andrew Nahum explained the way this illusion worked to dramatise 
machine intelligence before its technical realisation was actually possible:

It toured widely round the world but the device was an illusion. Each chess 
match was preceded by a presentation of the automaton and its ‘machine 
room’ in a performance that resembled the techniques of stage magicians. 
As the presenter opened doors, rotated the automaton and opened another 
door to show a fresh view, a concealed chess player manoeuvred around 
keeping out of sight. And before play commenced, the introduction ended 
with the showman theatrically winding up some noisy clockwork. (Nahum 
2017, 60)

In the essay, Nahum draws attention to the way the performance pro-
voked speculation and thereby drove research in particular directions, 
for instance by prompting early computer scientists Charles Babbage 
and Ada Lovelace, in the first half of the nineteenth century, to think 
further about the potential of machines to do mathematical calculations.

This biomimetic dramaturgy is enduring and powerful. The imitation 
of a human by a machine or a machine by a human generates tension 
and suspense in the theatrical event where the audience speculates about 
the specific technology behind the doors. Many multimedia artworks 
presented at international events such as Linz’s Ars Electronica Festival 
rely on this dramaturgy. Such feelings permeate beyond the event though, 
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raising excitement about its potential and fears about the extent to which 
machines may displace humans, not just at games of chess but in weaving, 
calculating and a variety of other laborious and wage-earning practices. 
The drama is not particularly reliant on a specific technology (hence 
its durability), but rather relies on setting up an ontological uncertainty. 
The question about the box’s mode of existence is either/or: either it is 
a human or a machine. Paradoxically, the technology, whether or not 
there is a human body inside the box, both matters and does not matter. 
It matters in terms of the performance’s intensity: the extent to which it 
engages. Yet, it does not matter in terms of its affects and effects: both the 
human as robot and robot as human effect speculation, feeling and power. 
As such the operation is somewhat different from the ontological chore-
ography that emerged within the My Square Lady project. However, the 
project, in much of its publicity, articulated itself in terms of the estab-
lished biomimetic dramaturgy I have just described.

Myon was introduced to the Gob Squad group and a range of singers 
and production staff at the Komische Oper in 2013. Ostensibly this would 
be the start of a two-year process to teach Myon to become a performer 
and, in many ways, would be a continuation of a biomimetic dramaturgy 
embedded in Myon’s design and heritage. Many of the robot’s features 
were designed based on a human analogue: its body shape with two legs, 
two arms and upright stance; its SpinalCord communication mecha-
nism; a processing unit in the head called the BrainModule; and joints 
that worked through antagonistic actuation. It was designed specifically 
to model human cognition related to language use. This research focusses 
on how humans evolve the ability to understand and use language and is 
concerned primarily with the perceptual apparatus needed prior to sophis-
ticated, linguistic operations (Steels and Hild 2012).

Language-based biomimetic dramaturgy within scientific discourse is 
closely associated with the extremely influential script provided by Alan 
Turing’s 1950 paper in which he asked if a machine could think or, in his 
proxy formulation: ‘Are there imaginable digital computers which would 
do well in the imitation game?’ He proposed a particular way to stage 
this question in what has become known using Turing’s term as ‘the imi-
tation game’ or more commonly using his name, as the Turing Test (Turing 
1950, 442). In this game or test, computer scientists are challenged to 
design a programme that, in some form of conversational interaction, 
can deceive more than 30 per cent of a group of people about whether it 
is a machine or another human. Such stagings of Turing’s script generally 
figure the human as a particular kind of plausible, logical rationality. The 
test is usually administered by text on a screen through conversational 
questions and answers posed by software known as a chatbot or chatterbot. 

Simon Parry - 9781526150905
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:02:54AM

via free access



Laughing at science in the theatre 39

For instance, the Eugene Goostman programme managed to fool 10 out 
of 30 judges in a test in 2014 by pretending to be a Ukrainian teenager 
with a pet guinea pig (Sample and Hern 2014).5

Myon’s biomimetic design, and that of other comparable experimental 
humanoid robots, attempts to restore other kinds of sense perception as 
the basis for and medium of communication. Myon is not reliant on a 
text-based interface and can sense a range of visual, audio and kinaesthetic 
stimuli. The robot therefore seems to restore the body lost within Turing’s 
dramaturgy. However, to accept this proposition at its ‘interface value’, to 
use Sherry Turkle’s (2012, 18) elegant turn of phrase, is to miss the way 
that new media dramaturgies recycle old media dramaturgies such as the 
fake chess-playing Turk. Even as the biomimetic potential of such tech-
nologies extends beyond text on a screen, it appears that the dramatur-
gies, and therefore the co-produced social relations, are persistent. What 
might a creative research process look like that is both reflexive towards the 
tendencies of artificial intelligence to revert to the imitation game and 
opens up the possibilities for reworking the dramaturgy? It seems to start 
with a sense of humour – a laugh at the technology and our interactions 
with it – and a theatrical character, Eliza.

The pioneering computer scientist Joseph Weizenbaum bemoaned the 
tendency of the public to take his work too seriously rather than not 
seriously enough and turned to Eliza for help. Weizenbaum worked on 
artificial intelligence programmes from the early 1960s. A number of sci-
entists had devised programmes that could respond plausibly to questions 
posed by humans via a text-based computer interface, but, as Weizenbaum 
observed, ‘understanding must be mutual in most realistic situations’. He 
therefore set out to create a programme that could ask questions rather 
than just answer them. The script he chose was based on that of ‘a non-
directive psychotherapist’. He chose this scenario as it worked towards a 
simulated conversation, what researchers called ‘natural language’, but 
avoided the demand for the machine to have extensive ‘real-world 
knowledge’. He figured that, as a therapist, the software could reasonably 
just bounce questions back at its interlocutor. Drawing similar comic 
inspiration to Gob Squad, albeit 50 years earlier, he called the programme 
Eliza, after Eliza Doolittle, explicitly signalling his work’s theatricality 
referring to G. B. Shaw’s play Pygmalion as his source. Although it was 
ground-breaking at the time, Weizenbaum was very aware of the pro-
gramme’s limitations and indeed sceptical about the machine intelligence 
project more broadly. He thought this was clearly demonstrated by Eliza’s 
performance. For him, Eliza’s conversations were a ‘parody’ of a real con-
versation. However, he was repeatedly frustrated. People, he observed, 
seemed to take the programme seriously. They would ‘insist, in spite of 
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my explanations, that the machine really understood them’ (Weizenbaum 
1976, 188–9).

As his career developed, Weizenbaum, who might have been expected 
to be an enthusiast for a technology he played an important role in devel-
oping, had increasing political reservations about the direction the science 
and technology was taking. This seems to mirror the trajectories of sci-
entists involved in the Manhattan project, notably Joseph Rotblat who 
became a leading anti-nuclear activist, geneticists such as John Sulston 
who became increasingly concerned with biomedical ethics, and other 
scientists like Stephen Hawking who expressed growing concerns about 
artificial intelligence. Weizenbaum’s trajectory is documented in a remark-
able film by Jens Schanze (2010) in which the elderly scientist’s concern 
is juxtaposed with the futurist jingoism of other scientists such as Raymond 
Kurzweil and Hiroshi Ishiguro. At the end of the film, which features the 
end of Weizenbaum’s life, he comes to terms with what he regards as a 
pathological tendency to attach to computers through his experience of 
mortality derived from listening to Bach in his apartment.6 As therapeu-
tic as such transcendent spirituality may have been late in his life, I think 
he was also onto something with his earlier concerns about public ten-
dencies to take the technology too seriously. I suggest his attempt to 
frame his experiment as comically theatrical was the right impulse but 
misfired, at least in part, due to problems with its staging, which I think 
Gob Squad’s project went some way to addressing.

Part of Weizenbaum’s difficulty was that the sciences of robotics and 
artificial intelligence, as well as a wide range of sciences that draw on 
cognate practices, are already mimetic. They do not therefore function 
according to the rules of ‘normal science’ as articulated by Thomas Kuhn 
(Kuhn and Hacking 2012). For Stengers, such new modes of research are 
reliant on simulation. Researchers in these fields are not referring to ‘a truth 
that would always silence fictions’. Rather, they are using modelling and 
forms of ‘mathematical fiction’ to reproduce phenomena, whether that 
be human thought, motion or indeed the global climate (Stengers 2000b, 
135). Within Kuhnian normal science, the paradigm gives coherence to 
scientific programmes. It stabilises norms, institutions and disciplines 
that produce scientific truth. Stengers argues that this ‘form of mobiliza-
tion’ and indeed the paradigm itself may be giving way to ‘the speed of 
technical innovation’ itself (Stengers 2000b, 116). Before the paradigm 
has stabilised, the amount of data generated and the technological means 
by which the data is gathered have made it obsolete. Mimetic fictions in 
themselves, for instance in Weizenbaum’s staging of his technology as 
Eliza, do not necessarily question or complicate such scientific practices. 
The political challenge here lies not in how to uncover the reality of things 
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by exposing an underlying layer of (social or physical) materiality. 
Rather, it has to do with how publics form and fashion relationships with 
and in relation to such objects.

The resources of theatricality offer the possibility for orientations 
towards objects that are in some respects unreal or not yet real. As 
Rebecca Schneider has pointed out:

Theatricality, unlike performativity, makes sure we remember that not every-
thing in the world is real – or not only real. The matter of mimesis, in both 
becoming and unbecoming, might rather (or also) be posited as agential the-
atricality: becoming unreal. And as many have said, theatre – the playground 
of whores and dandies – is really unbecoming. (Schneider 2015, 14)

Weizenbaum’s problem though suggests that theatrical mimesis alone 
may not necessarily be all that unbecoming: the tendency in the biomi-
metic computer sciences is for technologies (too) rapidly to become real. 
As the theatrical is constantly subsumed within social and scientific pro-
cesses it does not always generate the kind of laughter of truth that 
Stengers has called for. If dominant conceptions of public engagement 
with science attempt to real-ise science, i.e. enable transfer into technol-
ogy, public acceptance or understanding, I suggest that comic theatrical 
engagement in the theatre can be more a kind of unrealisation. This is 
not the same as a Brechtian estrangement device that reveals an underly-
ing (dialectical) materialist reality; neither is it about an appeal to an 
essentialised idea(l) of the human under threat by modern science or 
technology. Rather, what comic theatre may have to offer is processes 
through which premature realisations or naturalisations can be suspended, 
where simplistic oppositions between truth and fiction, objectivity and 
subjectivity can be scrutinised and indeed where new technologies may 
be reconfigured.

When Weizenbaum named his programme Eliza after Eliza Doolittle, 
he was acknowledging the theatricality of his scientific experiment. 
However, his idea of what constituted this theatricality and indeed his 
reading of Shaw’s Pygmalion are worth interrogating more closely for the 
extent to which they might have led to a public response that he regarded 
as too serious. The parallel he drew between the software and Miss Doo-
little was based on the idea that they both ‘could be taught to “speak” 
increasingly well’ and that this could be done by training them to follow 
scripts (Weizenbaum 1976, 188). However, where the analogy fell down, 
significantly, was in his figuring of Eliza as ‘an actress… who had nothing 
of her own to say’, in his conception of theatricality as ‘suspended disbe-
lief ’ and indeed in his omission of key aspects of Pygmalion’s dramaturgy 
(Weizenbaum 1976, 189).
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Weizenbaum’s staging of his software effectively reduced the narrative 
to the scene – in Pygmalion it is an ambassador’s reception – where Eliza 
attempts to deceive the assembled aristocratic socialites as to her origins. 
In most stagings of this scene, Eliza’s success is demonstrated by the 
admiration she attracts from the party guests and the conclusion reached 
by another linguistic expert at the party that she is a Hungarian princess. 
None of the characters she meets at the party realise that she is actually a 
Cockney flower-girl. In restaging this scene with his software as Eliza, it 
should therefore have come as no surprise to Weizenbaum that it was 
similarly successful. What Weizenbaum did as dramaturg though was 
to narrow the theatrical frame focussing attention onto Eliza and the 
assembled public who may or may not be deceived, restaging Turing’s 
imitation game or indeed von Kempelen’s Turk. In Shaw’s original, this 
scene takes place in the middle of the play, between Acts 3 and 4, if it is 
staged at all.7 The play and indeed most of its adaptations concern them-
selves mainly with the design of the experiment, Eliza’s interactions with 
Higgins and the other characters, and the unravelling of the implications 
of Eliza’s performance at the ambassador’s reception for both her and the 
other characters. Of course, in this way, the public, as in the theatre audi-
ences, are not positioned as potential dupes of Eliza in an imitation 
game. They know she is not a duchess and are repeatedly reminded. The 
drama of the play rests not on the performance of Eliza as a duchess, but 
rather on her developing capacity to pretend and the interactions she has 
with Higgins and the other characters. Comic theatricality often emerges 
in performances of Pygmalion from the audience’s awareness that it is an 
actor playing Eliza playing a duchess.8

Despite the tongue-in-cheek project publicity and the tendencies of 
artificial intelligence to revert to its core dramaturgy, My Square Lady 
was similarly careful not to restage the imitation game or create the illu-
sion of Myon as human performer. During the project, the robotics team 
were not just representing or showing off the results from an experiment 
but actually doing one.9 In workshops and rehearsals, this was constantly 
evident as scientists tinkered with the robot and otherwise intervened in 
the process. Performance audiences were repeatedly reminded that they 
were watching a scientific process. Bastian Trost from Gob Squad intro-
duced the performance piece as ‘a real experiment’ rather than a game or 
trick; there were conversational reflections on the implications of Myon’s 
technology for various other participants and projections of video clips 
from the two-year process.

Of course, in Pygmalion there are two main characters Eliza and 
Higgins who both undergo a kind of transformation (or what Shaw 
called ‘transfiguration’) in the course of the drama. The ur-text in Ovid’s 
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Metamorphoses is as much a story about the sculptor Pygmalion’s cre-
ative process as it is about the statue that is brought to life by the goddess 
Venus. Artificial intelligence, identifying itself as a computer science 
through its apparent objectivity, is inclined to present its results. It rarely 
shows all its representational apparatus, that is to say the scientists and 
various technologies that go towards staging its imitation games, or the 
effects of these results on that apparatus. In his presentation of the Eliza 
software, therefore, Weizenbaum removed himself (Pygmalion/Higgins) 
from the theatrical frame.10 My Square Lady reinstated Higgins by incor-
porating Professor Manfred Hild and a number of his research team not 
just into the creative process but also on stage in the final performances, 
as I will explain in more detail later on. The final performances were really 
an episodic documentation of this process which itself reflects Eliza’s 
education in Pygmalion or My Fair Lady and the subsequent exploration 
of its repercussions for all those involved.11

Importantly though, My Square Lady went somewhat further than 
either Pygmalion or My Fair Lady in that Myon, as Eliza, whenever 
invited to play the imitation game, tended to fail to perform or, at the 
very least, fail to imitate or fail to impress. In the performance, a screen 
above the performers’ heads displayed sometimes a ‘live’ feed from the 
camera in Myon’s head, so Myon’s ‘point-of-view’, and sometimes a 
recording made using Myon’s camera but played back on cue via a different 
video technology, presumably operated by a stage technician, although 
this is not made clear, so is deceptive in some sense. For example, in one 
sequence of the final performance, a recording gave a clip from a series 
of rehearsals involving Arno Waschk the conductor trying to teach 
Myon to conduct. An image on the screen also showed Myon’s ‘memory’ 
of being taught to conduct. The algorithm that detects and reproduces 
the reoccurring movement motif was represented as a stick figure con-
ducting. Myon was then expected to perform, bringing in the orchestra 
for the ‘Brindisi’ chorus from La Traviata. This was staged with a great 
air of anticipation and build-up. Myon at first failed to begin at all. 
Waschk and Sean Patten from Gob Squad chatting on stage speculated 
on why. In a series of ironic anthropomorphisms they wonder is it 
‘Lampenfieber’ (‘stagefright’), or is Myon thinking about it too much 
rather than getting on with it? Waschk helped, guiding the robot’s hand. 
Then with a cue from Torsten Siedel, researcher and Myon’s bodyguard 
and handler, Myon managed a halting performance and stopped. The 
cast responded with neither enthusiasm nor disappointment. The audi-
ence apparently registered both: they laugh and applaud. Patten, dead-
pan: ‘Das müssen wir erstmal sacken lassen!’ (‘Now let’s let that sink in!’) 
(Figure 2.1).12
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The staged and felt anti-climax here and elsewhere in the process as well 
as in the final performance was central to both the politics and aesthetics 
of the practice. I will address the detail of this feeling later; however, the 
building up and letting down through Myon’s failure to perform was an 
important feature of My Square Lady’s dramaturgy. Within the experimen-
tal context it was not (just) a failure in the imitation game but a failure to 
play it. It engaged with the imitation game as script, but by not simply 
enacting it, it presented a challenge to or disruption of the prospect of an 
ontological shift that Auslander (2002) argues is presented by digital tech-
nologies in general and the chatterbot in particular. Staging Myon along-
side Gob Squad artists, opera singers, video feed, scientists and choirs 
constituted the ontological choreography in which different ways of 
performing were juxtaposed and held open to scrutiny. Steve Dixon (2007, 
273–4) has helpfully theorised failures of robot performance as ‘metallic 
camp’ recognising their funniness and queering of the object. However, 
this seems to rely on figuring the robot as ‘performative[ly] self-conscious’ – 
the robot is granted an individualised, proto-subjective agency to ‘camp 
about’ at least within a particular set of theatrical conventions. Myon even 
fails to camp about. In one of the few pieces of dialogue it utters, it is 
‘sitzen[,] passiv’ (which could be ‘sitting passive’ or ‘sitting, passive’ as 
Myon does not punctuate). The humour in My Square Lady arose from 
the interactions between a variety of different objects and their choreo-
graphed intrusions into each other’s ontological orders.

Figure 2.1 Myon conducting in My Square Lady
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Edward Scheer (2015, 143) has argued that robotics constitutes a kind 
of ‘new media dramaturgy’ and that the theatre might offer a space for 
debating human engagement with objects, trying out empathic relation-
ships and forms of kinship. His thought-provoking analysis of the per-
formance installations of media artist Mari Velonaki draws on the new 
materialist philosophy of Jane Bennett in articulating the vitality of the 
robots in Velonaki’s work. According to Scheer, Velonaki’s robotic dra-
maturgies, such as the Fish-Bird series, expose robotics as an ‘agentic 
assemblage’ in Bennett’s (2010) terms. Here, agency emerges from the inter-
action of subjects and objects in relation. Velonaki’s particular dramaturgy 
utilises a form of biomimesis that seems to mirror animal behaviours but 
stops short of the kind of visual mimesis used in humanoid robotics that 
might include Myon and more directly critiques the robotics of Hiroshi 
Ishiguro with its emphasis on facial and bodily appearance as a route to 
passing as human.

In many ways Pygmalion, My Fair Lady and My Square Lady seem to 
follow this approach to new media dramaturgy. Action and agency in 
Pygmalion emerge from an assemblage of human and nonhuman actors 
or actants including Eliza, Higgins, Pickering, Mrs Higgins, the phono-
graph, the embassy ball, Higgins’ slippers, etc. The argument between Eliza 
and Higgins after they return from the ball as to who (or what) should 
take credit for her success in the imitation game emphasises the complex 
politics underlying the constitution of the assemblage. As Eliza hurls 
them across the room at him, Higgins’ slippers are enrolled in her ambiv-
alent transformation into Edwardian New Woman. At the start of the 
play Higgins’ relationship with his phonograph constitutes his power ‘to 
turn her on as often as you like’ (Shaw 1987b, 36). By the end Eliza is able 
to turn the tables as Higgins confesses that he might miss her. She tells 
him, ‘when you feel lonely without me, you can turn the machine on. It’s 
got no feelings to hurt’ (Shaw 1987b, 127).13

In My Square Lady, the assemblage is reconfigured in a number of ways, 
perhaps most literally by Myon’s disassembly and reassembly frequently 
in rehearsals and notably at a key moment of the final performance. As 
mentioned above, Myon is a modular robot that can be taken apart and 
reassembled during run-time. This feature is apparently determined by a 
number of material constraints in the laboratory. As researchers are 
unlikely to need the whole robot for much of their work, the possibility 
to share the robot among a laboratory team, by dismantling it into arms, 
legs, head and body, makes for economic efficiency. For the audience of 
the performance and the theatre-makers in rehearsals, Myon is literally 
dismantled and reassembled: not one entity but an assemblage of pieces 
brought into being by a laboratory made up a number of researchers and 
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limited financial resources. In performance, this process is staged as a 
tableau of Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper with Myon enrolled as 
Christ but then taken apart and passed down the table in pieces.14 His 
disassembly and reassembly becomes an analogy for divine transforma-
tion directly echoing the idea of transfiguration used by Shaw. Rather 
than copying life, Myon is figured as god-like, immortal. And yet this is 
clearly tongue-in-cheek, Myon’s head camera remains on throughout. 
When I watched this scene in rehearsal the tension on the faces of the 
researchers was clearly not so much about whether Myon would still work, 
perform or live as a whole entity after being reassembled. They do this all 
the time. It was rather to do with having to stand the rather unstable 
assemblage on the table. Any action – standing up, worrying scientists – 
here clearly emerges from the interaction between joints, sensors, algo-
rithms, gravity, table, roboticists, etc.

This account is politically productive in constituting a feminist critique 
of scientific practice, underlining the importance of human relations and 
cultural scripts in the construction of technologies such as Myon. Myon’s 
much vaunted autonomy is less remarkable than the operation of the 
assemblage. Myon does not act alone: it is neither the work of one scientist 
nor even of a whole team of scientists, but rather of a complex network 
of relationships. Such analysis also registers an ecological concern with 
reimagining and reconfiguring relationships with the nonhuman, 
whether this is Myon’s plastic and metal components or indeed with the 
other species that reside inside and outside the human body. Lucy Such-
man, Claudia Castañeda and Donna Haraway have all written extensively 
about the similarities between the way scientific research makes mimetic 
use of nonhuman species and machinic ‘model organisms’ (Castañeda 
and Suchman 2013; Haraway 1991). However, a new media dramaturgy 
that looks to foreground relationships and background the entities 
themselves seems to miss political and aesthetic features of My Square 
Lady that I found the most striking and funny. Myon is both unsurpris-
ing in its liveliness and, considering the scientific and theatrical build up, 
surprisingly unlively. Clearly it is the relationships that are the focus of 
the theatre, and yet the relationships are evidently co-produced with this 
specific object.

For objects to appear lively in the theatre or even within broader 
theatrical cultures, of course, should not come as a surprise. Fascinating 
historical accounts of this liveliness can be found in the work of theatre 
historians such as Kara Reilly’s work on automata and Andrew Sofer’s 
discussion of props (Reilly 2011; Sofer 2003). What is surprising and 
funny about Myon was that it often failed to come to life or at least 
stopped short of doing so. It was repeatedly invited to spring to life 
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through the anthropomorphic gestures of the human actors, but, repeat-
edly, the choreography suspended the transfiguration through some 
kind of reconfiguration. Of course this resistance can be understood as 
an act of the (social) assemblage too. However, comic theatricality in 
My Square Lady proceeded not just from Myon’s capacity to be lively or 
life-like, nor just from human tendencies to accord liveliness or subjectivity 
to nonhuman things, nor even for related tendencies of humans to objec-
tify themselves and each other. Somehow, My Square Lady’s choreography 
tended to hold these tendencies up both in the sense that it presented 
them theatrically and in the sense that it stopped them momentarily, 
resisting the possibility for simple conclusions to be drawn about the 
limits of subjectivity or objectivity. This choreographed hold-up is not the 
same as the tension within biomimetic dramaturgy where engagement 
emerges from ontological uncertainty. Rather, such theatrical choreogra-
phy configures and reconfigures different relationships between humans 
and nonhumans and explores their different modes of existence.

In the re-enactment of the Last Supper described above, Myon, as 
Christ, seemed about to be transfigured and is accorded posthuman 
subjectivity. This process is made sense of through religious imagery as a 
reconfiguration of the divine. At the same time, though, Myon was taken 
apart, with its continuing capacity for visual perception clearly mechan-
ical: Myon made sense as a video camera on shaky legs. The humour here 
is literally but comically iconoclastic in that it emerges from the making 
and then breaking of likenesses: Myon as Christ, Myon as video camera. 
Laughter at this moment registered the way that both configurations 
made sense, that Myon could not be reduced to either and that this situ-
ation was complex, troubling and defied more coherent articulation. 
Being with Myon, as is the case with many technologies, was thus both 
engaging and exhausting. It was this exhaustion, as much as any mimicry, 
that provoked a lot of the laughter in rehearsal and performance.15

In rehearsals a lot of laughter and bemusement among Gob Squad 
members, opera singers and scientists emerged from exercises in which 
Myon and various performers interacted producing unexpected or sur-
prising results. Often these results could neither be easily explained in 
technical terms nor through a particular socio-cultural reading. There 
were a number of sessions in which Myon reproduced singing exercises 
modelled by opera singers. These often came out in a way that was both 
identifiable with the performance of the singer and also apparently 
distorted or otherwise acoustically transformed. Accounts of this were 
offered that made sense of it through science fiction tropes – a Gob Squad 
member likened one of the sounds to the distinctive, unearthly sound-
scapes of the well-known British television drama Dr Who. Singers made 
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sense of the phenomenon through their understanding of their own 
singing technique: Myon was attempting to reproduce vibrato. At the 
same time the scientific team attempted to explain the distortion through 
the various ways that Myon might have been reproducing the audio 
input: for instance through the software’s propensity to re-synthesise the 
sound according to a different algorithmic process than other kinds of 
analogue or digital audio recording equipment. Collectively, though, 
they made sense of the moment and their perplexity through laughter.

In performance, the soprano Mirka Wagner took Myon on her knee 
like a child and, with immense power, sang an aria from Rusalka. She 
gave up. Myon was too heavy, scratchy and unwieldy to be a child and 
was unmoved, at least not until a couple of the researchers came to her 
rescue to get him onto and off her lap. In another scene which supposedly 
demonstrated Myon’s human-like capacity to have its attention attracted 
by a variety of (particularly red) stimuli, Myon registered barely a flicker 
on the point of view screen as world-class opera singers – professional 
attention-grabbers and collective products of years of training, technique 
and experience on this and other stages – brandished a variety of red 
props in a three-pronged act of seduction from The Magic Flute. As already 
described, despite extensive training from the musical director, a metro-
nome would conduct better than Myon.

Myon’s scientific properties were fascinating and theatrically genera-
tive despite and perhaps because of an apparent lack of action which 
limits the potential of an analysis of the practice through notions of bio-
mimetic dramaturgy. For object-oriented philosopher Graham Harman, 
‘to treat objects solely as actors forgets that a thing acts because it exists 
rather than existing because it acts’ (2016, 7). Technical accounts of objects 
tend, in Harman’s terms, to ‘undermine’ by reducing them to their com-
ponents. Socio-cultural accounts may reveal the way objects are socially 
constructed according to gender norms, in a way that is determined by 
economics, or through religious or secular accounts of human excep-
tionalism. For Harman, such critiques have a tendency to ‘overmine’ 
objects, reducing them to a particular account of the social. It is not that 
these approaches are not useful but that they do not exhaust the possibil-
ities of an object. There is a ‘surplus of reality’ (2016, 10) that exceeds 
what objects actually do. It is this ‘immaterial’ surplus that accounts for 
Myon’s ‘surprise and opacity’ and which the project’s ontological chore-
ography explored (2016, 19). The project was notable in the way it bal-
anced and juxtaposed tendencies towards overmining and undermining 
Myon. Such leaping between different and potentially incompatible 
accounts was labour intensive, involving the resources of opera house, 
laboratory, art collective and various audiences. It was also exhausting 
and, in many ways, undramatic. The juxtaposition of contradictory 
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explanations, the labour-intensive process and indeed the sheer exhaus-
tion resulted in laughter, and laughing turned out to be a serious response 
to Myon’s surprise and opacity.

Emotion capture: doubling sensation

In an interview I had with Gob Squad member Sean Patten towards the 
end of the rehearsal period, he told me that part of the driving force 
behind the project had been the fascination many of the collective 
found for popular science fiction cultures. I then asked him about his 
feelings after two years of working with a real robot and expert robotics 
scientists:

I feel I can sleep safely at night knowing that Terminator isn’t quite round 
the corner and this is the funny thing about research into AI and things like 
that, that it is always in 30 years’ time. You know they are going to take over 
the world and everything like that. It just shows that scientific development 
always happens in a different way than you expect. We always look at the 
robot and think ‘Is that Terminator? Is that C3PO?’ But a lot of those things 
you might call artificial intelligence have crept up on us in a very different 
way. You know through cookies, algorithms, smartphones that can track 
where we go. That’s the sort of networked AI rather than something that 
inhabits [a] two arms and two legs robot.

It’s one thing to understand or have dramaturgical mechanisms for con-
ceiving of or engaging with (novel) objects or ontological choreogra-
phies that juxtapose a robot as social object and proto-subject. It is 
another to conceive of a political position towards this object, a way of 
recognising a position of responsibility in relation to such an object. Pat-
ten’s reflection registered the ambiguities and contradictions of this situ-
ation and seemed to echo the contradictory position experienced by 
Weizenbaum I discussed at the start of the chapter.

His first response here suggests a sense of relief that the dystopian 
imaginary of the Terminator is not likely to come to pass in the immi-
nent future. The anti-climactic aesthetic of the performance piece and 
Myon’s failure to perform would seem to reflect this disillusionment. 
Patten passed on this framing of Myon as disappointing, letting the audi-
ence down gently near the start of the performance:

Sean (to audience): Myon is a REAL robot, not a puppet, so those of you 
expecting lasers and mechanical acrobats, might be a little bit disappointed. 
There’s the door.

Simon Parry - 9781526150905
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:02:54AM

via free access



50 Science in performance 

This kind of reveal – showing the reality behind an apparent illusion – 
seems akin to Weizenbaum’s fruitless attempts to explain and therefore 
articulate the limitations of Eliza. Patten distances Myon and the real 
robotics from the dystopian robotic imaginary conjured up by films like 
Terminator. It is a persistent trope within science communication to 
respond to popular hype – the articulation of heightened feeling in the 
media often related to robotics or genetics – with deflationary attempts 
to tell the real story. This is often doomed, as Weizenbaum found. This 
mode of science communication was directly referenced in performance 
as Manfred Hild, after his ‘Stop!’ interruption, launched into the familiar 
TED talk pedagogical aesthetic explaining the reality of his research as 
a response to the appearance of Myon through the floor as theatrical 
deus ex machina.

According to Alenka Zupančič, this kind of reveal is an ideological 
mechanism of power and control:

There is something in the modern ideological structuring of knowledge 
(which often takes the form of revealing what is ‘behind the scenes’ – before 
anybody even thinks to ask) that seems to absorb the question of consequences 
and to make it literally meaningless, incomprehensible. (Zupančič 2016, 413)

Revealing the real in this way then, rather than fostering insight, tends to 
obfuscate. The reveal by Hild and Patten though is theatrical. It is staged 
not to offer privileged access to real robotics – it is not that kind of show – 
but as a comic double take: a parody of the realist reveal as aesthetic or 
political strategy and a way of registering both their perplexity and the 
way that Myon exhausts their different ways of making sense of it.

Patten’s interjection quoted above was itself one of a number of inter-
ruptions he and other Gob Squad performances make to Hild’s TED 
talk. ‘This isn’t lange Nacht der Wissenschaft, this is the real thing’ 
remarked Patten in one of them. In this case the ‘real thing’ was not the 
‘long night of science’ – a popular science communication event format 
where scientists spend an evening explaining their research to the public. 
The real thing was ‘showtime’. So this was not the procedural aesthetic 
of the science documentary, where scientists explained how things 
really work, any more than it was an attempt to deceive the audience by 
theatrical illusion. Hild interrupted any attempt to overmine Myon by 
presenting it, however theatrically, as divine. Patten interrupted Hild’s 
equally theatrical attempts to undermine Myon through science com-
munication. We were caught in an epistemological stalemate and it felt 
funny.

In media production, the technology for turning human bodily motion 
into digital data is known as motion capture. Typically, in film, TV or 
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video game production, sensors are attached to actors’ bodies which 
record movement in space or special cameras track markers overlaid on 
a human or animal face. This data then enables the reconstruction of 3D 
computer models of the movements that can then be (re)animated in 
films or games. Myon makes use of similar technologies with an in-built 
set of sensors that enable the capture of motion through touch, vision, 
audition and then its reproduction. A conceit at the heart of My Square 
Lady was an experiment in emotion capture: the question as to whether 
Myon could be moved by opera. Myon captures (e)motion in at least 
three forms: as represented human emotions (nostalgia, desire, anger) 
through recording images and sounds of operatic scenes; as behaviours 
and physical skills such as singing through the audio recording and 
reproduction and conducting both through visual and haptic stimuli 
when Arno Waschk actually held Myon’s hands; and also sets of public 
feelings about Myon as technology and the sciences of robotics and arti-
ficial intelligence more broadly as visual image, audio recording and to 
a lesser extent manipulation and touch as when Mirka Wagner tried to 
hold the robot in her lap.

Brian Rotman argues that motion capture technology marks a partic-
ular historical shift – an ontological break that has also been characterised 
in terms of the posthuman – comparable to the introduction of alpha-
betic writing. ‘Gesturo-haptic writing’, as he calls it, enables the encoding 
of the non or pre-verbal (2008, 54). According to him, alphabetic writing 
has had a series of profound theological, physiological and ontological 
effects including monotheisms and the mind. The gesturo-haptic, he 
implies, holds similar potential. It ushers in an experience of what he calls 
a ‘para-human’ condition – a feeling of being beside oneself. Rotman 
cites Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty as the theatrical pre-figuration of the 
gesturo-haptic: a turn to an immersive theatre of raw sensation, a theatre 
potentially without written or even verbal language.

In My Square Lady, sensation was often doubled rather than being 
raw or experienced through immersion. People were moved and then the 
movement was captured within another medium or theatrical ontology. 
Things appeared beside themselves. There were repeated rapid juxtapo-
sitions of sensation with reflection of and on this sensation. The dou-
bling of sensation inheres in the ambivalences and ambiguities of science 
in performance. My Square Lady captured the sense of movement 
between states of being rather than proposing a novel sensation or uni-
fied performance ontology. The live comments and recordings of the 
opera staff ’s responses to Myon quoted at the start of the chapter were 
characteristically ambivalent about the hopes and fears engendered by 
the technoscience they saw Myon as standing in for. Myon’s theatrical 
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appearance as both or alternately amazing wonder and technological 
failure articulated this ambivalence. The stage technician hoped that 
robots would make his work easier in the future but feared thereby being 
made redundant. The violinist was convinced that she could not be 
replaced by a robot even as the piece itself featured music generated by a 
range of acoustic, analogue, electronic and digital devices.

In the performance, as the cast assembled into The Last Supper tab-
leau, casually passing a loaf of bread between them, breaking off pieces 
and chewing, shortly before Myon was disassembled, Sean Patten, Bas-
tian Trost and Johanna Freiburg from Gob Squad fired questions about 
emotions at each other and various others onstage and off:

Johanna: Sean, was hast du in deiner Familie über den Umgang mit Emo-
tionen gelernt? [Sean, what have you learned from your family about coping 
with emotions?]

…

Sean: Bastian, tell Myon all the things that make you personally cry.

The baritone Bernhard Hansky in a white suit was wheeled onstage in a 
sparsely furnished, panelled room. He started to sing Gluck’s aria ‘Ach 
Ich habe Sie verloren’. The context of this aria in Gluck’s operatic version 
of the Orpheus and Eurydice story conveys the dangers of showing feel-
ings although this was not explained in the performance: Orpheus kills 
his love by looking back at her. It expresses the sense of loss and also to 
some extent represses it. It is already an ambivalent expression of loss in 
a ‘happy C-major mood’ (Abbate 2001, 14). In Hansky’s version, the loss 
was expressed initially as a controlled still pain. He barely moved and the 
power of his voice was held back. Opera scholar Carolyn Abbate has 
drawn attention to the ‘automaton’ quality of Orpheus in this particular 
operatic treatment of the story and I will return to the choice of a baritone 
to sing this aria that is more normally sung an octave higher by a mezzo- 
soprano. As the tempo slows, he grasped hold of a bunch of flowers from 
a vase on a small table. It was like a still life: a bottle, a violin, a vase with 
some flowers on a small table. His stylised rage grew: he threw the flow-
ers at the wall, then the vase, then the bottle which smashed. He smashed 
the violin – there was gasp in the audience – picked up the chair and 
crashed it into the floor as he was wheeled into the wings. Patten mean-
while began to relate a story of when his bottled-up feelings exploded 
out in an unlikely confrontation with a doorman. Johanna Freiburg 
asked tenor Christoph Späth to simulate crying for Myon, which he ear-
lier claimed to be able to do. Myon’s attention on the point of view screen 
switched from the table, to Späth’s face, to the floor.
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Rather than gliding over the ontological break into an aesthetic where 
motion capture is smoothly integrated into a seamless, immersive experi-
ence, as is often the case in Hollywood cinema or even in more experimen-
tal work such as that by Velonaki, My Square Lady hopped backwards and 
forwards across the break, both generating and exposing a series of contra-
dictory feelings, experienced within different theatrical modes of being. 
Hansky as Orpheus controlled a sense of loss, safely smashing a bottle, 
boxed into a stage on a stage, boxed into a score and a libretto, experienced 
as metaphor performed and received via 200 years of opera history. Han-
sky as Hansky then stepped out of the box onto the stage and confessed 
that he had never really experienced the feelings as he just attempted to 
reproduce them. Patten as Patten confessed to metaphorically bottling up 
anger and to an episode of its violent release. Späth attempted to illustrate 
for Myon the fakeness of the theatrical (e)motion by appearing to cry.

Metaphors were repeated and in their doubling lost their metaphori-
cal quality as substitute. The bottle on stage might perhaps have stood in 
for repressed despair or rage. It was smashed by Orpheus (as theatrical, 
enacted metaphor), it was reassembled (as narrative metaphor) by Hansky, 
it was smashed again (as narrative metaphor) by Patten. The theatrical 
doubling of the metaphors started to turn them into metonyms, associa-
tions rather than substitutions: Orpheus’ bottle and Patten’s bottle, the 
stage on the stage, Hansky as Orpheus and Hansky as Hansky, Späth’s 
tears on his face, Späth’s tears on Myon’s memory card. They all stood 
next to each other rather than stood for each other.

My Square Lady clearly registered a complex and probably representa-
tive range of public feelings about AI and robotics. In performance, these 
were reconfigured through repetition and metonym. This is a clear depar-
ture from dominant cultural modes of engendering affect through (robot-
ics) science in performance such as the enduring Frankenstein tropes that 
express and drive a fear of runaway science and technology or attempts to 
articulate a more hopeful vision within the marketing cultures of technol-
ogy multinationals and some documentaries. It also diverges as a practice 
from some utopian scenarios within experimental arts and science prac-
tices from Ars Electronica’s attempts to rehabilitate the drone as harmless, 
celebratory spectacle within their Spaxels’ performances to Ishiguro’s 
Geminoid robots (and their appearances in the theatre). While My Square 
Lady prompted critical thought about robotics science and stimulated 
ambivalent feelings of hope and fear in response to the science and tech-
nology, it did not simply do either of these. The discontinuities, interrup-
tions, anti-climaxes and repetitions already outlined all tended to produce 
comic effects in a process that tended to subvert big feelings of terror or 
joy in favour of smaller more nuanced affects.
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In Zupančič’s terms, comedy does not create intellectual distance from 
our feelings but creates a distance or lack of immediacy – hence the dis-
continuity – within these feelings. It is not about a critical distance from 
a fear of robotic technology but a critical gap within that fear. This gap 
can be understood spatially or temporally. From Captain W. H. Richards’ 
robot Eric who toured the world in the 1920s to RoboThespian now 
available from Engineered Arts for public purchase, humanoid robots 
are frequently figures of fun as much as they are frightful figures of the 
posthuman. Part of the power of My Square Lady, as evidenced from its 
wide media coverage, was its novelty: the sense that a robot at the opera 
is peculiar, quirky, unexpected and yet somehow capturing the contem-
porary imagination. The juxtaposition of a cutting-edge shiny plastic 
robot with opera singers, whether or not they are in eighteenth-century 
dress, and even in a well-equipped technologically sophisticated opera 
house, still generates a curious sense of anachronism and yet it is not 
clear what or who is out of time.

As much as it was made clear in the project’s publicity and within 
much of the dialogue between artists and scientists that Myon was a cut-
ting-edge contemporary research robot, in many respects the feelings it 
generated emerged from its apparent anachronism. Myon appeared out-
dated within a contemporary cultural vocabulary dominated by a partic-
ular biomimetic dramaturgy. On stage, discounting the barely visible 
shifts of attention and wobbly balancing, Myon did not do anything 
more (and in many respects did less) than its apparent predecessors with 
their various combinations of human and machine: from Von Kempelen’s 
mechanical Turk to C3PO familiar to Star Wars fans since 1977. Nega-
tive feelings about technosciences often respond to a sense of disorient-
ing and uncontrollable speed, and yet here robots in science seemed to 
lag far behind robots in popular culture. This sense of Myon as outdated 
was highlighted in My Square Lady as Myon sat passively amid a stream 
of eclectic popular cultural reference points. In the opening scene 
referred to above, it was surrounded by the children and adult choirs 
dressed in historical-futuristic robot costumes that it clearly resembled. 
Myon was presented as a futuristic object and also as an object of the 
past, somehow temporally doubled both ahead and behind its time. This 
doubling created a certain jamming or slowing effect on the experience 
of technological speed that is a recurring theme in this book.

The temporal doubling was facilitated by the two different theatrical 
temporalities that co-existed within the practice. Opera time is governed 
by the linearity of the music – a tempo and duration that may be 200 or 
more years old. Action needs to occupy the time taken to play a particu-
lar section of the score. For this reason, also the staging needs to be fixed 
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a significant period of time before the performance. For Gob Squad, 
spontaneity is a key dimension of their approach to making theatre, so 
changing things at the last minute is often an important aesthetic strategy. 
Sarah Thom commented to me:

We had to do what’s called a stage rehearsal, where we’re looking at the 
stage elements that we’re going to use and we did that four months ago. 
Usually with Gob Squad… where are we now? We’re three weeks before the 
show. We’d be starting to pin things down. We’ve been pinning this down 
like a year ago… when you see it you go that’s a bit clunky, and that’s not 
flowing and these two there’s a link there that we hadn’t seen before. We 
can’t do that because there’s a fucking orchestra with notes written. You 
can’t say ‘do you know what, all those notes that took someone a month to 
write just chuck them away’. You just can’t do that. So for us it’s like whoa. 
Forward thinking.

For robotics, there is both a sense of rapidly changing technology but 
also the sense that the duration of the project may last decades. Myon’s 
data and algorithms (just like Gluck’s score) have taken years of develop-
ment and are likely to outlast the humans doing the programming or 
composing. However, the exciting prospect of the project for Manfred 
Hild was not so much Myon performing scripted (i.e. programmed) 
actions on cue, but rather the potential for Myon to receive various stimuli 
and react unpredictably:

What became very important was that we would not be interested so much 
in introducing the robot into a theatre play with a script. I mean normally a 
theatre play is a scripted thing. Everyone knows when everybody enters and 
leaves the stage and sings what and when and in which sequence. And, of 
course, this is most boring for a researcher and would have given us a hard 
time. And so we agreed upon that we would try to let the robot live within 
the piece on its own like stimulus-response… but not pre-programmed what 
happens next.

The most labour on the part of the scientists and Gob Squad went into 
creating the relatively unspectacular (illusion of) spontaneity most visi-
ble in the unpredictable shifting of Myon’s attentional frames, that is to 
say where Myon’s head camera is focused. Cued action would be both 
harder and less interesting. In both respects Myon underwhelmed and 
appeared out of time, accustomed as contemporary audiences are to the 
spectacular cued performances of robots.

Anachronism and ambivalent feelings of attraction and repulsion, 
according to Sianne Ngai, are characteristics of the gimmick as aes-
thetic category and emerge from the gimmick’s relationship to capitalist 
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production. The gimmick is ‘both the effect and the procedure used to 
generate it’ (2016, 485). It is both labour-saving and labour-replacing 
and therefore has the effect of shortening time. It is this abbreviation that 
generates the kind of irritation registered in a number of the responses 
to the robot quoted already when reflecting on the potential for it to 
save or replace time or work. The technician was attracted by the robot’s 
potential to save time but repelled by the prospect of being replaced. The 
violinist denied the prospect that robots could make music and thereby 
replace her. The My Square Lady project poured labour into an effort to 
present Myon theatrically but to avoid gimmickry.

Sarah Thom explicitly commented on her concern about the gimmick 
aesthetic in my interview with her: ‘you can’t use everything just cause 
it’s possible. There’s got to be a reason for it to be there. Otherwise it’s just 
gimmick.’ Thom was clearly concerned here about the potential of the 
gimmick to irritate. Gob Squad’s approach though is bound up with, 
even defined by, a recognition of the paradoxical attraction and repul-
sion of novelty, popular culture and new media.

One of Gob Squad’s ways of coping with this paradox involves an 
insistence on the use of newer technologies ‘on a DIY level’, as Thom put 
it, so that the audience can see how the effects are being created. Gob 
Squad’s aesthetic engages with and then steps back from the cutting 
edge through use of anachronistic technologies or by making use of 
newer technologies in a deliberately home-made or amateurish way. 
Myon’s camp appearance through the floor as comic divinity drew on 
and drew attention to the way the deus ex machina in the theatre now 
functions as gimmick. It irritates and amuses rather than brings dra-
matic resolution. It is this comic play with the gimmick’s irritating 
potential that makes Gob Squad’s approach so suitable for exploring 
responses to Myon, and indeed Myon’s apparent but failing gimmicky 
qualities that made it such a suitable temporary Gob Squad member 
and stand-in for robotics science more broadly. Myon begins to embody 
ambivalence rather than autonomy (literally, algorithmically, metaphor-
ically and metonymically).

As I have been writing this chapter I have had to continually restrain 
myself, several times going back and deleting and rewriting the third- 
person pronoun I have used for talking about Myon. In an attempt to 
avoid a loaded and gendered anthropomorphism, I have rewritten as ‘it’. 
However, my restrained instinct was always to write ‘he’. It is not com-
pletely clear why this is the case, although the most obvious reason is that 
Myon was referred to throughout the project as ‘er’ i.e. ‘he’ in German. 
In a moment towards the start of the performance, Johanna Freiburg 
playfully drew attention to this:
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Johanna: In Kürze werden wir die Vorstellung fortsetzen, sobald sie… 
er/sie/es [We will shortly continue with the performance, as soon as she… 
he/she/it]

Manfred: DER Roboter… er [THE robot… he] (here Manfred stresses the 
masculine form of ‘the’ associated with robot as a masculine noun)

Johanna: Typisch! [Typical!]

Does My Square Lady subtly critique Myon’s (en)gendering? Hild 
comments on Myon’s gender as an artefact of the masculine noun ‘der 
Roboter’ – a kind of cultural scripting – not of Myon’s material design. 
This design, Hild claims, was deliberately intended to reflect the relatively 
androgynous physiognomy of an 8-year-old child before differentiation 
takes place. However, I can’t stop thinking that Myon is engendered as a 
boy. This is a curious reversal given Myon’s role as Eliza. An adult woman 
is played by a (robot) boy. There is, of course, plenty of precedent for this 
in theatre and opera. There are several subsequent sly references to such 
reversals in the performance. Christiane Oertel, a mezzo soprano, reflects 
on her repeated casting in ‘Hosenrollen’ (so as a male character) and that 
she never got to play Carmen. Hansky performs Orpheus in the Gluck 
aria. This is a complex switch in that Orpheus is a male character, but 
normally in this opera performed by a woman. My Square Lady makes 
use of such gender doubling that is an established part of theatrical 
traditions – Christiane’s long professional career has relied on it. Its 
choreography sets this tradition in a metonymic relation to the body 
doubling of the cyborg or robot that was covertly established through 
the imitation game and makes it explicit.

As I have already referred to, the artifice in artificial intelligence is 
underpinned by an idea of gendered difference. The imitation game in 
Turing’s paper is played first by an interrogator trying to differentiate a 
man from a woman before trying to differentiate a human from a com-
puter (Hayles 1999; Turing 1950). The cyborg in cultural criticism and 
arts practice has offered a potent figure resourcing critiques of power 
dynamics produced through raced and gendered difference (Parker- 
Starbuck 2011). For instance, the pop-funk singer Janelle Monáe has mobil-
ised both of these critiques through her figure of Cindy Mayweather, the 
Afrofuturist Arch-Android who appeared in a number of her albums 
and videos. For her, the African-American woman was always already 
doubly cyborg, robot or android, as such imaginary creations have 
emerged alongside the institutions through which black people were 
enslaved and women oppressed.16 This is most explicit in the video of 
Many Moons released on the Metropolis Suite I EP which re-enacts a kind 

Simon Parry - 9781526150905
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:02:54AM

via free access



58 Science in performance 

of futuristic slave auction (Monáe 2008). Monáe takes hold of this figure 
to take control of the imaginary at the same time, through her qualified 
participation in commercial pop music, as acknowledging the impossi-
bility of completely abstracting such technologies from global capital. 
Her rich aesthetic vocabulary, discussed in much greater detail by schol-
ars of ‘Neo-Afrofuturism’ Daylanne K. English and Alvin Kim (2013), 
includes the racial and gender-queer figure of the Android sometimes 
dressed in a fitted tuxedo, who, in the title of her hit single, precariously 
walks a political Tightrope. As I have already indicated, the female 
cyborg seems prefigured in Shaw’s Pygmalion. Eliza for Higgins is a 
puppet just like Pygmalion’s statue. Eliza’s rejection of Higgins’ claims to 
her transformation and control (via marriage or other relation of dom-
ination) constitutes an act of resistance. Eliza’s decision to open a flower 
shop or marry Freddie exerts her new found if still limited control. 
Performances by particular actors in this role, such as the one by Mrs 
Campbell, may even have constituted a resistance to the control of male 
writers or directors.

In My Square Lady something funny happened to this gendered 
dimension of the story. As mentioned before, the project seemed to offer 
more of an act of repair rather than a utopian vision of transformation or 
dystopian warning of overreach. This was not so much a story about the 
emancipation of women as about the (dis or re)embodiment of men. 
After all, the imitation game, from Ovid’s Pygmalion through to My Fair 
Lady via Alan Turing, is a male fantasy of an autonomous object made 
alive in the image and imagination of a male creator. When Manfred 
Hild sang Robbie Williams’ and Guy Chambers’ lyrics to Myon ‘I just 
wanna feel’, there was a certain level of ambiguity as to whether he was 
singing as himself or about what he wished for Myon. The joke of course 
emerged from the way Williams’ song seemed to speak for Myon. However, 
the joke works in a particular way when it is a roboticist singing it for his 
robot. The idea that robots might feel the absence of feeling is an endur-
ing cultural trope – a rehearsal of the Frankenstein narrative. Williams’ 
hugely popular song though seems to have more to do with a crisis of 
masculinity, a confession of his own (unmanly) depression in tension 
with desire for (sexual) sensation. In Hild’s hands, or rather voice, these 
readings were doubled. Hild’s untrained voice on this stage at this point 
and his research team as backing dancers foregrounded (white, male) 
scientists’ bodies – and to some extent the weakness of these bodies – 
stealing the stage from their creation.

One of the researchers, Stefan Bethge, tried to explain the scene to me 
during rehearsals:
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There’s a scene where we first start behind the curtain and then just join in 
and it’s about… actually I don’t really know why we’re dancing but we’re just 
going to join in from the back and I think it’s going to be fun.

His explanation is intriguing in articulating what he does not know and 
his making sense of this moment as fun. The dancing and the fun seemed 
to start at the point at which his understanding stops. Since 2008, the 
American Association for the Advance of Science and Science magazine 
have run the ‘Dance your PhD’ competition in which scientists are 
invited to dance their research. Entries tend to involve a choreographic 
representation of scientific objects but might fruitfully be explored in 
terms of the way the performances reflect feelings about or relationships 
with these objects or indeed with the researchers’ scientific practice 
(Tierney 2018).

As the curtain went up on the dancing researchers in My Square Lady, 
there was a whoop in the audience and what seemed like affectionate 
laughter maybe from family, friends or colleagues. The spectacle of expert 
scientists singing and dancing inexpertly is a powerful moment of con-
nection. It reconfigures the laboratory as social technology, what Knorr- 
Cetina (1999) might call ‘delaboratorisation’, and the stereotypically 
unfeeling, disembodied scientist as moving, feeling, theatrical body in 
space.

In normal science, as Stengers (2000b) has observed, the scientists 
withdraw from the staging of the experiment. The objects speak for 
themselves and their truth thereby silences fictions. In Pygmalion Hig-
gins as feeling male body is repeatedly dragged back into the action by 
Eliza (and Shaw), however much he might try to keep himself out of it. 
In performance Mrs Campbell seemed to have performed a similar 
operation on Shaw himself through her own comic skills. Within con-
temporary mimetic sciences, reliant on the fiction of the model or simu-
lation, perhaps it is important for the scientist to stand by her or his 
experiment and this is where Weizenbaum went wrong in his staging. In 
My Square Lady, Hild and his team played the imitation game alongside 
Myon. They offered their bodies up to question alongside the doubled 
bodies of the robot, opera singer and performance artists. Katherine 
Hayles (1999, xii), drawing on Andrew Hodges’ (2014) biography, has 
explained the tragic implications in Turing’s own life for his ‘being blind 
to the distinction between saying and doing’. Turing’s challenge to gen-
der norms within an oppressive homophobic regime combined with his 
disembodied understanding of the imitation game with terrible conse-
quences. The collaboration of Hild with Gob Squad and the Komische 
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Oper might point the way to a reflexively embodied scientific practice: 
where scientists come out from behind the curtain and the embodied 
dimension of doing seemingly disembodied science is put on display.

If there was a narrative arc in My Square Lady, it was from (the non-
events of) Myon’s birth to death. Myon’s birth at the start of the perfor-
mance was comically divine, fully grown as deus ex machina through a trap 
door in the floor to be enthroned as Venus on a scallop shell interrupted 
by Professor Hild. Inevitably the show ended with death(s), although, of 
course, not Myon’s. In fact the whole of the second half of the performance 
was a series of deaths. It opened with the Antony and the Johnsons’ song 
‘Hope there’s someone’.17 The opera singers walked onto a twilit stage 
arranged around Myon with three children in the centre. As they sang 
the ethereally melancholic song, somewhat distanced from the more 
clearly embodied pain of the original by their technique, children appear 
and gently touch or hold on to them following the song’s plea to ‘take 
care of me when I die’. Later, Orpheus mourned Eurydice’s death. Myon 
was disassembled, did not die, and was nevertheless resurrected or reas-
sembled. Mezzosoprano Christiane Oertel looked back on her long 
career and, finally getting to sing Carmen, died (as Carmen). Patten and 
Hild discussed the death drive and astrophysics, Hild confessing how his 
mortality motivated his work. Patten asked him what would happen to 
Myon when he dies. The entire cast dropped (fake) dead in front of Myon 
as Katarina Morfa sang Dido’s lament ‘When I am laid in earth’. Myon 
watched them all die and as ever did not do anything to confirm or deny 
its necropolitical potential. Here though, with bodies strewn across the 
stage, Myon’s twitching attention seemed the most vital. And then, the-
atrically dying in another sense, it finally sang in a weakly quavering 
electronic tone: ‘I sing the body electric, I celebrate the me yet to come.’

Peggy Phelan (1993,  2003) has argued that the ontology of performance 
is defined by its disappearance and therefore ultimately by human mortal-
ity. My Square Lady rehearsed this conclusion repeatedly. The deaths were 
staged one after another. In response to Phelan, Auslander (2002,  2008) 
argued that liveness was an artefact of mediatisation. Of course, the deaths 
are staged in front of or for Myon. Maybe Myon even seemed ultimately to 
bring them about. My Square Lady comically choreographed liveness, 
indeed life, as both media effect and as performance ontology. It was the 
experience of both of these apparently contradictory or at least looping 
logics that produced both nonhuman and human as ambivalent bodies. 
Singing the body electric staged what subsequently became known as the 
‘liveness debate’ between Phelan and Auslander as musical comedy.

The cast of My Square Lady was brought back to (beyond?) life at the 
end of the performance in a rousing, camp chorus finale. The lyric is 
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from Walt Whitman’s poem via the musical number by Michael Gore 
and Dean Pitchford from the 1980 film of Fame about a talented group 
of young people at a stage school. The sublime notion that the human 
body can be beautiful in its very materiality and mortality (a kind of 
materialist transcendence) morphed in the Gore and Pitchford version 
into the notion that we will all gain immortality by a return to stardust or 
atoms (another kind of materialist transcendence). In the film the stars 
were clearly metaphorical – the kids from Fame would gain immortality 
through their mediatised stardom. The sentiment was doubled here. The 
metaphors all sat beside each other. The sensation was both sublime and 
kitsch. The comic doubling was not simply stating a difference between 
Myon and the humans on stage in terms of finitude: that the humans 
would die and Myon would not. Neither was it sincerely staking a new 
materialist claim for human immortality as energy, atoms or liveliness. 
Myon’s failure to live (in the theatre) was somehow mirrored by a human 
failure to die (in the theatre). Finitude here, as Zupančič (2008, 52–3) 
puts it, ‘has a hole in it’. It leaks. At the same time, as Harman asserts, 
objects exhaust our accounts of them. My Square Lady’s musical comedy 
provided a response to the problem of biomimetic dramaturgy and to 
the experience of the post- or para-human condition. Its ontological 
choreography resisted the temptation to fill the hole in or settle for a 
complete account of artificial intelligence either from science or popular 
culture. Indeed, the comic doubling, to juxtapose some metaphors, cre-
ated the hole and registered a sense of exhaustion. At the end of the finale 
number, on screen Myon’s past ‘life’ flashed before its and our eyes and 
then Myon went onto the street into the and our future. Although we will 
no doubt be forced to play it repeatedly, as Myon’s descendants perform 
a series of ontological shifts yet to come, staging the imitation game in 
the theatre is a comic gag. This is the only place where anyone will ever 
really win.

Notes

 1 Shaw wrote Pygmalion in 1912. It was first produced and published in Ger-
man translation in 1913 and then in English in 1914. It has had ongoing 
popularity and consequent revivals in German as well as English language 
versions.

 2 The Doppelpass scheme (2011–21) is administered by the Kulturstifting des 
Bundes. It is a fund for cultural collaboration supported by the German fed-
eral government and European Union regional development funding.

 3 This conclusion echoes a brilliant essay by Carl Lavery (2015) that reads 
laughter at and in Ionesco’s work in terms of ecological and environmental 
politics and in relation to scientific knowledge about climate change.
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 4 Louise LePage (2016, 283) has critically interrogated the theatre of Ishiguro’s 
Geminoid robots and articulated the way that in his recent robot perfor-
mances there is a move away from comedy and actually ‘a tendency towards 
sincerity’ which seems to constitute an attempt to use theatre to promote 
acceptance of the technology rather than as a way of exploring different rela-
tionships with it.

 5 The dramaturgy underpins a much wider range of research in which com-
puters simulate humans or other organisms. The massive Human Brain Project, 
for instance, is attempting to create an international infrastructure to model 
the human brain employing hundreds of scientists across Europe.

 6 Thanks to Christina Runge, the producer and dramaturg working with Gob 
Squad on My Square Lady, who directed me to this film, which clearly acted 
as an inspiration for some elements of the project and performance.

 7 The scene appears in printed editions but is not always performed. Shaw 
(1987, 11) stipulates in a note that the scene as written is intended for cinema 
or particularly well-equipped theatres. It clearly forms the basis of the scene 
in the 1938 film scripted by Shaw himself and the subsequent musical versions.

 8 Certain moments in the first London performance of Pygmalion in 1914 
were said to have provoked riotous laughter, including the utterance of a 
shocking expletive that according to the Telegraph’s reviewer ‘brought down 
the house’ (‘Pygmalion, His Majesty’s Theatre, 1914, Review’ 2014). Theatre 
historian Fiona Gregory has argued that the comedy was generated by the 
performances of the star actors playing Eliza and Higgins, Stella (Mrs Patrick) 
Campbell and Herbert Tree as much as Shaw’s dialogue (Gregory 2016). Shaw 
was ambivalent to some of the hilarity at these performances and indeed to 
laughter in the theatre more broadly (Telegraph 2015).

 9 The work done on the project has given rise to a number of postgraduate 
theses and related publications (Siedel 2015).

10 Critical readings of Turing’s original paper on the imitation game have also 
attempted to restore both Turing’s own body and the cultural (gendered) scripts 
that it rehearses into understandings of computer science and artificial intel-
ligence (Hayles 1999).

11 This is staged in film versions in different ways: as a montage intercut with 
Eliza’s dreams in the 1938 film of Pygmalion and intercut with the ‘Poor Pro-
fessor Higgins’ musical number in the 1965 film of My Fair Lady which 
includes a comic gag with food.

12 In this chapter I have left quoted dialogue in the original language and pro-
vided my translation in square brackets in order to give a sense of the way the 
code switching between German and English in the performance was part of 
the aesthetic.

13 In the 1964 film My Fair Lady, the assemblage is further reconfigured within 
the sung numbers when Eliza is assembled from Audrey Hepburn’s body and 
Marni Nixon’s voice. In an implicitly new materialist reading of the film, 
musicologist Marcie Ray detects (a second wave) feminist agency, a cyborg 
woman in Haraway’s terms, emerging from Nixon’s voice disconnected from 
Hepburn’s body and Eliza’s inner monologue provided by the sung numbers 
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of a book musical which are also withheld from capture by the gramophone/
Higgins. Higgins cannot record the songs as these take place inside her head 
(Ray 2014).

14 Dixon (2007) has pointed out that this is a recurring image in the theatrical 
staging of robots.

15 The idea that objects exhaust accounts of them is developed in philosophical 
detail in Timothy Morton’s influential book Hyperobjects (Morton 2013).

16 The word robot was derived by Čapek from an old Slavic word for slave.
17 The trans singer now identifies as Anohni and as such in this song seems to 

challenge binary understandings of gender as a basis for human relationships.
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